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Disability Fieldwork: What Disabled Fieldworkers Bring to the Field and Leave Behind
This presentation is set with the purpose to explore the paradox involved in fieldwork when both the researcher and the researched share the same social afflictions. In essence, when the topic hits close to the fieldworker’s home. Here, I set my interest on the disability field. I do not intend to speak, however, as the united voice of those conducting research in this field, nor do I intend to present, more specifically, the voices of numerous researchers within this field who hold a disability label. Rather, I speak exclusively from my experience of conducting fieldwork entitled Looking through the LD Lens: Inclusive Education and the Learning Disability Embodiment. This fieldwork set out to explore the perceptions of inclusion at school for 4 participants (3 males and 1 female) who were indentified with the same disability label as myself: learning disabled.  


This presentation’s purpose is twofold. In the first section, I discuss the value that researchers with disabilities bring to the field. In order to do so, I explore how my own experience with disability led to: (a) critical analysis of the existing literature on inclusive education, and (b) an innovative methodological approach. Furthermore, I will briefly share some interesting data that I collected from my study. The second portion of this presentation examines what I left behind in the field. I look at some of the murky ethical issues that I encountered as a result of sharing the same disability as my participants. Thus, in this presentation, I suggest that despite the value that fieldworkers with disabilities bring to the field, all researchers (both with and without disability labels) must be conscious of what we bring and leave behind in the fields.  

1. 
Critique of the Existing Literature 

In the past year, I set out to examine the current literature available on inclusive education for students with learning disabilities. My analysis yielded two major criticisms with regard to the ontological and epistemological trends of the literature. Oliver (1992) notes that disability scholars’ disenchantment with the traditional research approach 

…stems from the gradual rejection of the positivist view of social research as the pursuit of absolute knowledge through scientific methods and the gradual disillusionment with the interpretive view of such research as the generation of socially useful knowledge within a particular historical and social contexts (quoted in Barnes & Mercer, 1997, p.16). 

In this way, I was disappointed that the education literature measured the effectiveness of inclusive education by simply comparing, for instance, the academic performance between pupils with and without learning disabilities. Furthermore, I was frustrated that the literature failed to account for the complexities involved in negotiating a “SPED kid” label or other pejorative disability labels and how this might influence academic performance. 

My second major criticism of the educational literature called into question the epistemological ‘objectivity’ that regards students with LDs as passive research subjects (Abberly, 1987). The participants’ passivity is evident in the prominence of survey and interviewing methods of the literature.  Like many disability scholars, I was critical of how these approaches omitted the researchers’ positionality and largely “accepted rather than challenged the disempowerment of disabled research subjects” (Priestley, 1997, p. 89).  For example, Seymour (1995) conducted interviews to explore students with LDs’ global perception of self rather than empower students to explore and examine the social and political barriers at their school. I was particularly critical of survey design.  Aware of how my impairment influences my ability to accurately read and write, I question the reliability of survey data in representing the ‘valid’ opinions of participants when participants’ interpretations and responses to survey questions might be swayed by their learning difficulties. These criticisms were largely rooted in my own experience of learning with an LD and appreciating the complexities of inclusivity at school. 

2. 
Methodological Selection

My dissatisfaction with the literature led me to abandon a scientific methodological approach – one where an objective party enters with benevolence to a new research territory – and adopt an artistic approach – where I move about the field with a level of systematic creativeness.  In doing such, I decided to couple focus-group discussion with an artistic-infused methodology for my fieldwork. This approach provided the forum for participants to photograph, digitally manipulate and analyze inclusionary/exclusionary spaces at their secondary school. My own experience living with a learning disability taught me that what I want to convey is often amended in what I write or say. For me, an artistic methodology offered an opportunity for the participants to deconstruct and communicate complex ideas and emotions with greater fluidly. 

I would like to share with you, briefly, some of the findings that this approach yielded. Figure 1 is a common sight in many Canadian secondary schools, the ‘Student of the Month’ board. Every month, Westend Secondary will select four students to be showcased, who are displayed in front of the school’s main office for all students, staff and visitors to observe.  Despite the intended purpose of ‘Student of the Month’ board, this educational artifact is, from the participants’ perspective, a constant reminder that their academic achievements and personal efforts have fallen under the administrative radar. Rather than viewing this learning space as an acknowledgement of the student body’s success, it personifies “...like all the people that didn’t quite make it at something” (Amy). According to Dale, this photograph symbolizes the school’s lack of recognition for students who hold membership to the “DD” group. It is noteworthy to mention that, based upon the Ontario Ministry of Education’s definition, the “DD” acronym makes reference to students that are diagnosed as ‘Developmentally Disabled’; however, none of the participants are diagnosed as such by the school. Nevertheless, Dale uses such terminology freely: 

 Dale: We never, like the DD kids, no offense to anyone here… we never get recognized.

Researcher: Yeah?

