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Tammie M. Kennedy and Tracey Menten

Reading, Writing,
and Thinking about

Disability Issues:

Five Activities for

the Classroom

a college teacher argue
that by bringing a
Disability Studies

perspective into

and films, teachers can

help students develop

critical-thinking skills.

Disability, unseen, unacknowledged, and unexamined, is already always present in the

[classroom}. It is present as students in our classes, in the language we use, the ways that we

teach and cutor, even in physical spaces and institutional scructures. Assumptions about dis-

ability . . . also script attitudes about its counterparr, ability.

—Cynthia Lewiecki-Wilson and Brenda _Jo Brueggemann, with Jay Dolmage,
“Rethinking Practices and Pedagogy: Disability and the Teaching of Writing”

early all secondary educators are re-

quired to take at least one special

education course to become certi-

fied. However, the focus of this
course is generally on how to teach Special Educa-
tion (SPED) students, not how to teach «bout dis-
ability issues and culeure. In fact, much attention is
given to keeping Learning Disabled/Emotional
Disorder/Behavioral Disorder (LD/ED/BD) stu-
dents’ disabilities invisible, Teachers learn how to
modify lesson plans so as not to expose these dis-
abilities as well as to increase a sense of inclusion for
the SPED student. While we believe that the em-
phasis on privacy rights and inclusion is essential,
we also argue that the (in)visibilicy of disability in
our classrooms is problematic. As the opening quote
above suggests, whether we talk about it or not,
(disyability issues permeate our classes, our teach-
ing, and our students’ experiences in and outside of
the classroom. We have found that students en-
counter disability issues from a variety of sources
{e.y., family, friends, school policies/officials, fund-
raisers, doctors, TV shows, and websites). However,
they tend ro think about disability as an individual
issue—something they “have” that can be stigma-
tized and/or a person who suffers from a deficit or
loss who needs to be “cured,” pitied, or treated dif-

ferently from “normal” people. We want to encour-
age teachers and students to examine and reflect on
how these perceptions of disability are created, how
we might engage with issues of disability more
critically, and teach all scudents more effectively.
To enrich our understandings of (dis)ability
and explore new ways to read, write, and think
about perceptions of difference and abilities, we
have integrated a Disability Studies perspective
into our classes. That is, we have adopted a view of
the world promoted in the mission scarement of the
Society for Disability Studies:
The Society for Disability Studies (SDS) is an
international non-profic organization that pro-
motes the study of disability in social, culeural,
and political contexts. Disability Scudies recog-
nizes that disability is a key aspect of human expe-
rience, and that the scudy of disability has
important political, social, and economic implica-
tions for socicty as a whole, including both dis-
abled and nondisabled people. Through research,
actistic production, teaching and activism, the
Society for Disability Studies seeks to augment
understanding of disability in all cultures and his-
torical periods, to promote greater awareness of
the experiences of disabled people, and to advocare
for social

change.  (heep//www.disstudics.org/

about/mission/sds_mission)
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A high school teacher and

discussions of traditional

novels, websites, TV shows,
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Students who are familiar
with disability issues are
more likely to reject the

62

negative stereotypes

disabilities and better
empower themselves or

experience disability

Reading, Writing, and Thinking about Disability Issues: Five Activities for the Classroom

Part of the social change called for in chis mis-
sion statement is that disability be viewed partly as
a function of society—that the physical and social
barriers in society contribute to the “othering” of
people with disabilities.

However, bringing disability scudies into the
classroom means mote than just adding another
identicy category to be analyzed. Rather, working
with disability has the potential to transform as-
signments, activities, discussions, and curricula to
acknowledge betcer the mare-
rial realities of both students
and teachers. In chis article,
we share five practical teach-
ing activities for introducing
associated with | disability into che secondary
English curriculum chac also
address NCTE/IRA objectives
for the English language arcs.”
others who may | e have used these lessons to
help students better analyze

in some way. | the language/rhetoric of dis-

ability, understand how dis-
ability is represented in literature, and uncover how
the media (e.g., TV/movies and websites) depict
people with disabilities. While teachers might
focus specifically on disabilicy issues, we have incor-
porated these activities into our current curriculum
and teaching practices that focus on reading, wric-
ing, and discussing diversity, culcure, tdentity, and
social issues.’

Why Teach about Disability Issues?

