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Searching for Authenticity in Disability Identity Development
Kaia Palm-Leis

This article explores the nuances and pathways of disability identity development as well as what may
constitute authentic disability identity in various theories and models. Authentic disability identity is
in�uenced by how individuals interact with di�erent power structures and systems and ultimately how
they are related to normativity produced by ableism. Because each individual will have unique
interactions with these systems, identity development and thus authenticity varies. Practitioners in
higher education, with an understanding of how systems in�uence such nuanced identity, can create
more open and �exible pathways to accommodations, improve outreach, and expand support outside
of academic contexts.

Kaia Palm-Leis (she/her) is anM. Ed student in the Higher Education and Student Affairs
Administration program at the University of Vermont. She currently works in the Department of Student
Life as the Graduate Assistant for Campus Programs. She is passionate about access and creating better
college environments for students with disabilities.
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Searching for Authenticity in Disability Identity Development
The concept of authenticity and disability identity presents itself in unique ways across

disability identity development. How an authentic or idealized disability identity is de�ned varies by
theory or model and is dependent on the lens through which disability is viewed. Authenticity and
disability identity often are determined by how theories understand and promote various de�nitions of
disability and often arise around the nexus of identity development and systems of power, in this case,
ableism (Friedensen & Kimball, 2017). More speci�cally, this nexus can be described as how systems of
oppression may or may not in�uence the theories themselves, calling into question the validity of each
theory in constructing identity and facilitating development. In e�ect, di�erent theories facilitate
identity development through their conceptions and relationships to able-bodied norms and ableism
(Abrams & Abes, 2021).

It is important to note that various and sometimes contradictory de�nitions of disability have
an impact on disability identity development (Curtis et al., 2018). As revealed in the context of
ecological models of identity development, disability is de�ned by various environments, policies, and
power structures that each de�ne disability – and thus disability identity development -- in their own
way. Disability identity development models' relationships to ableism emerge through how they
discuss the validity of di�ering de�nitions of disability and disability identity (Friedensen & Kimball,
2017).

In this paper, I will discuss how di�erent disability identity models create di�erent conceptions
and ideal versions of disability identity development. First, I will break down two common types of
identity development theories regarding disability: stage and ecological theories. The structure of these
theories creates key di�erences in identity progression and the arrival at disability identity (David &
Hendersen 2010; Friedensen & Kimball, 2017; Gibson, 2006; Forber-Pratt & Aragon, 2013;
Johnstone, 2004). Then I will look at one speci�c ecological theory that has dominated disability
identity literature in the last a decade: crip theory. Crip theory is a post-structural theory that takes a
critical stance on the dis/ability binary and compulsory able-bodiedness (McRuer, 2006). Various
perspectives on this theory will be presented and used to evaluate whether crip theory supports
disability identity development, what sort of identity it creates, and how it di�ers from other theories
in empowering disabled individuals through ableism to an arrival at an authentic self.

Stage Theories
Stage theories, such as Gibson’s (2006) three-stage disability identity development model and

Forber-Pratt and Aragon’s (2013) model of social and psychosocial identity development describe the
progression of identity development using linear stages through which disabled individuals progress.
In models for disabled individuals, this progression broadly starts with a general awareness of a
disability and ends with both having pride in a disability identity and integration into the disabled
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community. In Gibson’s (2006) model, individuals progress from denial or passive awareness toward
identifying (albeit perhaps negatively) with having a disability to an acceptance of their disability. This
model was created in the context of moving practitioners toward more identity-conscious practices of
supporting persons with disabilities in clinical settings. Stages in this model also correspond with life
stages where passive acceptance is most strongly correlated to childhood, while realization and
acceptance occur in adolescence, early adulthood, and adulthood. Gibson also acknowledges how
environmental challenges and interactions with others may create regression or progression, especially
between stages of realization and acceptancewhere individuals may �ux between acceptance in various
forms of frustration with their identity. Understanding triggers, situations, and contexts that facilitate
changes in self-perception can help practitioners tailor interactions that facilitate a positive and
integrated disability identity for clients. Ultimately in the �nal acceptance stage, obtaining a disability
identity in this model means having a positive self-perception and a well-incorporated disability
identity while also being able to integrate into the able-bodied world (Gibson, 2006). All in all this
model promotes a positive but restrained disability identity.