Dale: So I could take our four pictures and put them right under that and say “yeah, we’re the students of the month now, what do you think about that Mr. Principal”… I already, I already told my principal that I am a goof
 and I have only met him twice.

It is evident that Dale perceives school authorities as unaware – and even oppositional – to his success. In fact, he chose to self-label as a ‘goof’’ to his principal. As shown in this narrative, he uses this term directly after he delegitimized the ‘DD kids’ from the ‘Student of the Month’ award, which gives the impression that his identification as a ‘goof’ indefinitely precludes him for any prospective recognition. This can be interpreted as Dale reproducing negative stereotypes of his embodiment as learning disabled. He has internalized the devaluation of his learning disability to the extent that he affirms a pejorative label even with unfamiliar authority figures. Dale seeks to reproduce what he believes to be his embodied LD​ identity​ – or, more appropriately, ‘goof’ and ‘DD’ identity – in new and existing educational spaces.

 I felt privileged that the participants were generous with their experiences. In fact, the participants warmly welcomed discussion and requested numerous times to extend our sessions in order to continue the focus group discussions. However, I felt as though this valuable data was entangled in ethical and practical dilemmas. 

3.
Ethical and Practical Conundrums for the Disabled Fieldworker  

For the last two decades, disability scholars have loudly and proudly advocated for the inclusion of the disability community in the research process. Linton (1998) stressed a growing concern of scholars with regard to the place of disabled persons in research: 

the most fundamental problem, thought, is that disabled people voices are almost completely absent from the [research] picture, and so the understanding of disabled people’s place in these situations is filtered through the experience of people who have never been in that place (p.37)

 Entering the field, I was proud that my study would be “with rather than for or on disabled people [emphasis original]”(Goodley, 1999, p. 27). Introspectively, however, I realize that I was naïve to have assumed that researchers with disabilities experience the field is a way that would be either homogenous or straightforward. 


I would like to present here some of the ethical points of contention for the researcher with disabilities. I do not attempt to answer in absolute terms these questions nor do I feel any one of these questions could be adequately responded to here given time constrains. Rather, I open these questions to the audience for your analytical interpretation. I would encourage you to reflect as to whether these questions are unique for the fieldworker with disabilities or can be more generally applied to all researchers in the field.   
(a) Did my disclosure provide them with a (false) sense of emotional security? For instance, would the participants been willing to tell me how retarded they felt in class had they believed I was a ‘normal’ student during high school years? 

(b) Did my disclosure induce a desire to embellish their disablement in an effort to gain social credibility with me and/or among their focus group peers? 

(c)  How does my shared personal experience influence my non-verbal cues such as laughter or facial expression? And, did this inform the research data or impact its validity? 

(d) What are the politics involved in displaying empathy to their oppression or attempt to remain ‘objective’?  How does this influence my study’s credibility is diverse fields?

(e) Is it necessary or sufficient to disclose my disability when I enter the field? In other words, is it necessary that I disclose my disability, even when working with a population who may not have the same type of disability as me? How does the discrepancy between my and the participants’ personal experiences influence our collegial bond? 

(f) Should I share (at the end of my study) my critique of social barriers? Do I share personal strategies that I believe would improve the participants’ social circumstance?  What impact will this information or the lack thereof impact their future life decisions?

(g) How should ‘sensitive’ information that is being revealed during the fieldwork be dealt with when it strikes a painful memory for me? Should I omit to avoid bias; or deconstruct as it can be seen as valuable information?

(h) From a practical sense, how does my reading and writing impairment influence the transcription and, to some degree, analysis of the data?  Similarly, how does the participants’ impairment influence the quality of the information they share? 

4. Conclusion 

Reflecting upon these ethical issues discussed above, I would like to conclude this presentation by addressing the following question: To what extent does the fieldworker with a disability bring value to the field and, also, what might the fieldwork leave behind? I argue here that the fieldworker with disability brings as much to the field as she leaves behind. For better or worse, my critique of the literature is fueled in part by my own lived experience. It is my conviction, however, that this critique and my ‘out of the box’ thinking, which is often attributed to my LD, led to a conceptualization and design of a novel artistic methodological approach. This approach combined with my disclosure provided the participants a forum where they could express their perspective via both art and spoken word, and with safety from alienation or feeling othered for their shared experiences.  Nevertheless, I caution that researchers with disabilities face a unique set of ethical obstacles that must be kept at the forefront of the fieldworkers’ mind. We need to know that infusing our passion and expertise in research with a repertoire of personal experiences will, for better or worse, inform our study’s aim, our methodological approach, the collection and analysis of our data. Most importantly, we also, for better or worse, have the potential to profoundly impact how the participants reexamine their social circumstance. 
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Figure 1. Mark’s photograph of the Student of the Month board posted in front of the school office. 
� The dictionary definition of goof refers to “a mistake; a foolish or stupid person” (Webster, 2009).





