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Abstract
Students classified with dis/abilities and situated in segregated special classes learn in a system
of compulsory able-bodiedness. Peripheralized school high students in special classes experience
marginalization and oppression leading to poor academic and postschool outcomes. This critical
phenomenological study sought to investigate the lived agentic experiences of high school
students classified with dis/abilities and placed in a special class for educational instruction
during distance learning and in-person school. To gain deeper insight into students as actors in
their learning environment, it was necessary to examine the forms of capital that students
harnessed toward their agency. Five high school students in the suburban northeastern United
States participated in a series of three virtual interviews. This study’s findings revealed students’
agentic relationships and academics and how they harnessed their capital toward directing their
lives and gaining additional capital. The participants also displayed agentic characteristics such
as self-determination, self-regulation, self-advocacy, control, compliance, and confidence. One
finding revealed that students were not agentic in orientation to their learning spaces. In this
instance, the structure of the environment impeded students’ agency. Implications of this study’s
findings suggest the need to promote and foster student agency by implementing changes at the
societal, school, and individual levels. Additionally, the perspectives of students as stakeholders
are required when designing and organizing spaces in the learning environment for optimal

comfort, agency, and learning.

Keywords: student agency, special classes, dis/ableism, spaces
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Chapter One:
Introduction

As a special educator, I often wonder about the future of students who are classified with
dis/abilities and learn in special classes. Unfortunately, the educational system is constructed on
hegemonic dis/ableist ideology in which discriminatory legislation, policy, discourse, and
environmental factors converge. Marginalization and oppression result in inequitable experiences
for students classified with dis/abilities. A large number of students classified with dis/abilities
do not achieve their educational goals (National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), 2018,
2019a, 2019b, 2019c¢; National Center for Learning Disabilities, 2013; Newman et al., 2011;
Sanford et al., 2011). Additionally, an oppressive education system that favors able-bodiedness
results in different lived experiences of students who are classified with dis/abilities.

This critical phenomenological study examined how students made meaning of their
lived experiences as agentic actors within their lifeworlds of dis/ableism. Five high school
students who are classified with dis/abilities and placed in a special class participated in
interviews to examine how and when they enacted agency in their learning environment. Since
high school students plan their postsecondary future, it was necessary to understand their agency
within transition planning. Additionally, provided that students drew upon their capital as assets
toward their agency, an understanding of the types of capital that students leveraged was
essential in gaining an in-depth perspective of how students were agents in their environment.
With a social constructivist and transformative, philosophical, epistemological, and ontological
perspective, this study drew upon crip theory, structure|agency, causal agency theory, and capital
theory for theoretical frameworks. Collectively, the theories critically highlight dis/ableism and

analyze students’ actions from within the system.
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In this chapter, I begin with my researcher’s stance. As a critical, qualitative study
originating from a social-constructivist perspective, I must disclose my positionality.
Additionally, for researcher reflexivity, the reader should be aware of the theoretical lenses of
this study. Next, I offer background information and a statement of the problem. I then follow
with the critical frameworks of crip theory (McRuer, 2006), structurelagency theory
(Bandura,1989; Emirbayer & Mische, 1998; Giddens, 1984; Sewell, 1992; Shilling, 1992),
causal agency theory (Shogren et al., 2015; Wehmeyer, 2004), and capital theory (Bourdieu,
1986) at the macro, meso, and micro levels. The research questions, methodology and design,
site and participants, and data collection and analysis sections follow. Finally, this chapter
concludes with considerations of assumptions, delimitations, results, and the study’s significance
and social impact.

Researcher’s Stance

Long (2018) underscored the crucial role of social justice in critical theories such as crip
theory by offering theoretical purchase that they must occupy “a contestatory space” and “merge
activism with academic work” (p. 87). Thus, social justice and activism as part of critical theory
are essential for my scholarly research regarding marginalized groups of students. Bell (2013)
defined social justice as “full and equal participation of all groups in a society that is mutually
shaped to meet their needs” (p. 21). Castafieda et al. (2013) used the illuminating term
temporarily able-bodied to increase awareness that disability is a normal facet of the human
condition and anyone may become disabled at any time due to illness, accidents, or age. McRuer
(2006) substantiated the notion of temporary able-bodiedness by considering the not yet
disabled. Furthermore, Vick (2012) addressed episodic and fluctuating dis/abilities and their

identities of the dis/abled in Canada and found that definitions excluded the complexity of



STUDENT AGENCY WITHIN INSTITUTIONAL DIS/ABLEISM 3

ableness. Accordingly, ensuring full participation of all abilities and a cripping of abilities
requires that researchers take action against the systemic oppression of people with dis/abilities.