Despite the complexities associated with disability
and classroom instruction, it is important to ad-
dress this issue in English and language arts classes.
First, disabilities in American society and in the
secondary classroom ate prevalent. It is estimated
that chere are 38 to 52.6 million people with docu-
mented disabilities (15-20% of the population),
which means that most students will have a family
member or loved one who has some mental or
physical impairment (Taylor 2). Furchermore, the
1990 Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) and
the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act
(IDEA) have resulted in millions of students wich
disabilities receiving a public education, increas-
ing the contact both teachers and nondisabled stu-
dents have with disability issues (Taylor 3). In spite
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of the prevalence of disability, Lewiecki-Wilson,
and Brueggemann with Dolmage point out that
“because the disabled do not form a single, visible
category with a set of common, identifiable fea-
tures, people with disabilicies typically are not
construed as a unified group” (2; italics in origi-
nal). Consequently, many false assumptions and
tensions related to disability infilcrate our daily
practices and experiences.

Second, disabilities are too often left unno-
ticed, recognized only as an “inferior state and a
personal misfortune” with stigma and silence sur-
rounding those who have a disability (Thomson 6).
The work of disability studies scholars over the last
few decades has helped us understand rhac disabil-
ity is not just an individual problem or deficiency.
These scholars critique medical models of disabilicy
that focus on “curing” the individual so that he or
she might be more notmal and productive. They
demonstrate how what becomes considered a dis-
ability/handicap is based more on social meanings
attached to particular physical and mental impair-
ment than actual reality (Lewiecki and Bruegge-
mann with Dolmage 1). Thinking about how words
shape these social meanings is especially important
when teachers consider how “language use carries
with it a culeure's discourse and assumptions about
‘normal,” with its power to center, marginalize, or
‘other’ people, their ways of thinking, and cheir
choices of actions in the world” (Price 56). Furcher-
more, disabilities scholar Brenda Jo Brueggemann
et al. assert that teachers and students who study
disabilities increase their awareness of cthe harmful
connections of ability, difference, and normalcy that
pervade education and society. Students who are fa-
miliar with disability issues are more likely to re-
ject the negative stereotypes associated with
disabilities and better empower themselves or oth-
ers who may experience disability in some way.
Therefore, it is important to understand and criti-
cally chink about how various texts shape people’s
perceptions of disabilities.

Teaching Activities

Below we outline several class activities and we in-
clude objectives, NCTE standards, and rationales
linked to each activity. We encourage teachers to
engage their students in these activities and adapt
them as appropriate.



Identifying Disability Stereotypes
Objective

Characterize common stereotypes associated wich
disabilities through the creation and analysis of
Facebook profiles.

NCTE Standard(s)

1,4,9,and 11 (www.ncte.org/standards)

Rationale

Help studeats to discover what assumptions they
make about people with disabilities and to analyze
how those assumptions can be both inaccurate and
harmtul. Students also explore how public identi-
ties are created and interpreted.

Resources

A series of pictures that represent people both with
and without visible disabilities (e.g., people who
use wheelchairs, people with Down syndrome, peo-
ple with prosthecic limbs). Distribute one picture
to each group.

Lesson

* Put scudents into groups of three.’

e Give each group a picture of a person from
which they will create a Facebook profile chat
includes biographical information such as
name, relationship status, profession and
income level, preferred activities, groups to
which he or she would belong.

* Display picture for class and ask each group
to share profiles. Have each group present its
profile before discussing the rationale behind
how they created it.

¢ Once all groups have presented, discuss as a
class the following: (a) why the groups
selected the profile characteristics they did for
their person and (b) why those choices may
(or may not) be accurate, problematic, and/or
stereotypical for those who based the profile
on pictures of people with visible disabilities.

* Discuss how chese stereotypes are similar to
those based on race, gender, religion, and
other differences.

* Ask students to reflect on an aha moment
from the activity, especially how other “dif-
ferences” are linked to disability, and share
their moment wich the class.

Tammie M. Kennedy and Tracey Menten

Analyzing George's Assumptions and Treatment
of Lenny in John Steinbeck's Of Mice and Men

Objective

Hluscrate how George's assumptions about Lenny
and his disability affect George’s treatment of Lenny.

NCTE Standard(s)

L, 2, and 9 (www.ncte.org/standards)

Rationale

Investigate how the assumptions cthat George makes
about Lenny affect George's treatment of Lenny,
and not necessarily in a positive manner. Students
should examine whether or not George's treatment
of Lenny ultimately leads to Lenny’s death.

Resources

Of Mice and Men, flip chart paper, and markers

Lesson

® Put students into groups of three.

