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Abstrad
Enabling Participation Through Partnership
This thesis presents an example of emancipatory research used within the field of disability studies.
It argues that research can be conducted in a way which more directly addresses the needs of
disabled people and involves them in its design and delivery. The key questions examine the role
of emancipatory research in enabling disabled people to take control of their lives and to accomplish
change in their immediate environment. Secondary questions explore the contribution of critical
theorists Brian Fay and Stuart Rees in informing a model of emancipatory research and their work
has been adapted to act as a framework for the thesis. The challenges researchers face when
embarking on this type of research are confronted in a realistic and constructive way. It is argued
that the achievement of a definition of 'emancipatory' more often depends on the attitudes and
values of the researcher and the resulting impact on those whose lives are central to the research.
The thesis describes how a group of twelve disabled students formed the Disability Action Research
Group (DARG), identified some goals for change in their immediate environment and subsequently
developed a disability equity training package to be delivered to the staff of Victoria University. The
journey from action research group to the development of a training group with a legal status
instigated by the students of DARG is presented, offering some landmarks for others wishing to
engage in similar activities .. The key theme of partnership represents the potential for alliances
between disabled people as well as with their nondisabled allies. "Enabling participation through
partnership" underpins every aspect of this thesis and reflects its fundamental principles.
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Listen

I said- "this is what I need to enable me to participate"
They thought they had to find out how
And they were scared and did nothing
And I said - "This is what I need to participate"
They decided there was a better way
And they took over and I was alienated
I said - "this is what I need to participate"
And they thought I was ungrateful and demanding
They suggested counseUing and support
And I was misunderstood
I said "this is what I need to enable me to participate"
And they listened
We talked
And together it worked
-for partnership
(Written by an ally of the Disability Action Research Group)

CHAPTER O N E
Ema ncipatory Resea rch: The Potential For Change
For Disabled People
Introdudion
The aim of this thesis is to make a contribution in the way research with disabled people is
conducted. This chapter will introduce the central research questions, the i ntegral themes of this
thesis as well as provide definitions of concepts used. I t will subsequently outline the format and
structure of the thesis. The thesis aims to explore an example of a research process which other
researchers could adapt when working alongside disabled people. The research questions will
examine the power of research to promote participatory collaborative approaches in the
development of an emancipatory model in work with disabled people. The description and analysis
of this process will, [ hope, be of use to other researchers in the disability field who wish to engage
in research and programme planning based on participatory principles. The analysis of the
formation of a disability training group central to the study, will demonstrate its role as a catalyst
for a unique, empowering group experience, as well as a means to achieve concrete change of a far
reaching nature for disabled students in higher education.

The research questions
The main research question is: what role can an emancipatory model of research play in enabling
disabled peoplel to take control of their own lives and accomplish change in their immediate
environment? Another key research question asks: what are the challenges facing researchers in
conducting this type of research ? This question will underpin the description and analysis of each
aspect of the research process in order to present a realistic appraisal of the inevitable pitfalls
involved in this kind of research.

A model of research will be

described which is based on emancipatory principles and which could

be adapted for use in other settings. This aims to facilitate the involvement of disabled people more
directly and effectively in decision-making processes on their own terms. This research has been
conceptualised in response to calls from the disability community and disabled writers ( Morris,
1 990, 1 992; Oliver, 1 990; Wicks and Terrell, 1 992; Boyles, 1 994) for more appropriate collaborative
models of research. These would be focused on the most important agendas identified by disabled
people and the actual process of discovering those agendas is as significant as the subsequent
exploration ofthem.

A secondary research question is the extent to which

critical theorists Brian Fay

and Stuart Rees have contributed to an understanding of the evolution of an emancipatory model.
Their work will be critically examined and its effectiveness in providing an evaluative tool for the

See end of Chapter One
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planned research will be explored. Rees's steps to empowerment (Rees, 1 99 1 ) have been adapted
by myself to form an analytical framework for a methodological critique of the research to be
described. The ability to adapt ideas and models is crucial in the development of emancipatory
research. Tried and tested methods and theories offer a safe platform from which to explore the
unique needs of individuals and groups newly embarking on a research process.

To offer

participants a choice of approaches and methods encourages maximum exploration of ideas and
experiences.

From here they can name the most appropriate method for them and adapt the

process accordingly, supported by the researcher. The framework which has incorporated the
theses of Rees and Fay with key research principles provides an example of the value and process
of adaptation.
The central thread linking the different strands of the thesis is the personal experience of each
participant and the way their stories perform a key educative role in all aspects of the research. The
value of contextualising the researcher's own experience in relation to his/her research has been
demonstrated

as

a means of enhancing the relationship between researcher and participants

(Reinharz, 1 992; Munford, 1 994; Townsend, 1 994; Wight Felske, 1 994 Bishop, 1 996; Hera, 1 996;
Perkins, 1 996;). I t can be argued that research is always conducted through the lens of the researcher
(Bryson, 1 979; Du Bois, 1 983; Munford, 1 994, 1 995; Bishop, 1 996). Disabled researchers have
brought or advocated the value of direct personal experience to disability research (Browne et ai,
1 985; Fine and Asch, 1 989; Morris, 1 989, 1 99 1 , 1 992; Georgeson, 1 994; Oliver, 1 987, 1 992, 1 996;
Sullivan, 1 992 ; Ward and F1ynn, 1 994; Wicks, 1 992; Zola, 1 982, 1 994; Barnes, 1 992; Barnes and
Mercer, 1 996; Shakespeare, 1 996 ).

My own thinking has been particularly influenced by the

writing of disabled people.
[

am a disabled woman who is a professional in the disability field. Within my life and work [ seek

to both define emancipation and to achieve it, not only on my own behalf, but in partnership with
others whose experience is also one of oppression, created by a disabling

environment. My

theoretical perspective has evolved from my study of critical theorists (Agger, 1 99 1 ; Fay, 1 987;
Freire, 1 972, 1 987; Oliver, 1990; Rees, 1 99 1 ; Fairclough, 1 995). My writing also reflects feminist
contributions incorporating some elements ofthe post-modern tradition in recognition of the value
of multiple subject positions. The blend of these perspectives with critical theory has informed an
emancipatory approach to research which challenges the constraints of the positivist and
postpositivist traditions. In this sense it is characterised by the "methodological and epistemological
refutation of positivism" (Lather, 1 986:439) and the destructive effects of this on those involved in
research. I aim to increase the visibility of research designs that are "interactive, contextualised and
humanly compelling"(Lather, 1 986:439) in the way that they invite joint participation in
exploration of research Issues

( Reason and Rowan, 1 98 1 ; Reinharz, 1 992; Reason, 1 994;

Treleaven, 1 994; Doyle, 1 996; Fook. 1 996;). These ideas have informed the articulation of the
research questions and research process.
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Twelve disabled students (including myself) have participated in the case study which will be
described.

They are all currently undertaking tertiary education at undergraduate and

postgraduate levels at Victoria University of Wellington and the Wellington College of Education
and they will introduce themselves at the begi nning of the methodology chapter. Their perspectives
have been reflected directly in their written evaluations and indirectly in the development of the
research model. The group members are unique in that they belong to a minority of disabled people
who have succeeded in accessing higher education and have, therefore. already overcome many
barriers facing them. While they have much to offer as a result of their experiences, they do not
claim to represent a wider disability community who are often considerably disadvantaged within
the education system. The presence of two participants who are Maori has enhanced our ability as
a predominantly Pakeha group to integrate the spirit of partnership promoted by the Treaty of
Waitangi as an important element of our action research. The research group consisted of eight
women including myself and four men. The central focus has been the capacity of a group of
disabled people to work together to claim a positive identity and accomplish change through
research.
I

have been particularly inspired by the potential of research to accomplish social change and

especially the way this could be used to benefit disabled people. Disabled people have critiqued
approaches to research which have been designed with the interests of only the researcher at the
forefront (Finkelstein, 1 990; Oliver, 1 990; Morris, 1 992) and which can even be seen to directly
conflict with the interests of disabled people. It is essential to acknowledge where the power lies
within the research process and the way this can influence the outcomes. Potential imbalances of
power can occur where a more powerful group supports a particular point of view over another
which can mean that the interests of one group of people can be furthered at the expense of another
(Bryson, 1 979:88).

It is important therefore, to acknowledge the highly political nature

(Shakespeare, 1 996; Bury, 1 996) of research. The choices of which research is funded, what topics
are explored and how the research is carried out are often made by those who already have
considerable knowledge and power in their own area of expertise ( Bishop, 1 996). To redress this
power imbalance disabled people need to build on their own research knowledge, develop credible
processes which stand up to scrutiny and produce tangible quality outcomes leading to social
change.
This thesis will present a case for emancipatory research which has laid a foundation for my work.
The key terms and baseline definitions will now be presented which is central to an understanding
of what this thesis is about. Below I lay out these definitions in relation to the literature and concepts
informing the work.

4

Chapter One

I
Defining key concepts
Action Research
The research project to be described has been based on and informed by action research principles
and models. The concept of action research has its origins in the work of social psychologist Kurt
Lewin

( 1 946) who developed it and applied it in a range of settings where a need for social change

had been identified. Two central ideas were crucial to Lewin's work: the idea of group decision and

commitment. Other researchers (Carr and Kemmis, 1 986; Kemmis and McTaggart, 1 988) have
built on these fundamental concepts and have emphasised "the use of collectively and strategically
planned change to enhance understanding of what might be achieved in a particular situation
(McTaggart,

1 99 1 : 2 1 ). A distinctive feature of action research is that those affected by planned

changes are involved in the monitoring of those changes (Wadsworth,
McTaggart,

1 984; Kemmis and

1 988; Reinharz, 1992; Fook, 1 996; Treleaven, 1 996). Action research is distinctive for

its collaborative approach although its success depends on the critically examined action of
individual group members. Action research based on emancipatory principles aims to facilitate full
involvement in the setting of research questions as well as in the implementation and evaluation.
This is known as praxis-oriented research and the extent to which this has been emancipatory for
participants will be explored in Chapter Seven.
An action research approach was chosen for the following reasons: to provide a way of thinking and
acting systematically about the issues facing disabled students, to

implement critically informed

action where changes were thought to be possible, and to monitor and evaluate the effects of the
action with a view to facilitating ongoing change ( Kemmis and McTaggart,

1 988).

Ema ncipatory Research
A definition of emancipatory research will provide a context for subsequent discussion in the thesis.
[n this thesis an emancipatory model is one where the participants take charge ofthe initial agenda,
facilitate the process on their terms, decide on appropriate evaluation criteria and directly benefit
from the outcome. In the research which has been developed there are many aspects of traditional
action research based on collaborative principles where:
The people studied make decisions about the study format and data analysis. This model is
designed to create

social and individual change by altering the role relations of people

involved in the process (Reinharz,

1 992: 1 8 1 ).

This type of research can also be described as "participant driven" ( B ishop,

1 996:66) where the

research aims to " recognise and promote self-determination" through full consultation with
research participants. An important initial step is where the research group is allowed to set the
agenda, the parameters and the direction of the study (Bishop,

1 996:66).
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The thesis explored whether the project to be described has combined elements of action research
and participant driven research and can be constituted as emancipatory action research.

It has

aimed to cultivate the themes of participation, partnership, consultation and transformation by
making visible the lives of individuals involved as well as by promoting political awareness of
disability within a powerful institution.
Emancipatory research in relation to working in the disability field has also been explored. Ward
and

Flyn

( 1 994) provide a theoretical explanation of an emancipatory research model in the

following manner:
One which places people with disabilities and their concerns central stage at every point in
a research process aimed at facilitating empowerment (Ward and Flynn,

1 994:3 1 ).

The rationale for such an approach within the area of disability is well documented. (Wight Felske,

1 988, 1 994; Morris, 1 989, 1 992; Wicks, 1 992; Oliver, 1 992; Zarb, 1 992; Zola, 1 994; Ward & Flyn,
1 994; Boyles, 1 994; Bach, 1 994; Rioux, 1 994). The practical problems involved in implementing
this approach are highlighted especially in relation to funding and other aspects of involving
disabled people in a research process.

Praxis
What is the concept of praxis within research and what relevance has this to the research question?
This thesis seeks to explore how "praxis-oriented" research models can inform the development of
an emancipatory model for a piece of disability research. Research projects centred on praxis in
Lather's terms, are those which clarify the critical and empowering roots of particular approaches
to inquiry, "openly committed to critiquing the status quo and building a more just society" ( Lather,

1 986: 258). In other words, research which claims to be based on emancipatory principles reflects
in the methodology an active interpretation of those clearly pre-defined principles.
The thesis explores the range of research paradigms which claim to be based on emancipatory
principles. To this end the important work accomplished by Esterson,
Maruyama

( 1 972, 1 98 1 ), Heron ( 1 98 1 ),

( 1 98 1 ) and Madison ( 1 98 1 ) Reason and Rowan ( 1 98 1 ), and more recently, Treleaven,

( 1 994) Doyle ( 1 996), and Fook, ( 1 996) have all contributed information and experience which have
informed the construction and subsequent analysis of the research methodology to be described.
The various features of each of the research models named by these authors will be highlighted to
reflect their contribution to this research and the critical analysis of the methodology contains some
features of Heron's experiential research model. The similarities lie in the fact that in this study all
students have participated equally in every facet of a research process, from construction of initial
research propositions, mapping of the research agenda and procedures through to evaluation and
decisions on future modifications to the research process ( Heron,

1 98 1 ). The research philosophy

Chapter One
6
is relevant to disability research in that it values the in-depth knowledge of the participants and
names three types of knowledge - propositional. practical and experiential (ibid). These will be
defined in relation to disabled people undertaking research in the following ways: propositional
knowledge will provide an understanding of the key issues to be addressed including access issues
and peoples' attitudes and theories on this; practical knowledge offers an understanding and day
to-day knowledge of the practical implications of both undertaking the research and, in the case of
our research group 'an on the ground' knowledge of the details of the exploration and the key
players; finally, experiential knowledge is defined by

a high degree of insight based on direct

experience of the impact of an inaccessible environment ( Heron,

1 98 1 ).

My account of the methodology will incorporate as part of the deep group encounter the concept
of participatory consciousness ( Heshusius,

1 994) where the group process quietly embraces the

experience of researchers and those participating in a group experience. This makes use of the
experience often shared between members of groups of common experience. For example, women
who have been sexually abused have a shared understanding of the isolation and low self-esteem
caused by an early experience of abuse. This creates a language of experience which is often
unspoken (Butler and Win tram,

1 99 1 ). The language of the disability experience is often one

involving physical and emotional struggle, social alienation and uncertainty for the future.
Irrespective of the degree to which one experiences disability, there is usually an ability to empathise
with other disabled people which nondisabled people often find difficult. In the description of the
group process and, subsequently, in the evaluation of the research, this is described in depth.
In this project the research approach facilitated a process whereby the group has formed a sense of
community. Focus group literature provided further understanding of the methods used (Glassman
and Kates,

1 990; Frey and Fontana, 1 993; Morgan, 1 993; Pad ilia, 1 993). Furthermore, community

development literature has informed the analysis of group dynamics and has been usefu l in
determining the value of structural analysis in the context of this kind of research ( Friere.

1 972, 1 987; Barndt, 1 990; Butler and Wintram, 1 99 1 ; Hope and Timmel, 1 99 1 ; Kenny, 1 994; I fe,
1 995 ; Doyle, 1 996; Fook, 1 993, 1 996; Hawkins, 1 996; Lynn, 1 996; Treleaven, 1 996).
The key theorists who have contributed to the methodology provide a foundation for the
subsequent literature review in Chapter Three. Fay's basic scheme has been adapted to provide a
theoretical explanation for the research design based on the social theories of disability and is a tool
for an extended guided theoretical plan of action. Rees's steps to empowerment offer an accessible
tool by which people without extensive research experience can understand both their own
experience and ways in which this can be interpreted in a research setting. Heron's experiential
model of research has been referred to in order to further clarify the mechanisms of the group
process and to offer a specific contemporary example of a new approach to research. Freire's
pedagogic methodology has informed some of the methods chosen and enabled development,
particularly of the training package which has been the focus of the action research. Examples of
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educational action research based on emancipatory principles facilitated by Carr and

Kemmis

( 1 986) as well as the work of McN iff ( 1 993) which describes action research in the classroom setting
provide helpful insights. An emphasis on the above named theoretical models in no way ignores
the impact or influence of other models which are also acknowledged throughout. The concept of
praxis depends on an active understanding of partnership and participation and these are central
themes.

Central Themes
Partnership
Partnership i s a significant concept a n d i s a central theme o f this thesis, both i n the model o f research
used, and the project which was conducted with disabled students.
Partnership implies equality, collective wisdom, listening to the other side of the issue.
Partnership means strength: strength for the common good, rather than for a minority fringe
group ( Blundell,

1 990:35).

Selby offers further insight into potential difficulties involved in her statement:" Partnerships are not
always equal and it is important that both sides have sincere intentions" (Selby,

1 995 :20). The term

partnership has been exploited and tainted particularly in the context of the Treaty of Waitangi as
well as within other legal agreements including marriage. Some common notions of partnership
will be explored before looking at the significance for the research question.
A commitment to partnership would be a sound basis for a working relationship (ibid) but it is
important to acknowledge where the power lies within the relationship. For example. the key to
power in contemporary Treaty negotiations is in the location of resources (Selby,

1 995). An analysis

of partnership as experienced generally in our day to day living will facilitate further understanding
of the power dynamics involved.
Personal and professional partnerships are often negotiated by drawing up mutually negotiated
legal agreements which

dictate the parameters of the partnerships accordingly. This may not

prevent an imbalance of power within the partnership

based on gender (for example within a

marriage), financial resources, physical or mental ability and/or societal status or class. This
imbalance which influences the ability and motivation of all parties to address it, may be implicit or
explicit.
Inequality within and between groups can be minimised in the following ways: partnership is
defined and owned by all group members. on the terms of each group and within the context of the
life experiences of individual members. Another way is to ensure imbalance of power is
acknowledged openly and dealt with realistically and consistently. Where power dynamics are
explicit (where it is clearly accepted that one party has more authority and influence than the other)
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the effects of inequality may be minimised and indeed the more powerful partner may be able to
use their advantage (outside of the partnership) to further the interests of the partnership.

In this

way, the maintenance and development of personal as well as group autonomy and inte gri ty is
assured and the sense of identity of each individual

is never threatened by the nature of the

partnership chosen.
While this approach to partnership protects the interests of the more vulnerable members, it also
ensures a partnership where all parties involved, irrespective of their experience are challenged to
clarify very clearly who they are, what their motives are and where they stand personally and
politically.
Where a researcher enters into partnership with a research participant, the same process can occur
(freleaven,

1 994; Tiernan et ai, 1 994; Reason, 1 994; Doyle, 1 996). In orthodox research, although

a type of partnership is being entered into, the researcher as " the expert, the intellectual or the
academic is seen as the most suitable person to generate research questions, to select or construct
research methodologies and to construct meaning from the data that is gathered" ( Bishop,
In this way the research focus and

1 996:56).

process are defined, thus setting the parameters of the

partnership. The result can be research which not only fails to address the needs of those central to
a study but the process itself may disempower them. The question for this research is: can a more
emancipatory approach change the nature of the research partnership to address the interests of all
involved? In this example of research a facilitated group process using a clear theoretical framework
has ensured sensitivity to the needs, abilities and interests of each person involved. The partnership
in this context has been continually evaluated and re-negotiated within a safe forum where internal
power imbalances have been consistently acknowledged and redressed.
In the context of emancipatory disability research the above principles require application. Two
central issues emerge: the partnership which exists between disabled people who are central
participants in a research process, and second, the essential partnership which exists between
disabled participants and nondisabled allies. In each, the power dynamics, and therefore the terms
of the partnership, are completely different.
Firstly, inequality can only be minimised where

all participants acknowledge and value the

differences which exist among them (Butler and Wintram,

1 99 1 ; Brown, 1 992; Kenny, 1 994). This

includes an analysis of power inequity and its influence on group dynamics. As stated previously,
inequity can result from differences in degrees of ability and disability, differences in gender, sexual
orientation and ethnicity. While this diversity can enrich the experience of partnership, should the
source and dynamics of power imbalance not be recognized in the research process, the partnership
may contain hidden inequalities. A process where each person is able to assert their personal and
cultural identity within the group experience and express their expectations of the partnership, will
lay the foundations for a positive experience.
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Secondly, the issues of negotiating partnerships are quite different. The power imbalance between
disabled researchers and nondisabled allies is more overt and even more difficult to minimise. Social
systems are constructed on discrimination in the guise of meritocracy and the power to define the
nature ofthe partnership lies inevitably with the more privileged group. Disability groups generally
are fighting to ensure they maintain control of their organisations but inequality can be maintained
through organisational policies and practices. An example of this is where nondisabled members
maintain equal voting rights and often outnumber disabled members, thus ensuring they retain the

balance of power. An example of this is the Assembly of People with D isabilities ( D PA), which is
based on a partnership model, but where non disabled service providers still have more influence
on organisational direction.
The research to be described will incorporate a number of approaches to partnership and will test
out the efficacy of a community of partnerships based on Peck's concept of community building
( Peck,

1 987), recent approaches to collaborative research (Reason, 1 994; Treleaven, 1 994; Fook,

1 996), focus group literature (Glassman and Kates, 1 990; Frey and Fontana, 1 993; PadiHa, 1 993;
Morgan,

1 993; Zeller, 1 993) and feminist group work literature (Shields 1 99 1 ; B u tler and Wintram,

1 99 1 ; Brown, 1 992). What the group has aimed to explore is the construction of more equal
partnerships wherein all seek to define their role and consistently negotiate the terms of that
partnership. Consideration is also given to the inequality between disabled people. In this context,
my own power as principal researcher and my work role at the time as senior lecturer was
acknowledged as a potential imbalance and open to abuse if ignored.
This definition achieves a number of objectives of importance in an emancipatory context. The first
is that it addresses and acknowledges power imbalances which threaten true partnership within any
group of people as well as between groups where the power held by a dominant group is more
visible. The second is that it avoids any notion of assimilation (sometimes mistaken for partnership)
where the interests of any stronger more powerful group engulf and invalidate those of others,
thereby losing the value of the less visible perspective. The third is that this definition exceeds the
more commonly understood definition of integration andlor main-streaming.

For example,

disabled people are allowed to participate in the community or in the classroom, provided resources
are made available. Finally, the definition lays a clear framework for negotiation of terms of
participation, ensuring each party is not only forced to confront what they bring to the partnership
for themselves, but that the value of that contribution is also acknowledged by all participants.
Partnership may be damaged where the agendas of one party are not clearly stated and can at any
point override the interests and agendas of the other.
This leads to a secondary question of what role participation plays in partnership and what this
means in the context of a research process.
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Participation
Participation in the context of this thesis is the act of collaboration between people to achieve an
agreed aim. The extent to which this can occur equally depends on the nature of the partnership
agreed. [n other words the collaboration discussed is impossible without a clear negotiation of the
nature of the partnership. [t is only on this basis aims can be fairly identified to meet the needs of
all parties. Participation will be explored within two different contexts: in terms of its role in relation
to partnership and also the role of participation within emancipatory action research.
There is evidence in the activities of disability agencies and in recent government documentation
that policy makers are recognizing the "resources that clients bring to their own situation and to the
organisation" and the value of the "inside story" (Consensus DevelO'prnent Re-port, 1 993) which it would
be unwise to ignore. This, however, tends to result in well-meaning rhetoric about consultation and
"client-oriented" services and an attempt is made to allow the service user to define the terms of this
participation. Agencies such as CCS (formerly Crippled Children's Society), a large organisation
catering for people with physical disabilities, have consistently attempted to address these issues
within their organisation.
A conference in 1 990 was entitled " Partnership through Participation", an indication of the
changing philosophy of disability services (CCS, 1 990). Such organisations are now actively working
on ways to ensure decision-making is more accessible to the people who use their services. Disability
services are being challenged to find a mechanism through which the "voice" of people who may be
non-verbal can infiltrate the infrastructure. Evidence suggests that the voice of disabled people is
still under-represented and this research seeks to address ways in which this can be changed.
[ f we are all striving for the same end what needs to be done differently to achieve it? The group
formed to conduct the research to be described has explored the notion of participation through
partnership. This suggests that successful co-operation may be based on defining in practice the
nature of partnership before attempting to achieve the ideal of participation. This research seeks
to develop and explore a participatory model of research which is also emancipatory. I would
therefore argue that the message behind what appears to be simply a tiny difference in word order,
can explain the inadequacy of superficially participatory approaches to policy-making.
Oakley and Marsden, ( 1 984) have done extensive work in the area of participation

111

rural

development and gives a useful analysis of the deficits in existing developmental methodologies
currently being used. He blames this failure on what is known as "dependency theory" which points
to the need for maintenance of a subordinate group to enhance the power of the more dominant
partner (Oakley, 1 984). This is accomplished by the absence of self-reliance within members of the
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weaker group who lack both the belief in their abilities and the organisational tools to change their
situation. Oakley's approach depends on shifting resources where he says:
Emphasis is placed on an empowering process which through organisation gives people
strength to create a space for themselves and to build up material assets to support their own
self-reliant development (Oakley and Marsden,

1 984: 1 5).

However, material resources alone will not enhance the ability of a group to participate.

As Selby

points out, participation, like partnership, must be negotiated on the terms of the more vulnerable
group using language and a process which is accessible. For example Maori have been consistently
disempowered by ill defined partnerships.

The subsequent process of participation is often

conducted on non-Maori principles with a more individual focus (Selby,
discussion it

1 995 :20). To extend this

has been important to define exactly what people are participating in. The key issue

is that they are choosing the nature of the participation as opposed to being coerced into
participation by some pre-existing organisations which have been established by white, male, able
bodied, middle-class people. One must question always who has set the agenda, what institutions
supported them, on what terms and how this affects those who participate. A further question is the
effect of lack of institutional support in terms of quality outcomes identified by participants.
This same theoretical approach could be usefully applied to disabled people within the research
context and this is apparent in the wide range of participatory models of research which have
achieved emancipation with varying degrees of success. The secondary question of how the
approach can succeed in a cost-cutting environment, for example within the education system, is
also addressed. The value of a research partnership is analysed, based on the combined daily lived
realities of the participants and the extent to which full participation can be achieved.
What is to be explored is a model of "participant driven research". The question is: what can be
learnt from the activities of a research group where the driving force has been

to learn about

research, to make changes in an educational institution and to grow personally and professionally
as individuals ? The partnership on which the model has been developed is defined at an early stage,
evaluated through an experiential group process and participation subsequently monitored and
recorded. Participatory or collaborative research as a vehicle for creation of the emancipatory
methodology is described in Chapter Two.
It can be argued that not only is participation �nd partnership a central strand of this thesis, but that
the research participants have reclaimed this terminology and modelled in their actions the
expectations disabled people hold for future research �nd policy making. The students involved
have redefined partnership for themselves as a primary task and subsequently developed a
participatory model which may have a significant impact on disability research and social policy.

II
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I
Theoretical Frameworks
C ritica l ideas

on

disa b i l ity

Disability has been traditionally defined within categories such as those offered by the World Health
Organisation (impairment, disability and handicap). This debate has been thoroughly explored by
a number of writers (Finkclstein, 1 975; Blaxter, 1 976; Connors, 1 985; Fine and Asch, 1988; Boyles,
1 994; Munford, 1 992; 1 994; 1 995; Morris, 1992; Sullivan, 1 99 1 , 1 995; Barnes and Mercer, 1996;
Beatson, 1 996, 1997; Oliver, 1 990, 1 992, 1 996; Shakespeare, 1 996; Bury, 1 996; Munford and
Sullivan, 1 997). A simple definition which is used in disability equity training is that adapted from
Finkelstein: impairment is what you have: for example loss of a limb or functional loss; disability is
what happens as a result of that loss (Boyles and Perkins, 1 994) .
Discussion of the nature of impairment often over-emphasises individual deficit and the concept of
personal tragedy. However, there are often significant challenges faced in the negotiation of an
environment which is physically inaccessible and in exposure to negative attitudes to impairment.
In this way the struggle faced by individuals with significant physical, sensory, intellectual or
psychiatric impairments are compounded.
Disability research and policy literature in recent years has been based on a medical model of
disability. Examples lie in the following sources: research undertaken by the Central Regional
Health Authority ( 1 993) in discussion of purchasing directions and research into the needs of people
with head injuries ( 1 994); in the various reports of the National Advisory Committee on Core
Services ( 1 992, 1 993, 1995); the Department of Labour Research (Cray and Neale, 1992); Ministry
of Health reports ( 1 994, 1995a, 1 995b);and Quine and Cameron ( 1 995) working with disabled
older people. Theorists such as Class ( 1 977), Salzinger, Antrobus and Click ( 1 980) and Skirtic
( 1 986) have been influential within special education; subsequently, participatory research within
rehabilitation such as that conducted by Mangham ( 1 993) and Coggan and Norton ( 1 994 ) has
illustrated the effect of a theoretical approach based on a medical model.
The question for the research group central to this thesis is: what theoretical framework can be
applied which takes into consideration every aspect of the experience of disability? The key guiding
theories which have been used as a foundation are the social construction and social creation of
disability (Oliver, 1990). Initial definitions of both of these theories adapted from Oliver ( 1 990)
provide a useful foundation: the social construction of disability means that the barriers people with
impairments face in their environment are embodied in the attitudes, values and customs of those
around them.

Furthermore the social creation of disability explains the way barriers to full

participation and quality oflife are created in the built environment, systems, structures and related
practices of those institutions which hold together the very fabric of our society. This can also be
known as institutional disableism (Bourne, 1 98 1 ; Ballard, 1 994).
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These theories alone have been seen as problematic by some writers. Morris

( 1 994) Shakespeare, ( 1 996),

Bury

( 1 996) and

Munford and Sullivan

( 1 992),

Georgeson,

( 1 997), have reiterated that it

is important to confront the often painful reality of impairment for some people and the way
management of many conditions might demand a complete re-organisation of one's existence.
According to Munford and Sullivan:
Even if disableism was eliminated from society, the physical, sensory and cognitive
dimensions of disability would still exist ( Munford and Sullivan,

1997: 20).

A critical approach to the design and evaluation of the research will aim to take account of
impairment by enabling participants to define and redefine their own concept of disability which
is central to an empowerment process.

The significance of critica l theory
Good theory will illuminate aspects of social reality heretofore unseen or unexplained
(Agger,

1 99 1 : 1 1 ).

The theoretical base of this thesis is founded on the explanatory framework of critical theory
blended with the insight and vision provided by the work of selected feminist theorists in recognition
of their contribution to an understanding of emancipatory research. The significance of critical
theory will be explored in Chapter Three.
This thesis builds on and adapts the contribution made by Fay and Rees to the evolution of
emancipatory research and explores the extent to which their theoretical frameworks can provide
an explanatory tool for the process to be described. Fay's thesis does not mention the impact of
impairment or disability but a research objective in this thesis has been to explore the extent to which
his basic explanatory framework provides a tool which can incorporate the social theories of
disability.
I was inspired by Rees and Fay in my postgraduate studies and I have made useful, positive
connections within the context of both models to my personal experience of disability and to my
professional role as a community worker, trainer and lecturer in disability studies. I was struck by
the accessibility of Rees's steps to empowerment in their clear analysis of the experience of
marginalised groups and I have subsequently adapted them as a contemporary social work
translation of the scheme to enlightenment. I would argue that the steps provide in a multi
dimensional approach to empowerment the essential elements of critical theory.
This research project has explored how an adaptation ofthe models presented by Fay and Rees can
be used as a tool in facilitating transformation of the social situation of disabled people and a more
active voice in their immediate environment. The research students having been presented with the
option of Rees's steps, had a key role in deciding to adapt the model as a structure to work with; the
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nature of the steps ensures that they will either facilitate self-understanding and dialogue or they
allow people to opt out. The steps will be used to critically evaluate the research process in Chapter
Seven. They will in turn be critiqued in Chapter N ine with a view to highlighting the pitfalls in their
use as well as the advantages. The steps to empowerment have powerful implications for policy and
practice in both social research and in the formation of social policy. These will be summarised in
the final chapter.
Both Fay's basic scheme and Rees's steps are presented in detail in Chapter Three where the main
elements of each component of both theories are constructed in diagrammatic form ( Figures One,
Two and Three).

Some issues to consider for myself as resea rcher
Because there is no perfect research design, I will acknowledge some of the potential difficulties I
have faced as a researcher, including my responsibility, and the negotiation of that responsibility
in writing up this thesis. The challenges I fuced as a facilitator will be consistently addressed and will
be analysed in detail in Chapter Nine. These difficulties and challenges are often as useful as our
'successes' in creating knowledge.
I have identified four central concerns on which I expand below. One of my strong beliefs is that
research in this field should contribute to the enhancement of the quality of life for disabled people.
This action research has aimed to address the needs of the participants as well as, to some extent,
those of other disabled people within the tertiary system. The first issue of concern is my
responsibility to carry that principle through into the writing up of the thesis.

As a disabled

researcher I am committed to making this thesis acceptable and accessible to a wide

range of people. My role, therefore, as writer, is to ensure the voices of those involved in the research
and the writing up are clearly understood.

As far as possible I

and where language is difficult I have translated.

have sought to write in clear language

In this sense, the students participating have

monitored the text and it will be shown that it is possible to write up a text based on the requirements
of academia but which is also a living document the disability community can access.
The second issue is what Said describes as the writer's 'strategic location' (Said,

1 978:56).