Forber-Pratt and Aragon’s (2013) model reassesses the disability identity development of
college students in a post-Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) world. The general trajectory of this
model follows students as they move from individual acceptance to giving back to the disability
community through increased interaction with disabled individuals and pride in their identity. The
�rst stage is acceptance, where an individual has moved through the stages of grief to accept their
disability. At this stage, the ADA plays a crucial and new role in identity development almost creating a
cause-and-e�ect dilemma. Identity understanding and acceptance must be held to access the ADA
(Forber-Pratt 2013), while almost simultaneously the ADA is what legally validates and solidi�es
identity (Friedensen & Kimball, 2017). The second stage, relationship,marks building relationships
with other disabled individuals and “learning the ways of the group” (Forber-Pratt & Aragon, p. 8).
Stage three, adoption, stresses social justice and individual independence, often in the form of
individual advocacy to ensure institutional compliance. Finally, in giving back to the community,
disabled students act as proud role models for others who do not have an integrated identity or have
not yet adopted aspects of disability culture (such as independence). While acknowledging �uidity in
the development process, the authors stress the bene�ts of a healthy identity, which for disabled
individuals is a positive disability identity. Forber-Pratt & Aragon (2013) describe the importance of a
healthy disability identity, stating that “a healthy, intact identity provides a strong sense of self and
ability to face ableism by rea�rming desired goals and personal worth” (p. 3), and thus the desired goal.
Compared to Gibson (2006) this model promotes a more disability-forward identity, one where
centering this aspect of identity is as bene�cial as it is necessary (Forber-Pratt & Aragon, 2013).

As seen in Gibson’s (2006) three-stage disability identity development model and Forber-Pratt
and Aragon’s (2013) model of social and psychosocial identity development, identity progression (or
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reversion) can be driven by interactions with individuals or environments. However, stage theories do
not create space for individuals to be at multiple stages simultaneously, dependent on context. In later
research, Forber-Pratt (2018) re�ects on how environments, speci�cally the college environment,
facilitate access to disability culture and thus in�uence how students enter and progress through the
identity-building process. Two caveats of Forber-Pratt’s and Aragon’s (2013) original model are that it
is dependent on physical disability and its visibility, and that it was developed in an environment where
disability was more prevalent. This visibility acts as a facilitator of identity development that those with
other types of disabilities may not have access to.

Ecological Theories
Ecological theories inherently recognize the �uidity of disability and locate disability in society

by acknowledging the role of context and environment in creating varying categories of disability
identity. Johnstone’s (2004) categories are neither linear nor static, allowing individuals to weave in and
out of di�erent identities depending on both context and self-perception of disability. The categories
include externally ascribed and disempowering, overcompensating, identities that shift away from
disabilities, empowerment, complex, and common identities.These categories stem from how di�erent
environments inform personal understanding of disability. For example, those with disempowering
identities often have their disability identity ascribed to them by others, and as a result, overcompensate
in spite of their disability, and those who shift away from disability identity may do so as the result of a
negative relationship with it. For example, certain de�ning disability labels such as Down Syndrome,
ascribed by others as a result of a single physical di�erence, are also attached to connotations and
stereotypes that may not apply to or de�ne who that person is. If disability or disability labels are
attached to a negative connotation or stigma, individuals may move away from or reject it as a core
aspect of their identity.

Empowering identities allow people to feel pride in their disability and engage in disability
issues and politics, while complex identities allow for the possibility that for some disability may be both
a positive and negative experience. Disability as a social identity has become more prominent as the
social model of disability has become more prevalent. Moral and medical de�nitions of disability have
dissuaded individuals from creating a relationship with their disability whereas social models
encourage it by reducing stigma. As individuals navigate environments where these de�nitions may
carry various weights, identity and self-perception may shift. This model initiates the concept that
individuals may have multiple relationships with their disability that may even occur simultaneously
and all of which are valid because relationships to environments are complex. In comparison to stage
identities, there is less of a hierarchy with ecological models due to their recognition of the contextual
dependence of identity (Johnstone, 2004).
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David and Henderson (2010) similarly created repertoires that evaluate how social spatial
inclusions (interactions) create political space, speci�cally with autistic individuals. These theories
facilitate identity development primarily through external interactions while creating space for an
individual sense of self. While internal identity may not necessarily re�ect external interactions or
expression of identity, diagnosis or degree of individual identity attainment in�uence one’s ability to
navigate these repertoires. However, as one participant of their study stated, “being categorized by
others as disabled does not constitute coming out as disabled” (David &Henderson, 2010, p.164),
illustrating this tension between an internal sense of self and external environments.

