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BOOK REVIEW

DISABILITY STUDIES, SPECIAL EDUCATION, AND “SCHOOL”

IN GABEL AND DANFORTH’S DISABILITY & THE POLITICS OF EDUCATION

Marcy Epstein

Spanning the disciplines of disability studies and special education, Susan Gabel and Scot Danforth’s collection, Disability & the Politics of Education: an International Reader is a text worth schooling ourselves in.  Operating in the written word in English, Gabel and Danforth curate the dimorphic phenomena of special education and disability studies in 650-plus pages. In the foreword, Len Barton identifies the volume’s greatest strength and its challenge:  it is a demanding, capacious collection of wide appeal.  It provokes not only a discussion of disability politics in the realm of contemporary educational practice, but also—because of its breadth of approach and expertise—an eruption around what disability discourse is and represents in education.

This review cannot elide Professor Barton’s profound remarks, since he captures the schema for this sizable text: the recognition of the crucial importance of developing and maintaining an informed understanding of how the ideas and issued involved in [inclusive education and disability studies] themes are being explored within different societies. We have little awareness of the nature of such work and of the dangers of the unquestioning dominance of Western ideas. (xviii) 

Disability studies and the area of special education have both burgeoned in the past twenty years in two countries in North America. We face now the inevitable process of reflection and quality control; unfortunately, the possibility of improving and advancing fields that vary in critical perspectives becomes difficult when we do not assemble critical thinkers of all stripes at the proverbial and noumenal (in the Kantian sense) table. Worse, given the likely dominance of Western perspective, we suppose this proverbial and noumenal table, the straight row of fixed chairs along it, even the concept of school as we know it. How can we know a school for all when we are uninformed or cultural-centric about our own school? How can we all meet in the space and place of school, if we cannot yet understand that the table—no matter its appearance of accessibility and appearance of inclusion-- is a Western hypothesis? In lieu of the standard desk reference on helping the needy or standardizing education by Western norms, this reader encourages researchers, teachers, students, families, activists, communities, agencies, and governments to assemble and demand a politics of solidarity that leads to tangible change and validation of disability in education.  

When Susan Gabel edited Disability Studies in Education in 2005, she finally interrogated the divide between theory and method that partitions disability studies from special education—the view of issues and problems as defined by disabled people and as they relate to social exclusion or oppression. (p) This new effort from Gabel and Danforth deftly interrogates that earlier interrogation, studying not just the divide but also the diversity of international approaches to disability and education. 

The editors’ introduction builds an alternative to this table, an attempt at representing some structuring international events that have happened since the Education for All (EFA) initiative nearly twenty years ago.  These are:  the UNESCO-led meeting in Jomtien, Thailand, that established basic goals for quality improvement; attention to disabled children (Children with special needs) and regular schools (of an inclusive orientation) in the 1994 Salamanca Statement, in Spain; the 2000 Dakar Framework for Action, in Senegal; and the 2007 United Nations convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.  On this basis, the editors establish an extremely challenging picture for children and teens with disabilities, including major Western powers such as the United States; disabled parents, teachers, and other stakeholders in inclusive education have not quite made it into the room as part of disability in school.  

From the outset, then, this volume focuses on children with disabilities as a vulnerable population that bears the brunt of a politics of silence (4) from international agencies and governments, borrowed policies of inclusion (5), different cultural histories of disability and theoretical concept, and so-called Western expertise. Special education, borrowed from Armstrong and Barton (2007), becomes a meta-category denoting difference or learning difficulty, a terse but effective critique of Western education’s dependence on diagnosis of disability when racism, classism, or sexism may be present and silenced. We operate, Gabel and Danforth propose, in a tightly regulated system of socio-politics that forces the definition, limits, and relationship among places of education and concepts, wherein West is best and non-Western countries provide en vivo laboratories for conducting non-Western models efficiently and subalternately into a global-Western construct.  Standard table, standard school.

