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Twenty Three 

Tipping the Scales 
Disability Studies Asks "How Much Diversity Can You Take?" 

David/. Connor and Susan Baglieri 

The Relative Absence of Disability in Educational Discourse of Diversity 

In contemplating contemporary notions of diversity, issues such as race, ethnicity, gender, 
social class, nationality, and sexual orientation often come to mind. Civil rights movements 
foregrounded the struggle of African Americans, women, and homosexuals and gave rise to 
increased access to all aspects of society. To state the obvious, while some progress has been 
made, there is still a long way to go. Of great importance is that these markers of identity 
have grown to affect the ways in which diversity is theorized and taught in teacher preparation 
programs (Banks, 2001) and integrated into the school curriculums (Brown, 1996). Just as Civil 
Rights Movements foregrounded race, gender, and sexual orientation, people with disabilities 
and their allies forged a movement that sought to shift them from society's margins toward its 
center (Fleischer & Zames, 2001). Why is it, then, as Hamre, Oyler, and Bejoian (2006) ask, 
that "in many progressive spaces where commitments to social justice are real and enduring, 
the lives and experiences of people with disabilities are sometimes overlooked?" (p. 91). The 
reasons are manifold, complex, and worthy of exploration. 

Competing agendas for pluralistic curricula in schools-often captured in the umbrella 
term "multi.cultutal"-have resulted in a paradoxical narrowing of the frames of identity and 
diversity that may be considered in curriculum reform. While efforts to re-imagine a curricu
lum that more accuratdy reflects the histories of women and people of African descent have 
gained strength, and authentic representation of the issues of GLQBT people has gained ten
tative ground, attempts to include disability studies have been subject to criticism. Linton, Md
lo and O'Neill (l995), for example, describe the following criticisms: "scholarship on disability 
will 'water down' the diversity requirement; its purpose is to increase sdf-esteem, or capitulate 
to interest group pressure; it's not valid or rigorous scholarship; it's parochial, and will further 
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atomize the curriculum" (p. 9). They call attention to the paradox of narrowing plw:alism, 
noting that "the criticisms previously heard from proponents of the traditional canon are now 
being used against the inclusion of disability in cw:riculwn transformation efforts" (p. 9). 

A central purpose of this chapter is to address such criticisms and concerns and to pro~ 
vide a theory of practice for positioning disability studies as part of a broader diversity agenda. 
First, we theorize disability in social, cultural, and historical terms, asserting the usefulness 
of articulating disability as a category akin to race, gender, and sexual orientation. Second, 
we advocate the need for critical educators to continue their work in troubling normalizing 
practices around ability and hwnan worth. Third, we examine the "master script'' (Swartz, 
1992) or "hidden curriculum" (Apple, 1971) in professional preparation and K-12 school cur
riculum to reveal what adults, children, and youth, with and without disabilities, typically learn 
about disabilities. Fow:th, we explore ways in which disability can be taught within K-college 
curriculum. Finally, we emphasize the promise of linking theory to trouble practice about dis
ability, and practice to trouble theory about disability. 

Confronting Ableism 

First and foremost are the widespread and pervasive beliefs that disability is always a negative 
human characteristic, a tragedy, a fiaw, an abnormality (Stiker, 1999). These entrenched beliefs 
are fundamentally challenged by the field of disability studies, which reframes disability as a 
natural human characteristic that falls outside cultural notions of normalcy. The concept of 
normalcy is rooted within ableist assumptions of how a body should look and act. Ableism
an.alogous to racism, sexism, heterosexism-is the belief that those with disabilities are infe
rior to non-disabled people, who are not quite fully human. The subsequent devaluation of 
disability within society becomes evident in educational policies and practices based upon 

attitudes that uncritically assert that it is better for a child to walk than roll, speak thin sign, read print 
than read Braille, spell independently than use a spell-check, and hang out with nondisabled chil.dren 
rather than with other disabled students. (Hehir, 2005, p. 15) 

Simply put, attitudes and ideas about disabled people rise from belief systems constructed by 
thousands upon thousands of negative associations that we experience throughout our lives. 
These associations become ascribed to people perceived to be not normal, causing their stig
matization. In his work on stigma, Goffman asserts, "the normal and the stigmatized are not 
persons but rather pers.pectives" (1963, p. 138). We believe that disability, like beauty, is in the 
eye of the beholder, and concur with Davis that "the body is never a single physical thing so 
much as a series of attitudes toward it" (2002, p. 22; see also Buder, 1993). It can be argued 
that it is the attitudes toward those deemed abnormal that actively causes their disablement, 
not their physical or sensory impairment or their perceived lack of cognitive ability or "ap
propriate" behaviors. Unwillingness to accept people with disabilities in all public places, or 
perhaps indifference, serves as the biggest barrier to their full participation in society. 

Idealized and Defective Citizens 

Despite the espoused embrace of diversity within the United States, the notion of an idealized 
American citizen has remained constant. Almost fifty years ago, in his exploration of stigma 
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in society, Goffman (1963) noted,'' ... in ~n important sense there is only one complete un
blushing male in America: a youn& married, white, urban, northern, heterosexual Protestant 
father of college education, fully employed, of good complexion, weight, and height, and a 
recent record in sports" (p. 128). Indeed, almost half a century later, the phrase "all-American 
boy" conjures up almost the same picture, except that now he would most likdy reside in the 
suburbs. Disability bursts this European-American-male citizen bubble in ways that, arguably, 
both differ from and overlap with race, gender, and sexual orientation. The notion of an ideal
ized citizen is one to which people aspire. It promises many privileges such as "full" status into 
normalcy and theoretically guarantees widespread access and acceptance into all domains of 
society. As noted by Murphy (1995), this rhetoric of perfection is contested by disability, 

The pursuit of the slim, well-muscled body is not only an aesthetic matter, but also a moral imperative .. .It 
hardly needs saying that the disabled, individually and as a group, contravene all the values of youth, vi
rility, activity, and physic!ll beauty that Americans cherish, however little most individuals may embody 
them (p. 153). 

Clearly, these notions of an idealized, desirable citizen reflected in a perfect, God-like body 
undergird our culture. But, if people with disabilities do not mirror this desirability, neither 
do most citizens. Indeed, attempts to approximate an out-of-reach ideal for the overwhelming 
majority of citizens raises many interesting questions, including about perceived differences 
in people, competition, the ways in which capitalism organizes individuals, and how power 
operates. The broad cultural devaluation of people with disabilities, unsurprisingly, results in a 
widespread denial of social currency, oftentimes discounting those with clisabilities from "be
ing in the running" (or mainstream) in schools, as workers, and as mates. 