Clarification of my own position as writer in relation to the material about which I am to write is,
therefore, essential. I have stated my own position as a disabled woman and the impact this has had
in breaking down barriers. I have also acknowledged the power that I do possess as a PhD student,
an experienced lecturer and a writer. The issues this raises are d iscussed in depth in the thesis but
in terms of the writing up, I have followed deconstructive textual practices to reduce appropriation
of material (Opie,

1 990).
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In the context of this second issue, three key aspects of the approach can be identified: the first will
clarify the constraints the theoretical perspective of the researcher can place on interpretation of
data. An in-built evaluation ensuring self-reflexivity at every stage will be part of the structure of the
thesis. Where the first person is used, the statements made will be clearly my own thoughts, feelings
and perceptions which I claim have validity in my role as researcher and facilitator. When using
the third person or when directly referring to the common group experience, the material is a result
of the findings or perceptions of the research participants and will always have been checked out via
the chosen evaluation mechanism.
A second aspect of the deconstructive approach is that it has sought to ensure the direct or indirect
empowerment of participants, since within the text, a range of subject positions have been
represented. It has been demonstrated that the voices of disabled people are often contradictory as
well as able to speak together in unison. The writing up of the thesis as well as the focus of action itself
is aimed at:"making the invisible visible, bringing the margin to the centre, rendering the trivial
important" (Reinharz, 1 992 ).
Within the third aspect of the deconstructive approach, power and responsibility have been shared
in the research process and written as well as spoken dialogue have formed the methodological
framework. So too, the research participants have had the opportunity to contribute to and even
challenge the way this thesis has been presented. In this way the emancipatory ideal can be carried
through into reality since textual appropriation can be disempowering in the most insidious way.
The third issue in terms of the writing-up process is the vast amount of data generated, much of
which records the group process as it has evolved. I have been clear from the outset that the process
is inextricable from the outcome since the methodology must be the tool of empowerment. The self
discovery of the research group as well as that of individuals within the group is a process of such
depth and richness it is difficult to report and measure. It has equal importance

to

the concrete

outcomes of the action research so I have had to make difficult decisions about how much should be
included. The thesis contains, therefore, aspects of this process based on my own decisions about
which material most successfully meets the emancipatory goals of the research.
For the purposes of providing an emancipatory model of research in this field, the methodology
describes the process in detail and the material generated, for example the disability equity training
kit is appended (Appendix Ten). Group consultation has aimed to ensure that work of greatest
significance is presented.
A final point is the placement of the introduction of the student participants.

After much

deliberation it seemed appropriate to place them in the opening to the methodology since the
concept of ownership of the process is as important as any ownership of the content of the thesis
itself. Pseudonyms were finally decided as appropriate to protect people in the future since the work
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may become well known. This maintains the "notion of choice" ( Rees. 1 99 1 ) and leaves control. to
some extent. in the hands ofthe participants. They have understood. however. that [ have ultimate
responsibility for the thesis and am likely to receive the most concrete benefits from its completion.

Format of this thesis
The thesis is divided into eleven chapters. The first three chapters. including this one. will provide
a theoretical framework of the research and a literature review demonstrating past and
contemporary research which has value in mapping a road to an emancipatory approach.
Examples of relevant historical and contemporary research which 1 have drawn on to enable the
development of the methodology are described. The difficulties in adaptation of such models for
disability research are highlighted. The literature which reflects aspects of more emancipatory
approaches will form the foundation of the methodology created by the research group. A range of
writers has been drawn on to ensure gaps in the research literature have been clearly established.
[n terms of relevance for disability research. Chapters Four to Eight describe and subsequently
analyse the research process followed by a substantive analysis of research findings in Chapter Nine.
a description of the outcomes of the research in Chapter Ten. followed by an analysis of the
implications of the research in Chapter Eleven.
Chapter Two provides a rationale for emancipatory research in more specific terms. explores the
roots of emancipatory research and critiques relevant research literature which has impacted on this
project. Chapter Three explores the role of critical theory with particular reference to the work of
Stuart Rees and Brian Fay. Their theoretical frameworks are described. analysed and subsequently
presented in relation to each other (Figure Two and Three). The works of other theorists such as
Freire and Agger are interwoven into this discussion.
Chapter Four is devoted to a detailed description of the principles behind the development ofa new
emancipatory methodology. Figure Three defines the adapted framework of the models of Fay and
Rees in relation to those principles. The ethics of selection of participants are discussed. followed
by a summary of data collection methods. Chapter Five presents an analysis of the group by
exploring group dynamics and issues arising. This includes some of the issues facing a facilitator of
this kind of research. The chapter ends with the introduction of participants. Chapter Six further
describes the research process followed by key research findings with particular reference to group
development. Extracts of the research diary illustrate the extent to which the participants
contributed to the evolution of the research process and the challenges which were faced during the
course of the research. Chapter Seven describes the focus of the action research. an account of the
disability equity training programme presented to the staff at Victoria University and an initial
analysis of events. This is described as a case study and is set against a background of disability equity
training as a tool of education and emancipation in the disability field.
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Chapter Eight is devoted to a critical evaluation of the research experience. using Rees's steps to
empowerment as a tool of analysis. Evaluations of student participants are combined with my own
as researcher to reflect on the process described in Chapters Five and Six. The extent to which the
principles presented in Chapter Four have been incorporated is analysed establishing the
emancipatory value of the process. Chapter Nine returns to the key research questions and reviews
the crucial role of group work and group dynamics in the development of this example of
emancipatory research: the extent to which an emancipatory model has been achieved will be
discussed. including the limitations of this model. The research kit presented to students after the
research had finished is critiqued as a tool which aimed

to

enhance the long term benefits of the

research process for the individuals involved. Chapter Ten explores the formation of DARG lnc
and represents an example of what is possible in this type of research. This forms an extension of
the research process itself and raises the issue of the role of the researcher subsequent to an intensive
research experience including the responsibility in the long term. Chapter Eleven concludes this
thesis and explores the possibilities for emancipatory models. the use of Rees's steps and Fay's basis
scheme as evaluative tools and the way workers in the disability field in general can adopt an
emancipatory approach to practice. The principles behind emancipatory models are revisited.
In conclusion. all themes are woven together and the key questions summarised. The significance
and impact of both the approach to the research as well as the outcomes of the research action are
defined in terms of the future for disability research in AotearoalNew Zealand.

A Note On Language: The use oflanguage is controversial within the disability field and there is a wide
range of views as to the nature of politically correct language. A preliminary note on the use of the term
"disabled people" which has been used throughout in the interests of literary consistency. It must be
stressed that usually the terms disabled people and people with disabilities are used interchangeably
reflecting the ongoing debate in the disability community. What is important is to respect the wishes of
the person or people concerned. that language in no way takes away from the dignity or sense of identity
of a person and respects their personal wishes. I have referred to people who do not have impairments
as "nondisabled" people. the absence of a hyphen being deliberate to create a new term. I also name
people who are deafas "Deaf' when talking about the Deafcommunity as a group with an individual
culture.

C HAPTER TWO
Emancipatory Research And Disability:
Roots And Branches

Tunga te Ururua
Kia tupu whakararitorito te tupu 0 te harakeke
Burn the overgrowth
so that the flax may grow new shoots,
Get rid of old habits and ideas,

So that new ones can develop
(Metge, 1990:30).

Introdudion
In order to address the role of emancipatory research in enhancing the lives of disabled people, it
is important to explore the roots and branches of an emancipatory model including the range of
works which have aimed to address the needs of marginalised groups. The work to be described has
been inspired by the need for change, for a re-definition of empowerment and a recognition of the
powerful role of research. The image of the flax is pertinent to this discussion since it is seen

as

strong and ageless, always allowing for new growth. The representation of the flax denotes respect
for tradition, culture and existing knowledge. The shoots emerging would be those of new research
methods and methodologies which are based on partnership, participation, consultation and
transformation. The overgrowth in this context represents those approaches to research which are
seen to be inappropriately based on a medical model of disability and implemented accordingly.
This thesis aims to combine these concepts to weave an emancipatory model of research which can
achieve change for disabled people.
This chapter will explore firstly a rationale for emancipatory research, followed by a section which
builds on the concept of participation as a central theme in the evolution of emancipatory research.
A cross section of research projects which are based in terms of their design and analysis on

particpatory approaches and which aim to accomplish change will be explored, including some
early research. This will demonstrate the foundation for my own research project highlighting the
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contribution of early and contemporary research centred on social change, to my own
understanding and interpretation of what constitutes emancipatory research. In this way
emancipatory research for the purpose of this thesis will be defined through the presentation of a
cross section of action research projects which have served to improve the lives of those central to
them. This will include chosen feminist research projects as well as other work conducted with
marginalised groups. These examples have been conducted from a range of cultural perspectives
and highlight the importance of flexibility in methodological approaches. I will conclude the
chapter with a critique of research by disabled people for disabled people.

Philosophical Underpinnings: Why emancipatory research?
In this section I will begin with the argument presented by disabled people for a new model of
research followed by a critique of a cross section of social research approaches over the last century.
In this way the fundamental underpinnings of emancipatory research will be highlighted and
identified aspects of the range of approaches named will be integrated into the model to be
described.

Disabled People and social research
I ncreasingly disabled people are demanding to be heard, to be allowed to redefine disability on their
own terms and to be included fully in the research process (Oliver, 1 990, 1 992, 1 996; Morris, 1 992;
Ward and Flynn, 1 994; Boyles, 1 994, 1 997; Barnes and Mercer, 1 996; Bury, 1 996; Shakespeare,

1 996; Munford and Sullivan, 1 997). In 1 988, at a forum on inclusion of women in disability research
a collective voice stated:
We are the sources of the research. We have the knowledge and we have the understanding
of the life of being a woman with a disability (Women and Disability Research Forum 1 988: 1 ).
Research as the legitimization of knowledge is a source of power and people who are producers and
participants in the creation of knowledge are defined as powerful in society (ibid). People with
disabilities, along with other vulnerable groups such as older people, gay men and lesbian women
and those not part of the dominant culture have been marginalised in society both in terms of
resources and as owners of knowledge (Oliver and Zarb, 1 989; Roeher Institute, 1 99 1 , 1 992; Bury,

1 996 Shakespeare, 1 996; ) . As Finkelstein states:

We have noticed that it has always been others who have researched, written and analysed,
examined our history, and proposed their knowing solutions for us ..... Can it be that having
others research on the lives of disabled people (rather than us expressing our own
experience) has something to do with the very nature of disability. So what then is disability?
(Finkelstein 1 975:3 1 ).
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Finkelstein opened the debate as early as 1 975 around the part research plays in the social
construction of disability. Oliver took up this debate and contributed to a change in attitude to
disability within social science research by politicising the issue and naming the theoretical base
(Oliver, 1 990). Research has not only defined disability by focussing on deficit, traditional research
processes exclude, and potentially abuse, the person with an impairment, demonstrating lack of
respect for the individual and a general fascination with difference ( B ury, 1 996; Oliver, 1 996;
Shakespeare, 1 996; Beresford, 1 997).
I have stated in the introductory chapter that disabled researchers ( Finkelstein, 1 975; Oliver, 1 990;
Morris, 1 992; Wicks, 1 992; Boyles, 1 994, 1 997; Ward and Flynn, 1 994; Zola, 1 995) have been
supported by nondisabled researchers (Ballard, 1 993; Munford, 1 995 ; Bennie, 1 996; Perkins, 1 996)
in calling for research which challenges the "social relations of research production" (Oliver, 1 992,
1 996). Ballard claims that social political factors have been ignored in New Zealand disability
research (Ballard, 1 993) and it is attention to such factors which makes the difference between
research as a tool of emancipation as opposed to one of control. What is required is a review of a
range of examples of social science research in order to develop a model which is a synthesis of old
and new approaches (ibid).

The Significance of dominant research traditions
I t can be argued that social science research has been dominated by two traditions: positivism and
interpretivism. Positivism attempts to apply methods from the natural sciences to social sciences to
try and uncover natural laws. It is more often associated with quantitative methods and in essence
the approach claims that the world can be broken into categories and measured; these
measurements are then used to explain and predict events "independent of the cultural, historical
and values concept of the research and the researcher" ( Ballard, 1 994: 2).

lnterpretivism

acknowledges the social world as a meaningful place, full of active subjects not passive objects;
furthermore, it emphasises within research the meanings of events not their causes and that the
research is a product of the values of researchers and cannot be independent of them (Bryson, 1 979;
Heron, 1 98 1 ; Rowan, 1 98 1 ; Oliver, 1 992; 1 996; Ballard, 1 993; M unford, 1 994; Kerr, 1 995; Bennie,
1 996). Interpretevism is more often associated with qualitative methods . Within positivist research,
the researcher's reality is central and s/he is the expert who lays the ground rules.

Within

interpretivist research, the participants are respected as the "knowers" and their reality is explored
as part of the process.
Qualitative research approaches, have a long history in the human disciplines and gained
momentum this century through the work of the Chicago school in the 1 920s and 30s where it was
used to study human group life ( Denzin, 1 989, 1 989a, 1 989b, 1 992; Barnes, 1 992; Denzin and
Lincoln, 1 994). They were also central to the work of anthropologists such as Malinowski, Mead,
Boas and Said who entered into the lives of people from other cultures to study the habits, customs
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and traditions of other societies.

They recorded what they saw in painstaking derail. I t was

subsequently employed in other disciplines such as education, social work and communications.
Qualitative research crosscuts disciplines, fields and subject matter (Denzin and Lincoln, 1 994: I ).
Not only does the approach have its roots in social anthropology, it also emanates from symbolic
interaction ism and radical theory, where the emphasis is on studying social life in natural settings.
The scholars who have used or contributed to this intellectual approach include: Dewey, Mead,
Thomas, Znaniecki and later Blumer who builds particularly on the work of Mead. The popularity
both of Goffman's work ( 1 97 1 ) on stigma and the phenomenological perspective which derives from
Schutz ( 1 967; 1 972) are evident in social studies of the time and are seen as dramatically different in
theoretical and methodological orientation from 'the old sociology' (Reynolds, 1 980:80).
Phenomenological approaches are defined by their focus on the individual daily lived experience
with a focus on the significance of the fine derail of a person's world. Such approaches have immense
value for groups of people whose experience has previously been owned and interpreted by
researchers: While more traditional approaches aim at generalisation of experience (applied across
the board), phenomenology is "a theory of the unique" (Van Manen, 1 990:6) where the value of
difference is emphasised and made visible. Phenomenological analysis attempts to explain meaning
as we live them in our everyday existence, "in our life world" (ibid). A systematic, explicit self critical
analysis is achieved by a dialogic approach where the researcher develops a concept of lhe meaning
of the human world in partnership with the "phenomenon" the subject of the research. A
phenomenological approach taken from a critical perspective, I would argue, plays a role in the
development of an emancipatory methodology and this is explored in Chapter Five.
Approaches to research have been debated by researchers over the years who come from different
philosophical viewpoints. It is important to be clear for the purpose of explaining the rationale
behind emancipatory research the central tenets of that debate to which I will now turn.

Quantitative/Qualitative debate
This section will explore the debate around methodological approaches including the fundamental
criticisms of qualitative methods. This is necessary to demonstrate possible pitfalls in the use of such
methods in the design of an emancipatory model as well as the limitations of any one approach.
Negative reactions from orthodox researchers whose orientation has been grounded in
predominantly positivist approaches to research, are based on the accusations that qualitative
research is thought to be 'unscientific' , or politically motivated and therefore overtly biassed (Du
bois, 1 983; Cook and Fonow, 1 984; Barnes, 1 992; Reinharz 1 979, 1 992; Shakespeare, 1 996). A
number of feminists such as Stanley and Wise and Harding have begun to focus more on methods
and the use of a combination of both quantitative and qualitative approaches in ways consistent with
feminist principles. Moreover, combining methods sometimes termed triangulation (Denzin, 1 989,
1 992, 1 994), permits researchers to capture a more complete, holistic and contextual portrayal. For
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example , to use a range of methods such as story telling, diaries, historical sources and u nstructured
interviews allows a more complete analysis of a person's situation - in Denzin's terms, a "thick
description" and "thick interpretation" (Denzin,

1 989b:3 1 ) enhancing the quality of the picture

presented and can raise the likelihood that the research process itself can be empowering for the
participant.
Although there is increasing consensus among researchers that quantitative methods are legitimate
research. tools, there are clearly definitional difficulties with the terms "quantitative", "qualitative",
"method" and "methodology" ( Finch,

1 986; Stanley and Wise, 1 990; Reinharz, 1 992). In other

words, taking any of those definitions and discussing them in isolation from a research context, can
lead to assertions which reflect a limited perspective. When one speaks of qualitative research, one
must look at such issues as the power dynamics involved, the type of questions, who sets them, who
benefits from the research and who claims ownership of the outcomes ( Bourne,
Barnes and Mercer,

1 98 1 ; Barnes, 1 992;

1 996; Teariki and Spoonley, 1 992; Wicks and Terrell, 1 992; B ury, 1 996).

Although the research to be described has used only qualitative methods, the broad range of
approaches includes policy analysis which incorporates a certain amount of quantitative analysis.

A

comprehensive range of data avoids narrow interpretation and lack of integrity in research findings.
The power to design research and interpret findings has m�or significance for disabled people
participating in research in terms of whose reality is being investigated and who has the right to
define this reality.

The focus o n "methods" and therefore research design can obscure the real

challenge of questioning the epistemology underlying traditional social science although the
research tools do require attention and will be discussed later.

Limitations of qualitative methods in the context of emancipa
tory research
Qualitative approaches, in addition to wholly positivistic approaches, have been subject to some
criticism from many sources such as critical theorists and Marxists (Barnes,

1 992, 1 996; Oliver, 1 992,

1 996; Bury, \ 996). These writers have claimed that such approaches have the potential to maintain
some of the more destructive elements of positivism. For example the researcher may retain control
of the agenda, there is scope for exploitation of participants and participants may be disadvantaged
by their lack of insight into their real situations due to their relatively powerless situations. One of
the main concerns cited, lay with the fact that the researcher using qualitative methods, had greater
access to the 'research subject'. While a qualitative approach had the potential to be more
collaborative, to address more directly the felt needs of the person being interviewed and
demonstrated greater respect for the views of the individual, the power of interpretation still lay
with the researcher ( Barnes,

1 992; Oliver, 1 992). I n this way whatever the political stance and
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personal agenda of the researcher, the outcome of the research was more likely to reflect their own
priorities. As Finch stated:
there is a strong likelihood that the political stance adopted will be oppositional, perhaps
subversive, in respect of the status quo, since the methods used get close to the people studied
and are very likely to challenge the 'official version' of their situation (Finch, 1 986:2 1 0).
This would obviously pose a threat to people in positions of power in any organisation whose less
positive practices may be uncovered (Shakespeare, 1 996). Not only does the power remain with the
researcher in terms of interpretation and action as well as the funder, there may be serious
implications for vulnerable people.
Researchers committed to the need for emancipatory methodologies have, at times, rejected the
indiscriminate use of approaches based within the dominant traditions which have the potential to
only "advance the interests, concerns and methods ofthe researcher and to locate the benefits ofthe
research at least in part with the researcher, other benefits being of lesser concern" (Bishop,
1 996: 1 5). The basic argument for a new emancipatory methodology is about "the facilitating of the
politics of a possible by confronting social oppression at whatever level it occurs" (Oliver, 1 992: 1 1 0).
Exploitation in research can occur either directly via methodology used or indirectly through choice
of topic indicating the needs and priorities of the researcher. Many researchers have argued that in
mainstream research, exploitation is the norm while reciprocity is an unconventional concept
(Morris, 1 992; Oliver, 1 992; Reinharz, 1 992).

It is clear that in some examples of sociological

research when empirical data is collected, it is taken from relatively powerless sources and can reflect
the tendency to ' study down' (Bryson 1 979:96). Direct access to the powerful is difficult to obtain
as "powerful people can protect themselves from the intrusion of social scientists" (ibid).

Bell

comments on this practice in sociology and suggests that were sociologists to ' study up', sociology
would be more relevant and less harmful than it is today but that: its "scientific legitimacy would be
threatened, such is the power of the ideology of science" (Bell and Newby, 1 977:28). Unless hard
data and figures are used the label ' scientific' is harder to claim. To build on this discussion, the
tendency more recently, to study sideways has also created the possibility of unrepresentative
research. For example while in-depth analysis of small homogenous groups is a key to "discovering
the unique quality of subjects' lives", (Cannon et ai, 1 99 1 : 1 1 0), it can also block discovery of the
diversity of human experience. For example the needs of working class and black women are often
ignored.(ibid) in research conducted within such limited boundaries. Some effort is made to redress
power imbalances by ensuring that the researcher is from the group represented but

the

researcher's experience will often be too limited to be representative of the group interests. Cannon
et al ( 1 99 1 ) suggest that researchers who are committed to incorporating subjects of different races
and classes in their research designs must look at increased time and resources (Cannon et ai,
1 99 1 : 1 1 1 ).
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The importance of emancipatory research lies both in its attempts to study the other end of power
relations and in its attempts to challenge them (Oliver, 1 992). Disabled people and their allies have
challenged research conducted within these traditions saying that there is little evidence of resultant
change in community attitudes and actions on disability (Oliver, 1 992; Ballard, 1 993; Bury, 1 996;
Shakespeare, 1 996). Morris ( 1 992) and Oliver ( 1 992) claim that such research where the subject and
their experience is absent and invisible, is alienating. Only researchers benefit from such studies
"and what accrues to them is status and related outcomes provided by the powerful resources of the

research world" (Ballard, 1 993:2). The development of a dialectical model of research is needed

which requires a synthesis of both traditional and contemporary approaches to social science and a
recognition of the way different styles and traditions of social science research relate to one another
( Rowan, 1 98 1 ). In other words, the most productive components of both dominant traditions can
be incorporated to develop a new model. Within the interpretive model, the focus on the individual
is central to the research process. Recognition of the significance of their view of reality as the key
as opposed to that of the researcher is an important feature which fits well with the emancipatory
model. Within positivism, the analytical approach has advantages and the ability to stand back and
critically reflect on what has been learnt/observed blends well with the more subjective responses
achieved within a qualitative framework. A researcher check list to alert to the potential difficulties
as well as to measure the extent to which emancipatory principles are being adhered to will address
the previous issues raised. This check list appears in Appendix One.

The contribution of feminist researchers
Feminism has made a significant contribution to an understanding and definition of emancipatory
research and some elements of their work has been drawn on in this thesis. In the 1 970s feminists
raised concerns about the absence of women's voices in research about them ( Lorber, 1 975; Finch
and Groves, 1 982) as well as the question of who can be a' knower' (Jordan, 1 977; Cook and Fonow,
1 984).

Feminist writers in the last two decades have led the way in advocating research which

emphasises collaboration, co-operation and mutual respect (Mies, 1 983; Oakley, 1 987), necessary
formulae for outcomes relevant to the needs of all participants. Furthermore, feminist research is
characterised by methods which ensure the presence of the previously absent subject and facilitate
the voices of women speaking in terms of their daily lived experiences (Smith, 1 988; Munford, 1 989,
1 994, 1 996; Morris, 1 992). More importantly in terms of this research is the commitment feminism
made to personal, political and social change and the power of women organising together to
achieve social change. Fay has highlighted the huge contribution feminist critical theory and the
resultant women's movement has made to an understanding of the power of marginalised groups
to achieve lasting social change ( Fay, 1 987).

Morris, a disabled feminist social researcher, has

recommended that disability research incorporates feminist research methods in order to develop
an emancipatory model of research for disability (Morris, 1 992). Feminist principles have been thus
adapted into a set of principles for disability research to be described in Chapter Four. Examples
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of feminist research significant within the context of my own research will be cited later in this
chapter.

Summary
Disabled people have recognized the medical and individual ideologies underpinning orthodox
approaches to research and have sought to demonstrate that disability cannot be abstracted from the
social world which produces it. Research is a key to change and empowerment as it represents a
legitimization of knowledge which is a source of power. People are defined as powerful in society,
not only in societal resources, but as producers or participants in the creation of knowledge, "ways
of knowing" themselves and the social structure within which they live (Wight-Felske, 1 994). Many
people have been excluded and even alienated from the research process to the extent that their
needs and their very identity are defined by nondisabled researchers. " [ f disability research is to be
emancipatory research then it must be part of disabled people's struggle to take over ownership of
the definition of oppression, of the translation of their subjective reality" (Morris, 1 992: 1 62). This
statement has represented a fundamental aim in the development of an emancipatory paradigm.
Other groups have approached research as praxis which has aimed to address the above issues and
it is to these examples I will turn later in this chapter. Firstly, a brief journey back in history will
explain past and current difficulties facing disabled people in the context of research and policy
development and further clarify the need for an emancipatory model of research.

The evolution of disability research
The earlier part of this century saw a research agenda driven by bio-medical concerns and the
control or eradication of disabled people. This was embodied in the research first by the eugenicists
followed by that which developed both inoculation against deadly diseases such as polio and
tuberculosis (both of which cause long term disability) as well as techniques for pre-natal diagnosis.
Another feature of this era especially with the onset of the industrial revolution was the growth of
compulsory institutionalisation since disabled people had increasingly less value and families were
increasingly encouraged to place their children in hospital and to get on with earning a living
(Connors, 1 985; Oliver, 1 990). The second half of the twentieth century has been dominated by
service delivery models (Rioux, 1 994; Radford, 1 994) given the pre-occupation with de
institutionalisation and the evolution of group homes in the community.
Eugenic scientific theory in the 1 920s, 30s and 40s underpinned policy and research practices
internationally. The objective of an " [mperial Race in Britain to defend and maintain the Empire"
(Williams, 1 989: 1 26) resulted in the development of the eugenics movement "which saw the need
to encourage the breeding of the fit and intelligent and discourage the production of the weak of
body and intellect" (ibid). Laws enabling those labelled as "idiots" or "imbeciles" to be sterilised
without consent were put into effect. Eugenicists, at this time were working on postulated causal
links made by scientists such as Langdon Down in the mid nineteenth century, between intelligence
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and a supposed hierarchy of racial groups. To the old hypotheses were added a new faith "in the
explanatory powers of measurement and unprecedented levels of funding from major corporate
benefactors for eugenic research" ( Radford, 1 994: 1 6). Credited academic protocols were used for
publicizing groundless and frightening statistics on the prevalence of ' mental deficiency' along with
questionable intelligence tests (ibid).
An

example of early research based on this philosophy lies in that carried out in Germany in 1 939

by the Committee for the Scientific Treatment of Severe Genetically Determined Diseases under the
influence of the Third Reich.2 This programme was later extended to exterminate all unwanted
races (Morris, 1 992:53) and is an example of how research became the tool for the justification and
implementation of a so-called logical social policy based on the dominant ideology of the time.
The assumptions that disabled people did not have lives worth living, would contaminate the race
and would be too costly to support, combined with social Darwinism in a medical context, led to the
belief that for society's sake a whole group of people should be destroyed (Morris, 1 992:55). This
links with the previous discussion about the potentially destructive nature of positivism where the
power of science is such that those who are the 'knowers' within science particularly medical science
could determine the nature of a worthwhile, productive and even 'perfect' human being.
Eugenics as a theory became discredited in the wake of the Holocaust and a return to the earlier
studies found fault with the methods and conclusions of the original research ( Davies, 1 959: 84).
Thomson reports in her research:
New research was establishing a variety of causes of 'mental deficiency' other than
inheritance.

The widely held belief that the "mentally defective" reproduced more

prolifically than other groups in society was also disputed (Thomson, 1 995 : 1 07).
There was some evidence that educational researchers had begun to implicitly identify the social
construction of disability in the way they viewed intellectual disability.

Many writers began to

describe the concept of 'mental retardation' as a social construction which exists in the minds of
mental health professionals and others (Braginsky and Braginsky, 1 97 1 ). They claimed individuals
with intellectual disability were labelled according to some arbitrarily created and applied criteria
( Bogdan and Taylor, 1 976). Their inquiries became as a result more focussed on environmental
issues. Thomson cites Gollay's report (Gollay et ai, 1 978: 1 2 ) that researchers had begun to find "that
many of those considered to be ' feeble-minded' in fact were often of normal intelligence, but of a
working class background and thus disadvantaged by their poor socio-economic background" (cited
in Thompson, 1 995: 1 07). The social construction in this context was the product of 'knowers' who

An extreme example of exploitative research lies in that carried out by the Third Reich. All doctors and
m idwives were asked to register children born with congenital deformities and those in their care up to
the age of three (Morris.

1 992:52).
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actively benefited from social inequality and had a tendency to 'blame the victim'.

In terms of

rehabilitation research there was a shift to issues of adjustment, adaptation and coping, away from
the exclusive focus on the damaged individual to a need to understand the resulting behaviour.
The operationalisation and instrumentalization of this approach became the "Activities of Daily
Living Scales" (Zola, 1 994) where the impact of disability on one's daily survival became the central
focus. The significance of this change in theoretical perspective had significant implications for the
care, planning and policy related to disability post World War Two. With the return of injured
service men disabled people had a higher profile and were generally perceived to have a right to
education and community integration. In the context of this thesis, this era saw a turning point in
the way research was viewed in its ability to inform disability policy, and scientific research was
important to the political enterprise of the time. This shift, it must be noted was in no way complete
in its influence across social science research nor indeed did it represent an all-embracing change
in attitude to disability research.
Although the world now condemns the activities of the Third Reich, later generations across the
world have recognized to some extent the presence of the same underpinning philosophy within
their own societal laws, attitudes and practices. For example, the Council of Europe has produced
a draft convention on bio-ethics allowing 'Iow risk' scientific medical experiments on incapacitated
people even if there are no benefits for the disabled person (Rock, 1 996: 1 2 1 ). Furthermore, forced
sterilisation is still commonplace and the woman is often unaware of what is happening (ibid).
This concentration on disability research in the area of biological and genetic research continues to
be highly funded, controversial and a research priority (Rioux, 1 994). Rehabilitation and medical
research consistently now seek answers to the prevention or eradication of disability. People are
subject to expensive rehabilitation aimed at improving their ability to function in a 'normal' way and
return to work. There is a limit to the amount of resources which are allocated to maintaining one's
quality of life while living with the reality of impairment. Rioux states that the preponderance of
research in the field now looks very much like that into measles, aimed at prevention! Disability is not

Measles (Rioux and Bach, 1 994) is an appropriate tongue in cheek title for a ground breaking text
exploring this area.
Heshushius, while advocating the eradication of the more oppressive elements of positivist research
approaches, does not deny the need for other types of research into conditions such as autism
( 1 994). Much medical research could claim to be emancipatory in the liberating effect of freedom
from 'unnecessary' physical impairment which can result. A good example of this is the work of Fred
Hollows whose extensive research into the incidence of cataracts in third-world populations as well
as among the aboriginal population succeeded in increasing the quality of life for thousands of
people. This is not a suggestion to seek solace in the medical model of disability. What was most
striking about Hollows's work, was his attitude to people and the way he conducted his research.
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Very early on in his career, he challenged the use of the word 'patient' in research programmes,
demonstrating unusual sensitivity as a young doctor. When he described one of his first most
successful glaucoma projects, he recognized he would acquire a prestigious academic reputation;
this was less important to him than the philosophy behind his research:
The credo of this survey was 'no survey without service'. Careful recording of results, humane
and considerate treatment of the people, and action on the problems disclosed (Hollows and
Corris, 1 993:78).
The Aboriginal participants to his team: " knew that they were not just the objects of another
scientific survey for the benefit of a few white sinecurists and careerists" (Hollows and Corris,
1 993 : 1 5 1 ). This example is introduced in the context of this discussion, in order to strengthen the
argument that every researcher has a responsibility to work in an emancipatory way where peoples'
lives are involved, even within strict medical methodology.
Human interaction of any nature can be of reciprocal benefit. With this aim , people whose daily
experience is one of devaluation and humiliation, can have a highly positive experience of even
medical research if a humane and honest approach is taken. I will now turn to some examples of
early research which aimed to represent the views of vulnerable people and which can be defined
as an attempt to empower people through research. I will then describe an early piece of qualitative
research with disabled people.

Early research aimed at social change
It is important to recognize the efforts of social researchers historically to achieve social change. Such
research is usually characterised by its use of a range of qualitative methods and has thus occupied
a secondary place to the dominant models of research which have been essentially quantitative in
technique and positivist in epistemology. An alternative tradition can be identified in the 1 9th and
20th centuries which, at the level of methods, appears to make more use of qualitative techniques,
and at the level of epistemology is concerned with understanding and uncovering the subjective
reality of the people being studied (Finch, 1 986; Barnes, 1 992). The work of early social explorers
reveals that qualitative analysis has been valued historically to reveal a richer picture of the human
experience and the examples below have contributed to my own understanding of the evolution of
emancipatory research.
The work of Henry Mayhew ( 1 8 1 2- 1 887) has considerable importance in its influence on the
development of an 'alternative tradition'.

Mayhew had recognized the abusive nature of the

research which was being conducted on the poor by government commissions

Examples include the Factories Commission Report

of Manufacturers

�.

These commissions

1 836; the work of Dr. Andrew U re: The Philosophy

1836 which promotes the C'cluse of the Bourgeoisie and report of the poor law

commission on Ireland.