In this dissertation, I aligned with the poststructuralist, transformative, and social-
constructivist perspectives to resist and oppose the use of traditional, entrenched, biased
language and discourse. Discriminatory language relating to students with varying abilities are
connected to inherent oppressive and discriminatory views and structures. I avoided I-voicing
deeply rooted terms and jargon that may harbor and propagate stereotypes and
misunderstandings of students with dis/abilities and center the perceived able-bodied. Foremost,
I chose to utilize both person-first language and identity-first language, depending on the context
and in keeping with social constructivist perspectives of crip theory. Crip theory suggests that
individuals may choose how they are identified and control the fluidity of identities.
Additionally, I argue that a classification of a dis/ability, while being an important component of
one’s identity, is not a negative one since abilities are socially constructed categories depending
on socioeconomic and political philosophies.

Moreover, I attempted to refute society’s dis/ableist ideology given its compulsion for
binary classifications and marginalization of the abnormal and different, what McRuer (2006)
defined as compulsory able-bodiedness. In keeping within the theoretical framework of crip
theory, I used the twofold term dis/ability in this dissertation. The polysemic term dis/ability in
this dissertation fulfilled the requirements to identify and highlight the emphasis on binary
classifications, deficit-focused discourse, and compulsory able-bodied centering, as well as
disclosed my perspective regarding the constructed categories of abilities. Additionally, when
addressing society’s term normal, 1 utilized mythical normal to highlight the fabricated binary

notion of normal and abnormal that disregards individuals’ inherent strengths and variances.
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In opposition to inherently biased language, I argue alongside Goodley (2014) and
Tomlinson (2017) that the concept of disability with its counterpart ability, along with their
designated related systems, are socially constructed terms for hegemonic dominance by able-
bodied, neoliberally inclined society. Hence, dis/ability nicely matches the philosophical view of
this investigation and calls attention to the duality and fundamental systemic discrimination and
biases in current discourse.

In another instance, I used and consequently valued interdependence (Kelley et al., 2003)
instead of independence to emphasize society’s innate and necessary interconnectedness and
reliance on each other, as well as my opposition to neoliberal values. Independence, an often-
valued characteristic of dominant Western society, can carry a loaded meaning contrary to a
social understanding of society’s natural variance of abilities and people’s propensity to rely on
one another. For students with dis/abilities, interdependence is natural and realistic instead of the
idealized sole reliance on oneself.

Current discourse, however, prevents a replacement of disability when referencing
legislation and research publications. Disability is pervasively used to encompass varying
abilities and neurodiversity as well as specific classification such as intellectual disability
(American Psychiatric Association, 2013; IDEA, 2004). Outdated and loaded negative language
suggests that legislation and research are lagging and continue to be deficit focused and
discriminatory when addressing people with diverse abilities.

Antithetically, as a special educator, my chosen profession was created and currently
exists as part of systemic dis/ableist ideology that proclaims the abnormality and othering of
students who would require special attention and education. Additionally, with this study, I

worked with participants identified with legislative classifications categorized as dis/abled under
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a dis/ableist educational system. However, some individuals may prefer identity-first language
and be proud of their identities as dis/abled. Nevertheless, I aimed and hoped to precipitate a
reconceptualization of education and the dismantlement of institutional dis/ableism in schools as
I examined and centered students’ perspectives as agentic social participants within their schools.
I aspired to highlight dis/ableism, blur the binary lines and categories of students’ dis/abilities,
and begin a reconceptualization of classifications and labels in education that will focus on
students’ strengths and agency. My goal was to cultivate and broaden an understanding of the
wide variance in abilities of students as agentic social participants. Moreover, I intended to
prompt a dismantlement of compulsory able-bodiedness in educational dis/ableism. Crip theory
grounded this research that examined students’ agency in existing systemic and institutional
structures, including language, that continue to oppress students with dis/abilities.
The COVID-19 Pandemic

At the onset of data collection for this study, the COVID-19 pandemic lockdown took
effect nationwide in the United States. Provided the short amount of time allowed for schools to
plan, students were transferred to distance learning with only a few days’ notice. For this study,
distance learning refers to virtual learning from home. Earlier that year, at Hillsboro High School
(pseudonym), a virtual learning platform was introduced to students and faculty. Consequently,
at the onset of lockdown, students and faculty were familiar with the online learning platform.
Initially, during distance learning, no live classes were taught; instead, teachers posted
assignments on a daily or weekly basis. Provided the sudden and necessary shift to distance
learning, it was reasonable or even preferable to examine students’ agency during distance
learning. Therefore, I incorporated distance learning as an additional dimension to my study of

students’ agency in dis/ableist structures. McRuer (2006) substantiated my decision with his
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theory of compulsory able-bodiedness, suggesting the possibility of transposition of dis/ableist
structure to the home environment during distance learning. Accordingly, I examined the
lifeworlds of students as they experienced the novel experience of distance learning and
investigated how they enacted their agency in their new learning environment.
Background Information