The �rst repertoire, keeping safe, describes the processes and decisions of identity disclosure
where individuals evaluate relationships and combat negative encounters that promote concealment.
The second, qualified deception, explores how when passing as neurotypical is an option, those with
autism may opt in or out of keeping safe, advocating for general needs without disclosure. The like/as
resistance repertoire includes individuals who speak out or resist harmful stereotypes or notions of
autism, hoping that disclosure decreases stigma and creates space for an autistic culture to develop.
Finally, when enacting education, autistic individuals adopt the responsibility to educate others about
autism. This model illustrates how social environments can support or limit identity development and
performance. For these participants, ableist environments make it necessary to pass as neurotypical,
whereas individuals with more freedom and security may disclose or come out as autistic. Individuals’
proximity to ableism facilitated through social interaction forces disabled individuals to adopt di�erent
external and -- where ableism enforces negative perceptions of identity -- internal disability identities.
Here, authenticity is survival (David &Henderson, 2010).

Other scholars discuss disability identity development through an ecological-esque lens.
Friedensen and Kimball (2017) explore disability as “a multivalent, �uid concept that encompasses a
broad set of phenomena that shape the experiences of individuals as they interact with others; social
systems and processes; and legal structures” (p. 229). As a result of these forces, there is not one
framework that can explain how seemingly contradictory and opposing identities can exist
simultaneously, and thus the authors use the concept of theoretical borderlands to illustrate this
�uidity. Medical, diagnostic, legal, environmental, and cultural systems and policies entrench and
calcify disability identity on an individual and systematic level. Subsequently, individuals may be
limited in their development as a result of their visibility to these various power structures. For
example, diagnoses become a stand-in for identity itself and are the basis of obtaining a protected legal
identity, which in turn may in�uence how an individual is limited or supported in environmental
landscapes. Finally, how individuals are validated or invalidated through support in turn impacts their
understanding of their identity. These authors suggest applying crip theory to identity development as
a way for individuals to make a “conscious decision to accept, modify, or reject society’s messaging
regarding identity” (p. 230), allowing individuals to interrogate their respective positionality to power
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structures while also enacting self-preservation. This theory, like other ecological theories, promotes
centering and empowering disability identity while recognizing the �uid need to adapt di�erent aspects
of identity as means of survival (Friedensen & Kimball, 2017).

Crip theory
Crip theory, conceptualized by Robert McRuer in 2006, has more recently normalized in

disability identity discourse and views disability identity through an ecological, post-structuralist lens.
In crip theory, the ecological environment is that of compulsory able-bodiedness and the oppressive
barriers that it creates for those it de�nes as having a disability. Acknowledging disability as a result of
constructed normalcy, crip theory creates disability identity outside of -- or in juxtaposition to --
concepts of normalcy, even going as far as disassembling disability identity itself (McRuer, 2006).
Through this lens, the disability identity is left for each individual to de�ne for themselves based on
what feels meaningful (Abrams & Abes, 2021).

Crip theory has been used to reimagine disability identity development in college students.
Crip theory deconstructs ableist norms through a series of concepts – compulsory able-bodiedness,
�uidity of disability, crip time, and relationships - ultimately challenging norms of able-bodiedness and
able-mindedness. From a post-structural perspective, crip theory challenges systems of oppression and
how they impact behavior and experiences rather than seeking methods for disabled individuals to
persist within ableist environments (Abes &Wallace, 2020).