1 837.
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approached the work from the perspective that poverty was due to lack of moral discipline and the
fault of the poor themselves, indicating the Darwinist thinking characteristic of eugenicists
previously described. He also challenged their motives for conducting the research:
Hence none but the worst classes came to be experimented on. It would seem that, this
overweening disposition to play the part of pedagogues (I use the word in the liberal sense)
to the poor proceeds rather from a love of power than from a sincere regard for the people
(Mayhew 1 85 1 : xvii).
He saw himself as a pioneer describing his work in 1 85 1 as:
The first attempt to publish the history of the people from the lips of the people themselves
- giving a literal description of their labour, their earnings, their trials, their sufferings, in
their own 'unvarnished' language; and to portray the condition of their homes and their
families by personal observation of the places and direct communication with the individuals'
(ibid).

Significance of mass-observation
A pattern was developing where researchers were beginning to use research to make the lives of
people more visible and to engage them in some way in the research process. The development of
the organization called Mass-Observation represents the first serious attempt this century to inspire
social change through a team-based action research approach. This movement was started in 1 937
by Tom Harrison and Charles Madge who set out to develop the 'Science of Ourselves' drawing
upon the model of anthropology (Finch, 1 986). It was given credibility by the acceptance of the most
famous British anthropologist of the time, Bronislaw Malinowski, who provided a lengthy final
chapter in Mass-Observation's account of its first year's work (Malinowski, 1 939). Others, such as
Mark Abrams, wrote it off as misguided (journal of Contemporary Research, 1 985) due to its
complex methodology and chaotic approach to data collation. It was seen by those who participated
as a way of finally having a legitimate voice:
The invitation to send in their most intimate thoughts and feelings and what they knew of
others around them must have given them a sense of being listened to to which was in itself
a counter to powerlessness (Summerfield, 1 985:442).
To summarise, the significance of Mass-Observation lies in its attempt to intervene in the political

processes through which knowledge and, therefore, power is distributed. Its distinctive use of social
research very much reflects the view from below in its commitment to the role of the amateur.
Stanley argues that in some ways this was methodologically naive but is important in that their use
of a volunteer panel represents a genuine attempt to provide an actor's perspective on events and
represents Mass-Observation's greatest achievement which has never been reproduced (Stanley,
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1 98 1 ). It should be further acknowledged that like all approaches which so directly impact on
peoples' lives. some participants of the mass observation approach to research were reported as
being suspicious of the technique and considered that it may have been used as a means to spy on
them ( Finch, 1 986).
I will now critique a piece of early disability research which similarly aimed to represent the voices
of a particular group of disabled people.

The work of Robert Edgerton

A classic work by Robert Edgerton The Cloak ofCompetence has significance as one of the earliest pieces
of research which set out to record directly the voices of disabled people. The Cloak of Competence
was an attempt to demonstrate that a study of the cultural and social phenomena related to "mental
retardation" could be deemed a legitimate anthropological exercise which would also explore an
area about which very little was known.
The aim of this research was specifically to allow people with intellectual disabilities their own voice,
but as Gerber points out: "in effect, Edgerton's theoretical and narrative strategies serve to deny
them the authority to analyse their own circumstances" (Gerber, 1 990: 6). If one investigates as
Edgerton does not, the larger context of the lives of those in his samples through historical social and
structural analysis, and evaluates on their terms their personal testimonies, the identification of
disability becomes questionable.
argument.

However, this only serves to deepen the contradiction of his

One would wonder on viewing the evidence how so called 'retarded' people could

command such a range of demanding roles which require considerable self-scrutiny and insight into
the behaviour of others. As Gerber states:
We are ultimately led to wonder also whether they might have the fullest view of both their
situation as people bearing a discrediting label and personal history and of the assistance they
require to take control of a normalized existence (Gerber, 1 990:7).
The people in Edgerton's sample do not deny their limitations, but they do seek, with considerable
plausibility, to explain and interpret them and reject the label of mentally retarded. However, the
tone of the research report repeatedly casts doubt on what the people are saying. For example, in
the section describing Hank's self perception, Edgerton describes his own observations of him. He
begins with a relatively, though qualified, positive statement: " Hank is fairly competent in the
conduct of everyday matters .... he performs relatively well" (Edgerton, 1 967:33). He continues then
to describe in detail his limitations discussing his inability to do the simplest of tasks. He follows this
with Hank's own spoken testimony which describes himself as a skilled person, a jack of all trades
whose only difficulty is a lack of education.

This directly conflicts with Edgerton's previous

statements, one of which spoke of his inability to cope with the special education class which has been
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offered. This is a classic example of how the researcher's narrative can undermine the story of the
person being interviewed.
Edgerton was incapable of understanding the life world of the participants. His own narrative
indicated a total lack of dialogue with those interviewed and an insistence on the imposition of his
own life world perspective. Edgerton in his follow-up research a decade later was forced to re
evaluate his ideas since those researched were in many cases leading a high quality life style.
However, he did not have the courage to confront the issue at that time. I nstead, he deferred the
matter of ascertaining the principles by which appropriate therapeutics were to be determined
pending still more research. This influential early work set the tone for other social science research
and its impact is seen in research into and evaluation of service provision.
The ethical issues involved in emancipatory research will be explored more deeply in Chapter Four.
All the examples of research cited above are significant in the context of this discussion in terms of
their contribution to a more human and innovative approach to research of the daily lived
experiences of vulnerable people. They have been conducted in a climate which favoured the more
objective scientific approach and which reflected the values (particularly in the J 9'h and early 20,h
century) of the eugenicists. They represent just a sample of studies which illustrate the recognition
of peoples' own stories as a source of invaluable information and the root of the narrative tradition
in research.
This thesis will now turn to the more contemporary examples of research as praxis which have
directly informed

a

new model for disability research to be described.

Research as Praxis in a contemporary context
This section will provide a background to the development of contemporary praxis-oriented
research before the presentation of an analysis of significant examples. The concept of research as
praxis defined in Chapter One is central to this thesis and examples of such research represent the
contemporary roots of emancipatory research. To return to Lather's definition as cited in Chapter
One praxis oriented research models are those which are "openly committed to critiquing the status
quo and building a more just society" ( Lather, 1 986:258).

A key component of research as praxis particularly in a contemporary context is the range of
participatory approaches. These are particularly effective when linked with action research in their
combined ability to achieve change at the level of the individual and at a societal level.
Feminist writers have aimed to develop models of research which permit women to express their
experience fully in their own terms Uayaratne 1 983). Feminists are primarily responsible for the
development of research as praxis in the present day but it must be stressed that such examples have
relevance to others, particularly those groups who are marginalised in society by virtue of race,
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disability. age. social status as well as in many cases gender. For this reason such models are directly
applicable to the development of a new paradigm for disability research. The source of enthusiasm
for these approaches lies in the potential for a more empowering. less mechanical interaction
between researcher and researched. Oakley ( 1 987). has suggested that the process of 'collecting
data' in the traditional numerical sense should be replaced by a process of interviewing women in
which " personal involvement is more than dangerous bias - it is the condition under which people
come to know each other and to admit others into their lives" (Oakley. 1 987: 58). What she is
describing is the framework of an emancipatory approach which enables women to more fully
participate in research. Opie also has suggested a number of approaches to ensure more active
involvement of participants in a research process where the researcher does not use rigid interview
schedules to control the outcomes. She gives examples of the way she has achieved this with carers
who can be empowered through their participation in the following ways: firstly by taking part in
the study they contribute significantly to the description and analysis of a social issue; in this context
they have lifted the veil of invisibility surrounding carers' everyday lives; secondly. there was a built
in therapeutic dimension to the process which Opie characterizes as empowering in that
participants have been able to reflect on and re-evaluate their experience as part of the interview
process; thirdly. research which incorporates marginalised voices can become 'subversive' in a
number of ways. for example. the exposition of carers' experiences can challenge the widely held
beliefs about the nature of carers and caring (Opie. 1 990). It could certainly be argued that to enable
carers to participate more fully in research will equally benefit those they support. Each of the above
assertions have been taken into consideration in the development of an emancipatory model for
disability.
Similarly. Maori are calling for methodological guidelines for good practice in the research
community. They are. for example. clear that the ability of non-Maori in researching Maori issues
is far outweighed by the knowledge and experience Maori people themselves bring to bear (Roa.
Ropiha and Wilkinson. 1 992). I n this sense it is recognized that the people who have the greatest
level of expertise in research about Maori experience are those for whom being Maori is a daily lived
experience (Bishop. 1 996).
Basic questions concerning social research hinge upon who is paying for it and what use the research
will be put to. U nderlying these are concerns about the motivations of researchers. including their
techniques and values. how accountability will be ensured and to whom (Spoonley and Teariki.
1 992; Bishop. 1 996). Bishop describes how knowledge is now being reclaimed by Maori and that
research is now being conducted within Kaupapa Maori cultural discourse:
Kaupapa Maori research is based on a growing consensus that research involving Maori
knowledge and people needs to be conducted in culturally appropriate ways. ways that fit
Maori cultural preferences. practices and aspirations . . . in order to develop and acknowledge
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existing culturally appropriate approaches In the method. practice and organisation of
research (Bishop. 1 996: I S).
I n this way the devolution of power and control within research is essential to the empowerment of
participants. Similar concerns have been raised by Pacific Island researchers Toa'aiga and Peteru
( 1 992) who similarly advocate involvement of Pacific Island peoples whose experience in New
Zealand is also one of marginalisation and disadvantage. They have critiqued researchers for the
assumptions and inappropriate approaches used which have tended to alienate research subjects
and lead to inaccurate research reports (ibid).
So in the light of this rationale. what exactly constitutes emancipatory research and what can be
learnt from contemporary participatory research in the development of a model for disability?
Chapter One presented a basic introduction to emancipatory action research. I will now cite those
examples of participatory action research which have challenged the power relations in research
and on which I have drawn to develop an emancipatory model for disability.

Examples of research as praxis
This section is divided into two parts. The first section presents definitions of participatory action
research which constitutes research as praxis and thus contributes to a working definition of
emancipatory research. The second section concludes this chapter by presenting research
conducted with disabled people by disabled people.
A definition of action research was presented in Chapter One and compared with emancipatory
action research. These definitions will now be enhanced by naming five different approaches to
action research identified by Reinharz ( 1 992). While Reinharz is not necessarily an expert in the
area of action research. I have found the thoroughness of her definitions useful as a foundation for
the critique of a range of approaches and on which to draw for the development of a new model. All
draw on techniques employed by praxis-oriented researchers and the examples cited contain
features which have contributed to the development of the research project to be described. While
each one will be briefly described using examples of research conducted within the named
approach, the chapter does not set out to critique the methodologies in detail. It must also be noted
that it can be argued that any one of these approaches alone does not constitute a fully emancipatory
model of research within the definition presented in Chapter One. To present the range below is
an essential foundation to an understanding of the work which will be described.

Action research \
Action research

is defined as research where "action and evaluation proceed simultaneously"

(Reinharz. 1 992: 1 80). Paulo Freire developed Lewin's concept of action research which has been
referred to in Chapter One. His work described in Pedagogy of the oppressed has significantly
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informed research literature and has value in the development of any emancipatory paradigm.
Lather claims that the openly ideological goal central to Freire's action research, serves to blur the
distinctions between research, learning and action. It provides conditions under which participants'
self determination is enhanced in the struggle toward social justice (Lather 1 986). Freirian action
research focuses on promoting liberation and growth within a society assumed to be class divided
and therefore inequitable. Its conceptual framework lies in the democratization of knowledge and
in the goal of self determination through the challenge to dominant ideology ( Lather, 1 986a). Much
of the empirical work within this research programme is conducted with adult populations in third
world countries. Freire began to formulate his pedagogic ideas in literacy work and the researcher's
role is clearly redefined as that of a catalyst in enabling research participants to formulate the
problem, discuss solutions and interpret findings (Hall, 1 975; Padilia, 1 993). Freire claims that
action must provoke critical reflection and that the only effective instrument is a humanizing
pedagogy in which the researcher

establishes a permanent relationship of dialogue with the

oppressed (Freire, 1 972). Freire's work has been based on the premise that unless people's world
view is respected any programme implemented will fail.

/

The methods and methodology Freire employs have particular significance in terms of
emancipatory research with disabled people as he has used a range of methods: codification of data
described is visual (either pictorial or graphic), auditory and tactile; themes have been extracted and
topics have been chosen from fundamental nuclei of themes as defined by participants;
furthermore, he has ensured that everyone involved can fully enter the research process which is
totally accessible. The techniques described and the principles on which the work is based will be
closely referenced in the methodology chapter. The features most relevant for emancipatory
research in the context of disability will be defined and demonstrated in practice. (Figure Three
which features in Chapter Three, Chapter Nine and Chapter Eleven presents some aspects of
Freire's methodology to illustrate conceptual links to the theses of Fay and Rees).
Examples of feminist action research for the purposes of this discussion include the work of Mies,
1 984 and a project by J alna Hamner and Sheila Saunders (cited in Reinharz, 1 992: 1 80), in which
forms of violence against women were studied using a range of action methods. Maria M ies adds to
the research debate in both her analysis and practice of the research process. In her work Towards

a Feminist Methodology she puts forward an argument for the feminist standpoint approach to
research free from androcentric bias. She is clear that women are well equipped to work with other
exploited groups and that the 'double consciousness' they have is a positive tool in emancipatory
research. She lays down valuable methodological guidelines for research which stress such issues as
the need for conscious partiality as well as the substitution of a 'view from above' with a 'view from
below' (Mies, 1 984).
A New Zealand study undertaken by the Otago Family Network (Ballard et ai, 1 992) used an action

research approach to address the issues of exploitation of vulnerable groups such as Maori people
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and people with disabilities and the emphasis was on collaboration in order to solve organisational
or community problems. Techniques of data collection included among others, field work notes;
interviews; written responses to questionnaires; newsletters and submissions. Information was
obtained through the generation of "descriptive data, people's own written and spoken words and
observable behaviour which were analysed for underlying patterns or themes" (Ballard et ai,
1 992:26). Analysis is characterized by ongoing monitoring and evaluation on many levels since
dialogue occurred regularly between researchers themselves, between parents participating and
between researchers and participants. A new Otago Network has been set up as a result of this study
which is just one example of the potential of such research to achieve change (catalytic validity).

Participatory or col l a borative research
The second approach named by Reinharz is participatory or collaborative research which is central
to the methodology to be described in that it is designed "to create social and individual change by
altering the role relations of people involved in the project (Reinharz, 1 992: 1 8 1 ). The advantages
from the researcher perspective is that barriers are broken down facilitating an environment of
"openness, mutual disclosure and shared risk" (ibid).
An example of such research lies in work carried

out by a group of Maori women into the

Educational and Lived Experiences of Maori Girls and Women ( I rwin, 1 992). The importance of
this research was that it was initiated by the Maori community in response to a need for educational
policy development and was carried out in full consultation with that community. The key points
were: a broad definition of issues within a holistic context; a completely positive focus for example
identifYing opportunities rather than barriers; the establishment of a data base by Maori for Maori;
a reflexive feedback procedure with the Maori community and full collaboration in the research
process.
A second example lies in the work of Bishop who has recently collated a set of stories recounting the

experience of a number of researchers "working within a Kaupapa Maori framework" (Bishop,
1 996: l l ). He was interested in exploring how other researchers made sense of their experiences
since he had recognized the danger of researcher imposition into the process. He did not set out with
his own set of criteria but rather his wish was:
That together we could engage in a process of critical reflection and build on the formal and
informal meetings that were part of each of the projects ... the idea of researching researchers
and the process of research was also suggested (Bishop, 1 996:2 1 ).
I have been personally excited to discover this work since Bishop has successfully achieved within
a Maori context what my own research has set out to achieve with disabled people using an
emancipatory framework.

The methodological framework was designed by the research

participants and he identified that the analysis of the process itself "might turn out to be the most
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valuable study of the lot" (ibid). This is in keeping with the thesis that any knowledge can be
invalidated by the way it has been obtained.

This project is a significant challenge to those

committed to emancipatory research approaches and the outcome without doubt has been a
comprehensive, highly professional and ground-breaking piece of research.
A third example of such research in an educational context, is one instigated by the Department of
Youth Affairs piloted for Pacific Island students at Victoria U niversity in 1 994. The rationale for the
project was based on concern for high failure rates of Pacific Island students in certain subjects, for
example Maths. The research aimed to identify a solution to this problem using an action research
approach based on a model used by the USA Professional Development Programme implemented
with African Americans (Fullilove and Treisman, 1 990). The key principles ofthe project were based
on the Pacific Island method of working collectively, the accent on achievement for Pacific Island
students and the use of the skills and resources of a number of agencies, Pacific Island leaders and
parents of the students (Ministry of Youth Affairs and Megan Clarke, 1 994).
All of these examples resemble experiential research defined by Heron:
Experiential research is the kind of research on persons in which the subjects of the research
contribute not only to the content of the research ie the activity that is being researched, but
also to the creative thinking that generates, manages, and draws conclusions from, the
research (Heron, 1 98 1 : 1 53).
Heron suggests that all participants can be fully fledged co-researchers where they are involved in
every aspect of research construction. It is known as a strong contribution if all are taking an equal
part in the creative thinking that generates, accompanies and concludes the research. This type of
research approach would qualify as emancipatory provided all participants gain as much from the
research as the principal researcher and in this sense are not exploited by the researcher. The
research model I have explored contains some features of Heron's model and I will refer to those
specific aspects which are relevant in the methodology chapter.
Where possible and practical, this is a good model for disabled people involved in research since it
would allow them to define the research question and carry the process through to conclusion,
including owning the findings. There are examples in research literature of what Heron describes
as 'weak' versions ( Heron, 1 98 1 ) where participants are involved in some parts of the research
construction, but the researcher is ultimately in charge. This approach can still be construed as
emancipatory as long as the participants can choose the parts they wish to take responsibility for.
The work of Bishop is an example of a strong contribution. This thesis aims to describe only some
aspects of this model employed in the research in that although the participants have made a strong
contribution within the case study to some parts of the research in terms of their ownership and
responsibility, it has always been clear that the purposes of the research are for gaining a PhD and
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that I potentially benefit most from its completion. I also have taken most responsibility for the
writing up of the thesis while that of the design and delivery of the training kit has been fairly equally
shared. Heron's warning has nevertheless been heeded, that "the discipline and rigour involved
in this sort of research is formidable" (Heron, 1 98 1 : 1 64) and I have been careful to closely monitor
and evaluate with respect to this concern.

Preva lence and needs based assessment
This third approach "seeks to determine the absolute or relative number of people with a particular
experience or need" (Reinharz, 1 992; 1 86) It is argued that it can have a "change-outcome simply
by disrupting the status quo" (ibid). Reinharz makes the comment that to achieve this the reluctance
of study participants to challenge the status quo needs to be overcome.
An example which falls into this category is seen in the work of The Hillary Commission and
Workbridge who conducted a survey of the extent of the participation of people with disabilities in

employment and recreation. The title of the project Listening to People with Disabilities suggested an
acknowledgement of the need for information to be provided by people themselves and they were
certainly directly involved. The research succeeded in collating a large amount of data which
indicated high unemployment and low participation in recreation, providing the necessary
evidence to apply for more resources. A wide range of options was offered

to

enable people to

participate including face-to-face interviews, written and telephone questionnaires.
A second example in a New Zealand context, is the research conducted by the Head I njury society

in 1 993, entitled Head Injury: The Silent Epidemic: research into the needs of New Zealand individuals and

their families with head injuries. The Report provided important information about the needs and
priorities of those with head injuries and also clarification on the definitions of head injury. The
methodology consisted of a range of approaches: a postal survey of Area Health Boards, ACC and
Head Injury Society regions to identify current service providers; consultation meetings and
interviews with service providers and Head Injury Society branches and support groups; a postal
survey of a random sample of ACC claimants with head injuries and their family members. A postal
questionnaire and a literature review were also conducted. Again the emancipatory potential lay in
the flexible approach to data collection.

Eva l uation research
Evaluation research aims to identify "the effectiveness of different types of action in meeting needs
or solving problems" (Reinharz, 1 992: 1 89).

It is used to evaluate behaviour at individual and

organisational level as well as the way the research itself has been designed and delivered (Gothing,
1 995). The first example is that of a case study conducted with Australian Aboriginal people with
disabilities. The author conducted a four day field trip to New South Wales to document the needs
and determine the views of consumers and service providers about how to enhance effectiveness of
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and access to services. The participatory methodology ensured sensitive acknowledgement of the
different needs of Aboriginal people with disabilities as well as yielding rich and accurate
information based on the direct experience of participants.
The researcher was careful to work within aboriginal networks and to consult with elders on the
appropriate ways to approach their communities. The research meetings were subsequently held in
a relaxed and informal way. A significant aspect of the findings worth mentioning in addition to
gaps in services was the definition of disability held by Aboriginal people. Similar to other cultures
such as Maori and Pacific Island, the concept of disability was not recognized in the same way as in
Pakeha society where it is viewed as a visible deficit. The meetings facilitated an understanding of
a range of impairments and the factors which created disability for those people. This encouraged
the development of an approach which enabled the social and political structures to take
responsibility for enabling full participation on behalf of those with impairments.
A final comment on this research example is that it was conducted mainly by non-Aboriginal
researchers which is one factor which detracts from its identification as a fuHy emancipatory project.
However, the consistent and appropriate consultation with the different communities balanced the
effect of that and similar issues have been discussed in relation to nondisabled researchers. Bennie,
( 1 996) acknowledges in his research into supported employment options with disabled people, the

potential limitations of a nondisabled researcher with regard to the development of an
emancipatory model of research. He stated in Chapter Two of his thesis, that owing to the strong
feelings of some disabled people about disability research, any talk of an emancipatory model of
research was inappropriate in the context of recruitment of participants. Bennie's research project
however, undoubtedly qualifies as emancipatory due to a sensitive empowering approach to the
interviewing of participants and the focus on using peoples' stories to shape an emancipatory model
of supported employment (Bennie, 1 996). The outcomes also have been emancipatory in the
achievement of concrete change as a result.
The evaluation approach is often seen within the disability field in terms of service evaluation and
aspects of such an approach are used by research and evaluation teams. Additionally, the way
information is collected from people and the methods services use to involve service users in the
operation of the services is crucial to an understanding of empowerment practices. Qualitative
methods are often used to solicit feedback from service users but participants can be constrained
either by the style and perceived relevance of questions or they are afraid to critique the services they
receive in an honest way.
There is evidence that people within services have limited control within those services on which
they are dependent, which influences their willingness to participate in surveys of any sort. For
example, a recent letter to the Evening Post U une 1 996) described the experience of a woman who
wished to visit her friend in a residential home owned by a large organisation supporting people
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with intellectual disabilities. On arrival she had been told she should have asked the manager's
permission. The woman challenged the organisation on its commitment to integration given the
attitude expressed.

Another example lies in the experience of the New Zealand People First

movement. An attempt to become independent has been thwarted by the service organisations on
which many of the people are dependent.

Their conference was dominated in 1 995 by

management of one organisation which insisted on having control over events. The conference
proceedings were recorded in Barriers to a Dream (Gosling and Gerzon, 1 995) as well as letters in the
appendix illustrating some issues of power and control which arose. For example, the following
letter written mid July 1 994 by a participant advocate of a previous consultation meeting:
If the day had been reported it would have looked like a perfect consultancy process - the
organisers frequently stated that the people should choose support workers. Of course they
choose I HC staff - what else do they know? I felt they had been manipulated without them
suspecting a thing - it left me shocked and shaken. (Extract from letter to the national
committee advisers to national advisers around New Zealand).
This has implications for the future of service evaluation based on participant feedback. If advocacy
groups representing service users feel unsafe or unable to have their voices heard, service evaluation
will always be based on biased interpretations of service excellence. Perkins ( 1 996), speaks of the
domination of nondisabled service providers and the suppression of the voices of people using
services. Her own research told the stories of a group of intellectually disabled people. This work
graphically illustrated the fear of speaking out, the expectations of compliance created by the
service systems and the futility of quality of life surveys in the assessment and evaluation of services
( Perkins, 1 996).This imbalance in power relations is picked up by Zola in his research with the
people in a disability village in Amsterdam: "Many are truly grateful and feel the situation at Het
Dorp to be so much better than they experienced before, that any present lacks can be lived with"
(Zola, 1 982: 1 68).
Another example of this is one which remains an issue in disability services, the use of satisfaction
surveys. As Ward and Flyn state:
Satisfaction surveys are hardly pertinent to those who use services unwillingly . .satisfaction is
an inadequate indicator of service quality if people with disabilities are cautious in expressing
their vulnerability to the goodwill of the service providers (Ward and Flyn, 1 994:40).
The research agenda in this case would certainly conflict with the needs of those using the services.
Clearly from the other side, those who design and conduct research inquiries into and evaluation of
services may ignore such information and discredit it as subjective, value laden and unprofessional.
This may be because those responsible for conducting such evaluation may lack the resources and
expertise to address the issues adequately.
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A further example of an evaluation approach lies in a project conducted by Brereton ( 1 994) which
assessed the influence of New Zealand's legislative environment on human resource management
practices in the employment of people with disabilities. The research succeeded in highlighting the
difficulties which were created by employment policy and, accordingly provided useful data. The
perspectives of all people involved were acknowledged and the use of focus groups for disabled
people was the key feature in terms of the most accessible form of participation. The theoretical
perspective of the researcher allowed maximum flexibility for establishing the enabling and
disabling aspects of the legislation in question.

Demystification fra mework
The final approach named by Reinharz focuses on telling the stories of groups who are socially
invisible. She argues that the very process of obtaining knowledge is a political act and creates
change in the way it challenges the myths surrounding those groups. The demystification happens
on more than one level in that it can impact on societal attitudes "by exposing the contradictions and
manipulations contained within a bureaucratic society, one can demystify the theory and practice
of that society" (Ferguson, cited in Reinharz, 1 992; 1 92). On another level it can mean "the change
in consciousness that occurs among the relatively powerless when they consider their situation in a
new light" (Reinharz, 1 992: 1 92).
The style is also akin to ethnography where the researcher seeks to record the culture as it is lived
and spoken (Malinowksi, 1 978). An additional methodological feature of story-based studies is the
receptivity of the investigator and the acknowledgement of the validity of self- knowledge.

The

work of H ilary Graham is significant for its emphasis on story-telling as a research technique. The
stories are a vehicle through which everyday struggles can be conveyed to sceptical outsiders; in the
context of this particular piece of research the more uncertain, largely untrodden ground of social
research is explored, where the central focus is on such issues as poverty as well as the social relations
of gender and generation which determine the experience of caring. In this sense story-telling can
be seen as a "methodological catalyst" (Graham, 1 984) where the research process itself is
transformed into a more empowering experience. The technique contains some aspects of the
naturalistic mode of enquiry developed by Denzin ( 1 989, 1 989a, 1 989b) where peoples' experiences
must be fitted into a theoretical framework which reflects their everyday realities. Respondent
generated accounts are well established in the naturalistic tradition and written and spoken
narratives are identified with the ' life history method' (Becker, 1 966) Graham makes a useful
reference to an alternative proposed by Armstrong to the long life history "to collect multiple
biographies within the same or similar area of research" (Armstrong cited in Graham , 1 984: 1 09).
The strength of this lies in the ability of the researcher to extract dominant themes to illustrate the
common elements of different biographies.
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Graham's research represents an example of this approach as she explores in depth the value of
story-telling in collection of data. I n her own analysis she draws on the research she and Loma
McKee did on the experience of early motherhood where she argues that the use of narrative in
social research can be a device to overcome the tendency to 'fracture women's experiences inherent
in the traditional question and answer approach (Graham, 1 984).
Graham explores the power of story-telling via methods such as-diary keeping, letter writing and
later, taped interviews. It is significant that access to literature is potentially elitist and can exclude
some groups of women (Graham, 1 984). Graham speaks of the needs of working class women but
the point is equally relevant to people with different physical and sensory abilities since mainstream
literature is geared to the needs of hearing, sighted able-bodied people. Story telling can provide a
way of confronting crucial issues of misrepresentation and exploitation whiCh are central to the
concerns of those who work in the frontline of social research (Graham, 1 984; Ballard, 1 994a;
Munford, 1 994).
In a bi-cultural context this approach could be appropriate given the Maori tradition of story
telling. A piece of research conducted at Victoria University (University Teaching Development
Centre 1 992)

represents a specific example in this context.

Students' stories provided rich

information regarding the experiences of Maori students in the tertiary setting and the participants
were very much present in the research report. They were introduced by self-portraits which
included full details of their whakapapa. The report was broken down into some key areas and
extracts ofthe interviews provided rich qualitative data. There was no discussion in the report about
the necessity of using only Maori interviewers. Only one of the named researchers was Maori and
the absence of a critical analysis which included the discussion on appropriateness of researchers was
significant. Power differentials between Pakeha interviewers and Maori students would inevitably
affect the interview process. I n terms of the emancipatory value for participants; one of the key
statements was as follows:
You gave me the chance to tell my story. I 've never done that before at the university.
thought a lot of people just wouldn't be interested ... when you tell your life as a story you can
re-invent new endings. New beginnings too (Hinemoa's story: Kidman et ai, 1 994:42).
For me this particular statement indicates the significant emancipatory value of the research. I f this
project had been conducted fully on emancipatory principles, I am convinced that the outcomes
would have been even more positive for the participants. There was anecdotal evidence, as a result
of the research, of greater awareness among staff of the situation facing Maori students but to date,
no further follow up research has been undertaken. The potential for drawing groups of Maori
students together to act on research findings and to identify key areas of change could be the way
in which this research could have a truly emancipatory outcome.
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There are many examples of research in the disability field which resemble this approach, for
example Munford's research into the daily lived experiences of people caring for disabled children
( 1 989), the work of Ballard ( 1 994) who collated a range of stories from carers and advocates of

people with disabilities in Disability Whanau and Society a�d Kerr ( 1 995) in work with parents.
Research conducted directly with disabled people includes Know

me

as I am, research telling the

stories of people with intellectual disabilities (Atkinson and Wil\iams, 1 990); the compilation of the
stories of disabled women Able Lives (Morris, 1 989); a study in the Netherlands by Zola into the
experience of institutional living (Zola, 1 982) and Susan Hannaford's compilation of stories from
disabled women, Living Outside Inside ( 1 987). More recently, Perkins in her Masterate research
collected the stories of a group of people with intellectual disabilities who had been involved in
services over a long period of time (Perkins, 1 996). Bennie's work ( 1 996) previously cited also looks
at the experiences of disabled people from a wide range of backgrounds in relation to employment.
Reinharz ( 1 995) has provided a useful framework for a thorough evaluation of participatory action
research approaches and I have emphasised those approaches which have most relevance to the
development of an emancipatory model. I have previously referred to the limitations of the use of
one person's definition and the fact that I see Reinharz's work simply as a valuable foundation. All
of these examples contain additional features of participatory collaborative research and the
methodology can also be described as dialectical which is an essential feature of emancipatory
research. A dialectical approach will now be explored in more detail since praxis oriented research
emphasises the value of dialectical theory underpinning participatory methodology.

The significance of the dialedical approach in emancipatory
research
A dialectical approach is one which promotes ongoing joint evaluation of hypotheses and data
collection and analysis by researcher and participants. The need for a dialectical approach and its
value in disability research has been discussed previously (Chapter One). The main basis of this
assertion is the way this approach deals with contradictions:
Dialectical theories are always looking for contradictions within people or situations as the
main guide to what is going on and what is likely to happen; dialectics talk a lot about
opposition, and really tries hard to understand it (Rowan, 1 98 1 ; 1 28).
The dialectical approach fits well with the critical approach to research in that a mechanism for in
built reflexivity is present which ensures that everything is interpreted from a multi-dimensional
perspective. This has been demonstrated in the above examples in the approach to research
interpretation and dissemination where participants have been consulted.

Within this, the

importance of henneneutics is emphasised which can be defined by its concern with a process of
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recording the detailed description of the meaning of human experiences. The combination with a
dialectical approach allows marginalised groups to redefine their identity on their own terms:
Feminists, for example, are reinterpreting the position of women in history and in culture in
the light of their present understanding of the position of women; in re-interpreting history,
they give themselves new possibilities as women in the future (Rowan, 1 98 1 : 1 33).
The value of a dialectical approach lies in its ability to contribute to an in-depth interpretation of
meaning is clear. This is particularly appropriate for the development of an emancipatory research
model for disabled people. Their history, their culture, their experience, as well as their own
interpretation and realisation of the impact of the social creation can be the key to their
emancipation through research action. Since the themes of peoples' stories are woven through the
research plan the dialectical approach is inevitable. This approach can also be termed holist:
The holistic standpoint includes the belief that human systems tend to develop a
characteristic wholeness or integrity. They are not simply a loose collection of traits or wants
or reflexes or variables of any sort. . . they have a unity that manifests itself i n nearly every part
(Diesing, 1 98 1 : 1 84).
The basis of a holist approach no matter what method or theory chosen is the "general attitude of
respect for human beings" and "even a scientific reduction of a person to a set of variables is in a way
disrespectful because it mutilates integrity" (Diesing, 1 98 1 : 1 85). Diesing argues that this approach
has a logic and rigour of its own but involves the researcher entering the situation totally or in a
marginal role which is named and being bombarded with themes which are then interpreted. The
issue of validity in the traditional scientific sense is meaningless to the holist - he relies instead on a
form of contextual validity which involves actively seeking different perspectives on the same
situation. As an approach for an emancipatory model it has value in its willingness to take every
aspect of a person or situation and interpret it accordingly. I have explored the efficacy of holistic
epistemology in research development as will be described in the methodology chapter.
The philosophical concept involved is illustrated by Heron in the following way:
Exhibits the most respect for human dignity and freedom because it enables a person to work
with, not on, his case, to treat him (or them) as beings rather than as things ( Heron, 1 98 1 :

1 88).
Parallel research action has been conducted in the collation of the stories of the research group
which will be discussed in Chapter Four. In the light of this discussion certain themes are emerging
characterising the accumulation of data in the context of emancipatory research: first, research has
been oriented to the interior of people's

lives focusing on the so-called mundane everyday

experiences; active participation in action movements replaces spectator knowledge; the change of
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the status quo becomes a starting point; the documentation of peoples' social history and culture
becomes a vehicle for combatting oppression (Mies, 1 984). Examples include the disability rights
movement, the history of Maori people and the quest for self-determination

and the women's

liberation movement. The analysis presented above, taken in conjunction with that of a
phenomenological perspective has been discussed earlier in this chapter.