At the same time, people with clisabilities are expected not to act in certain ways. As Gordon 
and Rosenblum (2001) point out, "They are not expected to be dominant, active, independent, 
competitive, adventurous, sexual, self-controlled, healthy, intelligent, attractive, or competent" 
(p. 14). In brief, they are "denied the attributes valued in the culture" (p. 13). It is assumed 
that a person cannot be disabled and possess power. This point was exemplified by President 
Franklin D. Roosevelt, a whedchair user, whose publicity photographs during his entire time 
in office were manipulated to disguise that fact and pretend he was non-disabled (Alter, 2006). 
This illustrates how the general public perceives physical strength as corresponding to moral 
and intellectual force. Conversely, a physical impairment is often erroneously associated with 
a moral and intellectuaJ weakness. Roosevelt was a contracliction. How could one of the most 
powerful men in the world, the commander and chief of the United States of America, be 
disabled? Yet, his situation-being competent but vulnerable to ableist perceptions of incom
petence-is commonplace. 

The Need for Another Other 

Just as disability is "put to the side" in sociology (Gordon & Rosenblum, 2001), in the fidd 
of education, it is usually rdegated to the medical conceptual framework of special education. 
Disability is also commonly ignored or downplayed in issues of diversity within education 
(Anderson & Collins, 1998). However, in her essay, "Disability History: Why We Need An
other 'Other,"' Kudlick (2003) makes a robust argument that disability should be considered 
"a key defining social category on par with race, class, and gender." In claiming disability as a 
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social experience and rejecting it as a primarily medical diagnosis, the field of disability stud:: 
ies eschews the individual as a unit of analysis. Instead, it focuses on the social systems that 
construct disability, interactions within and among them, how bodily difference is constructed, 
and the meaning and value of that difference. 

Disability studies provide a conceptualization of disability that allows us to deal squarely 
with perspective and attitude, which Davis (2002), Goffman (1963), and Butler (1993) suggest 
are central to the meaning we make about bodies. Disability covers a broad array of impair.! 
ments and is a highly contextualized experience, rendering it far more fluid than other seem
ingly "permanent" phenomena. Davis (2002) describes disability as "an amorphous identity 
with porous boundaries," causing "other identity groups in the United States [toJ have had 
difficulty in incorporating it into their goals" (p. 36). Despite the struggle, however, disability 
studies "challenge long held perceptions that relegate it [disability] to the unglamorous back
waters primarily of interest to people in rehabilitation; special education, and other applied 
professional fields" (Kudlick, 2003). 

Gordon and Rosenblum (2001) make a strong case that disability shares many character
istics with American constructions of race, gender, and sexual orientation. They consider the 
way that each status is constructed through unceasing social processes in which people are 
named, aggregated and disaggregated, dichotomized and stigmatized, and deprived of op
portunities to acquire the attributes our culture values. Yet, as Davis notes, there is no section 
on disability studies or disability per se in the bookstore, nor can the definition of ableism be 
found in the dictionary (Weise, 2004). In response to the invisibility of disability, Davis (1997) 
believes that 

studies about disability have not had historically the visibility of studies about race, class, or gender for 
complex as well as simple reasons. The simple re~on is the general pervasiveness of discrimination and 
prejudice against people with disabilities leading to their marginalization as well as the marginalization 
of the study of disability (p. 1). 

His sentiments are echoed by linton (1998), who asserts, ''The enormous energy society ex
pends keeping people with disabilities sequestered in subordinate positions is matched by the 
academy's effort to justify isolation and oppression" (p. 3). The larger academy has been slow 
to embrace the exploration of disability as a field, and special education has clung tenaciously 
to its positivist research base, emphasizing medical interpretations of disability as disorder, 
deficit, and dysfunction. Moving beyond, or perhaps ahead of questions of diagnosis and 
treatment, disability studies ask: What is normal? What is abnormal? What are the meanings 
of such labels? Who gets to decide? How are labels tied to social standing, power, identity, and 
access to--or limitations placed on-all aspects of society? 

Unraveling Normalcy 

Just as the world is racialized, genderized, and sexualized, it is also normalized. In her work 
Extraordinary Bodies (1997), Garland-Thomson asserts that 

disability is a representation, a cultural interpretation of physical transformation or configuration, and a 
comparison of bodies that structures social relations and institutions. Disability, then, is the attribution 
of corporeal deviance-not so much a property of bodies as a product of cultural rules about what 
bodies should be or do (p. 6). 
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She refers to the non-stigmatized figure in society as a "normate," a synonym for the desir
able citizen discussed earlier. Through the thousands of daily acts, chosen to define normalcy, 
abnormalcy becomes established. Conversely, as abnormalcy becomes reined, it verifies un
derstandings of normalcy. Davis (2002) elaborates: 

Whether we are talking about AIDS, low birth weight babies, special education issues, euthanasia, and the 
thousand other topics listed in the newspapers every day, the examination, discussion, anatomizing this 
form of "difference" is nothing less th2.ll a desperate attempt by people to consolidate their normalcy 
(p. 117). 

Inflexible school practices such as standardized norms, tracking, age- and grade-appropriate 
expectations, lUghly ritualized behaviors and interactions, and a professional obsession with 
normalcy have led what Baker (2002) refers to as "The Hunt for Disability" in schools. The 
burgeoning numbers of students labeled learning disabled (LD), emotionally disturbed (ED), 
behavior disordered (BD), cognitively delayed (CD), attention-deficit disordered (ADD), at
tention-deficit-hyperactivity disordered (ADHD), oppositional defiant disordered (ODD), or 
with speech and language deficits (S & L), and so on, testify to the fixation within education 
to seek, label, and relocate children who are not deemed sufficiendy normal in terms of learn
ing, behaving, focusing, speaking, and following instructions. Rather than hunting for labels 
to name the "deficiencies within" such children and youth, we believe it is more beneficial to 
contemplate" ... the ways in that bodies interact with the socially engineered environment and 
conform to social expectations [and] determine the varying degrees of disability or able-bod
iedness, or extra-ordinariness" (Garland-Thomson, 1997, p. 7). 

In thinking about how bodies (people) interact with their environment, the medical model 
of disability that pervades the pseudo scientific discourse of schooling is confronted. Linton 
(1998) urges that we do not let society off the hook: 

[S]ociety, in agreeing to assign medical meaning to disability, colludes to keep the issue withia the putview 
of the medical establishment, to keep it a personal matter and "treat, the condition and the pe.rson with 
the condition rather than "treating" the social processes and policies that constrict disabled people's lives 
(p. 11). 