* Based on their reading of the novel, have stu-
dents brainstorm a list of five assumptions
George makes about Lenny's abilities (what
he is/is not capable of doing). Have students
find references in their books to support why
they identified those assumptions (quotations
and page numbers).

® Asa class, make a list of assumptions on
the board.

e Have each group select three of the assump-
tions from the board and analyze how
each assumption affects George's actions
toward (or treatment of) Lenny. Ask them
to come up with two examples per assump-
tion. Students should use their books to
locate specific examples, including page
numbers.

e After they have completed this rask, ask each
group to select one assumption and present it
to the class. They should use flip chart paper
and write out the specific examples to post as
they present the information.

* Students should take notes on the information
presented and then write an essay analyzing
George’s assumptions about Lenny's mental
disability and how that affects his treacment
of Lenny.

English Journal
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Reading, Writing, and Thinking about Disability Issues: Five Activities for the Classroom

Additional Ideas/Tips

Teachers may also use the character May from The
Secret Life of Bees by Sue Monk Kidd.

Examining the Effects of Disabilities
on Self-Image

Objective

Examine thoughts, ideas, and attitudes toward neu-
rodevelopment disorders, such as autism.

NCTE Standard(s)

1,2,6,7,8,and 9 (www.ncte.org/standards)

Rationale

Encourage students to expand their ideas about how
autism may affect a person’s life. Much of the infor-
mation regarding autism portrays the disorder as
one that makes it nearly impossible for a person to
function fully in the world, or the person possesses
superior intellectual processes that alienate him or
her from others. Help to shift student perspectives
by having them read about what it is like o be au-
tistic from a highly successful, educated person
with autism.

Resources

“My Brain [s a Web Browser: How People with
Autism Think” by Dr. Temple Grandin (heep://
www.grandin.com/inc/mind.web.browser.heml);
Wordle (www.wordle.net).

Lesson

e Ask students to write one or two paragraphs
about everything they know, or have heard,
about autism (e.g., What is it? How are peo-
ple who have autism affected by ic? Whar are
the skills and capabilities of someone with
autism? How do you think people with
autism feel about being autistic?).

® After they have discussed their knowledge,
ask them to brainstorm where they got their
information (e.g., TV, books, friends/family,
school) and share their responses.

® Next, have scudents read Dr. Temple Gran-
din’s article, “My Brain Is a Web Browser:
How People with Autism Think.” Have stu-
dents reflect on Dr. Grandin’s overall actitude
toward autism as they read (Is her atticude
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mostly positive/negative? Does she sound
beilliant? Unique? Strange? Confused? How
do you know? Does she make autism sound
like a disability? Provide textual support for
your answers.). By che end of the article, stu-
dents should be able to describe and defend
their response. (If your students do not have
access to cornputers, you can complete this
next step ahead of time and distribute
printed copies for students.)

* Ask students to pull up Dr. Grandin’s arricle
(htep://www.grandin.com/inc/mind.web
.browser.heml) and select and copy all the
text—without the references.

* Have students navigate to Wordle (www
.wordle.net) and select the link for “Create
Your Own,” and enter Grandin’s article into
the window. Wordle is an online tool for
generating “word clouds” from text that you
provide. The clouds give greater prominence
to words that appear more frequently in the
source text and provide a visual image for
analysis.

® Have students analyze the ten most prevalent
words to determine whether those words
convey the same actitude they felt Dr. Gran-
din revealed as a person with autism. Stu-
dents should write a one-paragraph response
of this analysis.

o Ask students to write a paragraph in which
they examine their thoughts, ideas, and atti-
tudes toward neurodevelopment disorders,
such as autism. Scudents should examine
whether or not Dr. Grandin’s attitude is what
they expected and explain why or why nor.

Additional Ideas/Tips

Teachers might show clips from HBO's Temple
Grandin or ask students to read supplementary ac-
ticles on autism and Grandins work on HBO's
website: heep://www.hbo.com/movies/temple-grand
in/index.heml#/movies/temple-grandin/decail/
resources.html.

The Rhetorical Appeal(s) of Telethons
and Walk-Run for Disability X

Objective

Learn about rhetorical appeals, use them to assess
websites of organizations that focus on fundraising



for disabilities, and identify how these websites
might perpetuate scereotypes of disabilities.