It is

presented to

consolidate the picture of which fundamental research approaches, taken from a critical perspective
have contributed to the evolution of the emancipatory model to be described in this thesis.
The key points within this section will now be summarised. It has been argued that approaches to
research which aim to represent the voices of participants and where the researcher has controlled
the methodology, are just as likely as more overtly positivist approaches, to yield information which
justifies certain actions (Barnes, 1 992, 1 996; Oliver, 1 992; Shakespeare, 1 996). These can include
policy decisions which reflect the interests of the principal stakeholders.

In this sense many

examples of participatory research projects are set within a positivist framework indicating the
complexity of the issues involved in research design. The question is raised about who conducts
research and the impact of the researcher's perspective and experience (Munford, 1 994; Barnes,

1 996).

The significance for disability research is therefore threefold:

firstly, more active

involvement of disabled researchers may have some impact on the research outcome whatever
methods or methodology are chosen. Secondly, the acknowledgement of those at the centre of the
research process as the experts about their own realities is a crucial step forward, as well as the need
for research inquiry to focus on the way reality is created by the dominant environment (Barnes,

1 996; Oliver, 1 996). This would leave room to explore the way disability is both constructed and
created in the natural and social world and to make visible the impact of this on people who have
impairments. Finally the recognition of multiple-subject positions rejects the attempt by orthodox
research to generalise all research findings and enhances the validity of research based on grounded
ideological discourses ( M unford, 1 994, 1 995; Bury, 1 996; Shakespeare, 1 996).
An essential component of emancipatory research has been the identity of the researcher with the
group being researched.

For example research by women for women (Oakley, 1 987) has been

particularly emphasised as has that by Maori for Maori (Teariki and Spoonley, 1 992; Bishop, 1 996).
Disabled researchers, while they value partnerships between allies, like other groups,

are

increasingly involving other disabled people in research of interest to them. In recognition of their
work to create change, the next section is dedicated to them and will emphasise the emancipatory
value of research which is carried out by those who closely identify with the experience of disability.
This has particular significance in the context of this thesis since the uniqueness of the research
model I explored has been based on its development solely by a group of disabled students.
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I
Research by Disabled People for Disabled People
There are examples of research models being developed by disabled people themselves which will
model a way forward. An example of a recently completed thesis by Debbie Lawrence, a Masterate
graduate in Hamilton, will illustrate this point. She conducted a survey around the needs of disabled
people within the transport system in Hamilton.

The report was

entitled

Who Disables Who?

Encouraged b y what I had previously depicted as the value o f the dual perception o f the disabled
person and the researcher (Boyles, 1 995), she analysed the value of her perspective and used the
insight to develop a model which directly involved disabled people from Hamilton in a small
transport survey. They had input into the development of the methodology and three different
approaches were taken. Questions were based around their direct experience of the transport
system, not on their own impairments. For example:
If public buses in Hamilton were wheelchair accessible would that have a significant impact
upon your participation in activities outside of the home/independence/income/study etc?
(Lawrence, 1 995: 1 27)
The results, therefore, reflected the social construction and creation of disability in the identification
of a disabling transport system and an unwillingness on behalf of the bus owners to act to change
that.

A second example of such research is a Masterate project conducted by Terrell, a disabled woman,
whose work, it can be argued, has also proven to have emancipatory value. The research report was
entitled

Who Learns to Drive? ( 1 992)

and collated the views of 55 people with cerebral palsy on the

issue of driving. Terrell was careful to construct the methodology to ensure maximum access for
participants given that many with cerebral palsy have speech difficulties and the researcher herself
acknowledged that in an interview situation she can be difficult to understand. I n this situation
maximum participation was achieved through postal questionnaires with telephone backup to
provide points of clarification.
What was particularly notable about this project was the focus of the questions which were geared
towards identification of the social barriers to learning to drive, the low expectations of people with
cerebral palsy (held by themselves and others) and the subsequent internalised low self-esteem. I n
this sense, people were encouraged t o explore social barriers and causes o f their disability rather
than over- emphasise their individual impairments and lack of ability. What is important to note
is that Terrell's project has great emancipatory value: a good level of participation was achieved
through questionnaires given the attention to the context and the needs and abilities of the
researcher and participants; the information gained provided valuable information on the specific
barriers to learning to drive faced by people with cerebral palsy; the personal experience of the
researcher meant there was a full understanding of access issues and the relationship with
participants was equalised.
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A further example of a New Zealand study which had significant input from disabled people in the
construction and implementation was the recent research into disability in three tertiary settings
(McKay, Rowlands, Ballard, Smith and Gleason, 1 995). They set out to challenge the research
community to respond to the real issues of disabled students "by bringing together a core research
team in which the authentic voice of disability was the key component" (McKay et al:6). I am
heartened by the partnership approach exhibited in this research. Although the project was funded
by the Ministry of Education and hence was constrained in some ways by its criteria, this in no way
detracted from the goal of making the experience of disability within tertiary education visible on
the terms of students and staff themselves.
All these approaches can be described as endogenous which is rarely used in its purest form:
Endogenous research is conceptualised, designed and conducted by researchers who are
insiders of the culture, using their own epistemology and their own structure of relevance
(Maruyama, 1 98 1 :23 1 ).
Clearly, the analogy in terms of disability research, is to a group of disabled people as having an
identified culture of their own and where the researcher is disabled. Maruyama states that rarely
have efforts been made to conduct research in this format but gives the example of a project by
Worth and Adair ( 1 972) who:
Had Navajos take films of their own life and edit them themselves, in order to study whether
there were differences between the film the Navajos made and a film a white anthropologist
would make (230).
Maruyama asserts that the less trained and academically oriented the researchers, the more
insightful and interesting their projects turned out to be! It is my intention to demonstrate the
potential for such an approach within an emancipatory paradigm.
Emancipatory research approaches, based on the range of examples above can thus be used within
large and small studies. The methodologies described contain some of the features necessary to the
development of a fully emancipatory model. They have represented landmarks on the map which
has been carved out to guide the example of research to be described. A model which has been
designed by and developed for a group of disabled people can now be a bridge to a new place.

In Conclusion
Throughout this chapter certain themes have emerged in the context of the research process which
address questions of epistemology, methodology and method within an emancipatory framework.
The chapter began with a rationale for emancipatory research which explored the potential of
research to empower disabled people to challenge the way orthodox research has been conducted
and even used against them. The historical trends which have influenced disability research were
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followed by an overview of early research which aimed to increase the visibility of disadvantaged
groups.

The growth of qualitative research and its relevance to emancipatory research was

subsequently explored followed by a discussion presenting examples of research as praxis. This
included participatory action research carried out by feminist, Maori, Pacific Island and disability
researchers.

Specific methodological approaches have been named and integrated into the

discussion on the link between participatory research and emancipatory research. Finally, disabled
researchers had the last word in the presentation ofcontemporary disability research. Attention was
drawn to some of the difficulties experienced by researchers in an attempt to include disabled
people within a research process and to accurately reflect their lives. The value of research by
disabled people for disabled people was finally presented highlighting the significance of
researchers from marginaljsed groups working with those groups as an important theme of
emancipatory research. Within the disability field there are limited examples of research based on
emancipatory principles and the research to be described has aimed to incorporate a number of
emancipatory features into the research design. Chapter Three explores the next key question
regarding the contribution to emancipatory disability research of the theoretical models of critical
theorists Rees and Fay.

CHAPTER TH RE E
T h e Contri b ution Of Critica l Theory To A
Model Of Ema ncipatory Resea rch
Introdudion
This thesis explores the significance of critical theory in the development of emancipatory research.
Critical theory can be used to explore issues from a variety of perspectives. It has the ability to
explain and interpret one's personal and social situation in terms of daily lived experience. This can
provide an accessible evaluative framework within which to work as demonstrated within the
examples of praxis-oriented research in Chapter Two. The works of Brian Fay and Stuart Rees are
particularly significant here as explained in the introduction and they are now examined with view
to their incorporation into a model of research designed by and for disabled people. The question
is posed: how can the work of Fay and Rees contribute to the development of a framework for critical
emancipatory research? Other contemporary critical theorists of significance have been introduced
in Chapter One. These include Freire ( 1 972). Heron. ( 1 98 1 ). Agger ( 1 99 1 ). Van Manen ( 1 990).
Fairclough ( 1 995) and Bishop ( 1 996). Reference to their work will be made in this chapter as well
as throughout the thesis.
The purpose of this chapter is threefold. It will begin with an analysis of the influence of critical
theory on changing research traditions including the way critical theory has developed and

influenced research geared to social change. A specific consideration of the writings of Brian Fay
and Stuart Rees whose work has significantly influenced this thesis. will then be presented. This will
lay the groundwork for addressing the research question named above. Finally. the two models. the
basic scheme of enlightenment and the steps to empowerment. will be critiqued. The ways in which
they interlink to form a model which has been used as an explanatory tool within the methodology
chapter will be explored. Figure Three will outline the way the theories have been linked to key
emancipatory principles to be outlined in Chapter Four thus enhancing the potential validity of
research conducted on this foundation.

The Significance of Critical Theory
Good theory will illuminate aspects of social reality heretofore unseen or unexplained
(Agger, 1 99 1 : 1 1 ).
Critical theory is associated with the I nstitute for Social Research established in Germany in 1 923
which was staffed principally by Adorno, Horkheimer and Marcuse. Their work is significant for the
early challenges to positivist thinking and critical theory now entering its third generation,
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extending the later work of Adorno ( 1 973) Horkheimer ( 1 972) and Marcuse ( 1 973) followed by the
communication theory of Habermas ( 1 984) which informed second generation thinking.
Critical theory was originally conceptualised to explain the failure of the Marxist social revolution
(Agger, 1 99 I ) but builds in some respects, on the work of Marx. Critical theory as interpreted by
contemporary writers such as Fay ( 1 987), Agger ( 1 99 1 ) and Fairclough ( 1 995), I would argue, is
more accessible when applied to working with vulnerable groups. A less determinist analysis in
terms of social theory allows more flexibility, particularly within a research context, for participants
to develop their own theories based on their daily lived experiences. To be constrained by a purely
materialist analysis would unduly influence and limit the process of theory building. This does not
mean that a materialist analysis has no place.

I ndeed to be poor and to have a significant

impairment considerably contributes to the experience of disability particularly where people may
need expensive equipment to live an independent existence. It is acknowledged that some of the
terminology is Marxist in origin which will be addressed in terms of the assumptions implied. For
example, the concept of false consciousness (that is the idea that people are unaware of their own
oppression and its causes) of oppressed peoples is frequently referred to as a means whereby
domination of one group over another can be sustained. This is discussed in more detail later in the
chapter with a view to exercising caution against an over-literal interpretation which may affect
adversely the process of data analysis. Writers, such as Agger and Fay, have built on fundamental
critical theory "to move scholarship on critical social theory from the realm of explication and
interpretation towards practical diagnoses of real social problems (Agger, 1 99 I : 1 9).

Agger

particularly uses the contribution of poststructuralists in highlighting the revelation of how
language itself constitutes reality and the power of language is a consistent theme throughout this
thesis.
This thesis has been inspired by my study of critical theory, followed by that of its practical
application by writers such as Freire and Rees who apply the theory in the third world and social
work contexts respectively. Agger uses theory to critique life as a text, thus raising the debate
around use of and power of language written, read and spoken to contribute to both social
oppression and social change. Agger refers to the textuality of public life and his work has
significance in his emphasis on recognition of the authorship of texts: "Texts exist in con-texts; they
are given their sense only by having readers participate in them as

full

authorial partners" (Agger,

1 99 1 : 1 1 ).

Agger and Van Manen ( 1 990) have adapted critical theory to a form of radical critical hermeneutics
where the creation of a phenomenological text is the object of the research process. A central theme
of this thesis is dialogue and pedagogy and both of these writers have contributed valuable insights
into the development of an emancipatory methodology which I will analyse in the methodology
chapter. Van Manen also analysed the use of anecdote as a research tool and presented examples
of its use in research. This has provided good links to the theme of story- teIling as a means of

)
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handing over control to disabled people and of reclaiming both the definition and experience of
disability. This serves the purpose of challenging an aspect of the alienation previously described:
Anecdotes express a certain disdain for the alienated and alienating discourse of scholars who
have difficulty showing how life and theoretical propositions are constructed (Van Manen,
1 990: 1 1 9).

Fay and Agger both attest to the contribution ofcritical theory to the development of a post- positivist
philosophy of science in the challenge to measurement and quantification of research data and
suggest the efficacy of critical theory to facilitate radical social change. Agger's thesis forms a valuable
foundation to build a more detailed plan of action:
A critical theory informed by feminism, poststructuralism and postmodernism interrogates
all dualities of public/private, reading them for the secret hierarchies encoded in them.
Feminism takes the lead in politicizing aspects of the putatively personal ... feminism helps
reconstruct Marxist critical theory in light of its deconstruction of the public/private duality
(Agger, 1 99 1 :48).
A detailed exploration of the role of critical theory in emancipation of the individual is presented
by Fay in his basic scheme ofcritical social science (Fay, 1 987). This is presented in Figure One. The
next section explores the value of Fay's basic scheme in the development of an emancipatory model
of research for disability.

Chapter Three

52

I
Figure One: The basic scheme of Enlightenment
The following diagram is a direct reproduction of Fay's basic scheme and no adaptation has been
made at this stage. Figure Three integrates this model in terms of its relationship with Rees's steps
to empowerment and the research principles. It is presented precisely as it is in the original text.
Taking together the elements ofcritical social science, it is evident that any social scientific theory which tries
to be scientifIC, critical, practical and non-idealistic all at once, mU5t consist ofa complex of theories which
are systematically related to one another. SpecifICally, a fully developed critical theory would comprise all
of the follauring:

I A theory offalse consciousness which:
1 . Demonstrates the ways in which the self-understandings of a group of people are false in

the sense of failing to account for the life experiences of the members of the group, or
incoherent (because internally contradictory), or both. This is sometimes called an ideology
critique;
2. Explains how the members of this group came to have those self misunderstandings, and

how they are maintained;
3. Contrasts them with an alternative self-understanding, showing how this alternative is

superior.
11 A

theory of crisis which
4. Spells out what a social crisis is;
5. I ndicates how a particular society is in such a crisis. This would require examining the felt

dissatisfactions of a group of people and showing both that they threaten the social cohesion
and that they cannot be alleviated given the basic organization of the society and the self
understandings of its members;
6. Provides an historical account of the development of this crisis partly in terms of the false

consciousness of the members of the group and partly in terms of the structural bases of
society.
III A theory of education which
7. Offers an account of the conditions necessary and sufficient for the sort of enlightenment

envisioned by the theory;
8. Shows that given the current social situation these conditions are satisfied.
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Iv. A theory of transformative action which
9. Isolates those aspects of a society which must be altered if the social crisis is to be resolved

and the dissatisfactions of its members lessened;
1 0. Details a plan of action indicating the people who are to be the 'carriers' of the anticipated

social transformation and at least some general idea of how they might do this.
Source: Critical Social Science Brian Fay 1 987.

Fay's Basic Scheme and its relevance to disability
A useful starting point is Fay's definition of critical theory and an analysis of its relevance to the
theme of emancipation. Fay sought to construct a theory which explained the nature of the social
world and by doing so make explicit a conception of what human beings are and what they might
become. Fay believes that a comprehensive critical theory which explains every dimension of
existence, revealing to each individual their personal and political status, will provide a practical tool
with which to transform their existence and the social world around them. The theory may therefore
have revolutionary value:
Understanding the revolutionary temper of our times requires understanding the notions of
ideology, false consciousness, alienation. emancipation. autonomy and a host of related ideas
in which a good deal of political activity is conducted today (Fay, 1 987:2).
Critical social science explains the suffering people experience leading sometimes to political
activity and for many he claims it has replaced religion, linking "the revelation of truth about the
human condition, the overturning of social orders, the proclamation of a new day to come, and the
promise of felicity" (ibid). Fay claims that people are subject to "self estrangement theory" where
they see themselves as fallen creatures powerless to resist in the face of events beyond their control
through the ages. Critical social science demonstrates to them their own capacity to transform their
lives but does not ignore the very real impact of the opponents of change who are present within the
social and political systems. Fay defines critical social science in the broadest sense as:
An attempt to understand in a rationally responsible manner the oppressive features of a

society such that this understanding stimulates its audience to transform their society and
thereby liberate themselves (Fay, 1 987:4).
The difficulty in attaining this vision is in the difficulties human beings have in shedding illusions
which may have provided a kind of security all their lives. Fay claims that the only theory which can
have true value and be usefully adapted, is one which will simultaneously explain the world, criticise
it and empower its audience to overthrow it. In this sense what is required is "a proper science"
which is both measurable and at the same time critical of current practices and institutions in the
sense of exposing the extent to which they maintain a false image of helplessness and create barriers
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to action. It will also be one which has the practical resources to lead to social change as a result of
awareness-raising. Thus. such a theory needs to not only be able to expose the way society fimctions
"but also show the ways it is fundamentally unsatisfactory to those who live in it" ( Fay. 1 987:23). It
must also achieve both of these things in a way that the theory itself becomes a moving force to
transform the world described into something radically different.
Fay acknowledges that people cannot change their lives simply on the basis of newly acquired
knowledge. This would be viewed as idealism. People are able to perceive that the suffering they
experience is often a result of domination by others and systems which inhibit positive action. Fay
further acknowledges that people are not always willing (or able) to change their situation once they
have acquired this new knowledge. The theory must also be non-idealistic in its acknowledgement
of both of these issues.
Fay's work. has not been directly applied to disability or disability research. However his analysis
alludes to many similar issues to those impacting on disabled people in the context of liberation of
marginalised groups. In summary. in the context of Fay's work applied to disabled people and
disability research. a theory of emancipation must contain four key elements. It must be scientific
in the provision of comprehensive explanations in terms of a few basic principles which are subject
to public evidence. Emancipatory action research in the field of disability. seeks to address the
concrete impact of disability policies and practices created in our major institutions. (It is
acknowledged that the term scientific has some unfortunate connotations especially with regard to
disability research which will be addressed) It must be critical in that it offers a sustained negative
evaluation of a disabling environment on the basis of explicit research principles and rationally
supported criteria for operationalisation. A third essential element is practical in the active
participation of disabled people in the transformation of their own situation and in that of others
similarly oppressed through concrete action facilitated by new self-knowledge. Finally the theory
must be non idealistic, in that it has been recognized that the social construction of disability alone
is inadequate in its focus only on attitude change and education as a tool. Emancipatory action
research employs a comprehensive approach to methodology ensuring structural change in
conjunction with individual growth and attitudinal change. In Fay's terms the power of critical social
science is proven:
When people gain a genuine appreciation of their place in history when they learn the
genuine narrative of their lives - they will achieve the self clarity so essential to enlightenment
( Fay. 1 987: 74).
Fay's basic scheme of enlightenment has built on the work of the Frankfurt school and its
explanatory potential will be combined with the work of others such as the emancipatory
methodology of Freire ( 1 972) as well as examples of research from a range of cultural perspectives
named in the previous chapter. Lather's exploration of feminist research. neo-Marxist critical
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ethnography and Freireian "empowering" research has also drawn on the work of Fay. Other
writers are now working constructively with critical theory and recognizing its value as a tool in
emancipatory research, particularly with Maori people ( Ruwhiu,' 1 995; Selby, 1 995; Bishop, 1 996;
Walsh-Tapiata, 1 997) and with disabled people (Bennie, 1 996).
Fay argues that the basic scheme can be the catalyst for radical change in society (see Figure One).
So how can this be of further value in relation to the experience of disability? Each element of the
basic scheme has been taken and a specific link suggested. The role research can play has been
briefly added in each section in order to evaluate the efficacy of critical theory in the provision of
a framework for an emancipatory research methodology.
The basis of critical theory in the context of emancipation from the disability experience is the social
construction and social creation of disability. Fay's introduction to critical theory states that to be
effective this theory should offer the following five key elements. The first is, "a critique of the self
understandings of the members of its audience" ( Fay, 1 987 :3 1 ). Any group which has experienced
oppression should have the opportunity to explore the origins of their self-image and suffering and
become aware of the distortion created by outside influences. For people who have a lifelong
experience of disability their identity is often tied up with the negative attitudes and misconceptions
of others. They are often taught to be compliant and rewarded accordingly (Perkins, 1 996). Isolation
from other disabled people prevents exploration of the disability experience and an identification .
of the fundamental nature of that experience. A forum where people can tell their stories and share
experiences leads to a form of participation where "powerlessness can be replaced with some sense
of power, confusion can give way to a feeling of coherence" (Rees, 1 99 1 : 2 1 ). A shared clarity about
the ways in which disability is mediated by social structures represents a growing understanding of
the i mpact of the social construction and creation of disability. People have the opportunity to
examine the relevance of a medical model of disability and the extent to which this may be at the
root of their own oppression. This encourages a sense of responsibility for their own inability to fully
participate in their personal and social lives. By sharing stories they can identify a range of themes
and commonalities which demonstrates the illusionary nature of a deficit perspective as well as the
very real impact of that on their lives and experience.
A second element ofcritical theory offers "an explanation of why these self understandings, though
in some sense false, continue to be employed by these members" (Fay, 1 987 :3 1 ). In a general sense
people belonging to marginalised groups come to understand some of the perceived benefits of
their situation of oppression. For example people in receipt ofa government subsidy either through
unemployment or illness, often receive more than those on low incomes. This provides no incentive
to achieve an independent income. The security of dependency can outweigh the humiliation. This
element allows disabled people to explore how they have traditionally been treated in society, and
to acknowledge the power of society'S attitudes values, systems and structures to determine the way
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they think and behave. They also see the limited options they have had. All members of society are
subject to the same influences and are similarly disabled by them.
Third, "critical theory offers an account of why these understandings can now be undermined and
how this specifically can be done in present circumstances" (Fay, 1 987:32). This can be interpreted
as a reflection on the nature of the issues one is facing which can result in a more realistic analysis
of where problems lie. Applied to the women's movement, women recognized the injustice of their
situation and they began to ensure the visibility of their daily lived experiences through literature,
research and a range of other avenues. An example in the context of disability research is presented
by Oliver who demonstrates the power of the social construction and creation of disability by giving
an example of a research questionnaire with a focus on deficit placing blame on the individual. He
then compares a questionnaire which focuses on social structures, access issues and barriers to
integration imposed from outside (Oliver, 1 990). This explicit analysis can

expose the

contradictions in one's previous self-concept, and new consciousness may be a first step to change.
In the context of research, this element would offer disabled participants the opportunity to reflect
on the nature of these problems and together develop a strategy for action in the appropriate
context.
A fourth element of the theory is that it offers an "alternative interpretation of the identity - the
capacities and real interests of this audience, a demonstration of the crisis nature of the workings of
the society under discussion" (Fay, 1 987 :32). To stay with the example of the women's liberation
movement, women joined together in self-help and consciousness-raising groups to ensure a full
understanding of their real potential was accessible to all women irrespective of class or race. The
very nature of the theories at the heart of the disability experience point to an alternative state where
structures can be challenged to incorporate the needs of disabled people. An interpretation of Fay's
basic scheme in this context may subsequently lead to an alternative individual and group identity
and, most importantly, an awareness of the way the experience of living with a disability has so far
informed their life experience in a positive way, equipping them with knowledge and skills of value
to others. A pedagogical approach provides space for critical reflection and informed action,
ensuring maximum opportunity to use and build on those skills.
Finally, the theory offers "an identification of those aspects of society which need to be changed if
the crisis is to be resolved in a positive way for its audience" (ibid). The emphasis here is on change
and revolution. Fay has presented examples of liberation as cited in the bible with the Exodus and
he later refers to the effect of oppressive regimes. Apart from the actions of the women's liberation
movement, which Fay has described as a successful "education based revolution" (Fay, 1 987: 1 72),
we have seen this element in action in South Africa, East Germany and in the growing strength of
Maori in New Zealand. In the context of disability the explicit nature of critical theory points to
specific elements of their experience which can be readily changed. For example, the Human Rights
Act gives people a tool by which they can fight for their legal rights to necessities such as employment
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support and accessible housing.4 Access issues can be addressed in many ways ranging from an
attitudinal level, through disability equity training to change at the level of government. Many
changes which benefit disabled people also benefit the whole of society facilitating an all-round
positive outcome. The question is raised as to whether emancipatory research incorporating the
social theories of disability has been a catalyst for achieving such an outcome.
By offering this complex set of analyses to the relevant group at the appropriate time in the
appropriate setting, a social theory can legitimately hope not only to explain a social order but
to do so in such a way that this order is overthrown (Fay, 1 987:3 1 ).
The complexity of empowerment theory, application of critical theory and its interpretation in the
context of emancipatory action research has provided the framework for an emancipatory
methodology. I will return to this analysis when I lin k the work of Fay and Rees. Fay subsequently
critiques his own model by building the following theories onto his basic scheme.
I will again link those theories to the experience of disability to reiterate the relevance as well as the

limitations of Fay's work in this context. They can further be aligned with the possible limitations
and pitfalls of emancipatory research.

The Limitations of the Basic Scheme
Fay identified a number of potential problems with the basic scheme (Figure One) and amended it
accordingly (Fay, 1 989)

The amended scheme addresses, in more depth, the problems facing

people in achieving power. He attempts to account for the failure to achieve true emancipation in
many instances. For me, in terms of disability research, it particularly relates to the challenges which
may face a group of disabled researchers in achieving transformative action. It could be argued that
some aspects of this amended scheme are particularly pertinent in research action with disabled
people, since the basic scheme in reality is explaining the social construction and creation of
oppression. Among those most vulnerable in this context are disabled people whose experience is
compounded within every example proffered by Fay even though he makes no mention of this
particular group.
To explain this more fully the following section will analyse the four theories identified: a therrry of

the body, a therrry of tradition, a therrry offorce and a therrry of reflexivity. Examples of their relationship to
the social construction and creation of disability will be offered. Some aspects of Fay's analysis
particularly clarify the nature of a disableist society and the impact on the individual underlining the
value of a comprehensive theory of disability. To facilitate the links to the research to be described,
some specific examples will be alluded to where appropriate.

Disabled groups are testing the H u man Rights Act to challenge organisations to comply . For example
the Accessible Buses Campaign. However it is still easy for employers and government organisations
(who have just requested an exemption) to argue that it is not relevant to their situation.
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A Theory of the Body
Fay's first amendment in relation to the body is particularly pertinent to disabled people in terms
of a crucial determinant of their oppression. Fay speaks in a general sense of the impact of culture,
physical and social structures on the learning and socialisation of a growing individual and the
restraints this can impose. He argues that critical theory denies the effect of somatic learning in that
it is based on a cognitivist theory:
Human activities and arrangements are thought to result from interiorising discursive rules
or distinctions which lie beneath them and make them what they are (Fay, 1 987: 1 46).
Fay argues that this concept is superficial since people have bodies which internalise learning and
he uses the example of the school setting where students and teachers are influenced by the
physicality of schools and the "education of bodies is every bit as important as the education of
minds" (Fay, 1 987 : 1 47) Fay goes on to describe the full extent of this somatic learning in response
to the construction for example, of buildings:
Most obvious is the arrangement of rooms and hallways : they form an orderly grid which
determines the movement of people throughout the building (Fay, 1 987: 1 47).
The detailed explanation he launches into to illustrate his point is interesting in that I would argue
this level of analysis has a particular relevance to the social construction and creation of disability.
It reinforces the power of environmental factors to control people's lives including their growth,
development and actions. When one considers the environment of for example, Victoria University
which is built on hills and where people with asthma often have to struggle up several steps to reach
lectures, one can measure the full impact of this concept. Students at the University automatically
adapt their activities to accommodate an alienating environment and any action to counter this is
necessarily reactive. Examples of how this theory has been incorporated will be presented

III

Chapters Five and Six.

An example of the above phenomenon is the recent move of the Department of Social Work and
Social Policy at Victoria University to an inaccessible venue which can only be reached via steps. This
fact was accepted by many departmental students and staff even though a student using a
wheelchair was enrolled in the department. The message was given that as a social worker, you must
be able to access such buildings or you are not suitable social work material. The message in this case
is internalised in the learning and externalised in the resulting attitudes exhibited by staff and
students. This goes further than a simple case of access and reflects an acceptance of a medical
model of disability.
Morris ( 1 992) and Sullivan ( 1 995) speak of the reality of disability in terms of the limitations of the
body. For some people this involves constant physical pain and an inability to ever achieve
independence on the terms of an individualist society. The social theories of disability have largely
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ignored this reality and disabled writers are now challenging theorists to acknowledge that if one
were to eradicate disability that would in fact mean either preventing the birth of (through genetic
engineering or abortion) or hastening the death (through euthanasia) of people with impairments.

[ would argue that Fay's theory acknowledges this without making the connection directly to a
disabling society. A disabled person certainly experiences somatic learning in the relations with
society, where the expectation of exclusion is experienced within every facet of existence. What is
developed is a disabled identity which is so integral to one's being that as Fay asserts education in
itself will not be sufficient to change their perceptions of the world. As their identities are embodied,
.. people require something more than insight in order for them to be suitably enlightened" (Fay,
1 987: 1 54).
Fay suggests body therapies to overcome the effects of negative learning and I would argue that this
emanates from a disableist analysis of oppression. The danger of reverting to this kind of solution
to enhance the experience of disabled people is a reversal to a medical model of disability centred
on 'fixing' the individual. However, it could be agreed that a negative disabled identity at that deep
level would need to be changed to a positive and that this could be achieved by ensuring that disabled
people were allowed to experience their bodies on their terms without the pressures of an
inaccessible, unsupportive, unaccepting, environment.
The implications of this for emancipatory research lie with the ability of each individual participant
to deal with their own concrete reality. For some, this is characterised by a lifetime oflearning which
convinces them they are incapable of making decisions for themselves, that they are likely to fail at
anything they do, and that disabled people are not welcome in a conformist individualist society.
The step "resisting a return to powerlessness" (Rees, 1 99 1 ) is an option for all individuals in the
process of emancipation and for disabled people it means taking refuge in a world where at least
they can be sure all their basic physical needs are met. Emancipation for disabled people will always
be distorted by the contradiction of a world which continues to deny their inclusion, identity and
very existence. One of my secondary research questions is: could an emancipatory research process
validate and create a concept of disability pride? Also, outside that process, would emancipation
have to be continually renegotiated as new situations are faced and how could research incorporate
this? In this sense, I would argue that Fay has in no way directly addressed the particular situation
facing disabled people, but the concept of embodiment provides the opportunity to consider the
compounding effect of a physical or intellectual impairment and I have taken this up in the context
of this research project.

A Theory of Tradition
Human beings are forever set within particular traditions which, in being appropriated,
partially define their identity (Fay, 1 987: 1 64).
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Fay refers to the importance of a respect for tradition when one plans transformative action and in
many ways this has been addressed within the research process. The fact that Victoria University
is an old university by New Zealand standards, built on tradition and long-standing academic
practices was acknowledged at an early stage and the value and limitations of such factors were
explored by the student group. There are two levels at which the impact of the theory of tradition
can be assessed. The first is at the level ofan individual and the culture of which they are a part. Each
individual can be expected to have a different notion of what they consider is emancipation and
those who have lived with a disability from birth may have a different cultural experience of the
world which affects

the way they participate.

For example, some come from families who

discourage requests for support. In my personal experience of working with and teaching disabled
people, cultural pride can be at the heart of the resistance of others to demand their rights and this
pride is a central and important part of their make-up. Emancipation based on finally accepting
support, even that which is considered to be a human right, is contradictory to their deepest held
beliefs and could certainly not be authentically described as true emancipation. In another context,
the disabling effect of cultural oppression within a research context must be clarified. Bishop points
out that a research process can have all the hallmarks of a participant-driven 'empowering'
methodology but still deny the cultural context of those central to the process. He challenges its
validity in terms of the consequent imbalance of power relations. He advocates research where:
Power is constituted within the research community, here termed the whanau of interest, but
only in so much as the research whanau is constituted by Maori cultural practices and social
processes.