The assignment of bodies to disability categories has a long history within schooling practices 
(Terry & Urla, 1995). However, scholars in disability studies urge us to reject medicalized no
tions of differences that are characterized as inherent deficits and instead, to be understanding 
of cognitive, physical, sensory, and behavioral diversity among students. Pathologizing differ
ence can only lead to continued forms of othering and stigmatization. Davis (2002) conveys 
the value of unraveling the status quo: "Disability studies demands a shift from the ideology 
of normalcy, from the rule and hegemony of normates, to a vision of the body as changeable, 
unperfectable, unruly, and untidy" (p. 39). 

The Role of Crff.ica/ Educators 

Educators within disability studies seek to challenge the typical presentation of disability in 
education as sets of clinical/scientific/medical conditions indicating a personal tragedy wait
ing for treatment, remediation, and restoration to normalcy. Education, particularly Special 
Education, is often criticized for not recognizing disability as a set of social processes and-



346 I PHYSICAL DIVER.IITY 

along with being saturated in medical discourse-operating within a legislative paradigm. 

Ironically, the laws that protect children and youth with disabilities can also paradoxically limit 
their participation in general schooling (Connor & Ferri, 2007). As Christensen (1996) notes, 

" . . . schooling itself is disabling, that its lack of flexibility in accommodating a diverse range 
of learners creates disabled students" (p. 65). Baker's (2002) observation about the plethora of 

"soft" disability labels (previously listed) suggests a factory-like educational process of trained 
professionals technically selecting defective children and sorting them from their standard-is

sue peers. Yet, Varenne and McDermott provocatively comment, '~thout schools, [there are] 

no learning disabilities" (1998, p. 143). 
In focusing upon the system rather than the child as the site of responsibility, the prime 

concern for many scholars and critical special educators in the field of disability studies is the 

need to combat ableism and to avoid stigmatizing difference,. while simultaneously creating 
access to educational opportunities. As Sapon-Shevin explains, ''Educators need to transcend 

discussions of diversity as a classroom problem and regard it as natural, desirable, and inevi
table occurrence that enriches educational experiences for both teachers and students" (2000, 

p. 34). Educators and scholars who come to disability studies are usually those who have 
always rejected, or transitioned to outrighdy reject the limited conceptuafuation of disability 

in the field of education (Gallagher, Heshusius, Iano, & Skrtic, 2004) . As a result, we explore 
many issues, including how teacher preparation programs often unwittingly induct potential 

educators into harmful ways of thinking about students with disabilities (Brandinger, 2004); 
how many educationally based disabilities labels are highly subjective and based on cultural 

demands (Reid & Valle, 2004); how labeling serves to segregate the population according to 
disability (Baker, 2002); how the overrepresentation of students of color has been occurring 

for decades within special education classes (Ferri & Connor, 2006); and the creation of the
ory, policy, and practice to set a new course for pluralistic education (Gabel, 2005; Danforth 

& Gabel, 2006). 
The continued exclusion of students labeled disabled from the educational opportunities 

afforded to their non-identified peers is justified through the medicalized conceptual frame of 
education. In contrast, a disability studies perspective compels us to consider the evaluation 

of disabled bodies as an exercise of normative power that has served to limit the power and 

position of students labeled with disabilities in schools. Reductionist methods of teaching and 
watered-down curricula, characteristic of segregated special education settings, have result

ed in inequitable academic opportunity and limited educational gain (Ellis, 1997; Heshusius, 
1989). Tomlinson (2004) notes that even in inclusive contexts, students labeled with disabilities 

are "more likely to encounter curricula focused on drill, seatwork, giving right answers, going 
over questions, reviewing, and other low-level tasks," as reflective of their placement in "low

group" and "low-track" general education settings (p. 520). It has also been found that stu

dents labeled with disabilities often remain both socially and academically segregated in inclu
sion classrooms (e.g., where labeled students are rejected by peers; where the class temporarily 

relocates to an inaccessible setting) (Hehir, 2003). He explains that if teachers view students 

labeled with disabilities as others, they may be complicit with, less attentive to, or unaware of 
the way that students become marginalized through activities and curricula that exclude them 

from class experiences. 
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As with other forms of institutionalized oppression, the theory-making that undergirds 
our exclusionary practices occurs not only at the sites of practice but also in the character of 
what adults and children learn about disability in society, the workplace, and schools. In addi
tion to movies and media that reify stereotypes and tropes about disability and disabled per
sons' lives, workplaces and schools seem to more often adopt curricula in service to a medical 
model. In the next section, we use Swartz's (1992; 1997) idea of master scripting to review past 
work in disability curriculum. 

Examining Disability Curriculum: Master Scripting Ability 

Swartz (1992; 2007) describes the master script as classroom practices, pedagogy, and instruc
tional materials that are grounded in particular ideologies of knowledge and performance. 
"Master scripting," she explains, "silences multiple voices and perspectives, primarily-by legiti
mizing dominant, White, upper-class, male voicings as the 'standard' knowledge students need 
to know" (Swartz, 1992, p. 341). Other, especially contrary, accounts are either omitted from 
the master script or brought under control through re-shaping by the dominant voice. For 
example, Blanchett (2006) points out that Dr. Martin Luther King's tactics and leadership in 
the Civil Rights Movement are more commonly recognized than those of Malcolm X. As an 
additional example of master scripting, she notes the characterization of Rosa Parks as a "tired 
seamstress" (Ladson-Billings, cited in Blanchett, 2006, p. 26), rather than as a woman who en
gaged in a strategic act of protest. In both cases, social action and leadership are removed from 
context and reduced to happenstanc~in the representation of Parks-or sanitized to control 
the discourse surrounding notions of black power, or resistance, "by any. means necessary:' 
for example. Master scripting maintains a disempowered characterization of resistors and con
trols and sanitizes the violence of oppression and counter-movements of equal intensity. 

Swartz's (1992, 2007) concept of master scripting with regard to the dominant knowl
edge made about people of African descent can be applied toward locating the master script 
of ability. The master script of ability can be discerned in the medical model of disability 
and its profound impact on knowledge that is made about disabled persons. Master scripting 
through a medical model characterizes knowledge about extrao.!=clinary bodies and minds as 
most meaningful in binaries of abled/ disabled, which privileges the voices of scientists, or 
doctors and other experts in the helping professions over the desires or experiences of per
sons with disabilities. Remediation and cure of the individual or attention to compllince with 
anti-discrimination policies (ostensibly crafted and implemented by an abled, white, male, Eu
ropean-descent majority in government) are made central in the dominant knowledge about 
disability. 