Query into the construct of global-Western education and the status of our children within it thus forms the book’s copious middle.  How can we muster all countries and sufficient resources to affect EFA without supplanting the diverse traditions in pedagogy, purpose, and process that lead us from a neoliberal world order toward any other options?  How can we move from the standard table toward a school for all mindfully designed, when an estimated 900 million of us are illiterate, or where states and nations refuse or have no resources for equal access?  Without neo-colonialism, can we globalize educational policies and discipline ourselves to work in this area until disabled people fully participate in their own societies? If so, how do we do this?

Four sections, each with a short useful précis, organize numerous voices from within disability scholarship and education that negotiate these difficult questions.  (A nice touch to these overviews is the cross-reference to related chapters in other sections.) Section I, Inclusive Education, features established authorities on inclusion in education like Beth Ferri, who explores the ethic of full participation in family-model learning environments that has evolved since the passage of National Law 188 and its philosophy of intergrazione selvaggio (wild integration—now a favorite term of mine), and Roger Slee, Linda Graham, and Julie Allan, whose negotiation of the rhetoric, personnel, and management of inclusion by those also responsible for social exclusion is simply illuminating. Here is a teaching opportunity connecting educational research with the experience of those who seek to include.  Most of us know but cannot document the appropriation of a vocabulary that masks segregationism behind progressive terminology (ed., 17).  As Slee and Graham conclude, What do we mean when we talk of including?  What happens?  Whose interests are being served?  And most of all, into what do we seek to include? (95)

These formal investigations are nicely offset by the wealth of phenomenological inquiry from lesser known scholars of international education whose voices are integral to the reframing of such questions.  Jabulani Ngcobo and Nithi Muthukrishna create a realistic picture of South Africa’s transformation after apartheid and white papers on integrated disability strategy in 1997 and inclusive education and training of 2001. In the semi-rural townships of KwaZulu-Natal in South Africa, teachers encounter a dominant discourse of inclusion and disability, reporting a concern over capacity and vision among some department officials who regulate their environments. Clear analysis of what they see in the inclusive but striated classroom only shows the disparity between national ideal and non-existent teacher training.  Note, too, that the disabled child being educated in these townships is often the child of HIV/AIDS, the child of addition, the child of traumatic and/or political violence.  Who is at the table?  

In Zimbabwe, Auxilia Badza, David Chakuchichi, and Robert Chimedza note that inclusion means presence and support for the learner at a regular local school, but government too often leaves this presence and support in the hands of charity, read extralegal providers. Brief summaries on the learning support of disabled students in various categories give us just a glimpse into the country’s systemic goal of lessening the social marginalization of [sic: disadvantaged] minority groups. (65)  Jagdish Chander and Susan Gabel ponder to terrific effect the problems of even counting people and defining disability in the vibrant democracy and religious society of India. Impairment, for example, is Karmic, disability often viewed as fatalistic, not socially constructed. Thoroughly researched and self-contained, this article contains a richness of information and approach that somewhat mirrors the complexity and determination of Indian society, a strong comparative offering. 

The thinking teacher will want to include any and all of these articles in Section I in how we present inclusive education as a conduit to validating disability as culture and experience rather than diagnosis or deviance, perhaps in combination with the broader concepts of inclusive education research, perspective, and disciplinary shift drawn out in Chapters 6, 7, 8, and 9. 

Section II on Policy examines the impetus and inertia around disability movement across the globe.    The Zimbabwe group from Section I (Chimedza et al) examines quality of life through the lens of educational policy and the 1992 Disabled Persons Act; both shaped disability advocacy for better access in school and the conscientization of disabled people in society at large.  Chander focuses his study of the advocacy movement of the blind in India in Chapter 12, portraying three residential schools for the blind:  Andha Mahavidyalaya in Delhi; the Government Senior Secondary School for the Blind at Kingsway Camp, part of the Poor House Complex and Beggar Home (208); and the Model School for the Visually Handicapped. As seedbeds of advocacy, these three schools (dominated, Chander notes, by Indian boys and men) mean focal points (222) for blind and disabled people in India, their main points of influence. 