Critical legislation and practices have shaped and determined the rights and services of
individuals with dis/abilities in the United States (see The Rehabilitation Act of 1973; The
Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990, The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act of
1997, 2004; United Nations Conventions on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, 2006). As
early as 1975, civil rights legislation in the form of The Rehabilitation Act of 1973 aimed to
prevent discrimination against people who were dis/abled, and in 1990, the Americans with
Disabilities Act further provided rights in all areas of life for those individuals. The Individuals
with Disabilities Education Act (1997, 2004) with later reauthorizations specifically addressed
the education of students classified with dis/abilities who are between the ages of birth and 21
years.
Students who are Classified with Dis/abilities and Learn in Special Classes

The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act of (IDEA, 2004) laid the foundation by
which students ages 5-21 years may be classified under 13 categories of dis/abilities to receive
educational support services free of charge; this is referred to as free and appropriate education.
Students younger than 5 years of age are classified under more non-specific categories such as
“preschool student with a disability.” In addition to the 13 categories of dis/ability classifications
for students ages 5-21 years, school districts determine the least restrictive environment, as

mandated by IDEA, in which students who are classified will learn. The least restrictive
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environment for students who are classified is the general education classroom (IDEA, 2004).
However, the categories of classifications and educational environment are not explicitly
defined, thorough, or comprehensive for students ages 5 to 21 years.

Students who have scored between 65 and 79 in the “extremely low” and “very low”
levels on Wechsler 1Q tests (Pearson, n.d.), formerly referred to as borderline intellectual
disability, are often classified with learning disabilities (LDs); their adaptive functioning is too
high to be classified as intellectually disabled, while their I1Q scores are below average. These
categories of students require support services to meet their educational needs. Wieland and
Zitman (2016) voiced concern regarding the DSM V’s (American Psychological Association,
2013) declassification of students with 65 to 79 range of 1Q scores, noting their vulnerability and
need for support services. Similarly, IDEA does not account for these students who are
“borderline,” and thus, classifications of LD are evident in special classes instead. Generally,
students classified with an LD have IQ levels in the “normal or above normal” range
(approximately 100 or higher) with a disorder in one or more of the basic psychological
processes (Department of Education, 2017). It is evident that students with IQ scores between 65
and 79 have been made to fit into the classification of learning disabled but are served in special
classes.

I was mainly moved to investigate the experiences of students in special classes as a topic
for my dissertation because of the observed and often-overheard lamentations of students
regarding their educational circumstances. Special classes (formerly referred to as self-contained
classes) are small, comprised of 10-15 students who are classified with disabilities “who have
been grouped because of similar individual needs so that they can receive specially designed

instruction” (United Federation of Teachers, 2019). Additionally, the United Federation of
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Teachers noted that these students could not receive instruction with their peers. Students who
are segregated from their peers, however, receive different education and experiences.

There is extant research consistent with the understanding that students who learn in
inclusive settings have more access and opportunities for educational and social gains (see
Becton, 2018; Cosier, Causton-Theoharis, & Theoharis, 2013; Rea, Mclaughlin, & Walther-
Thomas, 2002; Soukup, Wehmeyer, Bashinski, & Bovaird, 2007; Theobald, Goldhaber, Gratz, &
Holden, 2019). For example, Bauminger, Shulman, and Agam, (2003) have shown that when
given opportunities, students classified with autism were more likely to engage with non-
classified students. Likewise, Cosier, Causton-Theoharis, and Theoharis (2013) noted a strong
positive relationship between inclusion in the general setting and higher achievement in
mathematics and reading. These findings were concurred by Blackorby, Schiller, Knokey, and
Wagner (2007), who found that students who took more general education classes had greater
academic performance. It should be noted that while there is research to support inclusion, there
are also studies that show that even when classified students are placed in the general education
setting, there are issues of social isolation (de Boer, Pijl, Post, & Minaert, 2013; Kasari, Locke,
Gulsrud, & Rotheram-Fuller, 2011).