Crip theory challenges the idea that disability is an exception to an able-bodied norm, rejecting
able-bodiedness as an idealized and unobtainable state of existence toward which everyone should
strive. Under ableism, a dis/ability binary exists while through the lens of crip theory disability is a �uid
identity that can change depending on context. As the permeability of the boundary between disabled
and able-bodiedness increases, so may disability identity itself. With a looser, broader de�nition of
disability, more individuals are able to identify with it, and �nd refuge under its umbrella (Abes &
Wallace, 2020). Di�erent policies, practices, and environments in addition to di�erences within the
body render individuals able, disabled, or somewhere in-between. However, crip theory also recognizes
that claiming disability or a stable disabled identity is imperative to legally qualifying for
accommodations and the survival of individuals with disabilities (Abes & Darkow, 2020).

Crip theory introduces the idea of crip time – a new understanding of time that challenges the
normal pace of life (Abes & Darkow, 2020). Instead of pressuring individuals to conform to rigid and
disabling time and scheduling, “crip time bends the clock to meet disabled bodies and minds” (Kafer,
2013, p. 27). Although everyone bene�ts from navigating time in this altered temporal landscape,
individuals who may �nd the status of their impairments to be �uid in nature require this way of
existence. Fluidity is unpredictability, and instead of disabled people losing out because of
unpredictable symptoms, crip time forces systems and structures to change so experiences aren’t lost.
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In practice, this includes �exible attendance, work time, and �exibility required of able-bodied
individuals (Kafer, 2013).

Finally, cripistemology, or knowledge production by disabled people, suggests that ableism
creates challenges with agency and dependency in relationships. Disabled individuals are often viewed
as being dependent on others for their success, however, crip theory proposes that most individuals are
interdependent and deconstructs an ideal of the independent individual. Cripistemology suggests how
disclosure, often necessary to receive accommodations and support, forces disabled individuals to share
vulnerable aspects of their experience. This forced intimacy may prevent real intimacy from happening
because it often occurs out of necessity for survival, and not because it was desired by the disabled
individual. Access intimacy similarly comes from the need to disclose a disability to receive proper
accommodations (Abes &Wallace, 2020).

Crip theory rejects ableist constructs perpetuated in prior theories and provides a barrier
between these constructs and identity development. Crip theory dispels idealized bodies created by
medical models, challenges in relationships, and environments that often force individuals into
di�cult encounters that have an impact on their sense of self. Finally, the concept of �uidity allows
individuals to reconceptualize how they exist in space and time allowing them to enact their disability
and disability identity free from ableist norms (Abrams & Abes, 2021).

In its origination, crip theory stemmed from queer theory and was used to illustrate the
similarities between how compulsory able-bodiedness and heteronormativity both produce and
“other” disability and queerness (McRuer, 2006). Abrams & Abes (2021) expand on this by using crip
theory to illustrate a disability identity that forms as a reaction and a resistance to compulsory
able-bodiedness through interviewing a queer college student with chronic illness. Nonapparent,
�uctuating disabilities fall inbetween the false disability/able-bodied binary, and for those with
“nonapparent disabilities, passing is enacted because of compulsory able-bodiedness and
able-mindedness that perpetuate a false normalcy and reproduce binaries about who is a college
student” (Abrams & Abes, 2021, p. 264). These students pass reactively based on the social norms
placed on them by others or do so intentionally to protect themselves from discrimination. Disability is
not easy to claim when disability is not continual or visible; however, �are-ups restrict the ability to
claim an unimpaired identity (Abrams & Abes, 2021).

This study demonstrates a simultaneous expansion and deconstruction of the disability
identity through the concept of radical-self love, which is de�ned in this case as loving oneself because
of their disability, not in spite of it. Oppressive structures that enforce the dis/ability binary
compartmentalize the disability experience and erase or fragment identity. Authenticity and identity
do not exist in a vacuum but are situated in the context of systems of privilege and oppression. Using
radical self-love, disabled individuals can reject conditions that enforce conformity to able-bodiedness
because their self-love does not stem from nor is validated by compulsory able-bodiedness. This results
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in a cripped authenticity that is �uid across lifespans and contexts. Abram and Abes (2021) state in
sum:

By embracing multiple temporalities, cripped authenticity shifts the critique away from the
individual to expose oppressive systems. Rather than a reaction to ableism (and heterosexism),
cripped authenticity empowers the queer health rebel by embracing a �uid navigation of the
authentic self. Situated in crip time, authenticity is a self-driven act of radical self-love. (p. 272)

Cripped authenticity situates authenticity in the contextualized self and validates a spectrum of
individual conceptualizations and iterations of oneself throughout a lifetime. The type of authenticity
o�ered by crip theory suggests that empowered and disability-forward identities as incomplete and
partial experiences of a more diverse reality (Abrams & Abes, 2021).