Discerning the Master Script of Ability 

In curricula, the most typical location for disability is in special "disability awareness" events, 
which often take place in conjunction with disability awareness weeks or months. As in other 
institutional efforts to recognize "special groups" one month at a time, disability awareness 
takes center stage in states like Indiana and :Missouri and in scores of universities and cities 
across the nation in March. The United States Congress recently designated O ctober as Na
tional Disability Employment Awareness Month, and Idaho, North Carolina, and New York 
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also recognize October as a time for "disability history'' events. Efforts to create resource 
lists, interactive Web-based activities, and to generate event ideas are ongoing. Two excellent 
examples are those provided by the Museum of disABIU1Y History in Williamsville, NY 
(http:/ /www.museumofdisability.org), and the EDGE (Education for Disability and Gender 
Equity), which offers interactive, Web-based activities on multiple topics of disability his
tory and content (http:/ /www.disabilityhistory.org/ dwa/ edge/ curriculum/ culrure.htm). Both 
resources adopt "disability history'' as their main thrust and seem to reflect the scholarship 
of disability studies and the disruption of a master script. "Disability awareness," in contrast, 
more often maintains a medical, colonial master script of ability. 

"Disability awareness" events tend to offer activities like charity drives to benefit cure 
research and one-night-event guest presenters who tell stories of overcoming adversity that 
are intended to emphasize the potentiality of «normalcy'' that lies within disabled experiences. 
Disability is something to cure or overcome, which exemplifies the superhuman work ethic 
and joie de vivre of those who have "risen above." Wheelchair basketball games and wheel
chair races featuring "abled" athletes competing with everyday wheelchair-users provide fun 
and novelty. For the able-bodied, blindfolding, limb-tying, ear-plugging, and wheelchair-riding 
are simulation experiences that claim to increase empathy and understanding for disability 
experiences. Perhaps the Frustration, Anxiety and Tension workshop, known as F.A.T. City 
(Lavoie, 1989), which presents participants with nonsense words and impossible activities to 
simulate a learning disability, may be held, or a relatively innocuous depiction of school-based 
inclusion, such as the Academy Award-winning documentary EdJmrting Peter (Wurzberg, 1992) 
screened. 

In "disability awareness," disability curriculum is relegated to special events in the "ap
propriate" week or month, and the character of the events tends to re-inscribe pity, fear, 
discomfort, and misunderstanding of disability, particularly for abled participants. Brew-Par
rish (1997; 2004), a disabled activist, recalls her daughter's experience of a disability simula
tion from which students emerged "terrified of their newly created disabilities," and with 
ideas that "persons with disabilities had horrible lives. A few thought they might be better 
off dead" (http:/ /www.raggeded gemagazine.com/focus/wrongmessage04.html). A master 
script of ability is produced when disability is largely presented as an experience of either ex
treme dysfunction-as abled persons simulate "conditions" with which they have not learned 
to function-or extreme success, in inspirational stories of over-achievers--the trope of the 
"supercrip." 

Disability awareness fails to capture the richness and complexity of actual lives that are 
described or claimed as disabled. Skepticism about adding disability to the pantheon of other 
"Others" who seek pluralistic curricula is well placed if awareness curricula draw critique. In 
its presentation of non-complicated inspirational personas, offer of novelty spectator events 
involving abled athletes struggling in wheelchairs, and disingenuous simulations, awareness 
does, indeed, focus on the parochial and on self-esteem, which, as Brew-Parrish (2004) points 
out, still misses the mark. The presence of awareness may, in fact, produce more powerful 
master scripts of ability within various curricula than would be produced in its absence. While 
the master script of ability can be found within many discourses, in the following section we 
call attention to three: attention in the workplace; teacher education; and content curricula in 
the arts and social sciences. 
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The Workplace 

Compliance with Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act, The Americans with Disabilities Act, 
and the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act is commonly presented as the rationale for 
addressing disability in the workplace and in education (Barrett, 1997; Gordon, Lewandowslci, 
& Keiser, 1999; Ussner, 1997; Vogel, Leyser, Wyland, & Brulle, 1999). The struggle for equity 
in employment and the education of disabled persons emerges as a battle over money and 
semantics in the courts, with businesses scrambling to meet minimum compliance require
ments with policies that actually do very little to improve the lives of disabled persons (Russell, 
1998). The dominant discourse of disability read through law and policy, however, appears 
comprehensive and effectively controls and sanitizes others' accounts of lived, daily struggles 
that could be presented in workplace curricula (Russell, 1998; O'Brien, 2001). 

Teacher Education 

In teacher education, a medical model of special education has given rise to a host of disposi
tions and practices intended to support the inclusion of students with disabilities in general 
education. Beyond the separation of "special, from "general" education, which reveals that 
the master script of ability is at work even in our initial conceptualization of schooling, the 
recommendation that teachers learn to modify curriculum for disabled learners is listed among 
the more important teaching skills recommended for special educators (Vaidya & Zaslavsky, 
2000; The National Joint Committee on Learning Disabilities, 1998). On its own, learning 
to modify curriculum seems like a promising idea to realize equity and pluralism in schools. 
However, the master script of the medical model imbues the practice of modifying curriculum 
with contradictory implications. 

Teacher education often specifies that inclusive educators be prepared to "modify" and 
"adapt" general education curricula to meet the needs of students labeled with disabilities. For 
example, Vaidya and Zaslavsky (2000) assert that teacher education should " ... help teachers 
modify [emphasis added] curricula, deliver effective instruction, and employ alternative-assess
ment strategies to meet the needs of diverse learners." (p. 145). The National Joint Commit
tee on Learning Disabilities (1998) also states that general e~ucators must "modijj [emphasis 
added) instruction given students' unique learning characteristics." (p. 184). In these examples, 
modified refers to a process of changing from a presumed baseline of curriculum or pedagogy 
to one created specifically to meet the needs of particular students labeled with disabilities. 
This perspective constructs education as static, in which difference is extraordinary to a pre
sumed normal course of instruction. The construction of an accessible curriculum as excep
tional to a presumed standard reifies a medical model. In other words, conceptualizing curricu
lum changes as, first, necessitated by disability and, second, as outside of a general course of 
teaching, we reify a view of particular students as disordered, thus upholding a master script 
that reinforces the abled/ disabled binary. 

In each of these context~wareness events, workplace compliance, and teacher educa
tion-a sanitized view of disability emerges. We overly simplify disability experiences by ad
dressing disability primarily through the courts or through superficial efforts to empathize or 
adapt. Compliance to policy in the workplace and the ways we imagine best practices in educa
tion privilege a medical model of disability, in which government or professional expertise, 
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to recall Swartz's (1992) description, "silence~ multiple voices and perspectives, primarily by 
legi.t::imizing dominant, White, upper-class, male voicings as the 'standard' knowledge" (p. 341). 