Moreover, like their non-classified peers, while in school, students in special classes must
also prepare for their future after high school. Transition planning, required by the Individuals
with Disabilities Education Act (PL 109-446), should begin by age 16 or earlier in some states.
Test et al. (2009) found that inclusion was the most common predictor of post-school outcomes
for students with dis/abilities. However, students in special classes continue to confront
discriminatory issues of educational dis/ableism, which present obstacles and adversity while

they participate in their learning and making long-reaching decisions for their futures.
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To further understand the relationship between student equity and dis/ableist structures, I
borrow from Hart’s (2019) argument for the consideration of Pierre Bourdieu’s sociology to
attend to factors that influence individuals’ use of opportunity. Allowing Hart’s theoretical
purchase, I aver that Bourdieu’s forms of capital (1986) are essential components to the
enactment and awareness of agency. In his 1986 work, Bourdieu noted the influence of forms of
capital in social contexts such as schools. Moreover, Hart (2019) theorized the relationship
between capital and education when she noted that students drew from and used “capital beyond
the various commodities, goods and services” (p. 593). A study by Lovett (2014) examined
social capital for students who are brothers and found that it played a critical role in how it
afforded access and affected academic outcomes. Furthermore, Portes (1998) reinforced the
importance of capital when he underscored its ability to acquire “power and influence through
means other than monetary” (p. 19). Undergirded by the works of Boudieu (1986), Hart (2019),
and Portes (1986), it can be conjectured that capital in its various forms is part of the structures
of educational dis/ableism.

Institutional Dis/ableism

Considering this study of students’ lived experience in special classes, it is crucial to
recognize the long-established ways by which individuals with dis/abilities have been
historically marginalized in education. McRuer’s (2006) crip theory describes compulsory able-
bodiedness and its construction in society’s institutional systems. The theory of dis/ableism, a
foundation of crip theory, describes the embedded beliefs of able-bodied/minded exceptionality
in society. Campbell (2001) defined ableism to describe the typical and diminished human:

A network of beliefs, processes and practices that produce a particular
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kind of self and body (the corporeal standard) that is projected as the perfect, species-

typical and therefore essential and fully human. Disability, then, is cast as a diminished

state of being human. (p. 44)

Tomlinson (2017) noted that historically, educational institutions were developed to serve the
needs of the dominant culture (the able-bodied/minded) and to maintain the status quo of
structural hierarchy. Dolmage (2017) and Goodley (2014) joined Tomlinson (2017) to offer the
theoretical purchase of dis/ableism, and ability and inability, which are evident in the structure
and policies of societal and educational institutions in the United States. The theorists posited
that disableism could not exist without the notion of ability and disability; hence, the term
dis/ability in this dissertation highlights the juxtaposition. Furthermore, as part of institutional
ableism, educational ableism refers to the centering and focus on able-bodied students in schools;
dis/abled individuals who cannot conform to the prevailing societal vision are excluded and
marginalized.

Consistent with the critical perspectives of McRuer (2006), Tomlinson (2017), Dolmage
(2017), and Goodley (2014), Beratan (2006) contended that IDEA (2004) is deeply ingrained
with bias and discrimination. Beratan averred that instead of a civil rights or anti-discrimination
law, IDEA is primarily a funding bill in which there must be adherence to the law to accept
funding. To this end, states may choose to rely on compliance for funding rather than the
fulfillment of the spirit of IDEA. Additionally, Beratan examined the principles of free and
appropriate education and least restrictive environment in IDEA, concluding the existence of
inherent discrimination and marginalization in the textual discourse that indicates the devaluing
and problematizing of individuals with dis/abilities, a deficit-based approach, acceptance of the

need for assimilation and segregation, and adherence to prevalent ableist norms. Students in
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special classes continue to face the repercussions of ableism in schools and will need to subvert
and even transmute the institutional biases to meet their needs and plan for their futures.
Structure|Agency

Nevertheless, amid society’s structural able-bodied/minded dominance and compulsion,
there are students in special classes who decide their paths, attend and participate in their annual
planning meetings, advocate for themselves, enroll in classes of their choice, resist segregation,
graduate high school, and pursue their career of choice. Transition planning plays a vital role in
how students act to direct their lives. Mumbard6-Adam, Shogren, Guardia-Olmos, and Giné
(2017) found that with opportunities and support, students who are classified reported greater
ability to be causal agents. Furthermore, Wehmeyer et al. (2012) reported that students with
classifications had higher levels of self-determination when they received instruction in self-
determination during transition planning. These students were agentic. They exercised their
agency within educational dis/ableism during the transition planning years to meet their needs
and successfully prepare to achieve their present and future goals and desires. I propose that
agency is a valuable characteristic for students to achieve their current and future needs, given
that dis/ableist notions present obstacles and adversity. Thus, students’ agency needs to be
studied to better affect programs and practice in educational institutions that improve and
develop their ability to act within dis/ableist structures.