NCTE Standard(s)

1,6,7,8,and 9 (www.ncte.org/standards)

Rationale

Help students become aware of how some websites/
charities perpetuate stereotypes of disability. Ask
students to consider and work toward becoming
more of an advocate and/or activist for disabilities.
Charity events often center on some sort of cause to
raise awareness and money to “fight” disabilities
and diseases (e.g., mulciple sclerosis). Alchough
these events are intended to support individuals
with disabilities, many people of that population
feel offended because of the way the event portrays
the disability. Some people with disabilities argue
that these campaigns feel patronizing or miss the
real-life issues involved in being a person living
wich a disability. In addition, because these causes
are scen as “charity,” people without the disability
often do not understand the complexity of the is-
sues involved and give money instead of serving as
advocates and activists. For example, the Jerry
Lewis Labor Day Telechon for the Muscular Dystro-
phy Association often relies on Mr. Lewis present-
ing a person with the disability in a way chat
reinforces the charity model of disabilicy or that
people with a disability are “broken” or “needy.”

Resources

Information on rhetorical appeals (Everything’s an
Argument, or Writing Arguments, and/or Purdue’s
OWL, “Using Rhetorical Strategies for Persuasion,”
heep//fowl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/S88/
04/). Websites for Multiple Sclerosis Society, Par-
kinson’s, St Jude's Children, American Cancer Soci-
ety, and other disability causes.

Lesson

e Teach students the three classical persuasive
appeals: logos, ethos, and pathos.

* Select a website chat focuses on disability.
Have students ideatify appeals to logos,
ethos, and pathos and discuss their effects on
the intended audience.

e Break students into pairs or small groups and
have them select a “disability cause.”

Tammie M. Kennedy and Tracey Menten

e Ask studencs to study the websites associated
with their chosen disability and/or fundrais-
ing campaign.

® Ask scudents to gencrate a lisc of assump-
tions these websites make about people with
disabilities. For example:

— Who is the primary audience for this
website?

— How much does chis audience already
know about che disability/disease?

— What seems to be the audience’s atticude
toward the issue? Is chis atticude different
from that of the public or the people with
the disability? Why? How?

— Whart values, beliefs, or assumptions
about the disability/disease would the
audience share?

— How do these various organizations
appeal to others to contribute money or
time?

— Do they use mostly pathos, ethos, or
logos? How effective are these appeals?

— How are these appeals based on negative
or problematic stereotypes about disabili-
ties? Why do these appeals work to per-
suade people to give money or their time
to these efforts?

® Discuss findings as a class, asking students to
bring in one specific example to share wich
everyone.

* Ask students to write a one- to two-page
reflective essay that they turn in with their
analysis of the questions above, which focuses
on what they learned about how disability
organizations perpetuate stereotypes of dis-
abilities, as well as how these websites might
be revised to better address the needs of peo-
ple with disabilities.

Additional Ideas/Tips

ELL learners can access the websites in their first
language, as available, to analyze them.

Locating and "Talking Back" to Negative
Stereotypes of Disability

Objective

Locate and analyze examples of the seven negative
stereorypes that dominate television and movie rep-
resentations of people with disabilities and explain
how these stereotypes might be harmful.

English Journal
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While the “supercrip”
representation often

pedestrian struggles that
ordinary people with
disabilities face regularly,
it remains one of the
most prevalent images

Reading, Writing, and Thinking about Disability Issues: Five Activities for the Classroom

NCTE Standard(s)

[, 3, 4,5,6,7,9, 11, and 12 (www.ncte.org/
standards)

Rationale

Jack A. Nelson argues chat there are seven negative
stereotypes that dominate television and movie
representations of people with disabilicies: (1) sin-
ister, evil, and criminal (mor-
ally culpable); (2) pitiable and
pathetic; (3) unable to live a
successful life; (4) a burden;
(5) maladjusted; (6) better off
dead; and/or (7) “supercrips”

demeans the more

(5-9). The appearance of the
“supercrip” image is often
based on real-life individuals
who overcome the obstacles of
in the movies and | disability through a positive

attitude and  perseverance.

other media.

This person is often thought
to have special gifts that re-
sulc from his or her disability, superior cognitive
abilities, or unusual social skills (Shapiro 16).
While the “supercrip” representation often de-
means the more pedestrian struggles that ordinary
people with disabilities face regularly, it remains
one of the most prevalent images in the movies and
other media (e.g., Forrest Gump and many human-
interest stories).

Resources

TV show/movie clips (e.g., Glee, South Park, Family
Guy, Friday Night Lights, Ray, Scent of @ Woman, Ed-
ward Scissorbands, Simon Birch)

Lesson

¢ Ask students to define what a stereotype is
and how it affects the way we think about
people who may be differenc from us. Teach-
ers may share readings or websites to help
generate this discussion.