The master script of ability in business and school practices can be discerned in ways similar 
to .reading master scripts of race. It should come as little surprise, therefore, that treatment 
of disability in content-area curriculum in the arts and social sciences emerges in analogous 
constructions as well 

Content-Area Curricula 

Efforts by teachers to incorporate disability-related topics into content-area curriculum have 

been noted by Connor and Bejoian (2006). They describe, for example, a teacher "who high
lights the disability rights movement as a consequence of the Civil Rights Movement," and 
another who "briefly taught about the impact of the German eugenics movement that forcibly 

interned citizens who had disabilities and then systematically killed them" (p. 52). Both teach
ing examples, while admittedly well intended, were positioned as supplemental to the general 
curriculum in ways that reveal a master script of ability. 

Describing the disability rights movement as a mere "consequence" of another movement 

serves to silence the voices and experiences of disability rights activists, and positions the 
movement as happenstance. By attaching the experiences of disabled persons to the broader 

genocide of the Third Reich, we whitewash both the particular impact of eugenic policies on 
disabled persons and the role that American eugenics played in the actions of Nazi Germany. 
Linton, Mello, and O'Neill (1995) point out, for example, "the use of the 'lethal chamber' op
tion was supported by leaders in the field of mental retardation in the United States before 

it was applied in Nazi Germany" (p. 7). Despite best intentions, efforts to include disability 

in the curriculum reflect a compensatory approach (Swartz, 1992) that serves as a quick but 
insufficient nod in the direction of including disability diversity. 

In ano ther example from social studies content, the story of President Franklin D. Roo

sevelt is now a commonly incorporated disability topic in the school curriculum. Related to 
the controversy during the late nineties over whether a statue depicting the president in a 
wheelchair should be included in his Washington, D.C. memorial, a retrospective of Roosevelt 

positions him as a premier American figure with a disability (Fleischer & Zames, 2001). As 
with Rosa Parks, however, the discussion of Roosevelt tends to be removed from the histori
cal context in which he hid his disability from the public. When Roosevelt is described as a 

president who ''happens to have had a disability'' or presented as an inspiring example of 
overcoming adversity, his disability experience is reduced to mere happenstance. 

Alter's (2006) biography of Roosevelt, however, re-characterizes the president's disability 
experience as, not simply an extraordinary feature of his biography, but as a central factor in 

his humanistic New Deal policies. The potential to provide a fuller context to Roosevelt's life 
and work is present through an analysis of his a bled/ disabled identity, presidential policies, 

and contradictions in historical and modern representation of him as a wheelchair-using polio 
survivor. However, master scripting produces the more common presentations of Roosevelt 
as a president who "happens to have had" a disability or who overcame adversity in his presi

dency, neither of which comprehensively captures the complexity of his life, work, and past 
and present representations. 
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As in history, the study of literatur~ is filled with opportunities to address the mean
ing assigned to the extraordinary bodies of scores of literary characters. Fairy tales, myths, 
legends, folktales, Shakespearean and classic characters from Beecher Stowe, Steinbeck, and 
Morrison, to name a few, can all be rich sources for students' exploration of disability in lit
erature (Connor & Bejoian, 2007; Garland-Thomson, 1997; Mitchell & Snyder, 2000). More 
typically, however, the use of disability in the literary canon serves symbolic purposes. Jlttle 
time is spent troubling the idea of using disability as metaphor rather than reflecting actual 
lived experiences (Mitchell & Snyder, 2001). Furthermore, the stereotypes and tropes of dis
ability that are reified in many texts and perpetuated through extraordinary characters-more 
often villams--are not usually addressed (Shapiro, 1999). In brief, master scripting in the study 
of literature reveals sterile methods of "neutral" literary analysis that position disability to 
be useful as metaphor and as an effective literary device for characterization. It incorporates 
disabilities imagined by non-disabled authors rather"than realistic lived experiences of people 
with disabilities (Kleege, 1999). 

Rewriting Master Scripts 

Master scripting in ability is similar to master scripting with regard to race. "The debate over 
the centrality or marginality of race, class, and gender groups in the production of knowledge," 
Swartz (1992) points out, "is not over the relative importance of historical figures and events, 
nor is it over the potential iinpact of the curriculum experience on self-esteem or the modeling 
of race, gender, and class heroes and heroines" (p. 341 ). Rather, it relates to the "mamtenance 
or disruption of the Eurocentrically bound 'master script' that public schools currently impart 
to their students" (p. 341). Achieving a pluralistic approach to curriculum cannot be realized in 
the mention of a few historical figures who "happen to have disabilities,'' by reading one book 
on Helen Keller, or by engaging in non-critical analyses of disability in literature. We also do 
not suggest that disability becomes centered in ways that marginalize other groups. Rather, we 
imagine pluralistic curriculum to engage students in sophisticated analyses that examine the 
master script alongside, and in contrast to, counter-stories. Complexity may be emphasized in 
the experiences and identities or characterizations of historical and literary figures with regard 
to ~ultiple markers of group membership and intersections. 

In addition, there are important interrelati~ns between master scripting of race and ability 
that suggest the fruitful expansion of plurality to include disability. Gould (1996) claims the 
construction of intelligence measures helped to "establish" the superiority of Northern Eu
ropean white men (and their descendents) over virtually all others as scientifically defensible. 
Despite current espoused values for a "color-blind" strategy for educational practice a century 
later (Leonardo, 2007), the science of ability continues to justify inequity in education between 
European Americans and African Americans (and other students of color). As Carrier (1986), 
Sleeter (1987), and Ferri and Connor (2006) point out, special education emerged primarily 
to protect racially segregated education and is practiced in ways that continue to disadvantage 
students of African descent (Blanchett, 2006; Losen & Orfield, 2002). The master scripting 
of ability interrelates with master scripting of race. The intersections and parallels of master 
scripts about ability and race, and their dual impact on the knowledge made of disability and 
race, suggest the fallacy in fears that disability studies "atomizes" an agenda for pluralistic cur
ricula. In teacher education, especially for prospective educators, opportunities must exist to 
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examine the intersections and interactions .among traditions of knowledge that act together to 
justify inequity and misrepresentation of groups of students made marginal through master 
scripting (Swartz, 2007; Ware, 2006). 