This dissertation uses structure|agency theory (Bandura,1989; Emirbayer & Mische,
1998; Giddens, 1984; Sewell, 1992; Shilling, 1992) to describe students’ actions in relation to
their learning environment of educational ableism. While not formally named structure|agency
theory, agency theory encompasses the context of social structure. Sewell theorized agency and

its relationship and interdependence with the culture and environment—called structure. Thus,
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for this study, structure|agency refers to agency in relation to one’s social structure. Agency in
this research is operationalized as the ability of individuals with disabilities to act within and
against said dis/ableist structures. According to Sewell (1992), agency develops when people
operating within structures have knowledge of the rules and social understandings and can act
toward making changes to those structures. To this end, I put forth that agency can mitigate and
allay the effects of dis/ableism for students in special classes. I contend alongside theorists (see
Bandura, 1989; Giddens, 1984; Sewell, 1992) that agency is inherent in all people; everyone has
the ability to act within their environment. The participants in this study who learn in a system
steeped in educational dis/ableism engage in consistent agency toward determining their goals.
However, structure|agency theory alone is insufficient to address students’ actions to
achieve their goals. Thus, I borrow from causal agency theory, which derives from self-
determination theory in special education (Wehmeyer, 1992, 2004). Causal agency adds to this
dissertation by integrating causation within structurelagency theory for the specific needs of
students in special classes to determine their paths in education. Wehmeyer defined self-
determination theory as referring to the “attitudes and abilities required to act as the primary
causal agent in one’s life and to make choices regarding one’s actions free from undue external
influence or interference” (p. 305). Causal agency theory (Shogren et al., 2015), moreover,
described the notion that individuals make decisions and direct their lives. A combination of
structure|agency theory and causal agency theory converge to describe students’ agentic actions
within their environment of educational ableism toward self-determination and autonomy.
Providing that students’ agency is exhibited within their educational environment
structures, it is logical to assume that agentic behavior may differ in different spaces. Due to the

COVID-19 pandemic, the state in which this study took place was placed on lockdown, schools
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were closed, and students were transferred to distance learning. I examined students’ agency
during distance learning as well as in-person school.
Forms of Capital

Bourdieu’s (1986) forms of capital must be considered within structures in conjunction
with structure|agency theory to develop a deeper understanding. The theorist described capital as
“accumulated labor which, when appropriated on a private, exclusive, basis by agents or groups
of agents, enables them to appropriate social energy in the form of reified or living labor” (p.
241). Bourdieu (1986) opined the necessity of capital in accounting for structure. The theorist’s
forms of capital include economic, cultural, and social types that are essential components when
considering how students are agentic in their environmental, educational structures. Bourdieu
further noted the “structure of the distribution of the different types and subtypes of capital at a
given moment in time represents the immanent structure of the social world” (p. 241). Thus, it
was necessary to examine which forms of capital were utilized by students when they were
agentic and how those influenced their agency. In this study, capital serves to spotlight social
structures at the micro and macro levels, given that the habitus of Bourdieu’s forms of capital
emphasizes structure (Lovett, 2014).

Statement of the Problem

Despite decades of legislation (The Education for All Handicapped Children Act of 1975;
The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act of 1997, 2004; Every Student Succeeds Act of
2015; No Child Left Behind Act of 2001) claiming the provision of rights, funding, and
numerous policies intending to improve equity and learning for students who are classified,
educational dis/ableism persists. Under IDEA’s classifications for students with dis/abilities,

ingrained institutional dis/ableism in legislation and society have resulted in students in special
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classes continuing to attend inequitable, deficit-based schools centered around able-bodiedness.
Furthermore, Beratan (2006) noted the entrenched dis/ableist notions within its policies,
structures, and practices. Consequential oppression through dis/ableism can contribute to agency
truncation and invisibility of students in special classes.

Current statistics from the NCES (2017a, 2017b, 2018, 2019a, 2019b, 2019¢) support the
experienced lack of parity and diminished agency between classified students and their non-
classified peers. The NCES reported continued lower graduation rates for students with
dis/abilities at 67% compared to their non-classified peers who graduated at a rate of 85%
(NCES, 2018). Additionally, students classified with LD, those who scored between 65 and 79
on IQ tests, had 77% high school graduation rates (NCES, 2019b).