It is Maori cultural aspirations, preferences and practices which define the

boundary lines of acceptability and non-acceptability, not outside researcher determined/
defined criteria (Bishop, 1 996:228).
Tradition on a second level is that which is central to many longstanding institutions such as
universities. Some inaccessible practices stem from what has always been done but the effect has
been to make disabled people invisible. University hierarchy would argue that there has been no
deliberate attempt to exclude or alienate even though other marginalised groups have been
similarly affected (Bishop, 1 995; Walsh-Tapiata, 1 997). The question can be asked within a research
process, how can any action focused on changing such practices respect those aspects of the
traditions which can be important and of value to the individuals attending the institution? Fay's
theory suggests identirying the importance and value of those traditions and facilitating change only
within those which are essential. I t is not worth challenging tradition just for the sake of it. On an
individual level researchers are challenged to respect the beliefs and culture ofeach participant and
to learn about those beliefs where the learning process itself becomes part of the emancipatory
experience for all involved.

The Contribution Of CrlHcal Theory To A Model Of Emancipatory Research

61
A Theory of Force

This is Fay's third amendment to the basic scheme highlighting the gap in the original basic scheme.
Fay considers that the original scheme fails to address the concept of force in the process of
empowerment in terms of its ability to be used to quash people's will to challenge authority. On the
surface one may argue this has limited relevance in the context of emancipatory research and
disability. However, when one explores the issues more deeply, the theory can apply, again not in
the way that Fay envisaged in his analysis since he limited his theory to the more obvious examples
of violence in the context of oppressive practices.
Many revolutions have been thwarted by force or threat of force, for example, the massacre in
Bejing ( 1 990) and the many massacres reported in South Africa during apartheid. Both of these
examples represent authority taking advantage of the physical and emotional vulnerability of the
individual in the face of oppression. I referred in Chapter Two to the experience of disabled people
who, although enlightened and able to identify the true nature of their oppression ( Sobsey, 1 994;
Gosling and Gerzon, 1 995 ; Perkins, 1 996;), have been too afraid to speak out or demand their
rights. This most often occurs when people are totally physically dependent and a challenge to the
immediate support system would mean withdrawal of support and the danger of starving to death
or living in squalor.
Researchers need to acknowledge the potential vulnerability of those participating in research
which potentially exposes unsafe or abusive practices. I can remember the frustration I experienced
when I stood at a National Disabled People's Assembly meeting and attempted to motivate 300
disabled people to defend their rights and fight. They voted to maintain full power of the
nondisabled membership and I could only conclude that this was the result offear. Many had spent
much of their lives in institutions and were terrified of being deserted by the carers who now often
controlled their lives. While only a minority of nondisabled people would abuse their power by
withdrawing care or becoming openly abusive, that fear oflosing what little one has is a very real one
for all of us. In this sense, the range of theories Fay analyses to address the process of empowerment
in more depth allows exploration of its relevance to the situation of disabled people as well as within
an emancipatory research process.
A Theory of Reflexivity

Fay considered that his basic scheme ( Figure One) lacked reflexivity in its constitution and this
amendment could be construed as serving to draw together the previous three. It ensures that each
situation ofliberation is contextualised according to the needs ofthose central to the liberation. For
example, a plan which aims at liberation of a particular group must be placed in an appropriate
cultural context in order to speak to the daily lived experiences of that group. In the context of
emancipatory research and disability, this is particularly pertinent. Again Fay has not alluded to the
needs of disabled people but the framework he offers has value in the context of their needs. He
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considers the creation of emancipatory theory as a dialogic enterprise requiring consistent
redefinition of themes and specification of problems as Rees has recommended (Rees, 1 99 1 ).
E mancipatory research can seek to address this in its design. As Lather points out:
Dialectical practices require an interactive approach to research that invites reciprocal
reflexivity and critique, both of which guard against the central dangers to praxis-oriented
empirical work: imposition and reification on behalf of the researcher (Lather, I 986a: 445).
The gaps in Fay's amendments and basic scheme, I would argue, can be in part addressed by Rees's
steps to empowerment which will be analysed later in this chapter. An assessment of their potential,
when used reflexively, will be offered to address Fay's concerns regarding the inadequacies of
critical theory. Fay is saying that the significance of the individual cultural experience and identity
of each person requires attention. Translated into the context of disability research a recognition
of multiple subject positions which include a disabled identity would be crucial. Of key importance
would be the recognition of the heterogeneity of the disability community and the right of groups
within this community to reject the definition of empowerment offered by one group of disabled
people. Of all Fay's amendments, I would argue that the theory of reflexivity is the one which comes
closest to implicitly encompassing the needs of the most vulnerable and invisible of groups such as
disabled people. I have built on the fundamental principle offered, will describe the extent to which
a reflexive research process has been used and examine the evidence as to whether emancipation
has been achieved in subsequent chapters.
Both the basic scheme and the amended basic scheme have provided a fundamental explanatory
framework for the research undertaken. By working through each aspect of both, and making links
to disability, it is clear that it is possible to build a comprehensive framework for a practical
application of critical theory in the context of emancipatory research with disabled people. The
question as to what extent Rees's steps to empowerment provide coherence to an emancipatory
model will be addressed within the methodology in terms of their ability to address many of the
issues Fay raises. The process of incorporation of the two frameworks is illustrated in Figure Three
where Rees's steps are systematically compared to the adapted basic scheme.

It is now time to

specifically discuss Rees's work. To maintain cohesion of this discussion those elements of both the
basic scheme and the amended basic scheme will be cited when relevant to the point of discussion.
The final part of this chapter will discuss the adaptation in more detail.
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Figure Two: Rees's Steps In Achieving Power
•

Understanding Themes

•

Evaluating Self Image And Knowledge

•

Specifying Problems

•

Developing Awareness Of Policies

•

Experiencing Solidarity

•

Acquiring And Using Language

•

Resisting A Return To Powerlessness

•

Developing Interactive And Political Skills

•

Evaluation

SO U RCE: ( RE ES, 1 992:89) Achieving Power Practice and Policy in Social Welfare

The Contribution of Rees
The work of Rees in conjunction with the work of Fay have provided tools and concepts for use in

my model of disability research. The steps to empowerment (Figure 2) have been used as a tool
"
which has made a significant contribution to the methodological design. The steps have been useful

as a framework to facilitate theory building by all research participants filling many of the gaps
highlighted within the basic scheme and subsequently in the amended basic scheme. A n order to
explain Rees's steps in their own right and their relevance to disability research, the main focus of
the following section will be on Rees with minimal reference to Fay's critical theory. The overlaps
and comprehensive combined analysis will be subsequently presented in the final section where all
key links will be drawn together.
Rees attempts in his writing to challenge the preoccupation with control that has "been a priority of
governments and bureaucratic organisations, including those representing welfare interests" (Rees,

1 99 1 :3). He also clearly explains the consequences of separating people and ideas, for example:
When policy makers have little to do with practitioners, when welfare is discussed as though

it has little to do with economics, when art is kept distinct from science, and when politics is
seen as a grubby business engaged in by politicians (ibid).
H is assertion is that such separation disempowers and compounds other forms of powerlessness.
This leads to an "identification of a need for coherence where ideas are drawn from a number of
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sources. The objectives are for workers and those they support, to identify common goals, develop
social analysis and skills, to achieve ends identified by a wide range of stakeholders, and in doing so,
also achieve political literacy (Rees, 1 99 1 : 3). Rees contends that if social workers, policy-makers,
researchers and other key professionals involved the people they serve in their work and decision
making, their practice would be more likely to be appropriate and effective. This would involve
building a relationship with people rather than acting in isolation from their reality. Rees identifies
a range of marginalised groups for whom the achievement of empowerment would be effective in
their subsequent ability to challenge powerful people and institutions. As Fay's first step in the basic
scheme suggests, Rees advocates:
The process in achieving these goals involves an improvement of people's image of
themselves, the acquisition of tangible resources such as money or shelter and intangible
resources such as information and the creation of supportive social networks ( Rees, 1 99 1 :5).
I would argue that the strength of Rees's analysis of power lies in its central focus of the needs of the
most vulnerable. Furthermore, the emphasis on equipping people with skills to become more
aware of their own situations via an analysis of social and political conditions impacting on their lives
ensured that change could occur at a personal and political level. He acknowledges the reality of
social workers who are often as disempowered by the system as the people with whom they work.
His steps to empowerment have been offered as a possible framework for everyone involved
irrespective of their status. He is clear that the same theories and strategies, while applied in a social
work, community work and educational context in his writings, can also be used in other human
service situations. In subsequent work he has applied empowerment principles to an analysis of
economic rationalism and its impact on social (in)justice. The power of market rhetoric is explained,
demystified and a creative strategy for empowering minority groups to discover "different ways of
relating to one another, and of contributing to individuals' mental health or communities' political
stability" (Rees, 1 993:293) is proffered.
Rees draws on the work of three theorists to demonstrate a range of examples of the empowerment
process.

He first looks at the research of Freire, ( 1 972) with peasants in South America and

illustrates the process of teaching literacy in relation to the steps to empowerment. He compares the
work of Rose and Black ( 1 985) who used a process of steps when identifying the process of de
institutionalisation of people with psychiatric disabilities. The third comparison cited comes from
Rosenfeld ( 1 989) who describes work with the "poorest of the poor" known in France as the " fourth
world" (Rees, 1 992:86). This thesis explores the efficacy of the steps to empowerment in the context
of emancipatory research. Figure Two shows Rees's steps which will now be briefly evaluated before
turning to a combined model of the work of both Rees and Fay.
The steps emphasise the value of the knowledge and experience of marginalised groups, the power
of partnerships based on this recognition and the identification of mutual benefits.

In order to
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explain the steps each is summarised below, giving examples of how each is applicable within a
research process. Although presented in linear form, the steps interlock in an evolutionary process
contributing to a multi dimensional approach to analysis. The steps below have been used as a
theoretical framework for the research group to explore their own experience. They have also
provided an additional explanatory framework for both the students concerned as well as for my
own critical analysis ofthe general process. The way both Fay and Rees have been directly used with
and by a group of disabled students will be demonstrated in Chapters Four, Five and Six. This
chapter will concentrate on an initial critique of the theses of the two writers. As each step is
addressed my interpretation of the corresponding elements of Fay will be referred to before turning
to a detailed comparative framework later in the chapter. This will clarify the mechanisms by which
a tool for emancipatory research has been developed.

Understanding Themes
A process of understanding themes corresponds with the first step in the basic scheme (the theory
of false consciousness) where a process of consciousness-raising highlights a state of false
consciousness and deals with its effects. Themes refer to those aspects of biography which depict
experiences of power and powerlessness, explained perhaps with reference to relationships of
relative equality or those characterised by feelings of being dependent or being controlled ( Rees,

1 99 1 :90).
Powerlessness can manifest itself in numerous ways and lack of knowledge and information can
contribute. Rees describes the importance of telling stories linked to a concept of biography as a
foundation on which to build. Telling one's story, Rees says, raises self- confidence through the
knowledge that "one is being listened to and taken seriously" ( Rees, 1 99 1 :92). In the context of an
emancipatory research model, the role of biography would be central to understanding themes:
The unravelling of bits of biography is a way of beginning the process of empowerment with
those people who have felt powerless for a long time. In that process a marking of small
victories will include the replacement of ignorance with information, and fear with a
willingness to challenge authority ( Rees, 1 99 1 : 28).
The above quotation has particular relevance to many disabled people. Biography within the
individual and group research process undertaken by DARG has certainly performed the function
of validating and informing peoples' lives. While denial of peoples' experience has been seen as a
mechanism of exclusion and separation, the recognition of the role of biography and story telling
in reclaiming research can be examined as one of potential emancipation.
The integral role of people's personal experience in the shaping of the research agenda and process
is explored. The contribution and story of each participating individual is described as central to
a group process as well as that of a number of other disabled people whose stories have also
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inadvertently set the research agenda. This includes via their published works, verbal accounts and
unpublished work including poetry and art. In this sense, emancipatory research can incorporate
disability culture which for some is integral to the experience of living with disability. Individual
stories are recorded and their use in the overall analysis will be further examined in subsequent
chapters. This step also acknowledges the concept of tradition identified by Fay in the placing of
participants firmly within their own cultural context and valuing their experience without outside
interference or judgement.
To build on the concept of Understanding Themes, other writers engage a similar process using
biography. Examination of the mechanism of story telling and its role in the research process has
been seen as important by other writers as a tool of emancipation. Feminist researchers such as
Graham have adopted story telling as a research technique to more effectively involve women in
the research process (Graham, 1 984). Within the disability field there are now a range of examples
where this is being used constructively to enable disabled people and their families to have a voice
(Munford, 1 992; Ballard, 1 994; Kerr, 1 995 ; Bennie, 1 996; Perkins, 1 996;). Munford discusses the
process of "story telling":
The telling of their story' was the first opportunity for many of these women to talk at length
of their perceptions of what was happening .. .it is in this way that women began to name their
world and take control of their lives (Munford, 1 992: 83).
Understanding themes links with the first stage of Fay's basic scheme where people become aware
of their true reality on their own terms. This is explored in more detail in Chapters Seven and Eight.

Evaluating Self-Image and Knowledge
Rees identifies the lack of self-respect which accompanies dependency and the recognition that true
partnership cannot occur unless both parties have sufficient self respect.
Without some evaluation of people's image of their ability to act in their own interests, goals
may be generated which are unrealistic because they have overlooked people's aptitude for
solving problems (Rees, 1 99 1 :9 1 ).
This self-disparaging view is well known to disabled people who have internalised negative images
about themselves (Oliver, 1 99 1 ; Morris. 1 992; Munford, 1 995; Bury, 1 996; Perkins. 1 996;
Shakespeare. 1 996; Munford and Sullivan, 1 997) and who feel subsequently ill equipped to say what
they want, let alone what their abilities are. Lerner refers to this as "surplus powerlessness" (Lerner
cited in Rees, 1 99 1 :92). Rees has suggested that in order to evaluate self- image, not only does an
exchange of biography have to take place but information about services, rights to resources and

ways to address problems also have to be provided. This shared evaluation can generate ideas and
create hope ( Rees. 1 99 1 :92). A theory of the body identified by Fay can be incorporated within this
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analysis in the recognition of the real effects of struggling with a significant impairment through
one's life and the powerful effects on self-image. An emancipatory research process has been
developed on this basis where identification of themes is combined with an evaluation of self image
and assessed in relation to their potential to enrich the participation of all involved.

Specifying Problems
People with long experiences of powerlessness are likely to have had their problems defined
for them (Rees, 1 99 1 :92).
Rees recognizes the dependency and disempowerment which accompanies contact with services
and service professionals and underlines the importance of identification of problems by
encouraging people to have their say "not by the tradition of anticipating what they think the
professional wants to hear" (ibid). Again, the compliance characteristic of relationships disabled
people can have with their support workers has to be acknowledged (Sobsey, 1 995; Perkins, 1 996)
in

consideration of an emancipatory research model. A researcher (disabled or nondisabled)

engaged in work with disabled people may hold the power when initiating a research project to
either manipulate and pre-empt a research agenda or to include as Rees has suggested within the
process itself, education around the "art of conceptualising problems and sorting them one from
another" (Rees, 1 99 1 : 92) which carries the seeds of self iearning. A mutual evaluation of problems
where the researcher consistently checks out understanding may ensure the agenda reflects the
reality of problems specified linking back to Fay's theory of reflexivity and Rees's final step

evaluation.
To incorporate Fay's amended scheme, a theory of force can be recognized as having validity in this
context. The potential outcome where researchers have conducted research according to their own
agendas can be destructive depending on the extent to which power has been abused and those
subject to such practices have had their interests denied. A detailed analysis of this step in Chapter
Eight will address the reality outlined.

Developing Awareness of Policies
The predicament of powerless people is likely to be affected by social and economic policies
and the professional services which are delegated the responsibility of implementing those
policies ( Rees. 1 99 1 :92).
Rees asserts that policies which ignore practical reality and exclusion of those affected from a policy
making process disempowers them.

He also speaks of the oppressive effects of the language of

economic rationalism and the need for a partnership approach to an alternative policy-making
process ( Rees, 1 993). There are two identifiable elements within this step: the first is the need to
enable people to know that services and other resources exist to which they are entitled; second, "the
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act of demystirying what policy is about becomes part of an overall educational and political process.
A well informed public is seldom a powerless or helpless one" (Rees, 1 99 1 :93).
In relation to an emancipatory research process with disabled people, the implications are that a
researcher has the role of facilitating information sharing, an educational role in the demystification
of policy and jargon and a responsibility to ensure all involved have the opportunity to acquire
sufficient confidence to engage with authority in their own right.
Fay's theory of crisis is linked within the adapted framework to this step. It enables a spelling out
of the mechanisms of oppression which include the negative effects of certain social policies
designed to meet the needs and agendas of a limited but powerful group of people. A theory of
tradition demands acknowledgement of the reasons policies exist and recognition of the issues
facing policy-makers. While the latter needs to be addressed within any realistic plan, developing
awareness

ofpolicies ensures that those moving towards personal emancipation gain a comprehensive

understanding of the rationale behind certain policies thus facilitating strategies to address the
perceived difficulties. While Fay's Basic Scheme has offered a possible way forward, the theory of
tradition almost gives a reason for not progressing or for accepting at least some aspects of the status
quo. Rees manages to offer a solution which has the potential to address the needs of all parties
involved by facilitating a partnership in the policy-making process. The final section of this chapter
will address this in more depth and the final chapter will return to this analysis.

Developing the Notion of Choice
Some people with a disability who have lived in institutions have spent years being
encouraged to accept decisions being made for them but their changed lifestyles in group
homes, in the community, provides incentives to act as citizens with a variety of rights and
entitlements ( Rees, 1 99 1 :93).
It is recognized that an effective transition to an environment where choice exists, requires an
understanding of the importance of choice and a degree of assertiveness to act (ibid). Even the
thought that one no longer has to accept one's lot and that "deliberation over what might be
possible" is encouraged, can be a frightening concept to a disabled person who has led any kind of
sheltered lifestyle.
Within the context of an emancipatory research model, exercises in assertiveness and support to
exercise choices would be necessary to ensure true participation. At the same time the process needs
to allow for evaluation of personal and political factors which facilitate and hinder choice. To make
an implicit link to Fay's amended basic scheme, the concepts of choice and control are discussed
within a theory of force and tradition where the limitations to the power people can truly have are
imposed by the reality of potential violence and the attraction of resistance to change. Rees's step
explicitly incorporates a notion of choice in a practical sense for vulnerable people. It is argued that
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it offers hope to overcome the barriers which are inevitably put forward to maintain their state of
powerlessness.

Experiencing Solidarity with Others
Rees advocates the power of the support group and the sharing of common experiences as a path
to confidence trust and solidarity. He also recognizes that a support group which shares grievances
and does not act has limited emancipatory value. This has been recognised by those engaging in this
research project and consistent action has accompanied a group process. It has been recognized that
disabled people often have support groups but are frustrated by lack of energy, motivation and
organisation to act. It could however be argued that the support group itself is adequate for some
at certain stages of their lives and a general value judgement should not be made. In Chapter Eight
the research group evaluation is testimony to the power of the bond between group members.
In the context of this research, the group formed has asked the question what are "the political
processes which affect status and resources" ( Rees, 1 99 1 :94) and how can energies and skills be
combined to act to achieve necessary change? The extent to which this was achieved has been
consistently evaluated against Rees's steps which will be shown throughout the methodology section.
To return to Fay's basic scheme and amendments, he would argue that the group revolution is
thwarted by the limitations he spells out, again raising doubts about the true power of marginalised
groups to liberate themselves. I n terms of this research, the strategies suggested above for achieving
and monitoring change have been incorporated to consider the barriers highlighted by Fay and
enabled group members to successfully capitalize on their solidarity and mutual strengths.

Acquiring and Using Language
Language is not merely a tool for communication but also a means of creating social
relationships and realising the self involved in those relationships ( Rees, 1 99 1 :95).
Language can be enabling or disabling in the way it is used. For example, people can be described
in a positive way and be enhanced by that. Alternatively, they can be described in terms of their
deficits and a different picture is presented. Similarly, language can be clear and accessible or
confusing and jargonistic. The effect of the latter is the exclusion of many from an interaction.
Language is, therefore, a tool of power and Rees particularly critiques the language of economic
rationalism which has enhanced the status (and, therefore, power) of economists and facilitated
narrowly conceived policies with limited scope for flexibility. He speaks of being "liberated by
language"
suggested

( Rees, 1 993: 294) which represents aspirations for a literacy about j ustice. He has
an

alternative

discourse

to

economic

rationalism

which

indicates

concepts

of

'''empowerment', 'caring', 'making choices', 'the promise of biography' , 'solidarity,' and 'action'"
( Rees, 1 993: 297).

Chapter Three
70
I n the context of emancipatory research, difficult terminology can be explained to participants in
plain language, thus ensuring they would be no longer intimidated by such language. The theme
of language in relation to disability is more fully discussed in Chapter Four in relation to group
analysis

Resisting a Return to Powerlessness
At some point in the process of growing stronger, some people may experience doubts about
the action they have taken. These doubts may prompt a reconsideration of the benefits of
returning to former lives and lifestyles: for example, toleration of incest, domestic violence or
return to an institution ( Rees, 1 99 1 :96).
A certain security can lie in powerlessness and a return to powerlessness is often in evidence in our
systems. An example of this lies in the 'revolving door syndrome' where people with psychiatric
disabilities are given a measure of independence and insufficient support to cope with it. Rees refers
to the example of the work of Rose and Black who have identified a necessary process for people
who have been de-institutionalised and who have described a complex process of empowerment
where people slowly achieve the courage to live independently. At a middle stage in this process the
respon�ibility for one's life becomes too great and a return to former self-destructive behaviours can
sabotage recovery. Where people and those who support them recognise the reality of this and
develop strategies accordingly, they can prevent long term damage.
Rees questions the efficacy of assertiveness training which may be rewarding for workers in the
services but may have brought punishment for service users. " Being given permission to develop
new roles is not always accompanied by the protection to do so" ( Rees, 1 99 1 :96).
Chapter Two discussed the perceived dangers in speaking out where people are dependent on
services. There will often be a fear in moving forward and Rees suggests that the risk involved should
be acknowledged (ibid). Fay offers a more basic individual analysis of the temptation to return to
powerlessness in his reference to a man who is attached to his old habits and the benefits of such
behaviours in spite of the barriers to change they impose (Fay, 1 987). The amended scheme in part
recognises the impact of deeply ingrained experience but does not offer a way forward or hope for
change for those who fall into the trap of such negative security. Within an emancipatory research
process, it is essential to deal explicitly with this step in order to increase participant awareness of
the possibility of a return to powerlessness. This would ensure that it remained a theme confronted
within a research agenda.
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Developing Interactive and Political Skills
As

with the conditions which facilitated learning a new language, so the unexpected

experience of solidarity with group members contributes to the development of political and
interactive skills ( Rees, 1 99 1 :97).
Disabled people, like other vulnerable groups and those who work to support them, have been
depoliticised and deprofessionalised. Demystifying skills required in support work, research or in
any other political context is achieved by naming them as they are identified. Rees enters into detail
about how this is achieved in the training of social workers and the approach he has taken could have
value in up-skilling disabled participants within a research process. This would be achieved by a
formal teaching session where people are allowed to work through scenarios where they have to
negotiate a position or represent a group at a committee. The active educational process where
specific skills equip people with the practical and theoretical tools to contribute to their own
empowerment, again challenges the difficulties raised within all elements of Fay's amended scheme.
I will reiterate that Fay has made no explicit analysis in relation to disabled people and Rees has
made minimal references in relation to some isolated examples. Creativity and adaptability has
been required to make links between the schema presented and the principles on which the research
has been built laid out in Figure Three and described in detail in Chapter Four.

I t will be

demonstrated that the development of political and interactive skills has been central to the
achievement of emancipatory objectives.

Evaluation
The final step identified by Rees has a number of far-reaching implications for this research. Rees
refers to the importance of evaluation:
One test of evaluation is whether the themes with which this process began have been
redefined. Has alienation and isolation been replaced by involvement and participation?
( Rees, 1 99 1 :97).

As Fay identified a central need for reflexivity, in amendments to his basic scheme, Rees also
advocated an integral evaluation process. This would involve a consistent renegotiation of themes
where, in the context of research, questions are consistently asked around each of the above steps.
An

example of such a question is: " has the tendency to see problems only as the product of

individual shortcomings been overcome by an understanding of structural issues and by the
beginnings of pertinent social analysis" ( Rees, 1 99 1 :97). The application of this question in relation
to the medical model of disability yields some similar answers.
A self-reflexive process on behalf of the researchers as well as the facilitation of a reflexive analysis

against the framework of Rees's steps could be a useful way of measuring the emancipatory value
of a research process.

I will describe a series of reflexive mechanisms in Chapter Four. The
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emancipatory principles against which the project to be described will be measured, are laid out in
Figure Three.

I wili first discuss the usefulness of a combined framework of Rees's steps to

empowerment and Fay's basic scheme.

The Adapted Schema: an explanation
Rees's steps have laid the foundation for this thesis, since I would argue, they represent in the
context of this research a translation of the scheme to enlightenment. They contain in a multi
dimensional analysis of empowerment all the essential elements of critical theory. A second central
question in relation to Fay and Rees lies in the efficacy of their combined models as an evaluative tool
within the context of an emancipatory research project. Figure Three demonstrates how the key
components of the two models link together to achieve emancipatory principles which will be
defined at the beginning of Chapter Four. Figure Three also represents a synthesis of each of the
models presented to contribute to an appropriate model for emancipatory research. An evaluation
of each aspect has been interpreted by myself in the context of disability. As discussed previously, Fay
does not refer to disability specifically and Rees makes intermittent reference to disabled people in
a social work context. This section draws these themes together. Figure Three tables the main
elements of each component of both theories translated into the context of social theories of
disability. The table illustrates how each element of Fay's scheme corresponds with the steps to
empowerment and a further analysis of the steps relates to methods. In terms of this thesis, aspects
of Freire's methodology which have been of value are highlighted and the key research principles
have been added. These will be subsequently described in the next chapter, precisely in relation to
each stage. It is argued that this presents a cohesive picture with which to test the analytical value of
the models presented. The main elements will now be analysed to more fully set the scene for the
methodology which has been developed.
The combined theories focus on the power of the individual to achieve his/her own emancipation
and are based on four critical elements which have been translated into the theoretical framework
of this work. The first element of the basic scheme refers to the theory of false consciousness, the
foundation of the model. The entry into analysis of this is known as 'ideology-critique' and in this
context the role research, science, medicine and education have played in feeding the illusion of
deficit and maintaining the reality of domination become clear. Rees's steps, urulerstaruling themes,

evaluating self-image and knowledge and specifying problems, are the tools which facilitate this awakening
to the social theories of disability. Where research participants have the opportunity to relate their
own stories and clarify the themes in their own lives, they enter into comparisons with others with
similar experiences. From this they may develop awareness of this 'false consciousness' and the part
it can play and has played in contributing to the experience, often of daily grind, associated with
disability. This involves separating out what can change, the difficulties which are created within
systems and structures, directly from what cannot. For example, if one has a significant impairment,
the effects can often be alleviated but not eradicated.
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FIGURE, THREE

"

The Basic Scheme of Enlightment, Rees's Steps to Empowerment
"
f�
a nd Thei r Role as an Expla natory Tool ": • '
'�""
" O'f,

PRINCIPLES FOR
DEVELOPMENT OF
EMANCIPATORY
RESEARCH IN THE
DISABlITY FIELD

REES'S STEPS TO
EMPOWERMENT

THE BASIC SCHEME
I A theory of false consciousness

1 ) Demonstrates the ways in which
the self concept of disabled people is
false in that their understanding is
based on Perceptions of deficit and
dependency imposed on them.
(They engage in ideology critique.)
2) Greater awareness highlights how

research. science and the medical
profession creates and perpetuates
this ideology.

3) Exploring the social construction
and social creation of disability
places the 'blame' firmly within
societal attitudes and practices.

Understanding themes (power of
biography).
Liberation
through
dialogue.
investigation
through
words
(Freire).
Evaluation
knowledge.

self

image

The role o f Emancipatory research
in personal liberation. awareness
and understanding of world view:
recognition of social construction.

and

Evaluation of words and themes
(Freire).
Specifying problem.
research questions.

setting

the

Codifying themes (Freire).
Presenting the codes by reflecting
self needs.

II A theory of crisis
4) Further exploration spells out the

Developing awareness of policies:
Learning about the system.

mechanisms of oppression. eg the
systematic exclusion of disabled
people from education employment
etc.

Analysing and decoding (Freire).

5) On examination of the isolation

Externalising: Making links to wider
contexts (Freire).

and discrimination experienced by
disabled people become aware that
current structures are based on the
dominance of an ableist society: a
competitive education system. a
discriminatory medical system. an
individualist economy.

Developing the notion of choice:
exploring educational options.

educational
Research
as
an
experience and the role of non
disabled
researchers
(alliance
between disabled and non-disabled).
Research
by/for
the
disability
community (issues of importance to
disabled
people
building
networks).

Acquiring and using language.
decoding
using
Further
interdisciplinary studies (Freire).

6) Greater awareness and education

explores the roots of the oppression
in the policies and practices of the
systems which impact. eg inflexibility
of assessment.

III A theory of education

Experiencing solidarity with others.

7) Increases understanding action
identifying precise areas for change.

Resisting a return

IV A theory of transfonnative
action

Developing interactive and political
skills.

9) Identifies specific policies and

Evaluation.

to

powerlessness.

8) The emergence of disability pride.

practices which create disability and
suggest ways they could be changed.

1 0) A combination of all of the
previous elements fulfills a plan of
action.

Preparation
(Freire).

Empowerment through education
within research of the need for
concerted process (consciousness
raising,
community
education:
education of teaching staff) .

Research as a catalyst for change
and partnership.

of didactic materials

Achieving real change within the University.
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Key themes potentially emerge in this sharing of experiences similar to the first stage of Freire's
methodology where photographs and key words facilitated people beginning to relate their stories
and break down the wall of silence which engulfed them (Freire, 1 972). Within this research process
this stage creates space for the research agenda to be set and the "phenomenal categories to be
mapped out" (Heron, 1 98 1 ). This fits with the first two principles for conducting disability research
( Figure Three) which refer to the role of emancipatory research in achieving personal liberation and
to the importance of the person with a disability as "the expert".
The second phase is the Theory of Crisis, which enables a spelling out of the mechanisms which
maintain the experience of oppression. An example lies in evidence of the systematic exclusion of
disabled people from the education system and its short and long-term impact on individuals.
Critical analysis allows a clearer concept of the benefits this can inadvertently offer to some members
of society and the ways this is maintained in the acceptance of competitiveness and an over-emphasis
on independence as opposed to interdependence.
The extent to which this stage is further explained by and corresponds with Rees's steps has been
explored. In the context of the University environment the development of awareness of policies
such as awareness of inflexible assessment systems, may highlight the reality of this stage. It may also
offer an understanding that everyone has the right to choice and the ramifications of those choices.
Both learning and respecting institutional language may enable the research participants to enter
into a dialogic relationship with the system in order to challenge the structures on an equal basis
with those in power. Many other aspects of language are also explored in Chapters Four and Five.
The theory of crisis and the corresponding Rees's steps, fit with the third and fourth key principles.
Within this thesis, they relate to: research as an educational experience in the sense of political
literacy, an acknowledgement of the value of nondisabled allies and learning to use research by
disabled people as a tool to achieve change for them.
The third stage, the theory of education, builds directly on the second and explores the role of
consciousness-raising to lead to concerted action and a mutual educational process. The experience

of solidarity is the corresponding step, which could be both instrumental to this process

as

well as

incidental. This may lead to the emergence of disability pride, where people experience finally
wishing to stand up, be counted and 'own' their impairment, an experience which is central to a
sense of growing emancipation. The inevitable fear which accompanies this stage should be
acknowledged and shared as part of the group experience. It seems appropriate to compare resisting

a return to powerlessness with this stage. A fifth key principle refers to the power of education in
achieving emancipation. It highlights a two-fold educational process including participants
themselves, others such as educators and all who have the power to define people's reality.
The fourth stage, the theary of transformative action is the key to the research plan and represents the
process of change which occurs as a result of actions taken. The development of political and
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interactive skills will be analysed in relation to this process. The extent to which

the research

participants are able to empower themselves to become catalysts for this transformative action will
be measured. Examples of the ways in which the research group sought to achieve this will be
presented in subsequent chapters. This represents a culmination of all the key themes: of dialogue,
em powering pedagogy, and the need for emancipation of all subject to disabling systems. This final
stage potentially links to a sixth principle which is that of emancipatory research acting as a catalyst
for change and facilitating working partnerships.
Freire's work is referred to in Figure Three to emphasise the significance of social change within a
research process. Freire developed research materials based on the daily lived reality of the people
whose lives were central to the research creating a catalyst for transformative action. This was only
possible where the participants themselves had full access to the process and were thus able to benefit
from the outcomes in their new-found ability to read and in turn pass on those skills to the rest of
the population.

The integral evaluation, ( Rees's final step)

represents the critical reflection

characteristic of research based on participant experience and all of these stages are to be covered
in detail in this thesis.

Conclusion
This chapter began by presenting an overview of the origins of critical theory. This provided a
context for an exploration of the specific works of Fay and Rees as well as highlighting the efficacy
of critical theory as an explanatory tool in relation to achievement of social change. This was
followed by a review of firstly, the basic scheme and amended basic scheme offered by Fay.
Subsequently, the work of Rees was presented within an overview of the steps to empowerment.
Finally, Figure Three outlined the ways in which both models contained conceptual links to each
other as well as to the key principles which have been evolved for emancipatory research on the basis
of this literature review. The next step is to discuss each of the principles in detail in terms of
emancipatory research and to present a summary of the research undertaken.