¢ Pair students. Ask them to come up with a
list of stereotypes they have seen about peo-
ple wich disabilities in che media, specifically
citing the TV show, book, advertisement,
magazine, or movie that highlighced this
representation.
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* Ask each student to watch a TV show or
movie that features a characcer with a dis-
ability. You might also ask chem to compare
a more recent show such as G/ee to an older
show such as South Park or an older ilm such
as Rain Man to a more current film such as
Adam that both depict autism. They should
take notes and be able to arciculate answers
to the following questions:

— Does the character fulfill one of the stereo-
types identified above? How?

— Even if the character is stereotypical, how
does the actor/performer disrupt or chal-
leage this stereotype in some way by his or
her performance, the script, or how the
other characters are reacting to him or her?

— s this portrayal of a character with a dis-
ability dangerous or possibly harmful to any
groups or individuals? Why or why not?

— Has the portrayal of the character with a
disability changed? How? Why?

* Ask students to write a dialogue becween a
nondisabled person and the character with
the disability explaining how this stereotype
is problematic and how the character might
want the nondisabled person to think abourt
disability issues from a different perspective.

* Students may perform their dialogues in class.

Additional Ideas/Tips

See "Physical and Mental Disabilicy in the Movies
and Television” (htep://www.lib.berkeley.edu/MRC/
disabilitymovies.html) and “Top Entertainment TV
Shows Featuring Disability” (http://media-dis-n-dat
.blogspot.com/2008/03/top-entertainment-tv-shows-
featuring.heml).

Challenging Habits of Thinking

We hope these five activities will help teachers bet-
ter formulate practical and effective ways to intro-
duce disability studies into the secondary English
classroom. By teaching about disability issues, boch
students and teachers gain valuable tools for critical
thinking that empower them to better negoriate the
complexities of difference and their impact on all
the “bodies” in English classtooms. Furthermore,
working with disability issues in the secondary
classroom has the potencial to transform assign-
ments, activities, discussions, and curricula to becrer
acknowledge and reflecc on the realities of human




differences and our basic assumptions abour nor-
malcy and abilities. We invite teachers to examine
the culrural narratives surrounding people with dis-
abilities and to reconsider how certain habits of
thinking that characterize disability as a “weakness”
or something to be feared or silenced can be chal-
lenged in and out of che classroorn.* ’3)

Notes

1. The NCTE/IRA Standards for the English Language
Arts may be found ac heep://www.ncte.org/standards for
more specific descriptions.

2. We approach disability issues as nondisabled, or
able-bodied, persons. Our interest in disability srudies
stems from our relationships with close friends and family
who have disabilities, as well as our interest in teaching
about diversity, inequality, and difference. Disability schol-
ars have pointed out some of the problematic issues of
ceaching disability studies from a nondisabled perspecrive.
For example, Deborah Marks fears that nondisabled teach-
ers will focus too much on people wich disabilities as rhe
“Other” (70). We agree with her concern and recognize
that we must be ever vigilant of our biases. However, we
also subscribe to an "all hands on deck” philosophy. Tt is
important to build alliances across so-called differences to
contribute to social movements focused on justice and
social change. In our classrooms, we belicve that it's impor-
tant to ¢stablish that we approach disability issucs as non-
disabled teachers who, as Owen Wrigley describes, have
“both biascs of [our} position and che privileges of [our]
gaze” (vii).

3. In our expericnce, working in groups of three
instead of pairs leads to more collaboration and productivity.
If a pairing is a problem for some reason (e.g., ability, per-
sonality), che activity can stall. Adding a chird person better
ensures 4 range of opinions in brainstorming sessions.

4, We want to thank Pactricia Dunno for her helpful
feedback on our article. Also, a special thank you to Chris-
tina Flaherty-Colling and Nora Bacon for providing us
invaluable comments and reactions as we drafted the arcicle.
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READWRITETHINK CONNECTION

"Persuasive Techniques in Advertising” examines pathos (emotion), logos (logic), and ethos (credibility/character).
Students use this knowledge to analyze advertising in print, television, and Web sources. Students also explore
the concepts of demographics and marketing for a specific audience. The lesson culminates in the production of
an advertisement in one form of media, intended for a specific demographic. http://www.readwritethink.org/
classroom-resources/lesson-plans/persuasive-techniques-advertising-1166.htm|
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