Of the seven million students classified under IDEA, 34% of those are labeled learning
disabled, and a large number of those students receive their education in a special class,
segregated from their non-classified peers (NCES, 2019¢). According to data compiled by the
NCES (2019c¢), 60% of students classified with autism spectrum disorder spend less than 80% of
their school day in the general education classroom, and 30% of those classified with an LD
spent less than 80%. Moreover, for students in both of these categories, 18% of those classified
with autism spectrum disorder and 23% of those classified with an LD spend between 40% and
70% of their time in the general education classroom with non-classified peers. Among the 13
categories of dis/ability classifications, autism and LDs are the most common in the special
classes in the district of interest for this study. Students’ ability to act and direct their lives could
lead to improved outcomes of graduation rates and time spent in the general education

classroom.
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Moreover, extant research reported lower college enrollment for students who are
classified with autism spectrum disorder and LDs (Bouck, 2014; Grigal, Hart, & Migliore, 2011;
Newman et al., 2011; Sanford et al., 2011), decreased independent living after high school
(Bouck, 2012, 2014; Newman et al., 2011), and decreased wages and employment after high
school (Kumin & Schoenbrodt, 2016; Simonsen & Neubert, 2012). Studies have shown that self-
determination and students’ ability to control their lives play a role in post-school outcomes,
such as their ability to live independently, the amount of wage earned, and the ability to be
employed (Wehmeyer, Palmer, Agran, Mithaug, & Martin, 2000; Wehmeyer et al., 2012;
Wehmeyer, Palmer, Shogren, Williams-Diehm, & Soukup, 2013). Given the dismal reports of
lagging outcomes and post-school outcomes for students who are classified, agency is theorized
as a necessary component to be studied as a way to ameliorate dis/ableist structures for students
in special classes. Provided that students in special classes face numerous obstacles attending
dis/ableist institutions, agentic actions are essential to meet their needs, determine their futures,
and have a productive educational experience.

Transition Planning

Transition planning is legislatively mandated by IDEA (2004) as a fundamental stage in
which students prepare for life after high school. Consequently, it is logical to assume that
agentic participation is necessary at this time. During transition planning, which must begin by
age 16 and can start as early as age 14 in some instances, students’ Individualized Education
Program must address the following:

Measurable postsecondary goals based upon age-appropriate transition

assessments related to training, education, employment, and, where appropriate,

independent living skills; the transition services (including courses of study)
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needed to assist the student in reaching those goals; and age-appropriate transition

assessments based on the individual needs of the student to be used to determine

appropriate measurable postsecondary goals. (Office of Special Education

Rehabilitative Services, 2017)

Given that students classified with dis/abilities are making decisions for their future, Morningstar
and Clavenna-Deane (2018) supported transition planning as a primary component of education.
However, evident dis/ableism in educational structures (Goodley, 2014; Tomlinson, 2017)
continues to segregate and discriminate against students who are classified with dis/abilities.
Inherent systems of oppression limit students’ equity and actions. Thus, it was necessary to study
students’ ability to act within their compulsory, able-bodied environment during the transition-
planning stage.

Given that students plan for life after high school during the transition years, they may
attend their annual meeting for the Committee on Special Education where goals are discussed
and created (Morningstar & Clavenna-Deane (2018). The authors noted that necessary
components of transition planning are students’ self-determination and self-advocacy. To
achieve their educational goals, students in special classes who are in the process of transition
planning must be causal agents (Shogren et al., 2015) to circumvent and overcome adversity and
obstacles in a discriminatory, deficit-based educational system to effectively plan for their future.

Statement of Purpose

The persistence of institutional dis/ableism in education precipitated the necessity for the
study of students’ agency, the ability and capacity to act within and against the structure in which
one exists and operates (Bandura,1989; Emirbayer & Mische, 1998; Giddens, 1984; Sewell,

1992; Shilling, 1992). Hence, student agency is fundamental for transition-age students who
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have historically been marginalized and oppressed. Additionally, causal agency (Shogren et al.
2015, Wehmeyer, 2004) addresses the actions made toward self-determination for students who
are classified as they act within their ableist educational environment. This study also aimed to
understand how students draw from their capital to be agentic in school. The purpose of this
critical phenomenological study was to understand how high school students in special classes
make sense of their lived agentic experiences as they navigate their transition-planning years
during distance learning and in-person school. The data obtained from this study can aid in
program development and the dismantlement of ableist views in schools.
Critical Frameworks

This critically oriented study addressed institutional dis/ableism in education that results
in the oppression of students who are classified. The theoretical framework collectively utilizing
crip theory (McRuer, 2006), structure|agency theory (Sewell, 1992), capital theory (Bourdieu,
1989), and causal agency theory (Shogren et al., 2015; Wehmeyer, 2004) guided and supported
this study and layered at the micro and macro levels. First, a critical framework of crip theory
(McRuer, 2006) served to address educational dis/ableism in all of its forms at the macro level
that impedes students’ equity. Additionally, structure|agency examined students’ agency as a
way of truncating and ameliorating dis/ableist attitudes in education while resisting and
protesting the social structure. The notion that an individual’s actions function within and is
affected by the culture or structure (see Bandura,1989; Emirbayer & Mische, 1998; Giddens,
1984; Sewell, 1992; Shilling, 1992) at the macro level and meso levels is a good fit for this
study, given that students are actors within schools founded on dis/ableist ideology.