CHAPTE R FOU R
Research Principles And Validity
Introdudion
An emancipatory intent is no guarantee of an emancipatory outcome (Acker, Barry and

Essweld, 1 983 :43 1 ) .
The above statement sums up the reality o f the difficulties involved i n critical inquiry which
underlines the importance of clarifying a set of emancipatory principles. In the first part of this
chapter the principles which are listed in Figure Three will be summarised and linked with the work
of Fay and Rees. The role of dialectical theory in emancipatory methodology previously discussed
in Chapter Two has been incorporated within the research framework. The research principles
have been developed and adapted from literature previously cited in Chapters Two and Three.
The difficulties involved in their implementation in this kind of research will also be addressed.
They have served as a foundation on which to build the actions of the research group who will be
introduced in the next chapter.

A clear statement of principles is a necessary precursor to a

discussion on validity which is subsequently explored relative to this research in the second part of
this chapter. Lather's reconceptualisation of validity in terms of face validity, construct validity and
catalytic validity is used as a framework for the discussion. In this part the difficulties of measuring
validity in emancipatory research are acknowledged along with a review of the concept of validity
in such a research context. This is seen as different from a positivist view of validity where the rigour
and measurability of data are the central focus. In Chapter Five the formation of the research group
will then be described, including the way the ethical concerns raised here were addressed.

Principles for development of an emancipatory paradigm for
disability research
The

work of Fay on critical mqUlry has formed the foundation in conjunction with the

empowerment principles of Rees, to develop six guiding principles for an emancipatory model of
research. These principles were conceptualised by myself in the research proposal and presented
to the research group in conjunction with Rees's steps to act as an evaluative tool throughout the
research. The research principles were reviewed at the end of the research not with the intention
of changing them but of using them to develop an evaluation framework at the end of the research.
While the principles remained relevant to our work, the way participants interpreted their meaning
had to some extent changed in the light of new knowledge. While the language of critical theory has
been adopted, the dialogic nature of the design demands that the messages for disabled people are
accessible and practical within a participatory research process. The following principles have been
conceptualised in conjunction with the theses of Fay and Rees (see Figure Three) and have also
incorporated some feminist principles as stated in Chapter Two.

They have integrated the
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recommendations of Morris ( 1 992) for achieving emancipatory research in the disability field. The
adapted schema (Figure Three) formed the basis on which the validity of the project was measured.
The six principles were particularly useful as a guide to the setting of an integral and post research
evaluation framework.

1 . The Role of Emancipatory Research in Personal Liberation
Free people are those who shape their lives in accordance with laws they prescribe for
themselves (Fay, 1 987:75).
A fundamental principle on which the project was developed was the key role of emancipatory
research in the achievement of personal liberation. This thesis examines the extent to which the
example of emancipatory research to be described has contributed to personal liberation for the
participants in this project. A key objective was to enable them to take charge of a research process,
to define disability on their terms and in that way to redefine their own reality by "challenging the
oppressive images of disability" (Morris, 1 992: 1 63). A process was initiated in order to facilitate a
response to the needs, wishes and experiences of a group of disabled people. The first stage of the
research provided a forum and resources to enable participants to clarify their "world view" (Fay,

1 977).

The first element of the basic scheme (the theory of false-consciousness) enabled an

understanding and identification of the causes of the distorted self perceptions of a group of people
(Fay, 1 987:37) and was linked to understanding themes (Figure Three) where

areas of

commonality have been identified. At the centre of this objective has been a research design based
on dialectical principles (Lather, 1 986:448), where all participants were actively involved in the
process of exploring research questions and interpreting them in, as Lather says, the "construction
and validation of meaning" (ibid). Participants were able to analyse the value of the coherence of the
personal and political domains of their lives in order to achieve liberation which is also addressed
by Agger:
People's minds are opened to the possibility that they can participate in their own liberation,
located in the life worlds that matter to them. We discover that the realm of the private has
become intensely political whereas the realm of traditional politics has been drained of
relevance (Agger, 1 99 1 : 1 4).
The integration of these domains was discussed as being essential In the development of an
emancipatory research process generally which can constitute a political act, in itself, of relevance
to the lives of disabled people. For the research participants the very act of telling one's story and
sharing understandings of current problems was empowering and in Rees's terms this approach has
the potential to:"lead to a small sense of victory if it generates ideas and creates hope" ( Rees,

1 99 1 :92).
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The research to be described has aimed to achieve a concept of liberation defined by those
participating through the development of an emancipatory research project. They aimed to move
beyond enlightenment which is in Fay's terms, not enough in that liberation comes in his view only
as a result of revolutionary action ( Fay, 1 987). I was aware as principal researcher that if the research
was to be truly empowering a process was required which enabled people to not only understand
their situation, but to engage in a critical analysis which would ensure that they also discovered the
means to act on the new knowledge and take back power. As Fay states:
To have the practical force it requires, critical theory must become an enabling motivating
resource for its audience - it must, in short empower them. This empowerment has
emancipation as its goal ( Fay, 1 987:29).
The principle of the role of emancipatory research in personal liberation ensured that this research
aimed to provide a catalyst for personal, social, political and cultural transformation. At the core of
this was a mutually reciprocal relationship in terms of an educative process where all shared
information and experiences enriching the group knowledge. Each member had an investment in
and responsibility for the outcome. Some key questions have been explored in relation to these
concepts. Three elements are visible. Firstly, can emancipatory research create an environment
where the social construction of disability can be understood and challenged, where all involved can
identify the reality of their oppression in terms of the social creation of disability and where they also
recognize and fulfill their potential for change? Secondly, can critical theory become a catalyst for
change and in Fay's terms, an enabling, motivating resource for its audience ( Fay, 1 987)? Thirdly,
the difficulties in the implementation of this type of research are explored. Three other questions
emerge within this inquiry: how can the research be carefully negotiated to ensure: full input from
other disabled people; that there have been identified outcomes which do not impact negatively
on the participants; and that clearly defined accountability procedures have been established? The
exploration of each of these questions has been seen as essential to a concept of personal liberation.
2. The Personal Experience of Disability

A second key principle on which the research was built was the need to acknowledge and respect the
value of the personal experience of disability to inform the research process. Questions in relation
to these principles were formulated: how can the personal experience of disability be seen as central
to an emancipatory research process and be made visible on the terms of this research group?
Secondly, how difficult is this to achieve? All participants were enabled to think critically about the
issues and act accordingly, highlighting the fundamental contradictions on which each person's
experience of disability was based. Awareness was raised of such aspects as the impact of the cultural
construction of disability (the myth of bodily perfection). The social theories, that is the social
construction and creation of disability as defined in previous chapters and to some extent analysed
in relation to Fay's basic scheme, succeeded in making the personal political. It was equally
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important, however, to include another central aspect of this which is clearly identified by Morris:
"that is owning, taking control of, the representation of the personal experience of disability,
including the negative parts of the experience" (Morris, 1 992: 1 64). It was acknowledged that if we
failed to recognize the limitations many impairments impose on us, the experience of disability
would remain an isolated one. As Morris states: "the experience of ageing, of being ill, of being in
pain, of physical and intellectual limitations, are all part of the experience of Iiving." (ibid). Munford
and Sullivan remind us that:
While the social theory of disability allows us to understand how the social, political and
economic contexts define the nature of disability, one must also incorporate an
understanding of the reality of living daily with an impairment in order to gain a complete
picture of disability (Munford and Sullivan, 1 997).
This thesis explores the extent to which participants in the research process were able to confront
the contradictions highlighted in an evolving understanding of social theories of disability, while
also dealing with the daily grind of disability. Part of the personal stories disabled people generally
often have to tell is the struggle with a body which does not work. In the research, participants have
had the opportunity to share this experience individually and as a group. As Rees says, "any
interaction which assesses people's image of themselves and in so doing begins to channel it in a
positive direction. promises an unexpected achievement, however small" ( Rees. 1 99 1 :9 1 ). Every
aspect of a person's personal experience was seen as a contribution to the research and what has
been offered by their personal stories will be explored in this thesis. The extent to which each person
felt they both understood the social theories of disability and the personal experience was respected
is discussed in Chapter Eight within the participant evaluation. This was a key to the measurement
of the validity of the project in terms of its emancipatory value.

3 . Research as an Educational Experience and The Role of Nondisabled Researchers
The motives to reform social policies and practices can spring from the intended
beneficiaries, even if historically, the professionals have not seen fit to consult and some
people have been compliant in their acceptance of not knowing (Rees, 1 99 1 :93).
This research explored the potential of emancipatory research as an educational tool by which
participants could learn about their political situation, but which they could also use to educate
others about disability. The research process to be described in Chapter Five and Six undertaken by
the Disability Action Research Group aimed to facilitate reciprocal partnerships among people. In
this research students educated staff around disability who, in turn, educated other staff to facilitate
change which also aimed to improve the experience of disabled students in the tertiary setting. The
extent to which this further achieved a balanced partnership between disabled and nondisabled
people was realised through further education facilitated by more training and a contact network
of staff, negotiation with the University hierarchy and as a result a general recognition of the
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benefits of change for all.

An

important aspect of the validity of the research included an evaluation

of the educational value of the learning process from the perspectives of staff and students.
The action taken by the research group

aimed to provide nondisabled allies and student

participants/researchers with tools to first recognize and then challenge direct and indirect
discrimination as it occurs. As Morris ( 1 992) states, many people do not even recognize how
discrimination against disabled people operates in their work-place. Disabled people participating
in this research were able to present through their chosen action a more constructive, informed
viewpoint which gently educated those in their immediate environment who had power to change
policy and practice.
Critical social science research including emancipatory action research, views education as an
historical and ideological process... it is pre-disposed towards ideology-critique: the
recognition and negation of educational ideologies which serve the interests of specific
groups at the expense of others and which mask oppression and domination with the
appearance of liberation (Carr and Kemmis, 1 986: 1 88).
This research also explored the role of those who do not identify as disabled, particularly those who
work in the field of disability, to identify ways they could begin to enable disabled people to
participate in all levels of decision-making (for example specific representation on academic boards
and consultation in course development), selection and the development of research criteria. The
project facilitated reflection on their own attitudes to disability and the opportunity to find ways in
which they could challenge the negative stereotypes held by others. Again, the central role of
partnership between disabled and nondisabled people was examined.
4.

Resea rch By\For The D isability Com m u n ity

The concept of research by/for the disability community has been central to the development of the
methodology of this research since every participant including myself as principal researcher
identified as disabled. The process of engaging in participatory action research aimed to facilitate
a strong mutually supportive group of disabled people, which is also educated about disability issues,
politicised and able to act on its own research findings.
The principle of research by/for the disability community has underpinned the exploration of a
model of research where those students participating were able to define its terms, explore the value
of critical theory and subsequently, name their own theoretical perspective.

The personal

experience of disability in relation to the political was seen as a possible way in which research could
be used to accomplish this.

The contribution to our learning by women and Maori was

acknowledged. They have similarly aimed to reclaim research to enhance the visibility of their own
experience and their own power.
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In keeping with understanding themes as well as experiencing solidarity, before developing a
research process which would enable their participation, the research group had the opportunity to
express feelings about previous experience of research and attempts to 'consult' with them. As
stated in Chapter Two, any research process can be potentially exploitative and alienating
( Fin kelstein, 1 975; Oliver, 1 990, 1 992, 1 996; Morris, 1 992 ;

Bury, 1 996 Shakespeare, 1 996;).

Identifying the positive impact of previous research is also important in terms of acknowledging
other ways to provide a vehicle where individuals participating can identify their situation for
themselves perhaps for the first time. For example, Lang's research ( 1 994) was cited by one person
as the first time she had felt safe to openly identify as disabled. This indicates that research has been
a tool to facilitate an appreciation of disability pride which led to an openness to be involved in my
research. The question, which is central to the ethical concerns in approaching emancipatory
research, is as much one of ownership and initiation of the process (Heron, 1 98 1 ; Reason and
Rowan, 1 98 1 ; Reason, 1 994; Treleaven, 1 994; Bishop, 1 996) as of particular methods. In this sense
there are some key aspects of the research project which were clearly owned by the research group.
These include the disability equity training kit they developed and student evaluations have formed
a framework for the critical analysis of the research process.

5.

Empowerment Throug h Ed ucation Within The Research Process

This research has directly explored its role in empowerment for individuals within the research
group as well as both disabled and nondisabled people in the wider group. Fay speaks of his own
theory of education in relation to the basic scheme:
The theory of education tries to spell out the mechanism whereby the enlightenment of the
audience it seeks to foster can occur (Fay, 1 987 :39).
A number of issues were explored and evaluated in relation to this principle: the extent to which
participants have learnt about the research process itself; the appreciation of difficult research
terminology as well as that used to define impairment and disability, the extent to which participants
were able to choose from a range of approaches based on their new understanding, and to
subsequently use this in their own studies; the significance of naming a clear theoretical perspective
on which the work is based and explicitly working with this in order to contribute to the achievement
of this principle; finally the efficacy of critical theory to act as a catalyst of an "educationally based
social revolution" without the participants necessarily learning the structure of the theory or
theories which have formed the framework of the research. As Fay states :"It is not a question of
learning about the theory so much as it is about learning to conceive of oneself in terms of the theory"
(Fay, 1 987: 1 1 4) [italics in original].
It is important to examine the ways in which disabled people could empower themselves in terms
of this theory. As Agger states "the only genuine education is self-education which sparks self-
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emancipation" (Agger, 1 99 1 : 1 5). The education process, as stated previously, seeks to encompass
the personal experience, and the value of people's stories as an educational publication. What has
been explored is to what extent these can perform an educative role for disabled and nondisabled
people alike.
This principle was specifically addressed within an educational setting where educators were
educated by disabled students about access, attitudes, disabling structures and the link among all
three. This will be described in Chapter Six. The example cited in Chapter Two of the student
facilitators who were appointed by the Pacific Island Reference Group (Ministry of Youth Affairs,

1 994) provides a good model of a critical theory in action in education and illustrates its versatility
to be applied in different settings. The need for disabled people to have education as well as to be
educators is explored with a view to achieving the objective of change in the immediate
environment.

6.

Research As A Cata lyst For Change And Pa rtnershi p
The theory o f transformative action attempts to reveal to this audience those aspects o f their
lives which they must change to free themselves from their dissatisfactions, and it also must
provide an action plan indicating how and by whose action this change is to take place (Fay,

1 987 :39).
Finally, the research process has sought to develop a theoretically guided extended plan of action.
The same process is used to critique the extent to which the research has qualified as emancipatory
in terms of the way it was carried out as well as the outcomes. The extent to which the time frame
and pace of the research process were partially or totally defined and initiated by disabled people
in partnership with myself as researcher and nondisabled allies was examined; also, how new
knowledge, in Fay's terms 'enlightenment' (Fay, 1 987:39) potentially leads to group emancipation
where the group can be empowered by its new self-understanding, and radically contribute to
change in the immediate environment which "thereby alleviates its sufferings" (ibid). The fourth
element (the theory of transfonnative action) has been explored to address the extent to which
research "explains the conditions which must be altered if the social crisis is to be resolved in the
requisite manner" ( Fay, 1 987:37). Thus within this plan a two-fold question is posed: has there been
acknowledgement of the cultural diversity of all participants, enriching the research process and
outcome? Have others within the tertiary environment been challenged to recognize the parallels
between the experiences of oppression of other groups? The research which informed the way this
question has been addressed is presented in examples cited in Chapter Two. The catalytic value of
the interlinking of process and outcome have been also discussed in Chapter Three in discussion of
Rees's steps and in the comparison between Rees's steps and Fay's basic scheme.
These explicit principles have given rise to the issues named above and have been used as a
mechanism of reflexivity with which to monitor the research process and outcomes. A description
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of the research methods will now ensue in order to explore the extent to which these principles have
been incorporated. What is consistently questioned throughout this research is: the role

1

personally, am taking, and the extent to which my own voice may be the one heard over and above
that of others. This leads to the question of how one can ensure validity of value-explicit research
while maintaining the emancipatory integrity of the work.

Other writers previously cited in

Chapter Two (Reason and Rowan, 1 98 1 ; Lather, 1 986, Heshusius, 1 994) have recognized this need
and have called for a reconceptualisation of what is meant by validity which I will now explore in the
context of this example of emancipatory research.

To Redefine is to Reclaim Validity in Disability Research
Valid knowledge is a matter of relationship - and of course this validity may sometimes be
enhanced if we can say we know rather than simply I know; we can move towards an
intersubjectivity of valid knowledge which is beyond the limitations of one knower (Reason
and Rowan, 1 98 1 :242).
So how can validity be redefined and how can this example of research contribute to an
understanding of this? Writers in the field of disability have advocated the use of research to enhance
the visibility of the daily lived experience (Munford, 1 992, 1 994, 1 995; Morris, 1 992; Oliver, 1 992;
Ballard, 1 994). One of the ways I have personally addressed many of the above- named principles
(research by disabled people for disabled people, the personal experience of disability) is by
entering a fully participatory process as a disabled person with other disabled students. I will discuss
in Chapter Seven the extent to which this has impacted on the research process and I acknowledge
throughout the discussion my own partiality, the power differentials which exist and the way
reflexivity has been a central focus.
While literature has explored the difficulties in assessing validity in new paradigm research (Heron,
1 98 1 ; Reason and Rowan, 1 98 1 ; Lather, 1 986; Donmoyer, 1 990; Eisner and Peshkin, 1 990; Reason,
1 994), the particular concerns where research involves disabled people requires some specific
attention. I f one is thinking in terms of 'valid knowledge' the first question must be how valid could
be the assertions, findings, feelings and actions of a group of disabled researchers? Does the we have
the same credibility as nondisabled we? No matter how 'rigorous' our process is proven to be, one
cannot avoid this central social construct with regard to disability in general. Research is a potentially
powerful medium for ensuring the voices of disabled people are heard in their

own

language.

Rees's steps to empowerment and Fay's basic scheme have been chosen for their potential to enable
disabled people to access the research process and to examine the social theories of disability. A
potential weakness in Fay's approach is the analysis of the impact of "false consciousness" (defined
in Chapter One) which raises doubts on the ability of research participants to evaluate their own
situation (Lather, 1 986). While it has been acknowledged that people are a product oftheir own life
experience and that they may be unable to see the true extent of their marginalisation, it is
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important to respect the reality of those perceptions while offering alternative analyses of one's
situation.

Validity in the context of emancipatory research would depend on the ability of

researchers to place equal value on all perspectives without imposing their own preferred
viewpoint.
Research participants are not seeking one 'truth'. I ndeed, they are challenging by their very
existence the concept of one view of reality as the only valid view. Before offering a definition of
validity, three key underpinning factors in the context of this example of research should be
highlighted. The first, is the extent to which each person has been able to explore their reality and
discover their own potential within the group process. This includes the way in which the dynamics
of the participatory model contributed to this development as well as the absence of manipulation
of any kind by myself as the group facilitator. The second is

the extent to which the social

construction and creation of disability have been challenged by both the group process and group
research action.

Every facet of the research process, from inception through to the research

conclusions, have reflected this challenge. The third underpinning factor is the concrete change
which the research accomplished within each participant and within their immediate environment,
in this case an academic institution. The central strand which weaves all these aspects together is our
own definition of 'emancipation'. Validity can only be proven if the participants have been able to
define the concept of emancipation for themselves and are free to critique and reconstruct any
aspect of the methodology which falls short of this. I will complete this chapter by providing a basic
working definition of validity and an analysis of how this has been applied in the context of this
research project built on Lather's reconceptualisation of validity (Lather, 1 986)

Triangu lation
Triangulation involves the use of multiple data sources and I cited a definition offered by Denzin

( 1 989, 1 994) in chapter Two. In Lather's terms triangulation ensures that counterpatterns as well
as convergences are explored in research findings (Lather, 1 986:69). The research to be described
has been based on a number of participatory action research approaches named in Chapter Two
mainly those conducted with other marginalised groups. These include the use of individual stories,
the research into University policies, interviews with staff, workshops to explore the efficacy of
disability equity training and research into other projects undertaken by disabled students. The
research findings have reflected a wide range of perspectives on the issues explored.

Construct Val idity
Construct validity is concerned with "the need to have our empirical work consciously generated
within a context of theory building. The need to let data speak for itself, and of not violating the
reality of the participants" (Hera, 1 996:72). The dangers of theoretical imposition have been well
documented by researchers concerned with emancipatory methods ( Reason and Rowan, 1 98 1 ;
Opie; ( 1 990); Lather, 1 99 1 ; Boyles, 1 994; 1 986; Bishop, 1 996; Hera, 1 996). A critical theoretical
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approach enables a reflexive approach to theory building and facilitates a thorough critique of the
strengths and weaknesses of the theoretical base of the work.
In my account I have certainly felt the need to consistently acknowledge my own power and the
dangers of negatively affecting the process by inadvertently denying any aspect of that. Indeed,
Heshushius, in her call for "self-forgetfulness" is not advocating the denial of self in any way and the
value of the perspective and contribution of the principal researcher:
Nor am I presenting an argument that the personal reactions and related values and
emotions one can run up against in research are irrelevant. To become aware of them is
crucial indeed (Heshusius, 1 994: 1 8).
We have used clearly defined research cycles where we have begun with a theoretical perspective
based on the social theories of disability. Rees's steps to empowerment and Fay's basic scheme have
provided a framework to test out those theories consistently throughout the research process using
the mechanism of the intense group process. The analysis/action! reflection levaluation cycle was
explored each time we met, we verbally theorised and planned alternative action and wc critically
reflected verbally and in writing to ensure adequate reflexive mechanisms were in place to monitor
the actions we were taking (Fook,

1 996).

The group forum ensured that we checked our

impressions, tentative conclusions, concepts and areas of priority concern and like Madison
"refining and clarifying and deepening and differentiating them "(Madison cited in Reason and
Rowan, 1 98 1 : 248).
The individual differences and backgrounds of each group member have been constructively used
in the group process as well as the fact that the whole research action has centred on multiple
partnerships. Within these, the input of everyone is valued and integrated, demonstrating the
recognition of multiple subject positions. Furthermore, a range of methods have been employed,
including the use of individual interview and oral history to enhance the validity of the actions taken.
Contradiction has been actively used to test hypotheses (Reason and Rowan, 1 98 1 ). The questions
raised by people inside and outside the group who held opposing views were used to critically
examine the research plan. One example of this is the way some key members of the University
administration became allies who were actively involved in the first phase of the action research
process. This links to the principles of the role of research in personal liberation and respect for the
personal experience of disability. The construct validity of the research has been explicitly tested in
the evaluation process by the setting of questions specifically related to the group understanding of
the social theories of disability. This will be explored in Chapter Seven.
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Face Va l id ity
This is closely related- to construct validity and is concerned with the thorough recycling of data by
consistently referring back to research participants for feedback and then refining the findings in
the light of that feedback. As principal researcher, I was careful at all times to ensure that anything
I had concluded personally, or any of my critical reflections, were discussed with the group and
refined in the light of their reactions (Reason and Rowan, 1 98 1 :248). I return to my assertion that
the validity has been based on a non-intrusive structure which became an integral part of
community building, corresponding to what Reason and Rowan describe as:
A rigour of softness, of discovery, of turning things over. Instead of an 'unstructured'
approach, which simply leaves the way open for all the cultural expectations to get in the way
of finding anything out, there needs to be an approach which deliberately opens up the area,
and gives explicit permission to explore usually unacknowledged realities (ibid).
In this research, the multiple cycles of data collation were structured around the central focus of
Rees's steps which have been previously described. These cycles have formed the face validity of this
project and can be summarised as follows: the research began with the identification of thematic
concerns, exploration of students' own stories, initial analysis of language and discourse, discussion
of contradictory views and interpretations of such discourse, the naming of the institutionalisation
of disability in the University policies and practices and scrutiny of the baseline knowledge of each
individual and that of the group. The relationship of the group to Victoria U niversity was analysed
with a view to an exploration of some of the strengths inherent in that relationship as well as the
various disadvantages individuals were exposed to. The precise activities and practices were then
explored in more detail which will be described in Chapter Five, identifying areas of necessary
change before a third stage of planning for action. Each phase was fully evaluated including the staff
training process itself which was followed up using the same principle of research cycles where all
problems and actions were revisited six weeks after the training. A small working group with the
U niversity administration represented a sub-sample through whom all data generated within the
training process was recycled and necessary action identified. A full evaluation occurred where the
research group returned to the very beginning with a task around Rees's steps to empowerment.
At each meeting the group moved around the research spiral with the steps to empowerment
providing a useful background. This was achieved by setting tasks around reflection on Rees's steps,
by using the reflections recorded in the research diary, which were subsequently analysed as a group
and action evaluated. Group work analysis enabled me as the principal researcher to identify the
stage of action or to interpret the phase of group development ( Heron, 1 98 1 ; Peck. 1 987; Glassman
and Kates; Butler and Wintram, 1 99 1 ; Padilla, 1 993; Frey and Fontana, 1 993; Ife, 1 995; Fook,
1 996). The level of 'empowerment' experienced by each individual participating was measured in
their own evaluation and has equal validity to any additional hard data collected as a result of the
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research action. This links to the principle of research by/for the disability community as well as the
role of nondisabled allies in achieving an emancipatory model.

Cata lytic Val idity
A dialectical view of truth as becoming must include the notion that there are always emerging
possibilities which are not yet included. This can be called possibilia mapping ( Heron, 1 977a)
or catalytic validity (Reason, 1 98 1 :243).
The examples of catalytic validity in operation have already been described in the examples cited
in the research literature in Chapter Two and will be described in detail within the evaluation of the
work of the research group. This is akin to the process of conscientisation described by Freire ( 1 972)
and is seen to be the most unorthodox of the guidelines to validity as it directly challenges the
positivist demand for research neutrality (Lather, 1 986). The argument for catalytic validity in the
context of disability research lies in its aim to both challenge the reality of social oppression and to
enhance the understanding, skills and self-determination of disabled people within the research
process.
The concept of ever emerging possibilities draws on and raises expectations of the immense
potential which exists within disabled participants as well as generally within the disability field.
This potential is hitherto untapped within research. " Efforts to produce social knowledge that will
advance the struggle for a more equitable world must pursue rigour as well as relevance" (Lather,
1 986:67). I t is essential that disability praxis-oriented research is 'rigorous' (in terms of its
accountability to the participants and its reflexivity) in order to overcome the immense scepticism
which exists inside and outside the scientific community. The previous invisibility of the disability
experience provides an added barrier to the acceptance of research which challenges such deep
rooted sources of oppression. As a passionate researcher I have welcomed rigorous, agreed-upon
procedures which subject research to close scrutiny. Lecourt calls for an "ardent text" tied to passion
as other works are to "objectivity" (Lecourt, 1 975, cited Lather, 1 986:452)). The energy and time
devoted to this endeavour will surely have far reaching benefits for disabled people.
To revisit the central questions will clarify the context of this discussion: how can this approach to
emancipatory research enhance the lives of disabled people and promote change in their
environment? Can this subsequently be used by others either in part or in total in disability research?
Does the

framework of Rees's steps and the explanatory framework of Fay ( 1 987) make the

methodology accessible to even inexperienced researchers? Can the principles of empowerment
previously defined easily be actively applied in a range of disability settings? There are no rights or
wrongs in the outcome of such research and the results achieved by someone else using the exact
same model (in an educational institutional setting), if completely different, would serve to enhance
our knowledge of the experience of disabled students in the tertiary sector. It is against these
questions that the validity of the project will be measured.
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Contradiction, in terms of responding to challenge from each other and from outsiders, has
enhanced the quality of the analysis offered. I n order to arm ourselves when dealing with
institutional personnel and practices, the group addressed all sides of the arguments. While each
participant was certain about particular facts and experiences, the group was not so arrogant as to
negate the value of other points of view. For example, accusations are often laid against disabled
students that they "use their disability to gain privileges such as essay extensions!" (Research Diary, Nov.
I 994). This forced the research group to explore the issues involved and acknowledge that while this
statement may be true for a minority, 'using one's disability' had to be deemed unacceptable
whatever the reason. It would undermined the integrity of the group to deny abuse of the system
or to appear to be apologists for irresponsible behaviour. For every assertion the group made,
contrary views and perceptions have been explored. This enriched the learning process for all
involved including myself as principal researcher and group facilitator.

Examples of catalytic

validity of the research in terms of concrete outcomes of the work carried out, included: the
appointment of seventeen liaison officers for disability across departments, a contribution to the 50
per cent increase in students approaching the disability support person and finally the testimonies
of each of the student participants to their own personal growth and political empowerment.
Finally, this aspect of validity refers to the principles of empowerment through education within the
research process and research as a catalyst for change. This analysis creates the cohesion between
those principles initially identified in this chapter and the link to validity in emancipatory research
with disabled people.
This framework has a value in enabling researchers to take up more confidently, an emancipatory
research model with the ability to address issues of validity and to specifically counter the actual or
perceived threats to their validity. In addition, the listing of specific research principles of relevance
to whichever group is concerned form the benchmark for an accessible contextual definition of
validity. The concept of triangulation and the multi- dimensional approach, while derived from a
positivist approach to research, can be constructively applied without imposing undue researcher
ideology. This leads to what Denzin has described as a "thick description" (Denzin, 1 989:84). This
is achieved by set of experiential statements which "are sound and adequate and which can be
substantiated" ( Denzin, 1 989:84),thus enhancing the validity of the account in its detailed analysis.
These will be reported in Chapters Six and Eight.

Conclusion
To summarise the issues raised, what has been advocated, is high quality awareness, with the
recognition of tacit and somatic levels of knowing ( Heshusius, 1 994); a structure which maintains the
group process in a non-intrusive way but which uses a 'soft rigour'; "going round the research cycle
several times" ( Reason and Rowan, 1 98 1 :250) by returning to original concepts and consistently
recognising additional and growing knowledge; the use of contradictory arguments, particularly to
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educate and equip the group with the ability to cope with challenge and conflict (Reason, 1 994); the
input of several different perspectives, for example, the partnership with non disabled people is
crucia1. This is in keeping with the approach of a number of other researchers. These include :
Blumer who speaks of a notion of 'Joint action" ( 1 969) which refers to the creation through
interaction of a common set of meanings to describe a situation; Donmoyer who compares the
student teacher relationship to research scientist and subject reclaiming the process as an
empowering mutual learning interaction (Donmoyer, 1 990). Others constructively use research
partnerships (Maruyama, 1 98 1 ; Treleaven, 1 994; Archer and Whitaker, 1 994; Reason, 1 994;
Bishop, 1 996) as well as those examples previously cited in detail in Chapter Two. A final issue is
the value of some form of replication as opposed to generalisation associated with traditional
research (Reason and Rowan, 1 98 1 ; Donmoyer, 1 990; Reason, 1 994). Each of these components
adhered to, potentially ensure the recognition of the emancipatory value of the research, especially
in the concept of validity as "achieving power" in the multi-dimensional sense. By highlighting
threats to validity, an evaluative framework has been provided for a research methodology which
can be seen to enhance visibly the lives of individuals and accomplish social change. To conclude
this section, the last word goes to Reason and Rowan:
And finally we have shown that if we think of the validity of knowledge in process, which is
tied up with a particular knower, there is an awful lot we can do to increase the validity of our
inquiry (Reason and Rowan, 1 98 1 :250).
The next chapter will introduce the research group, describe the research methods and explore
approaches to data analysis.

CHAPTE R FIVE
The Research Group Formation
Introduction
This section will be presented in two parts. The process of forming the research group will be
described and the key issues for emancipatory research will be raised including ethical concerns. I n
the first part o f the chapter, the group will introduce themselves using their own pen portraits. The
research techniques used will then be summarised followed by a subsequent section on data analysis
and the importance of the group process in an emancipatory research project.

As outlined in Chapter Two, two central frameworks were used as explanatory tools. The first
represents the framework of Rees's steps which sought to create an accessible research tool within
a focus group setting. The extent to which this provided a simple vehicle for the application and
developing understanding of critical theory will be explored and the way I as principal researcher
introduced the steps to the research group will be described. The issues raised by the presentation
of a prescribed framework will be confronted and analysed in relation to emancipatory research
•

approaches. The approach included use of personal examples to facilitate the initial process of
theory building; a second avenue of exploration was that of the extent to which Fay's basic scheme
facilitated an explanation of the social construction and social creation of disability as the critical
theories on which the research was based. The basic scheme of enlightenment has already been
summarised and a set of corresponding research principles (to both frameworks) have been
developed in the context of emancipatory research and disability (Figure Three). The aim has been
to demonstrate the potential of the basic scheme to underpin the work of Rees's steps which. in turn,
provide a critical approach to empowerment. This has been done in a way which. it can be argued
addresses the limitations of critical theory. The combined analysis of both theorists informed the
process and analysis from the first stage which will now be described.

Making Contact: Identification of the Research Group
Within the process of making contact I sought to confront the ethical issues associated with forming
a research group. I did this by utilising methods which built on other examples of emancipatory
research. This deserves detailed review since the initial stages in preparation for an emancipatory
project are crucial. The preparation can determine. by the nature of the approach, the extent to
which the project is built on fundamental emancipatory principles.