Far from parochial, and decidedly not geared to improving self-esteem, disability studies 
adds a rich element to the ways in which students can learn to "read the world'' (Freire, 1970). 
Disability studies offers numerous lenses for analysis and inquiry to trouble (mis)representation, 
ongoing marginality, happenstance interpretations of disability, and devaluation of disability 
experiences. Those who operate within a master script of disability marinated within a medical 
model, or interpret disability as metaphor or trope, fail to recognize the importance of ac
counts and experiences of persons with disabilities. Incorporating actual accounts exemplifies 
Swartz's (2007) process of "re-membering," the approach designed to produce more accurate, 
contextual representations of people of African des~ent in curriculum. A process of "putting 
the members of history back together" (p. 173), re-membering emphasizes representation, 
critical thinking, and indigenous voice as central components to teaching content about people 
of who have been othered, as well as in building knowledge about their roles in history. As in 
the reexamination of race, approaches can be adopted to re-member curriculum for people 
with disabilities, another important "other'' (Kudlick, 2003). 

How Can We Teach Disability as Diversity? 

When thinking about curriculum, two major issues co-exist: the content of the curriculum and 
a.-cess to that content. In this section we will focus on the first issue, advocating that disability 
should be studied in the broadest contexts possible and across all disciplines. James Banks 
(1994) suggests five dimensions of multicultural education, and we believe they are equally 
apt when applied to disability: (1) diversity must be integrated into the content, and not an ad
ditive approach; (2) the origins and construction of knowledge are openly addressed, includ
ing the influence on scholars; (3) a pro-active approach is used to reduce prejudice and help 
students develop positive attitudes to different groups; (4) equitable pedagogy is employed, 
encouraging diverse forms of interaction such as cooperative learning; and (5) an empowering 
school culture and social structure are consciously cultivated. Used together, these dimensions 
support a transformative approach to education, encouraging plurality in perspectives, and 
acknowledge the epistemological contributions of formerly marginalized groups. Through 
the exploration of disability from social and cultural perspectives, we can teach disability as 
another way of being. 

In subsequent sections are some ideas for content and strategies to help students engage 
in materials and discussions. Although we have divided areas into suggestions for elementary, 
middle, and high school, followed by teacher education, it is our belief that each idea can po
tentially be modified. 

Elementary School 

Teaching children to understand and value difference begins in elementary school. Teachers 
can introduce the notion that differences are often perceived very differently by individuals. 
Furthermore, the person perceived as different (whether based on race, class, ethnicity, gender, 
age, or body size) is neither better nor worse than the person beholding. Put disability on the 
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list. Compare how people without disab~ties view people with disabilities, and then contrast 
that with how people with disabilities view themselves-deliberately challenging notions of 
incompleteness, unhappiness, common in~ and overall inferiority. 

In general, children's literature has been criticized for inaccurately representing life with a 
disability, largely portraying "poor litde things," and "brave little souls" (Ayala, 1999, p. 103), 
evoking pity and/ or admiration. This phenomenon can be countered by teaching the broad 
topic of difference in classic books such as Charlotte'! Web (White, 1952/2004), Chrysanthemum 
(Henkes, 1996)) The Secret Garden (Burnett, 1909), and the perennial &Jdolph the Red-Nosed Rein
deer(May, 1939). Student-centered discussion can focus on topics such as: How is the character 
different? What do other characters think of him/her? What happens to character because of 
his/her difference? How does the character, in turn, respond? What can we learn and appre
ciate about the idea of difference from knowing the character? Several scholars in education 
have designed criteria that are useful in evaluating children's stories for accuracy of disability 
representation (see Blaska, 2004; Worotynec, 2004; Ziegler, 1980). Io addition, inclusive educa
tion has been responsible for a growth in the direct incorporation of disability teaching into 
the curriculum (see "Nine Ways to Evaluate Children's Books That Address Disability as Part 
of Diversity'' at http:/ /circleofinclusion.org). 

Another way to teach disability is by providing progressive representations of disability in 
literature. Tiny Tim in Dickens's A Christmas Carol (1843/ 1986) is the poster child of quintes
sential helpless, passive, sicldy, pitiable victimhood. To challenge such "classic" portraits, use 
contemporary books depicting disabled children as being able to do many things and unable 
to do some things. Stories such as Friends in the Park (Bunnet, 1992), Lester~ Dog (Hesse, 1993), 
The Wonderfol Life of a F!y Who Coufdn't F!y (Lozoff, 2002), Mandy Sue'! Dt!J (Karim, 1994), 
and the autobiographical Trouble with SchooL· A Fami!y Story about Learning Disabilities (Dunn & 
Dunn, 1993) provide more accurate and realistic representations of disability (Blaska & Lynch, 
1998). 

Given how much children love cartoons, an analysis of them yields interesting classroom 
discussions. Inarticulate Elmer Fudd, short-sighted Mr. Magoo, developmentally delayed 
Dopey the Dwarf, stuttering Porky Pig, and so on, all share the unenviable position of being 
openly laughed at because of their _disability. Students can talk about and critique the connec
tion between comedy and disability--ru1d how laughing at others due to their difference is 
essentially how prejudice operates and causes hurtful consequences. 

In designing a unit called, Teaching about Difference to a Third-Grade Class, one educa
tor used the movie Babs (1995) about an unwanted piglet that is bought by a farmer. While 
the teacher used the film as a vehicle to address the measurement skills required in the tra
ditional curriculum such as weight, length, time, and temperature, she also selected specific 
themes from the movie to focus on. These themes included welcoming newcomers into the 
community, nurturing independence, and fostering interdependence. Discussion questions she 
posed to students included: Why did no one want Babe? Why did others prefer his brothers 
and sisters? H ow did Babe fit in with the other animals? In what ways did Babe prove people 
wrong? What could Babe do that no one else could? How are Babe's experiences like those of 
children? (Connor & Bejoian, 2006). 

Finally, many traditional myths, tales, legends, and fairy stories are ripe for a disability 
studies reading. What might be said about the "lame boy'' in Ths Pied Piper of Hamelin? Hans 
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Christian Andersen's Tin Soldier with one leg? The socially ostracized Ugly Duckling? What 
of general themes such as physical ugliness mirroring moral ugliness (ugly stepsisters, wicked 
witches, pirates, trolls) or physical beauty representing virtue (Sleeping Beauty, Cinderella, 
princes)? In what ways do these stories all teach messages about what make "good" and "bad" 
bodies I people? 