Identity Theory and Model Critiques
Crip theory rejects identity development models and theories that only focus on individuals

without additionally addressing oppressive systems in the surrounding environment (Abes &Wallace,
2020). Although it perpetuates individuality by granting individuals the �exibility to carve out their
own meaning in response to intersectional contexts, it di�ers from prior ecological and stage theories.
Abram andWallace (2020) directly critique theories such as Forber-Pratt and Aragon’s (2013)
psychosocial identity development model by stating that these types of theories are often in line with
second-wave theories that center the individual while “leaving relatively unchallenged the ableism in
which students are situated" (p. 575). Even ecological theories that account for context and oppression
in di�erent environments fail to critique the identities that develop out of validation from di�erent
policies, laws, social stigmatization, and diagnosis. These theories accept this development as a result of
real-life oppression that individuals face without questioning any alternatives (Abes &Wallace, 2020).
Finally, crip theory allows for a complex disability experience where there is no idealized, positive
self-conceptualization of disability. Disabled people can build a personal relationship with their
disability which allows for real-life, complicated, and both positive and negative emotions around
disability. Crip theory provides space for movement, adjustment, and impermanency (Abrams and
Abes, 2021).

Critiques of crip theory vary, from critiques that the name itself perpetuates visibly disabled
experiences (Bone, 2017) to its failure to address real-life experiences of having a disability (Jenks,
2019). The most prevalent critiques respond to the crip theory's reduction of a dis/abled binary, its
disassembling of the disability identity, and generally, its inability to e�ectuate actual change (Bone,
2017; Jenks 2019). Both Bone (2017) and Jenks (2019) argue that in viewing disability as a social
identity and a construct of ableism, crip theory homogenizes the disabled experience and ignores the
real-life di�erences and implications of impairments. Jenks (2019) argues that the deconstructionist
nature of crip theory depicts disability as “purely socially constructed rather than something that
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marks the individual as di�erent” (pp. 457). Therefore there needs to be a separation between
impairment, which is a physical or mental condition situated in the body, and disability, which is the
ability or inability to participate in social, political, and economic life. This di�erence, created by an
impairment, means the need to access real medical equipment, procedures, and services. Thus, a
disentanglement of disabled identity from ableism does not increase access to those services. When
medical and legal understandings of disability dominate discourse and implicit social understandings
of disability, individuals need to be able to see and understand themselves within them (Jenks, 2019).
Finally, Bone argues that by eliminating a dis/abled binary, crip theory silences disabled voices, allows
for the misappropriation of disability identity, and results in a lack of collective group identity. Crip
theory essentially wants to have it both ways; where when anyone can claim disability, no one can
(Bone, 2017).

Discussion and Implications for Higher Education
The goal of authenticity is a healthy relationship with the self. What that means for every

theory is di�erent and depends on each individual’s relationship with and understanding of disability.
Understanding disability through a crip theory lens is chronologically and ideologically the most
progressive understanding of disability. However, while disabled individuals are able to inherently
understand their experience with unfairness, discrimination, and ableism, they might not have the
tools to re�ect or evaluate this relationship in a liberatory manner. It takes privilege, time, and
education to get to a place where individuals can reinforce a positive understanding of the self,
especially when medical and legal understandings of disability dominate discourse and implicit social
understandings of disability. In an ableist system, it may be most expedient to seek medically and legally
validated disability identity.

Each theory may have a place for describing an individual’s trajectory depending on how
constrained or guided that is by their contexts. For example, having a positive understanding of
disability in spite of disability might be bene�cial for some individuals based on their values and
understandings of themselves of who they are in this world. Stage theories may be mini progressions
within larger ecological contexts which then have di�erent complex relationships to power and
ableism. Perhaps the optimism provided by the end stages of stage theory, even while situated in
ableism, may provide a more realistically obtainable and therefore authentic identity than the messiness
that crip theory requires. How an individual’s disability identity is comprised may look like stacked
concentric circles of theories or intersecting, shape-shifting amorphousness however, one theory may
not be enough for authenticity all on its own. For identity theory to be operationalized e�ectively,
practitioners must have a strong grasp on how identity and the systems that legitimize it are
interconnected. In practice, one would be hard-pressed to �nd support systems without a medically or
legally assigned identity, however, that does not mean disability does not exist outside of those systems.
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By understanding these nuances, practitioners in higher education settings can create a variety of
pathways for access to accommodations and support on college campuses for students with disabilities.