In order to lay a clear

foundation for this chapter, I will restate the goals of this research based on the central research
questions.

Firstly. what role can an emancipatory model of research play in enabling disabled

people to take control of their lives and accomplish change in their immediate environment?
Secondly, what are the challenges facing..researchers who set out to develop an emancipatory model.
Finally. what contribution has the work of Fay and Rees made to an understanding of the evolution
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of an emancipatory model? The process will be summarised below, making some comments on
issues arising for myself as researcher during these initial stages.
The first step was in recruitment of tertiary students with disabilities (who I had decided would be
my target group) in a way which ensured they did not feel in any way coerced or obligated into
agreeing to participate. I had to be prepared to wait a long time for this to happen and could not
be constrained by time-frames. This is the first difficulty which often confronts other researchers
who either have their own submission deadlines for their academic qualifications or those imposed
by funders who insist on a tight time frame to address their own research priorities. Although I was
anxious to start, this was of secondary importance. I had decided to work with a group of disabled
students from tertiary settings including Victoria U niversity of Wellington, Wellington College of
Education and The Central Institute of Technology. In preparation for recruitment of a research
group I attended several meetings to become a part of the Can Do group; since I did not presume
to just be able to make demands on students I had not previously met. A certain amount of trust
needed to be established first and I did this by participating in the work of Can Do and by talking
a little at each meeting about what I was trying to do. I was known to some members of the group
as was my work. After three months eight members of Can Do decided they wanted to have a more
formal meeting and hear more about the potential research. During this period I had been talking
to individuals outside of Can Do and explaining about the research and four students from other
institutions elected to participate.
The first official recruitment meeting represented half an hour at the end of a Can Do meeting.
facilitated an open discussion on themes to address by saying what I was trying to achieve. My aim
was to design a research project in co-operation with a group of disabled students where the research
objectives were set by themselves through a process of identification of needs and priorities.

I

explained that the subject area could relate to any issue of concern they had. I related my reasons
for wanting to design an alternative model. I asked for feedback on previous research projects they
had been involved in or knew of as well as their perceptions of those either from personal or second
hand experience. From there the process of conceptualising a model of emancipatory research
began where some of the students present painted a verbal picture of what this model might be like
and what part they may play. I resisted setting too many focus questions in order to avoid pre
empting discussion. I noticed that people were floundering when asked to reflect on ways in which
research could help them. I explained the nature of "emancipatory research" and discussed the
implications, both practical and ethical, for attempting to change the way research is conducted.
Many already had taken part in a recent research project (Lang, 1 993) which had yielded some
excellent information on barriers within the system and were thus equipped with some prior
research knowledge. However, this also meant that they had to consider making another major
commitment to spend what might be considered extra time and energy. I suggested that the
The students with disabilities support Group at Victoria University.
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research may become integral to their studies, providing a support for them and complementing
their other activities. This aim was achieved in part or in total by the whole group which will be
described in Chapters Six and Seven. I made a note at this stage in my reflection:

Even saying this in Qrder to' encourage participation is to' some extent "contrQlling" the prQcess. HQW people
are -recruited to participate in research prQjects is sO' Qften pre-empted arui contrQlled by lhe researcher and
the question must be asked, why shQuld they wish to participate in my research? (Research lJiary:July ' 994).
Fook raised a similar concern in her work with research groups ( 1 996) as discussed previously, and
the question posed above is a pertinent one. Some of the arguments are personal: what personal
support can I gain? Some arguments are political: how can we promote change for disabled people?
Other arguments are professional: how can we pave the way for better education and employment
opportunities for disabled people? These questions were gradually explored in group discussion at
the beginning in order to enable an early identification of personal direction. I was aware of my key
role as a researcher to motivate people to participate, to enable them to identify their contribution
and needs in relation to the research process as well to allay their fears and concerns.

Exploring the research question
My first task in the formation of a group was to raise discussion with potential participants about
research processes and their traditional understanding ofthem. I explained that rather than taking
full responsibility for setting the agenda which was the usual task of the researcher, I wished to share
that task in order to facilitate an identification of their own research agenda. I was challenged to
maintain the emancipatory principle of research by disabled people for disabled people, in that my
goal was to obtain a PhD. This inevitably imposed some constraints on the process in that I am
forced to own this research. While I was able to offer space for decision-making, I was obliged to pose
my own research questions which were about the use of emancipatory models of research and to be
honest and clear with the group about my intentions in that context. It could be argued that a
research project designed within such academic constraints could never be wholly emancipatory in
that it is not uniquely designed by and for the disability community, rather by a Massey U niversity
postgraduate student.

I could further argue, however, that I am a member of the disability

community and that the main motivation has been to facilitate change for disabled people through
a research process. The fact that I was a disabled student was instrumental in quickly breaking down
barriers in spite of my potential position of power. I will return to this discussion in subsequent
process analysis in Chapter Nine.
Having clarified the research objectives, I encouraged the co-ordinator of the Can Do group to take
some initiative in suggesting topics of discussion which began a dialogue on the social construction
of disability and an analysis of the status of disabled people in society. The hesitation and fear which
ensued was significant when people were asked to set their own agenda. Clearly, to be directed is
much less risk; the response was "it's exciting but frightening". Barriers in existence in the education
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system were acknowledged and I explained how these linked to the social construction and creation
of disability (Oliver, 1 990) reflecting societal concerns and priorities. In our initial discussions we
examined what these concepts meant for us in practice.
Thi� was thefirst time many had the afrPortunity to name the theory in this way and translate it into reality
far thtmL5elves. I was detmnined not to pre-empt the outcomes or to take any part in setting the agendafor
our action; handing over power and responsibility in this way raisedfears and a level ofconfusion since we

as

disabled people are oJten morefamiliar with direction and lack of control. The ensuing vagueness is a

potential obstacle in this type of research particulm-Ly if working within set timeframes; however sensitive,
supportivefacilitation overcomes this and the outcome is a research agenda genuinely decided by the group
(Research diary: Nov. 1 994).

People were inevitably wary of committing themselves especially to something so unstructured and
vague. They were being asked what they wanted and the responsibility of choice was disturbing.
From this point a range of themes was explored which I wil1 expand on in the data collection section
later in this chapter and in Chapter Six.

Summarising the Issues
I identified a number of issues from these initial stages which, I argue, have significance for this
crucial process of forming a research group: Firstly, people find it difficult to commit themselves
especially when it is so indefinite. This is the first hazard of trying to conduct such a research project
since it may take a little while to formalize the foundation of the study. Secondly, I felt that I had
to be content with informal commitment and allow people "to wander in and out". Towards the end
of the second meeting people had a clear analysis of their difficulty in accepting responsibility when
they are accustomed to direction, and it was evident I, as researcher needed to provide more
direction. Thirdly, it was clear that some of the insecurity experienced in making a commitment was
compounded by practical circumstances such as ill health, examination pressures and the reality of
daily living with a disability. It was difficult for the project to be conceptualised as anything other
than my research, no matter how I approached the process of group formation and I had to accept
that I would be obliged to work with that perception. (A diagram of research meetings from the first
stage appears in Appendix Eleven).
On reflection, the first stage was frightening but stimulating and my own preconceptions began to
disintegrate. For example, I had expected a much more enthusiastic response to the idea of being
in control of a process like this since I had been so excited by that idea myself. It was clear that the
amount of support and structure I would offer would have to be finally balanced with encouraging
freedom of choice and independence. People could demonstrate interest but they wanted to wait
around and see if there was anything in which they really wished to participate. This did not detract
from the process since it was an integral part of it. However, as a researcher needing to form a group
I admit to a degree of trepidation at the 'hit-and-miss nature' of this approach. Women attempting
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to set up consciousness raising groups have cited similar issues seen to emanate from what Friedan
( 1 963) , describes as 'restless constraint' "felt by women whose lives are circumscribed within narrow
confines" (Butler and Wintram, 1 99 1 :3 1 ). In other words the potential participants needed to
know they could exercise their usually limited choices in this environment.
To summarise. students understood that they could withdraw from the project at any time. that they
could participate on their own terms. and that they would have the right to have control over any
material produced by the group or in relation to them as individuals. Confidentiality would be
protected particularly in the writing up of the research and in the use of extracts of student stories
for teaching purposes. The research group took five months to establish and eleven people signed
their consent in January 1 995. An application had been made to the Massey University Ethics
Committee in the previous July and ethical clearance was gained in November 1 994. This was
compiled using the Massey University guidelines for human research.

The information and

consent forms given to participants are appended (Appendix Nine). Because I was working with
students from Victoria University of Wellington and conducting much of the field work on their
premises. I also sent a copy of the ethical clearance and the original application to the Victoria
University Ethics Committee to ensure they were aware of the research being conducted on their
premises. Those students who were studying at the College of Education were students for whom
1

had no direct tutor responsibility; hence no conflict of interest existed in relation to any course

they were undertaking. As ex-students of mine, they were clear about our research relationship. The
fact that I knew more about the individual lives of many students due to a past relationship as
lecturer was acknowledged. and seen as an advantage in working with the research group. I was
careful to assure those affected that I would only disclose information they had agreed to in writing
and that mechanisms were in place to ensure that no-one would either unduly benefit or be
disadvantaged by a previous relationship. All students were aware that the work when completed
would be submitted for my PhD. would be held at Massey U niversity for reference, and that work
from the PhD would be published.
This is a suitable time to introduce the participants since all records from this point are compiled
with the involvement of the research group. The ethical issues named above have led me to a
dilemma as to what it is an acceptable level of disclosure regarding the individual situations of each
student. I asked each of the participants to write a pen portrait of themselves which some found too
difficult and asked me to do it for them. For those I wrote myself. I checked back with the students
involved to comment on the accuracy and appropriateness of the information . Having been asked
by my supervisor to produce more general information about the group. I felt I was not at liberty
to write anything I had not previously checked out with them. The following summary has been
edited by each member of the whole research group.
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I
Participants: The Research Group
The group consisted of three men and nine women including myself. Those named below were the
students who were most consistently involved and contributed most to the action research.
However, three other students began the research who are not introduced here. One became ill and
was not able to continue at University, one left tertiary education and began work and one remained
intermittently involved and provided a useful Pacific Island perspective and a knowledge of
research conducted in other universities. Ages ranged between 20 and 55 years. Impairments
varied in severity and type and included dyslexia, lung diseases, lupus, back injuries and cerebral
palsy. Half of the group came from middle-class backgrounds with professional parents while the
other half identified as working class and felt that they were entering tertiary education late partly
as a result of their disability and partly through lack of encouragement to study by their families.
Two participants were Maori. Five students had acquired disabilities in later life which meant that
their experience in some respects significantly differed from that of six who had lifelong disabilities
and whose education had been affected, to some extent, by their experience of disability in their
early years. Of those who had grown up with disability, three had been encouraged by their parents
to succeed in a nondisabled world and all had been mainstreamed. This was in part due to the lack
of special education facilities available in the areas they lived at the time of their early education.
Four of this group came from middle-class professional homes where disability was either not
accepted, "not an issue" or impairment was seen as a disability to be overcome. Two of these younger
members succeeded well at University while two others struggled to complete courses and found the
pressure too much. For one of this latter group, this was definitely a lack in his words of internal

motivatian.

The encouragement he received resulted in an over-confidence in that he always

believed he would become a famous writer or politician without any academic qualifications. Clear
discrimination in the workforce resulted in the destruction of this fantasy. He subsequently joined
the research group as a mature student (39 at the time of the research) and has used the research
to

reorientate himself into higher education. One other had an unspecified learning disability

which meant that he was labelled as a slow learner in school but had not had a clear assessment of
his needs. At the age of26 he was undertaking the first year of Early Childhood training at the time
of the research and was struggling with a system ill equipped to deal with his situation. One of the
two identified as successfully dealing with higher education is a Master's student and the other at
the time was a final year BA student with a record of high achievement. The remaining two with
lifelong disabilities came from working class homes and grew up in country communities. Of these,
one person's disability was undiagnosed until the age of thirteen years and, consequently, had been
seen as an underachiever since her constant pain was overlooked and her instability as clumsiness.
Once she was diagnosed, her teachers stopped expecting much from her and she left school at 1 6
years. She was i n higher education (at the time o f the research) as a mature student completing
disability studies courses. The second person from a working-class home missed a huge amount of
school because of badly controlled asthma and had attempted many courses after school which she
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was too ill to complete. She overcame her lack of confidence academically, to go to University as a
mature student to pursue part time study in religious and education studies, having brought up
three children.
For the five who had acquired disability in later life, the issues were different. One young woman
injured her back during her study which made an otherwise excellent academic track record more
difficult to achieve. At the time of the research she was in the process of completing her Master's
degree and had a good formal education. Four ofthe others were returning as mature students and
had limited educational qualifications. All four were tackling higher education to some extent
because of the challenges posed by their disabilities and the need to gain qualifications to work in
less strenuous occupations. All of these students have disabilities which are highly debilitating, are,
for some, at times life threatening, and some would consider they had limited social and family
support. One of this group was a Maori woman who was an older person who identified age-related
disability, had limited early education and for whom higher education was a great challenge.
Another of this latter group was in her late thirties at the time of the research, was undertaking a law
degree after many years of being a secretary in the work-force, whose experience oflupus and lupus
related conditions forced her to re-evaluate her life and re-enter education. She also had limited
previous formal qualifications. A third, in her late thirties has Multiple Sclerosis acquired in her
twenties and has a young son. She had been working in the disability field without any formal
qualifications and is now pursuing a Bachelor's degree at Victoria U niversity.
I

do not have permission to disclose any further details of the research group but they have

introduced themselves below. While they do not claim to represent the disability community, they
are a reasonably diverse group with a wide range of abilities and life experiences which have
contributed to the outcomes recorded. I have noted that blind and deaf students are not represented
and none of the research group had come through the special educational system, which I would
argue is significant in terms of an analysis of the representative nature of the research group. They
each acknowledged that they could be construed as having more power both individually and as a
group than many other people within the disability community. This was due to their level of
education (even though limited for some), their status as tertiary students, their ability to cope with
the U niversity environment and the fact that none were significantly disadvantaged by their
extreme youth or old age. Their ability to participate in the development of an emancipatory model
of research was certainly enhanced by these factors. The pseudonyms have been chosen by myself
or in co-operation with them and this account has been checked by them as accurate and unlikely
to breach the level of confidentiality required. They have introduced themselves as follows:

Sally
I have been at Victoria U niversity for five years, the first four as a full- time student and the last year
working in various positions at the university. My disability developed into a chronic condition in
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my second year at university. I work with children with intellectual disabilities on a part-time basis
and have a strong interest in alternative research methodologies and processes.

Jon
Thank you for the opportunity to introduce myself. Born under a Scorpio star sign i n the year of
the rat, I am a ' Kiwi' with a British parent who has travelled, lived and worked extensively.
I am a gregarious "people's person" and an "ideas person" who enjoys working as a team member.
I have a warm, friendly open manner. My interests include music, the arts, film, books, travel,
people and their cultures. I have a particular interest in communication.
I have a postgraduate Diploma in Teaching English as a Second Language and trained primary

Teaching Certification. I am a recent graduate with a BA degree in Education and Linguistics. I am
currently enrolled at Victoria for a Master's degree in Linguistics. My research interests have been
in policy and practice issues and language changes within continuing education and community
disability training courses; examining cross-cultural, socio-linguistic differences in English as a
Foreign Language (EFL); bilingual programmes and attitudes to bilingualism and the policy of
internationalisation.
I have a cerebral palsy affecting my right leg and arm. This has helped make me a more determined,
self reliant, innovative, versatile and resourcefu l person. I have had to find alternative routes to a
solution to cope in a 'normal' world. I am also a practical person. I have had to learn to distinguish
between my real limitations and those that were simply a little more challenging. I have learnt how
to isolate personal skills, strengths and weaknesses both in myself and others. I am empathetic to
those who are different and have a tendency 'to take each individual as I find them'.
The ability to see the world from multiple cultural perspectives, to express one's differing
perspectives, opinions and values and to understand the limitations of viewing the world from one
perspective is, I feel a necessity in our modern world. A two-way exchange is important and
necessary to close the socio-linguistic and cultural gaps that contribute to misunderstandings,
ignorance and fear of differences. I believe in the complementary nature of diversity and difference
within a 'homogeneous' society.

Christine
I was diagnosed as having a chronic medical condition some twenty years ago. I had just turned
twenty and spent the following three years undergoing intensive treatment including surgery. My
employer supported me through that time until I was able to resume full-time duties. This was my
first experience of an enabling practice.
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In my thirties I realised I needed and wanted a new direction despite the seeming constraints of
uncertainty, pain and tiredness caused by an impaired immune system. As I developed increasing
understanding of the role I could play in my well-being I gained the courage to explore the
previously other - and self imposed boundaries of my life. In 1 99 1 , I enrolled at Victoria
Universityof Wellington. Initially I took papers towards a Bachelor of Arts degree in Philosophy
and Politics.

In 1 992 I applied and was accepted into the Bachelor of Laws degree course.

completed the requirements for the BA degree in 1 995 and will finish the LLB degree in 1 998.
I presently live in an inner-city town house and am a committee member and minute secretary of
its Body Corporate Committee. I am also a student volunteer at the local community law centre. I
particularly enjoy theatre, music, reading, classic cars, motor sport, travelling, trying new things
(but draw the line at bungy jumping) and expanding my knowledge base. I am an active member
of various groups including two classic car clubs, an 'investment' group. (strictly social). a book
reading group and of course. DARG (Disability Action Research Group).

Cora l
Born J une 1 950. the oldest o f four girls. I had asthma from a very early age. I went to school
sporadically due to my illness until I was approximately ten years of age.

I attended Oamaru

Primary School at Mount Manganui and later college. I went nursing and became sick again and had
to leave half way through my general nursing course.
I went to work for Scholls as a chiropodist assistant until I married and had my first child. I am the
mother of three children. 2 1 , 1 9 and 1 4. two boys and a girl. I now attend University part time.
doing a double major in comparative religions and education. I am a member of DARG and Can
Do and a committee member for the Sutherland Room.
I am also Vice President for the Wellington Teachers Dance competition Society l nc and have been
a representative on Performing Arts 1 996 which is the committee that ran the nationals in tap. ballet.
piano and vocal.

Marie
I

am

50 years old-I have CMT which is a form of muscular dystrophy. I have been married and I

have three kids. all teenagers. I have been involved with the disability community for a long time
and my son has the same disability. I have trained in disability studies and recently graduated from
Wellington College of Education. I am very involved in sports with people with disabilities. I have
worked with people with autism and I have a great interest in people in education for people with
disabilities.
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Malcolm
I am 40 years old. I have lived with disabilities all my life and I have come to understand the
difference between being excluded and included in terms of physical disability. I am a cosmopolitan
person and I enjoy the challenge of city life. I am deeply involved in left wing politics, even if it is
now unpopular. I've always loved the masses but over the years I have come to love individuals as
well. I el�oy communication and am currently a broadcaster by profession. I feel deeply about what
happens to human beings.

Lunar
I am twenty five years old, was a disability studies student for three years and am now training to
be an adult educator. I have a passionate sense of social justice for those whose experience is one
of marginalisation and the work with DARG has provided the opportunity to strengthen that. I have
felt empowered as a woman with a disability to be part of this process and it has significantly
contributed to my learning about theory and research processes.

Patrick
I am twenty-five years of age and I have a lifelong disability. I am in my final year at Victoria and
have been president of the Can Do group and other student groups over the years before joining
DARG. I am committed to change for disabled students and I am actively working towards that in

all I do. The work with DARG has increased my knowledge and self confidence. 1 saw the disability
equity package as a positive initiative and I intend to stay involved.

Chase
I am forty-six years old and I have a child who is ten years old. I am studying at varsity full time.
I am passionate about sport and wheelchair basketball and I am banging my head against a brick
wall over the male attitude that dominates the sport. I love my son to bits and I would like to have
more children. I take my mothering very seriously and it gives me insurmountable pleasure. My
involvement with DARG and going to varsity has opened up career possibilities and directions.

Beryl
I am fifty years old and am a Maori mature student. I am currently undertaking the final year of
my degree. The time with DARG was one of learning and I was able to make good connections
between my experience as a Maori woman as well as a person with a disability. I was challenged by
the task of working alongside other students to present a bi-cultural perspective on the training. The
group offered a spirit of acceptance where I was able to be who I was without judgement.

Shaun
I am twenty seven years old and have been an early childhood education student. The time with
DARG offered me the chance to be with students from other institutions and who identified as
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having a wide range of impairments. My involvement with the research and the training has been
a time of learning and personal growth.

Pa u l i ne
I am forty one years old and the research facilitator. I have a lung disease and osteoporosis which

has been acquired as a result of the drugs I have been given. I came over from England alone in 1 990
to

start a new life in New Zealand which New Zealanders have helped me achieve. I live alone and

benefit from the support of a large network of friends. At the time of the research I was a senior
lecturer in Disability Studies at the Wellington College of Education. I now work as a manager for
a disability organisation called DEALS and am Academic Director of a private training
establishment called Learning Unlimited.
I have been privileged to work alongside such a stimulating and committed group of disabled

students who have been my friends, colleagues and co-researchers. The experience of living and
surviving with chronic illness and disability has given me strength and a determination to make
achieving change for disabled people my life's work. The research with DARG and subsequently this
thesis is a contribution towards that. I recognize the privilege I have been given in being able to
conduct this research and I aim to ensure that disabled people generally benefit from the work done.

Data Collection
The data collection process spanned four distinct phases: defining objectives, development of a
critical community and discovering a focus for action and evaluation. I will expand on each of these.
I will now summarise the methods employed and make brief comments on their use.

Data was collected through the group process using diary entries based on critical reflection within
Rees's steps to empowerment, investigation of current academic policies on assessment, access and
proposed changes, searches on any previous research conducted with disabled people in other
universities, interviews with academic, non-academic and support staff and integration of access
audit findings into an overall research project. We ensured full participation by taping all meetings
and making these available to all members, including those absent. Extra effort was made in co
ordinating action and facilitating dialogue with respect to the varying energy levels and access
difficulties faced by disabled people in such an environment. We also developed a central audit file
where all records of action/communication were kept. These were used to reflect on changes made,
the progress achieved in meeting identified goals and recording developments. At each meeting,
space was made for analysis and reflection around each stage of empowerment and the records
reflect our findings. The aim of the presentation of the data was to demonstrate a model not only
of successful emancipatory research but to provide a practical model of consultation. With a group
this size democratic dialogue was possible. Like the research of the Otago Family Network ( 1 992)
what Carr and Kemmis ( 1 988) call "symmetrical dialogue" was employed. This is the process
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within a group dialogue where each participant has equal say in generating ideas and where
decisions are genuinely made by the group. Part of the evaluation process was a corrective feedback
process where there was ongoing reflection on partnership, control and quality of dialogue.
Emerging themes were identified with the research group via a brainstorming process, and were
recorded on large sheets of paper. In this way they became central to group discussion and were
regularly revisited.

For example, as time progressed it was clear that a number of issues arising

could be addressed by educating the staff and student body about disability. These were combined
with those originally laid out in the group research diary at the beginning of the research where
employment and access to a fairer examination process for disabled students was highlighted.
Making the connection between the themes helped to facilitate a process of defining the social
theories of disability using concrete examples. This was achieved on a personal and group basis as
students began to relate their experiences and trust other group members. Croup meetings were
recorded from the beginning and transcripts prepared by myself as group facilitator/researcher
which include my own reflection and evaluation. These were

circulated to all research group

members which they then used as the basis of their own research diaries.

This

provided the

opportunity for all participants to comment on emerging themes, the group process and the
planned actions. Space was made at each meeting for participants to comment critically on data
summary, analysis and interpretation in order to establish how this matched their reality. Often a
large component of the meetings would be used to discuss and build on the group reflections and
views which became a good stimulus for settling down to the more arduous practical work of getting
the training kit developed. This technique is known as "member checks" (Cuba and Lincoln, 1 98 1 ).
The main research diary provided a central framework for data analysis and the opportunity for
what our group named as the formation of a critical reflective community. This is discussed in-depth
in Chapter Nine.
This feedback process comprised of three distinct phases: in the first, group members were
encouraged to write responses to the questions raised in the diary or to challenge the accuracy of the
account. These could either be sent to me between meetings, often after a telephone conversation,
a medium students often used to deal with their reflections, or brought to the next meeting. It was
important that all their thoughts were recorded as it would have been easy to lose important
contributions as time elapsed; a second phase was a feedback process at the beginning of each
meeting where each person made a statement regarding their own reflections on the research data
to date and made suggestions as to changes in the main research diary. At this point, they would also
report on any action they had been allocated to take on behalf ofthe group. This checking back was
built into the group process and will be described in Chapter Six in detail. The third phase was the
evaluation of the research process itself where each person presented their own perspective to the
group and the dialogic approach facilitated open discussion and identified points ofjoint agreement
on the nature of our conclusions.
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A final phase ensured a more in-depth evaluation process where critical analysis of each part of the
research process occurred.

An integral evaluation process was woven through, but a two stage

evaluation process was introduced after delivery of the training package by staff and students. The
first evaluation measured the immediate effect on the perceptions and attitudes of staff in training
as well as of facilitators.

This had the added role of reporting to those who did not directly

participate in the training allowing discussion around what could have been done better as well as
evaluation of the obviously successful parts The second stage ensured measurement of the impact
of the training on the U niversity environment. In this way the construct and catalytic validity
( Lather, 1 986) were addressed. The evaluation task initiated reflection around original objectives,
the extent to which the group had achieved those objectives, the enhanced understanding of the
social theories of disability and their impact in practice, and their awareness of different research
approaches.

Furthermore, the role of research itself in contributing to or challenging the social

theories of disability was understood. They reflected in-depth on personal growth and learning
sharing their perceptions of both their own changes and contribution as well as that of each other.
They were able to trace group growth and changing dynamics as well as to overtly name the role
each person had played within that process. The evaluation of the group experience in Chapter
Eight describes this in detail and provides extracts of student input. They evaluated the research
methodology itself, commenting on its value in achieving emancipatory objectives and in facilitating
a fully participatory group process. Within their evaluation they each individually suggested a way
forward for the group and stated the role they wished to play in the future of the research group.
From these discussions, DARG Inc was born which will be discussed in depth in Chapters Eight and
Ten.
A research report was made available to each participant (Appendix Eight) and I as researcher
conducted a three hour session where all the different aspects of what we had done were explained
in detail. This provided a forum where the accuracy of information and conclusions could be tested.
More particularly, it became a teaching tool to explain and name the research process, revisiting
difficult terminology and gave students a chance to look at ways they could use their learning in
their own research.

This will be critiqued in more detail throughout subsequent chapters and

specifically in Chapter Nine.
The method of corrective feedback loops which identifies the influence of ideas on experience!
action and vice versa (Heron, 1 98 1 ), were systematically employed in the study to ensure accurate
feedback between participants. For example, we reviewed the diary reflections sent out as a record
from each meeting and compared those with the personal reflections participants had made at that
time and subsequent to the last research meeting. The way the personal and group experience
impacted on research action and vice versa was consistently analysed.

This system of feedback

provided a reflexive structure. I was careful as facilitator to minimise the imposition of unnecessary
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structure which may have restricted spontaneity balanced with the need for clear boundaries to
monitor the validity of the process.
The approach is built on Lewin's concept of action research as proceeding in a spiral of steps "each
of which is composed of planning, action and the evaluation of the result ofthe action" (Kemmis and
McTaggart, 1 988: 8). The action research spiral adapted by Kemmis and McTaggart was similarly
used by the Otago Family Network and by Archer and Whitaker ( 1 994). It was named as a process
of analysis/action/reflection and used to positively inform the development of a more emancipatory
methodological framework. This was further adapted by the research group to be defined as the
analysis/action/reflectionlevaluation cycle akin to Barndt's interpretation of the cycle (Barndt,
1 990). Lewin's approach was characterised by the establishment of "self-critical communities of
people" who finally succeed in "emancipating themselves from the institutional and personal
constrain ts which limit their power " (Kemmis and McTaggart, 1 988: 23). The research group
defined itself as a critical community which will be discussed in the evaluation in Chapter Eight. The
diary formed a vital corrective feedback mechanism since whoever writes up the research must
ensure that it is " the fruitful discussion of all co- researchers" (Heron, 1 98 1 : 1 65). The records of
meetings, the outcome of discussion and training seminars, all letters and memos written, as well as
recorded dialogue with key University staff provided the ongoing account. This became a form of
"audit trail" (Miles and Huberman: 28) similarly used by the Otago Family Network to check
trustworthiness of data. Each participant has undertaken individually a form of final evaluation by
completing a task agreed by the group to be shared in a process of critical reflection in the group
context.
The research aimed to be firstly, practical, in terms of its accessibility and its day to day value for
disabled students. This was demonstrated in the way the training kit raised and addressed issues of
day-to-day concern for most disabled students. Secondly, it aimed to be collaborative, in that the
structure facilitated joint decision making and easy access to and ability to challenge the process.
This was achieved via the use of an agreed group approach which ensured all students were able to
participate if they wished as well as to opt out if they so wished.

Examples of the reflexive

mechanisms included reviewing diary reflections, tape recordings of meetings made available to all
participants and consistent checking out each person's views through a formalised group protocol
as well as informal group monitoring.

The latter was the specific responsibility of myself as

facilitator although the students themselves took responsibility for the fairness of the group process.
The collaborative and practical elements were maintained through group discussion around the
research themes which were subsequently linked to examples from daily reality. Finally, objectives
were regularly evaluated and monitored in conjunction with joint appraisal of outcomes. It could
be argued that those elements contributed to the emancipatory value of the project.
To summarise, collaborative reviewing of problems facing participants was systematic within the
framework of the group process. This meant that the combination of regular group meetings and
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the diary records to encourage reflective feedback on the process, ensured a safe environment for
discussion of issues arising and for the opportunity to change the research direction. Through this
interactive approach to research, students gradually built on their understanding of critical theory
in terms of their identification, personal and political, with the social theories of disability.
Dialectical theory building occurred in that students related their changing understanding of the
world around them, of the nature of the research process and the significance of their part in it.
What constituted emancipatory research for this group became clearer for each participant as the
process evolved.

The interactive process encouraged positive skill sharing, exchange of critical

viewpoints and reflections and a mutual education process between participants including that
between participants and principal researcher. This is known as reciprocal reflexivity and critique
and by rigorously adhering to this method, the danger of theoretical imposition and reification, on
behalf of the facilitator was lessened (Lather, 1 986). In other words the risk of unwarranted
intrusion on, and alienation of, participants by myself as the principal researcher, through an over
concern with objectivity and my own pre-existing agendas was diminished. I have attempted within
this process to describe reciprocity in practice in terms of the reality of the research process for a
group of disabled people.
The evaluative process 1 have just described has been adapted from the combination of
recommendations of writers previously cited (Fay, 1 977, 1 987; Lather, 1 986; Opie, 1 992; Fook ,
1 993, 1 996) and can b e summarised a s follows. Firstly, the design was based o n interactive dialogic
individual and focus group interviews requiring intermittent appropriate self-disclosure on behalf
of myself as facilitator. Secondly, regular evaluation meetings/interviews of both individuals and
small groups (participants and research allies) facilitated the collaborative process and a deeper
probing of research issues. Thirdly, joint consultation to define and interpret data with a working
sub-group through whom data was recycled. The training session over the two days was planned
in a small working party of disabled students representing DARG and the nondisabled partner. In
this project I as researcher took responsibility for maintaining an emancipatory framework through
ongoing collaboration with all research participants to build "empirically rooted theory" ( Lather,
1 986:446); finally, reciprocity was ensured through ongoing discussion of the key issues for the
participating group. I , in partnership with the group, identified the need for the researcher to create
a safe context for the enhancement of the conscientisation process ( Freire, 1 972).

Summary of Methodological Techniques
The thoroughness of the project evaluation and data analysis have been ensured by the blending
of methodological techniques (named above)

which can be described as m ultiple triangulation

(Denzin, 1 989, 1 992, 1 994; 1 994; Morse, 1 994). The complex process described involves: use of
more than one method of data collection; multiple investigators (in this context the group at times
acted as co-researchers); the theoretical framework has been approached from a multi-dimensional
perspective; finally "between-method" triangulation (Denzin, 1 989: 244) has ensured more than
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one methodological approach. Morse advocates triangulation as a positive approach to action
research :
Because different lenses or perspectives result from the use of different methods, often more
than one method can be lIsed within a project so a researcher can gain a more holistic view
of the setting ( Morse, 1 994:224).
One aspect of the methodology was an underlying theme of biography which was used in a variety
of ways implicitly and explicitly in story-telling. I will now briefly discuss the role of story telling in
research .

The Role of Story-telling
The unravelling of bits of biography is a way of beginning the process of empowerment with
those people who have felt powerless for a long time.

In that process a marking of small

victories will include the replacement of ignorance with information, and fear with a
willingness to challenge au thority (Rees, 1 99 1 : 28).
The above quotation has particular relevance to many disabled people and biography within the
individual and group research process has certainly performed the function of validating and
informing people's lives. While denial of people's experience is a mechanism of alienation, the
recognition of the role of biography and story telling in reclaiming research is one of emancipation.
The stories were the method by which members of the group could have their unique voices heard.
Issues of importance such as oral history as a methodology, my role as interviewer and the cohesion
the story-telling process provided to the whole research experience, is explored within this thesis.
Biography has an

integral role in relating people's personal experience to the shaping of the

research agenda and process.