Disconnect between constitutional values and legislative commitments characterize both Marisol Moreno Angarita and Gabel’s summary of demographics in Bogotá, Colombia, and Qing Shen, Helen McCabe, and Zhaoyang Chi’s overview of tradition and school reform in the People’s Republic of China (PRC). Because of PRC’s majority in world population, its powerful cultural history, and its devotion to traditional values as the touchstone for disability status, the latter piece is one of the most compelling pieces in the Reader. Chander presents fascinating material on every page, from the peizhi xuexiao (cultivate intelligence) special education schools that operate privately/non-governmentally, to the difficulties in understanding disability in China based on rigorous standardization and Chinese notions of mainstream and rehabilitative learning. As do chapters on d/Deaf empowerment in the Czech Republic and the politics of school choice in New Zealand, the piece exemplifies the text’s schema.

Chapters 15 and 18 round out this section in somewhat contrastive fashion, suggesting the original divide between practice and praxis.  In her article, Private Troubles or Public Issues?  The Social Construction of The Disabled Baby in the Context of Social Policy and Social and Technological Changes, Dóra Bjarnason combines social constructivism and the Foucauldian medical gaze in a qualitative study of prenatal screening among families in the liberal democratic North Atlantic Ridge of Iceland.  Pathologizing labels like arousal of suspicion;  prevarication and growth of conviction are commonly reported as part of a disabled baby’s assessment, in resigned complement to being God-given children. Turning her study toward better practice, however, we see how parents, children, midwives, and other early intervention specialists of the choice generation push flexibility against the rigidity of medical knowledge and social stigma that truly form barriers to social inclusion.  

Gabel’s model for policy activism in Chapter 18 follows close on Bjarnason’s lead: avoid piecemeal or minimalist approaches to political analysis and instead embrace Freire’s conscientization, an engagement with how policy shapes and reflects our world.  Really a meta-analysis of policy entwined with Disability Studies in Education (DSE), Gabel’s conclusion to the section offers a model of policy streams that must be crossed (interstream policy activism) to achieve a second dimension, intrastream policy activism. Ambitiously she suggests hope, after the 2004 Individual with Disabilities Educational Improvement Act (ADEIA), for building policy conscientization from concerted discourse coalitions between DSE researchers and school districts on one hand, and, on the other hand, DSE researchers in institutions of higher education. (324)  

Theorizing Disability (Section III) is perhaps the most intentionally troubling section of the Reader, in the same sense as troublemakers disturb the order of things and can become viewed as problems. (333-34) Troubling the waters of educational practice, disabled students who (re)present problems, theoretical intersections that sit or do not sit well:  theories about disability can’t be spelled without trouble.  Tanya Titchkosky’s theory of an emerging literacy—reading for reading trouble—does a lovely job exploring the metaphor of grammar for establishing the structure and relationship among individuals acquiring literacy.  She clearly understands the powerful irony in the plenty of reading around us and the paltry understanding of the reader’s identity, an assumption which historically privileges unquestioned identities and forces/embodies limitation and inadequacy to the questionable reader.  Anna Hickey-Moody attempts to map knowledge and consciousness of intellectual disability; particularly sharp is her section Exclusive ‘Inclusion’?, which interweaves Biklen’s normate critique with Deleuze’s notion of sense, resulting in her solid contention that people with intellectual disability are limited mainly in that they are read in simplistic and senseless dualism.

The only trouble troubling the remainder of this section is a two-edged sword.  Excellent articles cut edges with the double trouble of disability and disability studies in education (Rod Michalko), triple trouble (Phil Smith’s histio-theoretical article on eugenics, colonialism, and capitalism in special education), and continuous trouble in the overlapping fields of DSE and Critical Race Theory, as viewed by David Connor. The flip side of the sword is its potential to cut edges when it does not.  Excepting Annekieke van Drenth’s graceful study of European educational élan and sensory and cognitive disability—which treats special education since the 19th century in Europe and the United States specifically—theorizing disability is still largely a Western family affair. We still await a disability theory reader to map, to borrow from Hickey-Moody, a cartography of freedom from the unidirectional thought that continues to characterize, identify, and other the person with disability in the Western world—without eliding the other others out there. That other other may be the thinker who thinks the unthinkable, learns the unlearnable, speaks the unspeakable, and teaches the unteachable—among disabled and non-disabled alike.  Fortunately, one can find such illumination elsewhere in the Reader, for example, in Shen et al’s earlier chapter on the social construction of disability in the PRC, or, in the next section, Lin, Thaver, and Poon’s deconstruction of disability in teacher education in Singapore, given that culture’s momentum in a rapidly changing world.