Middle School 

As putdowns by peers are rife in middle school, there is all the more reason to openly discuss 
the widespread use of disability-related language in our society. Some examples worthy of 
consideration include ''That's retarded," "You're a spaz," ·~e you blind?" "He's crazy," "She's 
nuts," "Schit:zo!" ·~e you deaf?" and "T hat idea is so lame." What associations with disability 
can be found in these expressions? What are the implic_ations of these associations? What do 
people with disabilities think about non-disabled people using this language? Most impor
tantly, what are some alternative ways of expressing the same meaning without using disability 
as a "put-down"? (Mairs, 1996) 

Keeping with the use and significance of language, students can study the meaning of the 
words "able" and "disabled." How might they respond when asked what does it mean to be 
able-bodied? What are able-bodied people "able" to do? While admittedly sounding strange at 
first, the question prompts th.inking how able-bodied people have the luxury of not having to 
think about this question. Indeed the majority of people do not usually acknowledge their sta
tus of having full access to most aspects of the world, feeling part of the mainstream, and not 
being "invisible." On the other hand, many people with disabilities are prevented from gaining 
full access to the world, feel excluded from the mainstream, and are constantly made aware 
of their "disabled" status. What are some barriers (structural? economic? cultural?) preventing 
disabled people from gaining access to the mainstream, and how have some of these barriers 
been surmounted in the past (Charlton, 1998;]. Shapiro, 199 3)? 

Another way of teaching disability is to use books that are written to help students under
stand themselves. A small but significant body of literature exists which aims to help students 
understand the ways their own bodies and minds function. Two examples by Mel Levine 
include Keeping a Head in Sohool (1990) and All Kind of Minds (1993). The first is a book for ado
lescents that explains the ways in which the mind works and how humans manage the execu
tive functions of their brains in negotiating the academic and social demands of school The 
second describes fictional middle-school students who struggle with attention, organization, 
memory, behaviors, receptive and expressive use of language, featuring ways students address 
their own areas of need. 

On a different note, the arts offer an excellent venue for discussing disability-related is
sues. Disability has informed the creative process of many great painters who gave us mas
terpieces that are appreciated the world over. For example, Andrew Wyeth's Christina'! World 
portrays his next-door neighbor, who was unable to walk. Yet, in the painting he purposefully 
positioned her looking toward a wide-open space, not inhibited by expectations of confine
ment (Mayer, 2004). Artists who were disabled include Frida Kahlo, arguably the most famous 
female painter in the world, whose deeply personalized canvases and drawings depict the life
long physical and emotional effects of surviving a street accident; Matisse and Monet, whose 
later larger works were influenced by the limitations of their eyesight (Linton, 2004); Van 
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Gogh who produced vivid, vibrant pain~, of unparalleled intensity, throughout his emo
tionally turbulent life; and Beauford Delaney's brilliantly colored canvases that are inextricable 
from his schizophrenia. The artists above are examples of people who could be researched 
with their disability considered a shaper of their work. 

Within social studies, students can learn about the disability rights movement, instrumen
tal in organizing political power from a grass roots level. Access to education, employment, 
transportation, health care, housing, community integration, and technology has significantly 
improved the lives of many people with disabilities. The vanguard of these changes consisted 
of disabled activists who staged demonstrations, sit-ins, and argued determinedly to speak for 
themselves and be heard. Students can determine in what ways the disability rights movement 
is similar to, and different from, other movements, as well as describing the breadth and limita
tions of this movement. 

Finally, read-alouds can be a great venue for fadlltating discussions about different dis
abilities (Richardson & Boyle, 1998). For example, Stuck in Neutral (Trueman, 2001) is narrated 
from the point of view of a teenager with multiple disabilities who is unable to speak, who 
comes to believe that his father is preparing to carry out a "mercy killing" on him. In Freak 
the Mighty (Philbrick,1995), a small, physically fragile child teams up with a large, cognitively 
delayed adolescent to navigate a world that is openly hostile toward them both, forging strong 
friendship through mutual respect for each other's differences. Read-alouds can be used to 
deliberate a variety of relevant issues while also meeting state standards (Kates, 2006). 

High School 

In the higher grades become, students become increasingly aware of complex concepts. At this 
age, students are able to contemplate the idea of disability as a minority label. Disability can 
be explored along with other "markers of identity" that are recognized as sjgnifying minority
group status, such as race, ethnicity, gender, and sexual orientation (Gordon & Rosenblum, 
2001). Students can also be asked, when people with disabilities claim kinship as a minority 
group, in what ways that changes their self-perception, and how others perceive them. They 
can then explore some of the inequities in society faced by people with disabilities, address
ing to what degree disabled people and their allies have addressee:\ these inequalities. What are 
further ways in which these inequities can be addressed? 

The history of people with disabilities can also be taught, whether framed explicitly in 
a unit, woven throughout an interdisciplinary curriculum, or offered as potential research 
project. Although people with disabilities have always existed, the cultural understanding of 
various conditions and impairments have differed within various societies and changed over 
time (Stik.er, 1999). For example, people with disabilities were: accorded special powers in 
ancient Egypt (people of short stature); believed to be possessed by demons (epilepsy); an
nihilated in Nazi death camps (developmentally and physically disabled); and were responsible 
for organizing the Disability Rights movement (Fleischer & Zames, 2001). These fragments 
offer a glimpse into a fascinating and complex history of human diversity that has yet to be 
fully realized. 

As films can be seen as cultural texts that students learn from, it is worthwhile including 
critiques of disability representation in movies. The vast majority of films portray people with 
disabilities in inaccurate and damaging ways, reinforcing stereotypes and circulating mislead-
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ing information (Darke, 1998; Safran, 1998a; Safran, 1998b). These depictions can be openly 
challenged. For example, after learning about the real life experiences of blind people, watch 
the film Scent of a Woman. While unquestionably entertaining, Al Pacino's Oscar-winning per
formance as a lonely, self-loathing. bitter, despondent, socially-rejected man who feels faces 
to "see" a person (myth), has an incredible sense of smell (myth), and is suicidal (myth), con
forms with many misunderstandings of blindness. Students can discuss what is problematic 
about such pervasive representations. More importantly, students can also clarify that blind
ness is simply an everyday experience that is "nonnal." for some people. 

Teachers can also use progressive representations of disability in film to dispel myths and 
undermine stereotypes. Fairly recent movies in which disability is seen as an everyday fact of 
life, including The Station Agent (person of short stature leading a "normal" life), Finding Nemo 
(having a "gimpy" body part is only one aspect of~ person), and Rory O'Shea Was Here (young 
adults struggle to choose where they live and with. whom). The Farrelly brothers often pro
duce films that are controversial in the disability community and the source of lively debates 
about stereotypes and the ethics and meanings of representation. One recent 6lm, The Ringer, 
is about a non-disabled man who pretends to have "mental retardation" in an attempt to infil
trate and win the Special Olympics. On another level, popular movies, such as the Shrek series, 
joyfully invert traditional expectations of surface appearances when "monstrous" physical at
tributes are seen as endearing, simply another way of being, and handsomely chiseled princely 
looks do not correspond with inner beauty. In his article, "Using Movies to Teach Students 
about Disabilities,'' Safran (2000) offers a student-friendly tool to help evaluate positive and 
negative representations of disability. 