Disability services o�ces (DSOs) have the opportunity to provide resources that allow students
with disabilities to �ourish as their entire selves, no matter what place they are in their identity
development or what spaces or existences they are required to inhabit as college students. While the
majority of DSOs operate explicitly from both a medical and legal context, they do not need to be
constrained by them. Compliance standards created by the ADA that govern DSOs should be treated
as a �oor, not the ceiling for what we can do for students with disability. With that caveat in mind, the
following changes could help DSOmore holistically support students, allow various entry points for
students regardless of identity status, and work to dismantle barriers created by medical and legal
models of disability while preserving the bene�ts of their existence. These recommendations follow
three categories: reducing barriers to receiving accommodations, improving the culture of disability
services o�ces, and expanding resources and services that fall outside the realm of traditional
accommodations.

Disability service o�ces can and should be inherently accessible, but unfortunately this is not
most commonly the case. DSOs rely on medical diagnosis, a way of making sure that yes, a student is
veri�ably disabled. Medical diagnosis as a prerequisite to legal protection creates a host of issues.
Medical care is expensive and therefore inaccessible. Navigating a healthcare system rife with bias takes
both time and an unwarranted amount medical of savvy to reach a diagnosis (FitzGerald &Hurst,
2017; Samulowitz et al., 2018). DSOs should have clear and timely pathways for students seeking
diagnosis if this is what they require, understanding that undergraduates may not have access to
a�ordable healthcare, or the support required to navigate the healthcare system. This could include
services integrated into student health services, like appointments, medical providers, and therapists
speci�cally for testing and disability-related diagnosis. Finally, allowing prior IEPs from a student’s
secondary education to carry a greater weight in documentation could prevent the cost and time
restraints of retesting. Carrying out these suggestions would reduce the burden students may face
navigating healthcare and the pressure obtain a medically and therefore legally validated identity.

Disability service o�ces need to o�er student-centered approaches of support that are apparent
to any student no matter where they are at in understanding their identity. DSOs need to be
welcoming, well-advertised, and have clear pathways for entering the accommodations process. This is
important because research shows at the post-secondary level, low levels students with disabilities are
requesting accommodations and those that do are receiving less support than they received at the
secondary level. At the postsecondary level where disclosure of a disability is mandatory for students by
the ADA, only 35% of students with disabilities informed the institution of their disability. Whereas
95% of students with disabilities received at least one accommodation in high school, only 23% received
at least one accommodation at the postsecondary level (Newman &Madaus, 2015). Progression of
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identity development may play a role in whether a student understands themselves as a probable
recipient of resources, so students with various disabilities will need to see themselves represented in
the services provided. As discussed in Abrams & Abes (2021) students who have a chronic or mental
illness, disabilities that are non–apparent and �uid in nature, maybe have a more challenging time
claiming or connecting to a disability identity and therefore their validity in qualifying for
accommodations. Finally, students who are denied or deemed unquali�ed for accommodations will
still need support and DSOs need to be able to connect them with other support systems on campus.
Students seeking support deserve to �nd support that works for them.