Self-determination is an essential aspect of transition planning for students who are

classified with dis/abilities (Morningstar & Clavenna-Deane, 2018; Wehmeyer, Agran, &
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School

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22

What’s your school like?

What do you like about your school?

What do you dislike about your school?

What are your classrooms like?

Tell me about being in the special classes.

Tell me about your disability.

Tell me about the other/general education classes.

Tell me about your teachers.

Tell me about the teachers in the general education classes.
Tell me about your friends.

Tell me about your friends in the general education classes.

. Remember that movie we are pretending to make? If you were to show me around your

school, where would you show me, where would you take me?

Probe: Why did you choose those places?

Education Agency

23

24

25

. Tell me about what you do in some of your classes?
Probe: What do want to learn in this class?

. How do you tell the teacher what you want to learn?

Probe: How do you complain about what you have to learn or how you learn at home?

. Tell me about a time that you made choices in school.

Probe: What kind of choices do you make in this class? How did you go about doing

that?

185
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Advocacy/Empowerment
26. What do you do when you feel overlooked or ignored in school?
Probe: How do you do that? What do you say?
Resistance/Protest
27. Tell me about disagreeing with your teacher?
Probe: What were some disagreements? What did you do/say?
28. What do you do if you don’t want to do something in class/that the teacher asked?
Probe: How do you do that? What happened? What did you do/say?
Interactions/Relationships
29. How do you get along with your teachers?
Probe: Which teacher do you get along with? Who do you not get along with?

Probe: Why don’t you get along with this person?

186

30. How do you get along with others/security/administration in the school (if you’ve had any

contact)?
Probe: Who do you get along with? Who do you not get along with?
Probe: Why don’t you get along with this person?

31. How do you get along with your peers/classmates?
Probe: Who do you get along with? Who do you not get along with?
Probe: Why don’t you get along with this person?

32. Tell me about who you go to when you need help?
Probe: What happened then?

Intentions/Planning/Goals — Transition Planning

33. Tell me about what you want to do after high school.
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Probe: What are you doing to make that happen?
34. What are some goals you have for yourself in school?

Probe: How do you intend to make those goals happen?
35. What have you done with your school to plan for life after high school?
Knowledge/Capital
36. Tell me something that’s cool about you in school.

Probe: How do you know that it’s cool? What do people tell you? How do you use it?
37. Tell me about something that you are good at in school.

Probe: How do you know that you are good at it? What do people say/tell you?
38. What do you like to share/show your friends/teachers?
Causal Agency
39. Tell me about when you wanted something in class and got it.

Probe: How did you do that?
40. How do you get what you want to happen here?

Probe: How did you go about that? Who helped?

Grand tour question

41. Tell me how you are an empowered student.
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Appendix C

Interviews Two Protocol (Virtual): Details

188

Date: Researcher:

Start time: End: Location:

Participant: Age:

Grade: Class: Gender/Sex:

Self-identified ethnicity:

Consent: yes no Consent to be visual/audio recorded? no
yes

Photographs from tour and photovoicing

Let’s have a look at the photographs from your tour. Which one would you like to talk about

first?

1. Tell me more about this photograph.

2. What’s happening in this photograph?

3. Describe what you are doing here.

4. Describe what else is going on?

Transcripts read and shared

1. Tell me more about this.

2. What is happening here?

3. What are you doing here?

3. Who are you interacting with here?
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4.

5.

Why did you decide to do/not do that?

Describe this place/item?

Video clips and footage

1.

2.

3.

Tell me more about this class/place.
Describe this space.

Explain why about this space

. What do you mean by ...?

. Why do you/don’t you care about ...?

. Why did you describe this as ...?

. Think about what you said about ... Why did you say ...?
. What do you think about ...?

. Why did you choose to do ...?

189
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Appendix D

Interview Three Protocol (Virtual): Meaning Making

190

Date: Researcher:

Start time: End: Location:

Participant: Age:

Grade: Class: Gender/Sex:

Self-identified ethnicity:

Consent: yes no Consent to be recorded? yes

no

Photographs, transcripts, video clips and footage

1.

2.

8.

9.

1

You described this photograph as ... Why?
Think about what happened, you said ... why?

. Think about why you said ... Why?