Within the language arts classroom, students can analyze representations of disability in 
classic literature. Most classic texts taught in schools are actually populated with disabled char
acters, such as Shakespeare's Richard III (1600/2004), Melville's Moby Dick (1851/2001), Stein
beck's Of Mice and Men (1937 /1986), Tennessee Williams's The Glass Menagen"e (1945/1999), 
Toni Morrison's Sula (1973), and August W1lson's Fences (1986). However, on closer inspection, 
the characters disability is often the defining trait, and usually serves as a symbol and/ or plot 
device to advance a theme and/ or further the action (Mitchell & Snyder, 2000). Examples of 
this signification include: a hunchback as representative of personal evil and inevitable doom; a 
slow tni.nd unable to comprehend the physical strength of its accompanying body; a wooden 
leg that fuels a vengeful desire; a limp indicates a stifling, restricted world, resulting in nar
rowed opportunities for all the family; a mentally ill brother whose war service translates to 
financial reparation; and a one-legged woman overseeing an unconventional household and 
all it represents. Unsurprisingly, the characters usually either die or remain in the margins of 
society. Students can juxtapose this signification with the real experience of disabled people, 
write alternative endings, or create original portrayals in which a disability is merely part of a 
character and not a defining characteristic that triggers demise. 

Finally, the Center on Human Policy at Syracuse University has an excellent unit and lesson 
bank of disability-related material, largely focusing on the 6-12 grade curricula (http://www. 
disabilitystudiesforteachers.org). Unit topics include an introduction to studying disability, 
Deaf Education, crusader Dorothy Dix, "Freak Shows," Conscientious Objectors of World 
War II, Deaf Culture and Diversity, Intelligence Testing, Eugenics, and the Social Model of 
Disability. 
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Teacher Education 

The medical/scientific/ psychological model of disability takes a while to become undone 
in the minds of those unaware of different lenses through which to vi~ disability. All of the 
strategies and ideas previously listed in this chapter must first become "owned" by the educa

tors before they will use them. Foregrounding the social model/ cultural/historical model of 
disabilities, and including other perspectives (religious, aesthetic, etc.), is a long and complex 
undertaking that is achieved over a course of studies. \Vorld views of teachers and students 
rarely change overnight. 

Fortunately, there are many excellent resources in the form of books and documentary 
films. Some of the films include Vital Signs: Crip Culture Talles Back, Liebe Perla, Refrigerator Moth
ers, The Sound and the Fury, Murderbal~ and When Bilfy Broke His Head What unites these films 
is their centering of people with disabilities to tell their stories, share their lives, and invite the 
viewer to see who they are and how they live. In terms of educational films, in addition to 
ones listed in the middle school section, Including Samuel narrates the story of a young boy with 
multiple disabilities as he attends school with his non-disabled peers. 

Once educators have a basic understanding of a disability studies framework, they develop 
an automatic sense in analyzing all contexts in which they move. For example, when traveling, 
or entering a building, or using a bathroom in a restaurant or bar, they assess how accessible it 
is for non-ambulatory peers. In addition, when reading newspapers, novels, or watching mov
ies, characters become framed within a lens of dis/ ability, allowing deeper connections to be 
made behind the initial surface of the text. Subtexts from a century of movies, such as Freaks, 
The Sweet Hereaftetj Donnie DarktJ, Elephant Man, and Galtaca, can become unpacked in deeply 
nuanced ways. 

Current events on disability also become points of reference. For example, recendy in 
London, a statue was erected of a heavily pregnant woman with shortened arms due to the 
drug thalidomide. A controversy ensued, with debate after debate on tastefulness (or lack 
thereof). However, the debacle did raise fascinating questions about issues raised by juxtapos
ing a disabled female figure with the fixture of Trafalgar Square, the noticeably disabled war 

·hero, Lord Nelson (who lost an arm in battle). What does this situation say about disability, 

gender, war, and who belongs where? 
This question could be addressed in a self-reflective piece within teacher education. Past 

research that has examined teachers' experience of learning about and through social mod
els of disability prioritizes discussion of learning in relation to particular course materials or 
experiences. In surveying research on using disability studies approaches in teacher educa
tion classes, Baglieri (in press) notes the value of teacher self-reflection as a device that helps 
individuals shift their thinking, often from a secure place to an area of uncertainty. Further

more, she notes how encouraging teachers to contemplate where they are located in terms 
of intersectional markers of identity in terms of race, class, gender, ethnicity, nationality, and 
sexual orientation ultimately informs how they then interpret all other people. Examining the 
processes of reflection that teachers engage in to make meaning of disability and disabled 
persons' experiences informs the potential of teacher educators to emphasize students' past 
experiences and knowledge to support their new learning. Providing learners a forum to draw 

from their background knowledge and/ or experience with other cultural and religious groups' 
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concerns regarding identity, equity, and cultural representation is a fruitful way to support 
teachers' learning of social and cultural models of disability to interrupt a medical model. 

Conclusion 

We began this work by troubling the frequent absence of disability from typical conceptualiza
tions of diversity. We note that critiques about broadening the "diversity agenda" include fears 
that scholarship in disability is invalid (pun respectfully intended), that its inclusion further at
omizes curriculum, and that the study of disability is geared toward self-esteem. We offer disa
bility studies as a growing field of theory, research, and practice that challenges a master script 
determined by a medical model of disability. In lieu of this form of damaging reductionism, 
disability studies confront the normative ideologies and social practices in society, work, and 
school that perpetuate the continued marginaliza~on of and stigma assigned to "extraordi
nary'' bodies and minds. Examining the meaning made of ability and disability alongside others 
seeking curriculum reform toward plwalism creates opportunities for expanding possibilities 
within theory, research, and practice. Rather than atomize or "water down" curriculum, the 
cross-disciplinary and eclectic thinkers who comprise disability studies promise to enrich and 
support its own and others' work toward equity. 

We offered a critique of some disability curricula to acknowledge and better define the 
problems in selected past practices. These included: awareness days that control and sanitize 
disability experiences; histories that offer master scripts of ability, rather than incorporate the 
voice of the "other;" and literary and artistic analyses that fall short of the potential to add an
other dynamic lens for understanding. We ended, however, with possibility, as we look toward 
curriculum and practice that can provide learners of all ages and in many settings opportuni
ties to think about disability as diversity, simply another way of being. Because disability does 
tip the scales of what counts as diversity for many educators, Linda Ware (2001) has asked, 
"Dare we do disability studies?" Indeed, we urge us all to dare. 
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