Higher Education, the interesting fourth section that rounds out the collection, reminds me of how vast Gabel and Danforth’s project actually is.  Higher education, as the précis makes clear, is highly dependent on the variety of international culture, with North America providing more and more avenues toward accessible college and university education, and—on campuses nationally in Canada and the United States—providing support and culture for disabled students from admission to graduation to career.  Powell, Felkendorff, and Hollenweger do a fine job with cross-national analysis of German, Austrian, and Swiss policies of special education at university, making not too fine a point that agreement on the nature of disability or normate culture is not necessary for school reform to go forward. Reasonable adjustments for disability among English and Welsh higher education institutions (HHIs), Kim Marshall’s topic, highlights problems of what is reasonable to the student, the HHI, and the courts; Marshall intones that certain disabilities do not lend themselves to current reasonable adjustments—like schizophrenia or agoraphobia.  Without a shift in paradigm around access and accommodation, we continue to see exclusion and segregation of disabled people in higher education. And a favorite topic for this section was explored in Burgstahler and Cory’s Moving in from the Margins:  from Accommodation to Universal Design; wherein they lay out existing problems with normate-specific design and study how universal design can modify existing services for students regularly to include students with disabilities, rather than accommodate case by case. Again, here we have lots to learn from an international discourse of solidarity.

In lieu of any formal closure, Higher Education ends with a visionary chapter on the imperatives facing higher education if it is to respond either to disability politics or the liberal goals found in the Cornell Model and Wisconsin Idea. (600) Four themes are developed—Disability Studies (DS) as entity at State University, disabilities studies versus DS, DS as necessary perspective for medical school, and DS as potentially opposing field that would complement or oppose and contrast other disability-related fields. The implications for higher education, given an understanding of these themes, can also be read as implications for any politics of disability in education:  first, not all study of disability is disability studies, e.g., practices and methods that attempt to cure, erase, or fix people with disabilities. Second, DS varies, allowing for the creation of hybrid programs, multi- and interdisciplinary efforts, and even timely critique.

The volume concludes with four appendices of useful history and polity for the higher education classroom.  Articles from major documents such as the World Declaration on Education for All and World Declaration on Higher Education for the Twenty-First Century: Vision and Action are selected, as are complete texts from the 2000 World Education Forum in Senegal and the 1994 World Conference on Special Needs Education, known as The Salamanca Statement. I only wish we were given excerpts from the international papers and meetings mentioned in several body articles, since this would have made an already ample text a definitive source for both political- historical and scholastic perspectives.  The truth is that there were important assemblages at the table in these four places, and they serve as the launch-point for an already big book.  Think of the immense usefulness of having in one’s hands a wider assortment of governments, agencies, regions, schools, individual testimony on the politics of disability. Think of universal design for this table.

Nonetheless, the voices of report, dissent, and solidarity in Disability and the Politics of Education come together as a major accomplishment.  The text represents the beginning of an important paradigm shift in disability studies and education.  From the plethora of diverse voices of disability here, this paradigm allows for more invention among educators, more wide-ranging information for educational researchers, more inclusive models for inclusive education, and the hope that there could be solidarity among us—a brilliant school for all-- still to be forged. 

Marcy Epstein has been an associate professor of English and developmental education at Baker College in Flint, Michigan and assistant professor of education at the University of Windsor. She currently serves as Past-President of the Canadian Disability Studies Association.  Her books have included Deep: Real Life with Spinal Cord Injury and Points of Contact:  Disability, Art, and Culture. She studies trauma and literacy.
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