Disability service o�ce sta� need to have a collaborative and �exible approach when working
with students to �nd accommodations that will be useful to them. Sta� can use di�erent disability
identity development models to understands how students may identify, and provide resources and
support based on this understanding. Sta� need to understand what challenges students are facing and
should provide students with all the options possible to them, not just those often attributed to their
disability (Dolmage, 2017) as students may not even be aware of how their disability interacts with
academic spaces (Hong, 2015). Too little support and clarity of accommodation options causes
confusion and intimidation, and dissuades students from even attempting to navigate the
accommodations process (Hong, 2015). DSO sta� also need to understand that the condition of a
student's disability, and therefore the e�ectiveness of their accommodations, may change and should
be prepared to �nd new solutions to support the student. It's important that sta� do not
over-prescribe accommodations for the sake of providing them. Providing unhelpful accommodations
just because they are easy to provide doesn’t help the student, may make the student question
themselves for not succeeding with the support of accommodations, and may increase challenging
interactions with faculty that are ultimately unnecessary (Dolmage, 2017). Finally, DSOs need to take
a progressive stance on providing accommodation and searching for new and innovative options.
Institutions have the power to legally decide what a reasonable accommodation is and thus they have
the power to interpret what they are required to provide (ADA, 1990). With this power, institutions
can view this responsibility as either a baseline that can be added upon or as a cap on what they are
willing to provide students. Because accommodations should be o�ered from the lens of �xing a
broken system and not a broken student, sta� should re�ect on bias that may perpetuate concerns of
unfairness to routinely initiate expansions of accommodation o�erings.

Universities need to extend their services beyond the expected classroom and academic
accommodations. DSOs can reduce reliance on diagnosis by working with faculty to integrate
accessible tools into their teaching. As discussed by Rendón (2012) Western conceptualizations of
teaching, learning, and demonstrating knowledge are often narrow, inaccessible, and create very
constraining learning environments for all students. One solution is to construct syllabi using
Universal Design and decolonized practices, providing multiple modalities for students to learn course
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material and demonstrate their knowledge (Rendón, 2012). It's important to note that students should
not be expected to master all of these modalities in order to demonstrate their knowledge for true
accessibility to occur (Dolmage, 2017). While Universal Design is often touted as design that is
accessible to the largest number of users possible, Universal Design must be approached from a
perspective of supporting those most marginalized �rst for it to be truly e�ective. Design decisions
stemming from interest convergence will always prioritize non-disabled students and may leave
students with disabilities behind (Peters, 2022).

Second, DSOs should support students with disabilities beyond the classroom; the college
experience for students with disabilities does not stop once they exit the classroom or their residence
hall. Students with disabilities want to get involved, work, make friends, and live a full college
experience. These students may need extra support in negotiating relationships, personal and
professional, in other parts of their lives due to others’ lack of understanding, insensitivity, or bias
toward disability. Unlike classrooms, relationships cannot be governed.

Finally, college campuses need to provide access to cultural spaces that create opportunities for
connection and representation. These spaces need to center the disabled experience and disability
culture, and be a place where students feel uplifted and supported for who they are, and not in spite of
their disability.  Cultural centers can be a place for anyone with a disability to �nd support, especially
for students who may not obtain proper medical and legal documentation for their accommodations.
Getting connected to cultural centers can then provide the validation a student needs to succeed.
Cultural spaces are needed because disability means so much more than what accommodations a
college is willing to grant them; disability is an identity to be celebrated and one worth building a
community around.

Conclusion
In sum, disability identity development theories struggle between recognizing real-life

manifestations of identity development and an ideal healthy disability identity. These de�nitions are
complicated by di�erent de�nitions of disability, variations in the type of disability, and the di�erent
contexts in which a disabled person exists. Stage theories nurture individual identity development that
recognizes the importance of fostering positive identity development and integration into a supportive
disability culture (Forber-Pratt & Aragon, 2013; Gibson, 2006). Ecological theories recognize the
di�erent realities that individuals face in the context of di�erent power structures and how that may
create multiple or di�ering disability identities (David &Hendersen 2010; Friedensen & Kimball,
2017; Johnstone, 2004). Finally, crip theory dispels the need for a constant disability identity allowing
individuals to identify with their disability identity as environmental and physical conditions may
require it of them (Abes &Wallace 2020). Across theories are tensions that bring to light the di�erent
possibilities and realities that make positive and empowering identities possible. However, it is theories
that create to most space for these tensions to exist that allow individuals to self-de�ne an authentic
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disability identity. Practitioners working with students with disabilities in college settings can apply
these di�erent understandings of disability identity development to perform better outreach and
engagement with students with disabilities by reducing barriers to receiving accommodations,
improving the culture of disability services o�ces, and an expanding resources and services that fall
outside the realm of traditional accommodations. Understanding where students may be in their
identity development process can help practitioners support students in �nding and celebrating their
own disability identity.
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