. What did you mean by ...?

. What does it mean to you that ...?

. Can you please explain why you ...?

. Think about this ... what does that mean to you?
What do you think about ...?

Why did you choose to do ....?

0. Why did you make that decision?
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Appendix E
Student Assent to Study Participation
Key Details Checklist
Information X
About this e Study will understand how students experience
Study: distance learning
e You will share your learning environment
virtually, share photographs virtually, share
documents, and engage in 3 virtual interviews.
e Approximately 4 hours over 3 months.
Who: e High school students in 2 or more special
classes
e Learning from home
What will | do? e Share your learning space, answer questions,
take photographs and describe them, be
interviewed by Shalinie Sarju.
Risk: e Minimal risk.
e Confidentiality kept, name and personal
information changed.
Benefit: e Engage in research and data collection about
you.
e Help make changes to education programming.
e Learn about data collection.
e Results will be shared with you.
Time e 4 hours over 3 months
commitment:
Where? e At home, virtually
Compensation: e $30 gift card at the end of data collection
Can | stop? e You may choose to stop at any time.
Do | have to? e No, you do not have to participate.

Privacy/Confidentiality:

e Your name, school’s name, or other
personal information will not be used.
Names and descriptions will be altered.

e Only members of the research team will
see the collected data.

Risks and Discomforts:

e Someone might find out who you are or
where you go to school.
e Discomfort answering questions.
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192

You have Rights!

You have rights as a research participant. All
research with human participants is reviewed by a
committee called the Institutional Review Board (IRB)
which works to protect your rights and welfare.

If you have questions about your rights, an
unresolved question, a concern or complaint about
this research you may contact the IRB contact the
Molloy IRB office at irb@molloy.edu or call 516 323
3000.

Was form read to you?

e Please have an adult read aloud this form
for you.

Who read form to you?

Name: Relationship to you:

Questions?

e Researcher, Shalinie Sarju,
ssarju@lions.molloy.edu, (516) 476-9233

e Dissertation Chairperson, Tricia Kress,
tkress@molloy.edu, (516) 323-3158

Instead of being in this research, you may choose not to participate.

You may choose to stop participation at any time. Email or call Shalinie Sarju at

ssarju@lions.molloy.edu or (516) 476-9233, or Tricia Kress at tkress@molloy.edu or (516) 323-

3158

Signing this form means that:
e | am freely deciding to participate in this research study.
e | have read, had an adult read to me, and checked the sections describing this research

study.

e After enough time to make a choice, | have decided to participate in this research study.

Signature:

Printed name

Signature Date

*Who read form to participant

Printed name

Relationship to Signature
participant

*1 give my assent to be audio and video recorded for the purpose of data collection.

Printed name

Signature Date
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*| give my assent to be video recorded via ZOOM.

Printed name

Signature

Date
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Appendix F

IRB Approval Letter

Molloy College IRB
Approval Date: July 1,2020
Expiration Date:  July 1, 2021
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Kathleen Maurer Smith, Ph.D.
Dean, Graduate Academic Affairs
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FROM: Molloy College IRB

PROJECT TITLE: [1611351-1] Toward an Understanding of how Students in Special Classes
Experience Distance Learning During a Crisis: A Critical Phenomenological
Study

REFERENCE #:

SUBMISSION TYPE: New Project

ACTION: APPROVED
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REVIEW CATEGORY: Expedited review category # 7
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APPROVED your submission. This approval is based on an appropriate risk/benefit ratio and a project
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Please note that any revision to previously approved materials must be approved by this committee prior
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All UNANTICIPATED PROBLEMS involving risks to subjects or others (UPIRSOs) and SERIOUS and
UNEXPECTED adverse events must be reported promptly to this office. Please use the appropriate
reporting forms for this procedure. All FDA and sponsor reporting requirements should also be followed.

All NON-COMPLIANCE issues or COMPLAINTS regarding this project must be reported promptly to this
office.

This project has been determined to be a MINIMAL RISK project. Based on the risks, this project requires
continuing review by this committee on an annual basis. Please use the appropriate forms for this
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procedure. Your documentation for continuing review must be received with sufficient time for review and
continued approval before the expiration date of .

Please note that all research records must be retained for a minimum of three years after the completion
of the project.

If you have any questions, please contact Patricia Eckardt at 516-323-3711 or peckardt@molloy.edu.
Please include your project title and reference number in all correspondence with this committee.

Sincerely,

Patricia Eckardt, Ph.D., RN, FAAN
Chair, Molloy College Institutional Review Board

This letter has been issued in accordance with all applicable regulations, and a copy is retained within Molloy College IRB's records.