Not only has the story of each participating individual been

acknowledged within the group process, but also that of a number of disabled people who have thus
helped inadvertently to set the research agenda. This includes through their published works such
as their articles published in university newsletters and disability journals, their stories (Morris,
1 987), verbal accounts and

unpublished work including stories related in Masters' theses

(Townsend. 1 994), poetry and art. In this sense the research has been influenced by disability
culture which is incidental to the experience of living with disability (Shakespeare, 1 996). Stories
were chosen as a formal research method in that I conducted an interview with each participant
individually. I was interviewed by a group member for the purposes of her own research and that
has also been brought together with the other stories. The stories, while they have been used in data
analysis. have not been written up in detail in the thesis.

It is intended that they will form a

publication in their own right and stand alone, which has been a group decision. The process of
collating the stories could not fail to impact on the outcome of the research in terms of the value of
sharing them both for myself as interviewer and for the participants. Comments from the stories
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have contributed to individual evaluations of the research process. In many ways by keeping any
in-depth account of the stories out of this thesis respects totally the right of the group to own them
and maintain control over their publication. Some aspects of their individual evaluations of the
research process which were necessarily integrated to the process of relating them provide rich
material within the evaluation section. The experience of collating people's stories is always a
privilege for a researcher, one of which I was acutely aware.

Data Analysis
I have identified a range of methods by which data has been collated revolving around the central

role of the group and group process. The research analysis was conducted critically in three ways:
first, by myself as researcher using Fay's basic scheme and Rees's steps to empowerment; second, by
the group via the group process which was also a source of data collection structured within Rees's
steps; finally, individual participant evaluation of the experience made a substantial contribution to
the overall data analysis. The question of the value of emancipatory research in facilitating change
in the lives of disabled people has been encapsulated in a linked process of data collection and
analysis mediated by an intensive group process. Some key aspects of the research analysis have
included the integral value of finely balanced group work, the interpersonal dynamics and the key
role of the researcher acting as facilitator of a group process including the need for a range of
leadership styles in response to the needs of the group. I will summarise here the key areas to
consider in data analysis. This will be followed by a summary to address those areas.
In the first part ofthis section, I will explore the approach to data analysis with an initial exploration
of the key role of group work in emancipatory research. The significance of the small group will be
explored and some issues of power inbalances within the group process will be addressed including
the possible impact on data collection. The building of parmership in the group context will be
reconceptualised as community building, and community development principles adapted from
the work of Freire ( 1 977), Peck ( 1 987), and later, Ife ( 1 995), will underpin the explanation of the
dynamics occurring.
A second significant area for consideration within this research has been the importance of strong

leadership to the project and how crucial I have been as researcher. Group members have explored
their relative equality or inequality in terms of their positions of power and responsibility which it
was recognized had been conferred at the institutional level. Another question for consideration in
data analysis addresses the extent to which redress of power within a group process can also impact
outside the group. This is at the level of the individual, for example, in terms of increased personal
power, and of the group in its new-found ability to influence the political processes. How, having
acknowledged one's power, can one set about challenging its significance within every action one
takes beginning at group level? This question is crucial to an evaluation of how research has been
conducted within an emancipatory process and achieved an emancipatory outcome. Within the
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analysis, the level of skill required by a group leader to recognize the need to change and adapt one's
role in response to changing group priorities, will be clearly identified.

A third key area for emancipatory research is the identification of the researcher. The question is
asked how important is it that I as a researcher, in this example of disability emancipatory research,
identify as disabled and what may be the difficulties faced or even disadvantages within the process
of data analysis? For example is the critical analysis too limited or, can I as researcher over identify
or unduly manipulate the process?

A reflexive mechanism for participation within the group

process and the reflective diary ensured that I had tools to monitor my own behaviour. I did share
my story with the group during the course of the research at times when I thought it provided
helpful examples to illustrate points being made. This was particularly true during the preparation
of participants to enter the training process. My perception of the effect of this was that it broke
down barriers and equalised power differentials in that I made myself vulnerable.

I critique this

aspect in more depth in Chapters Eight, Nine and Eleven since it is a key factor in determining the
validity of the emancipatory process.
The final key area for consideration is the role of structure within the group and research process
and the importance of clear boundaries to remove the danger of chaos and a lack of rigour in
approach to data analysis. What wi1\ be addressed is the nature of the structure and who has the
power to impose it.

The significance of the group process for data analysis
In this section, because of the importance of group analysis, I will discuss some key aspects of group
work analysis.

By doing so I aim to explore the central role of the group experience and its

significance in the achievement of research outcomes. This will include the significance of the group
experience in highlighting the challenges faced by researchers in initiating an emancipatory
process. This will be followed by in-depth evaluation of group process in Chapters Eight and Nine.
I have previously explored (in Chapters One and Two) the notion of power and power differentials
and the many ways in which power can be exercised. Within the layers of a pedagogical framework
of power, the nature of the disabling systems within which we work have been explored.

The

exposure of inherent inequality at this micro level, in other words the effect of oppressive systems
on the individual and its impact on the daily lived reality of a disabled person, has a number of more
far-reaching objectives. By making this reality more visible in one environment, the group aimed
to achieve a working model for a challenge at the meso level in the context of a tertiary environment.
While the ultimate aim would be for transformation at a macro level in terms of impacting on
government and social systems, this project has at least presented an approach which could be re
produced on a larger scale. The fact that the training kit developed by DARG is now being delivered
in other tertiary institutions suggests change on a wider level subsequent to the achievements of the
research group. The challenges faced by small groups in the face of attempts to achieve political
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change have been recognized by women in the context of consciousness-raising describing the small
group as "a small fish in a large ocean, a stormy one at that." (Butler and Wintram, 1 99 1 :3 1 ).
However, the accomplishments of small self-help groups have been proven to have a significant
political impact proven by the work of many.

Examples of such self-help initiatives are those

undertaken by women in the Australian suburb ofAdelaide where community facilities were lacking
and inaccessible (Egar and Sarkissian, 1 985) and the work of the "Taboo Group" in Manchester.
This organisation, of which

1

was an instigator, was set up for survivors of childhood sexual abuse

and grew into a large service providing refuge for young women while maintaining its small group
approach to support for those who required it ( 1 983- 1 99 1 ). More recently Hera as part of a PhD
project helped set up a home death group in Palmerston North ( Hera, 1 995). A critical analysis of
the research in Chapter Nine expands on the role of group work in data collection and analysis.
It was in the context of the group dynamics that personal change could be analysed and the impact
of the group activity could be measured within the University. The group process had a three-fold
function in relation to the central research question. The first was to explore the possibilities of
emancipatory research to achieve increased personal and political autonomy for a group of disabled
people. Rees's steps to empowerment provided the foundation to explore the development of a
community of partnership. This was achieved by referring to the steps in group discussion and by
asking participants to reflect on the steps in relation to the stage of the research. This was then
recorded in the research diary, circulated and discussed further at the subsequent meeting. The
second aspect was to plan and carry out a piece of action research in collaboration with outside allies
where the group process provided coherence and structure. The group was a working group where
a systematic process of sharing responsibility for providing feedback was in place. This is discussed
in more detail later in the next chapter. Students also shared different tasks in relation to the
different components involved in planning the action research and wrote their own summaries and
analysis of the process. This was part pf the audit trail which was kept in a central group file. The
third was to create a forum whereby student participants could assist me as the researcher with part
of the data analysis. It was always clear that I was ultimately responsible for the analysis of the
research case study as a whole even though they were at liberty to comment on and change any of
my conclusions. This occurred throughout the research in terms of the monthly diary recordings
through the established feedback mechanisms and overall analysis of some parts of the research
data. The latter was achieved through a final evaluation of group process using a structured
framework and through the encouragement of critical reflections on their own personal growth. At
each meeting students made space for evaluation of the process to date both in terms of the theory
and Rees;s steps and also in terms of their own experience and personal growth. This was recorded
as an integral part of the data analysis. The training programme was evaluated by those students
who participated

as

well as by programme participants. The group process will be described in

detail in Chapter Six and analysed in Chapter Seven using records of ajoint evaluation process. The
practicalities of data analysis are expanded on in the next two chapters.
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The role of the researcher and the issue of leadership
Leaders who deny praxis to the oppressed thereby invalidate their own praxis. By imposing
their word on others, they falsify that word and establish a contradiction between their
methods and their objectives. If they are truly committed to liberation, their action and
reflection cannot succeed without the action and reflection of others (Freire, 1 972:97).
To clarify the issues in data analysis and the complexities involved in the process within an
emancipatory framework, it is necessary to contribute at this stage a section on leadership and the
role of the researcher.
A consideration of the concept of leadership will provide some clarification to this discussion.
Leadership is more complex than one often perceives: management and community development
literature names the range of styles of leadership: authoritarian, consultative or enabling (Hope and
Timmel, 1 99 1 ). It is often seen as a skill which some people have and others do not but it is a skill
which can be developed. In terms of group interaction it involves: observing what is happening to
individuals, identifying their needs and those of the group and learning ways of dealing with those
needs (Butler and Wintram, 1 99 1 ; Ife, 1 995; Fook, 1 996). In any analysis of the group process one
has to start with the group leader by identifying the nature of the leadership style and the chosen
function of the leader, in this case as researcher ( Freire, 1 972, 1 985; Reason and Rowan, 1 98 1 ;
Wadsworth, 1 984; Hope and Timmel, 1 99 1 ; Fook, 1 993; McNiff, 1 993; Reason, 1 994; Janesick,
1 994; I fe, 1 995, 1 996; Bishop, 1 996; Treleaven, 1 996). If a research process is to be emancipatory,
the outcome of the data analysis must prove that empowerment has been achieved at the level of the
individual, the group and the environment. Data analysis set out to prove that the experience of
each and every participant was a liberating one and that reciprocity had occurred between group
members as well as between researcher and group members (Heron, 1 98 1 ; Reason, 1 994). I, as
researcher had to consider a constant balance between imposing my own ideology, passion and
experience and contributing them constructively to the group-building experience.
To ensure integrity of data analysis, it was crucial at all stages to acknowledge the considerable
power I held, given my position as a lecturer and a PhD student. While the fact of being a doctoral
student is not necessarily a position of power and in fact adds to the range of commonalities with the
other students, it gave me a different motivation and perspective on the research. McTaggart speaks
of the "folly of action research groups and critical communities which do not address the problems
of differential status of participants" (McTaggart, 1 99 1 :58). Within the research I have questioned
the extent to which my own status had an impact on the group process and the need to avoid
manipulation in my identification as a disabled person. I have also questioned the extent to which
true equality can be achieved given that "the espousal of a value for equality does not in itself ensure
that equality will prevail" (Brown, 1 992:2 1 ). This recognizes the different abilities and insecurities
people can experience. I addressed the issue of equality and that of my own potential to unduly
impose my own opinions, by formally soliciting feedback on my own performance

as

well as
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ensuring a structure whereby students could safely offer their own insights. This involved making
space for individual feedback in writing, by telephone, before the group or after the group as well
as in the context of the group process, the mainstay of the analytical framework. 'Symmetrical
communication' enabled group members to have maximum opportunity to participate on an equal
basis. To critique the process in this way enabled people to understand the way meanings could be
partly constituted as a result of such power differentials and to provide an opportunity to plan action
free from coercion (McTaggart, 1 99 1 :58). A redefinition of equality in the context of a parmership
model of research will be presented in Chapter Six to demonstrate the integral evaluative process
Some analysis of the nature of manipulation will be offered in the context of the discussion around
the facilitator role later in this section.
Leadership skills are ones which are exercised in a range of situations including groups, where it
involves taking people's feelings seriously, soliciting and accepting constructive feedback about ones
behaviour as a leader and making changes consequently ( Peck, 1 987). By doing so one demonstrates
that one has valued what people have said and that one wishes to have a positive influence in their
lives as well as on the group. Hope and Timmel adapt Freire's literature to define leadership and
state that "it takes sensitivity, humility and love to develop one's skills as a leader, and it takes a
number of years practice" (Hope and Timmel, 1 99 1 :47).
I as group leader have been required

to

take on

three roles interchangeably: the facilitator,

animator or co-ordinator (ibid). These are commonly identified in literature and all have relevance
to this discussion. I will clarify the effect of each role to underline the impact of changing roles on
data analysis. Firstly, I as facilitator provided a process, took a step back and enabled the group to
discuss their own content in the most satisfactory way. This was in keeping with the overall role of
researcher. Secondly, I in some respects played the role of 'animator' who not only provides a
process but guides people to share their concerns, information and opinions, sets goals, make
decisions and plan action. An animator has insight into the power dynamics in the group whether
they be reflected in terms of people's abilities/disabilities, gender or race and has a responsibility to
enable the group to identify the source of conflict and work through it. Thirdly, I was required
where appropriate as a group leader to also be a co-ordinator who draws people together, facilitates
networks resulting in actions and events of benefit to the group or groups concerned. It is important
to distinguish this range of definitions and to see that a researcher within an emancipatory model
may be one or all of these types of leaders according to the needs of the group concerned.
Freire speaks of the role of a researcher as a "liberating educator" ( Friere, 1 987). The difficulty in
separating the role of educator/leader is significant for this kind of research. I would agree that I
have personally learnt what good leadership is about through some painful experiences both as a
group member and a group leader. While I have described myself as a facilitator at times through
this process and have certainly by introducing Rees's steps been concerned with finding a structure
which the group could own, I have gone beyond that neutral role to share my experience and to
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stimulate participants to think critically, to identifY a research agenda and to explore solutions such
as the disability equity training package. Strictly speaking this more involved role makes me what
Hope and Timme! describe as an ' animator' whose characteristics were described previously.
The leadership style I have used has aimed to respond to the needs of the group as and when those
needs change.

In this sense I have used a leadership style which allows this flexibility.

The

authoritarian type of leadership has been recognized as stifling where life is at stake ( Peck, 1 987;
Hope and Timme!, 1 99 1 ; Butler and Wintram, 1 99 1 ). This kind of leadership has had no place in
the research. The consultative style has also had a limited role but is one often witnessed in the types
of research I have cited and its limited emancipatory value has been explored.

An example to

illustrate this is that of a researcher who goes in with a clearly set personal agenda which s/he wishes
to explore with a focus group. S/he may come out with more information on which to act owing to
the information uncovered but finally the original agenda is the one carried out.

I have cited

examples of this type of leadership in the Regional Health Authority meetings where the language
of empowerment has been adopted within a framework controlled by the decision-makers. I have
also pointed out that this may cause confusion in that in a superficial sense the messages sound
correct but that in practice the impact of the process detracts from people's ability to truly participate
in a way which values them. I have been careful to differentiate between the styles named and those
employed.

A third type ofJeadership style is enabling and is closest to the type I have modelled with the research
group. An enabling leader hands over the decision totally to the group to define limits and make
decisions or alternative!y the leader can define the limits and enable the group to make the decision.
I will give examples in subsequent chapters of both these approaches and their impact on the group
process. Sometimes to hand over totally the responsibility for decision making can be disabling as
opposed to enabling and I have recognized the need to take the role of asking critical questions and
making pertinent suggestions to offer a more educational framework in terms of research practice.
Butler and Wintram ( 1 99 1 ) describe the skills required by facilitators in this mode.

They

recommend two people take responsibility for the group participation and that skills include:
The ability to support in a non-judgmental way, keeping silent and listening, knowing when
to disclose details about personal experience, knowing when to

offer appropriate

information ( Butler and Wintram, 1 99 1 :40).

[ often asked for a volunteer co-facilitator at group meetings at the early stages and at later stages
students naturally fell into the role of co-facilitation. Data analysis at later stages was much more co
operative as the group understood the concepts and recognized the key components of data
collection.

For researchers entering into an emancipatory process, the often subtle difference

between the different definitions of leadership is crucial to the defining the difference between
traditional action-research and emancipatory action-research which has been briefly discussed in
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Chapter One and examples have been offered in Chapter Two. Chapter Eleven will provide a
framework for specifically monitoring researcher behaviour both in terms of group reflexivity and
self-reflexivity.

Identification of the Researcher
Another important question for analysis has been to address the issues to consider as a disabled
person in the role of researcher.

The significance of a shared experience and its relevance to

emancipatory research was explored. This includes an in-depth exploration of the challenges faced
where all participants including the researcher identify as disabled. The analysis has evolved based
on a recognition of power dynamics, unequal power experienced in all groups and the need to value
different perspectives within a group of marginalised people. M ansbridge speaks of the need to
equalise influence in women's groups:
Each individual brings to the group different levels of expertise, personal attractiveness,
verbal skill, self confidence, access to information and interest in the task. Therefore, a) each
group must reduce inequalities that can be reduced and b) understand and find ways to deal
with inequalities that cannot be reduced ( Mansbridge, 1 973:6 1 ).
Butler and Wintram, ( 1 99 1 ) also speak of this danger of excluding women due to a perception of
the level of marginalisation they experience. Questions are raised as follows: "were women
inadvertently excluded because they were not oppressed enough? Were they seen to be suffering an
"appropriate" level of deprivation?" ( Butler and Wintram, 1 99 1 :34). B rown points out that the
nature of "irreducible inequalities" is not identified, but the message is that different abilities are
inherent to a group process, that the facilitator is responsible for fostering co-operation on the basis
of these differences, and should guard against fostering competition. Barker warns also ofthe "false
equality trap" ( Barker, 1 982:82) in women's groups with female facilitators who minimise the reality
of differences between women:
This conjures up a mythology ofequality which glosses over structural positions in the group,
and differences in experiences of oppression and in possession of knowledge and skills
( Butler and Wintram, 1 99 1 :74).
Barker attempted to avoid domination by merging into the group which led to informal and
unstructured discussion which Rowbotham has labelled a coercive form of consensus (Rowbotham,

1 979). All of the above points have been recognized as significant in this example of disability
research and the ways in which group process has addressed these concerns will be fully discussed
in subsequent chapters.
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The Significance of Structure for an Empowering Group Process
The group structure underpins all of the above sections in the context of data analysis. A clear
structure ensured a rigorous and credible app roach to both data collation and analysis. Following
on from the issue of power imbalance, the next question is what is the significance of and need for
structure to facilitate a group process in order to adhere to emancipatory principles and successfully
critically reflect on the research outcomes?
For those interested in the development of a praxis-oriented research paradigm, a key issue revolves
around this central challenge: how to maximise the researcher's mediation between people's self
understandings in the light of the need for ideology critique and transformative social action without

becoming impositional (Lather, 1 987:269) [emphasis in original].
I have found Freire's concept of a "liberating educator" to be a useful starting point in exploration
of group processes and I consider that as a researcher, I have used the philosophy of the liberating
educator to conduct the research.

I have consistently referred to pedagogy as central to the

emancipatory experience and demonstrated this in action within the steps to empowerment. To
explain the nature of the group structure, I approached the task as an educator in full agreement
with Freire that the traditional dichotomy which separates research and teaching is a destructive
one:
Research is more and more divided into specialities where a deeper knowledge of the part
does not teach you more about the totality, where the person doing research is a 'scientist' or
'theorist' who does not dirty his or her hands in reality while the teacher does not research the
conditions for education ( Freire, 1 987: 1 79).
This quote is particularly pertinent in the research environment we have chosen.

He describes

libcratory education as grounded research, grounded in participants' daily lived experiences. The
structure of this "experiential research" has been conceived within this philosophy, but I

as

a

researcher had the task of initiating a structure which enabled participants to take on the roles of co
researchers with the goal of conducting a piece of action research. I aimed to achieve a model of
research where participants were involved in every aspect of the process similar to Heron's full
experiential research model where:
Each person involved is both researcher and subject.

Each is involved

as

co-researcher,

contributing to the research propositions of all stages from the working hypotheses to the
research conclusions (Heron, 1 98 1 : 1 56).
When one considers strategies for facilitating groups within an emancipatory process where
participants have control over the process, the challenge is to decide on some structure which
minimises imposition of researcher ideology on the group, or constrains the group from exploring
avenues of importance. When aiming at building a research community where there is what Peck
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refers to as a " now of leadership" (Peck, 1 987:73) it is essential that "some kind of control must be
rel i nq uished. For

it is a situation i n which it is the spirit of community itself that leads and not any

single individual" ( l bid).
Padilla discusses the challenge of adapting Freire's approach to create an emancipatory research
model and underlines the need tor transparency in methods and structure: "it is crucial to
de t e r m i ne the

specific methods and procedures used to carry out any activity labelled an

investigation" (Padilla, 1 993: 1 56). Also, the need for structure such as that provided by Rees's steps
in the

group exploration is propounded by Pad ilia:
Viewed from
that

a

ped agogi ca l perspective, the encoded generative themes form a curriculum

s yste mati ca l ly f()sters the development of critical awareness by the subjects about

themselves a nd

about the conditions that surround them ( Padilla, 1 993: 1 56).

The absellce of structure is l ikely to

be as disempowering as an authoritarian structure. A lack of

structure either allows strong pcoplc to
dise l l l powcred

take over completely or less confident individuals teel more

by t he p rocess. The first effect has been described by Freeman as " the tyranny of

structmelesslless" where

"elite members are able to wield unchallengcd and unchallengeable

power" ( l-"!'cen l<ll l , c i ted

in B ro w n , 1 992: 1 9). There can be a tendency by faci l i tators who wish to

carry OUl p a rti c i p a w ry rescarch i n
Frcire say�: " l h e opposite of

a non-manipulative way to let the group decide. 1 10wever, as

manipulation is not " laissez-faire, not denying the teacher's directive

res p onsib i l i ty ti)r ed ucation" ( Freirc, 1 987: 1 7 1 ).
There is

n/"ten con ltlsion abo u l l l le nature of the researcher's role in this ly pe of research ami I have

already tal ked .. bout

the dallgers of manipulation including use of my position as a disabled person.

W h i le ( ide ntilied with t he

concept of being a "liberating educator" (Freire, 1 987), onc could rightly

ask if [his is still lIsing my position as a lecturer to manoeuver the pro(;ess in the direction I would
wish. There is a constant balance to be achieved between directiveness and allowing a group to
decide

011

its ow n structure.

'To go too far either way, could be construed as manipulation and

consequem disempowermcm: "The power relations of manipulation depend on the power
relations or l eadershi p ( Fay, 1 9M7: 1 23).
"

The effects and nalUn: of this manipulation can often be invisible, making it even more insidious
and if disabled students were suhject to it, they may not even recognize it for what it is, so close is this
to their daily lived ex perience. This manipulation, which is not deliberate but which benefits the
powcrl u l is descrihed by Fay as the most destructive type owing to the invisibility of the mechanisms
'

,

tor oppressi o n .

I n this research context the mechanisms would b e less visible because o f fewer

obvious power dilTerentials. To look at these mechanisms gave me further insight into ways to avoid
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manipulation in the development of an emancipatory group structure. Lukes describes this "subtle
manipulation":
It functions by keeping the conflict between the oppressors and oppressed latent, so that the
former control the latter without there being any overt, actual disagreement, and without
there being any conscious knowledge on either of their parts that the interests of the
oppressed are systematically ignored (Fay, 1 987: 1 23).
The evidence of this process for disabled people in society is strong and can be witnessed in disability
services built to support the most vulnerable (Wolfensberger, 1 990; Perkins, 1 996). The danger
within the research process lies in the fact, that, according to Fay " the powers involved in relations
of leadership and manipulation both build on the self understandings of the powerless" (Fay,
1 987: 1 25).
Given that critical theory aims at empowerment and attempts to liberate people partly via exploring
their self understandings, and that identical mechanisms can be used constructively or destructively,
the retlexiveness of the group/research process must consistently expose any manipulative,
disempowering aspects of the group structure. This clearly has a direct effect on the particular
interpretation placed on people's new found self- understandings. In Chapter Six, I will describe
and define the exploratory process of development of an empowering group structure, the
framework for a critical community.

I n this chapter I have offered a framework for a

methodological analysis in relation to a synthesis of accepted traditional research approaches but
the research framework and the methods have been jointly chosen by the research participants
creating a methodology of participation through partnership.
I take B ishop's challenge that the construction of a set of rules and procedures imposed from outside
can " remove control over what constitutes authority of the text from the participants" (Bishop,
1 996:224). H is concern that Maori researchers can fall into the trap of using external methods of
validity is one which I have found myself falling into. The emphasis throughout has been on the
combined efforts of research participants and nondisabled allies who have contributed to the
methodology in their participation support and expertise. As Bishop says, "experience builds and
compounds experience" (ibid) and he cites Ballard in valuing the contribution of "colleagues with
experience" and "kaumatua" (Bishop, 1 996:224). The central research question in relation to the
value of emancipatory research allows exploration of the extent to which autonomy and ownership
can be retained by the group and what level of outside involvement in analysis of the research is
required to uphold the validity of the work. I n Chapter Seven, I will present an analysis of the
group process including management of group dynamics and the evolution of the structure in
relation to Rees's steps to empowerment. The next chapter will describe the research process as it
unfolds using the framework of Rees's steps.

CHAPTER SIX
Partnership I n Action:
Describing The Research Process
Introduction
This chapter describes the research process as it occurred. It also highlights key research findings
including the development of a group process which became central to the research model. Rees's
steps to empowerment were used as a methodological tool. The steps combined with Fay's basic
scheme will contribute to an evaluative process in Chapter Eight. The events will be p resented
using extracts from the research diary to tell the story. (Diary entries and students' personal
evaluations appear in italics). I will quote the reflections made by myself and the group in relation
to Rees's steps as events occurred.
The aim of this chapter therefore, is three-fold. In describing the group process in some detail, the
way Rees's steps to empowerment ( 1 99 1 ) have been used with a group to examine the possibility
of an emancipatory methodology will be demonstrated. A second aim is to report on group
reflection as well as offer some initial reflections on the experience as principal researcher. The
subsequent evaluation in Chapter Eight will link the process to the steps and explain the group
dynamics.
setting.

Finally, the account will seek to define the issues fucing disabled students in a tertiary

I t will make visible some of their lived experiences and indicate a course of action chosen

to challenge the system to change.
The chapter will be presented within four key areas representing four phases of the research. The
first phase involved the setting of objectives where students grappled with the options before them.
This includes the official formation

of the research group,

the introduction of Rees's steps to

empowerment, the beginning of a group identity, the creation of a research plan and the summary
of objectives. The second phase saw the development of a critical community where the group
emerged as a cohesive force and with a clear identity while continuing to set objectives. A third phase
involved the focus of the action research where the events around the development of the disability
equity training are described. This section will be subdivided into a process of establishing allies,
preparing for initial presentations, submission to key University staff to obtain funding, pre-course
training and establishing ownership. The group then entered a final evaluation phase which will
be briefly outlined, where analysis of both research process in terms of the significance of the group
process and the research action, particularly the disability equity training package, were the central
concerns. The setting of objectives like evaluation became integral to the process and the way the
group have consistently reviewed progress and objectives will become clear. Chapter Seven will
describe the development and delivery of the training in more detail.
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I n the first section the account is taken almost exclusively from the research diaries and reflects the
essence of group discussion . Where I am commenting as a researcher, I have made this clear by
using

T

statements as opposed to ·we'. In the diary, in addition to the recordings, I offered my

reflections as a researcher for the research group. This aimed to provide a valuable learning tool
for each student and to facilitate critical thinking in relation to Rees's steps to empowerment. Fay
has been subsequently used in my own research evaluation as will be demonstrated in Chapter
Eight. Students were, however, introduced to critical theory in the context of the social theories of
disability which became the central theoretical framework on which the research was built. In some
instances the quotes are taken direct from the record and the rest of the text will be a summary of
the key aspects of a detailed discussion. The wording of the group records have not been changed
and my own reflections are those which I offered at the time of the research.

Key Area One: SeHing Obiedives
I n the section on data collection, the initial contact and the formation of the research group was
described. The process of defining objectives began at this early stage as students explored the
concept of social theories of disability and concrete barriers to integration. Discussions at this early
stage focused on such issues as unemployment since that was of paramount concern to many. They
also reflected on the need for education and change in legislation to facilitate integration as opposed
to the constant pressure for disabled people to prove themselves on the terms of nondisabled
people. Students expressed the opinion that employment for disabled people should become the
norm rather than something to be tolerated in certain circumstances by some enlightened
employers. They also discussed the link between tertiary education and employment including the
role of the University Careers office in supporting disabled students.
I raised the issue of consultation and the need for good models of consultation in a range of areas
which affect disabled people. The process of exploring the issues is underlined as valuable in itself.
It enabled us to identify the importance of telling the employer, academia and society in general
that " I am a person with a disability and this is my reality." The options for us would appear to be:
do we make that a challenge or do we hide and assimilate?
It was acknowledged that one advantage of doing this study with a group of U niversity and college
students is that they can cope with a certain amount of research terminology and use it
constructively.

This makes one potential power imbalance less of an issue, that caused by

inaccessible research language (Barnes, 1 996; Bury, 1 996). Sally asked me if I would help her do
her Masters research with children with special needs. I suggested that she may be able to use the
work she would do within the research process to develop a methodology but I also directed her
towards a good source of information. The concept of reciprocity was significant from the beginning
in that I was happy to act as a resource as well as facilitate a process which could have multiple
benefits for individuals as well as for the group.
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I did subsequently lead the discussion a little in order to ease the decision making process by offering
reflections such as each person's story would have a validity in itself and that education itself may also be a topic
for exploration. I asked the group to think about who may wish to be involved and to go away and

reflect on this. Students expressed difficulty in making such a decision - they saw it as a wonderful
opportunity which was also "quite scary" One student said this is "vague". Another student analysed
the chaos I had caused by identifYing that I had come in and instead of imposing a structure, I had
said, "this is your process what do you want?" To be asked such a question is so unusual that people
were thrown into a state of confusion. I was determined not to make the decisions for them but I
was prepared

to

facilitate, take direction from the group and take responsibility for the

administration ofthe research and keeping everyone informed. The experience as one person said
was like: "trying to write an essay when you 're not quile certain what the topic is " (Comment by group
member).
I grappled with my need to guide and structure the discussion. The research record emphasised
this:
From my perspective J am having to resist directing the meeting and introducing topics which are ofburning
importancefor myself. Thefact that there have been silences and the accusation ofvagueness have infact
challenged my ego; J am accustorned to being up front giving people direction and guidance which cmnes

from my professional role. Jfeel J have had to risk being seen as inadequate and inept in not providing
good structure and focus. It was a relief when students analysed what was happening in their

own

evaluation as part of the process of empowerment (Diary entry: 20,h July 1 994).

Many of those wishing to participate in the research were about to undertake exams and in order
to comfortably contribute time and energy to a new venture, it was clear that they would need
freedom from such practical pressures and associated anxiety. In recognition of such needs, we
organised that the first meetings would take the form of support groups for those students who were
about to graduate and move on to a new situation. Each student identified as having a story to tell
and acknowledged the value to other disabled people of their particular stories of struggle. By the
end ofthe second exploratory meeting we had a tentative commitment from ten students and a date
was set for the first official research meeting. One more student subsequently joined us.

The resea rch g roup is officia l ly formed
The first official meeting of the research group occurred in November 1 994, five months after my
initial contact. The challenge both to participate in and to take a greater degree of responsibility for
a research project was a significant one for the students involved whose previous experience of
research had on the whole been one of disempowerment. I reflect in my early findings that this stage
could be linked to one of Rees's stage of empowerment: resisting a return to powerlessness in that
it was acknowledged that the prospect of breaking new ground and the opportunity to challenge
one's self concept was a frightening one. Even within exploratory meetings participants passed

J l9
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through several stages that is: Identifying themes, developing political awareness (in their analysis
on unemployment), experiencing solidarity in the identification with the women's movement and
the experience of oppression of disabled people by society. Finally, the group found itself often
revisiting the step resisting a return to powerlessness where they laughed at themselves for
expecting me to take a lead and structure it for them. This was the very experience they were
challenging in their political analysis. They evaluated at different stages throughout the process as
well as at the end, where participants made a commitment to at least reflect on the process. Each
person signed a consent form (Appendix Nine). An information sheet had previously been
distributed.

Rees's steps to empowerment introduced
The concept of emancipatory research was discussed again with the group and a brief discussion was
held around the potential of critical theory. Fay's basic scheme underpins the analysis presented in
the research diary. I introduced Rees's steps

to

empowerment on large sheets of cartridge paper at

the beginning and in this sense the first meeting was run like a workshop. The steps were similarly
mounted on the wall or placed on a central table in all subsequent meetings to facilitate analysis and
to enable the reflective recording which characterised our research.
The date for the first meeting was particularly chosen to suit those students who had been
undertaking exams and who were about to graduate. We met in the Sutherland Room of Victoria
University which is the most accessible place for disabled people, but it was noticeable the difficulty
many of us had reaching the room given the many different levels the University is built on and the
lack of sign posting. [ had previously sent out invitation cards to each individual student giving
directions and details of arrangements. [ made this personal contact with each person throughout
the research process with a personalised note to each to ensure that they knew that their individual
contribution was valued and noticed. I referred to Rees's steps to empowerment ( Rees, 1 99 1 ) and
began to describe the meanings of each step in terms of my own understanding of disability and a
little in relation to research.

I reflected on what [ had learnt from living and working with a

disability, on the value of the learning experience involved and on changes I had been able to
subsequently make in my environment as a result of this self- knowledge.

The issues these

statements raised became central to the grou p discussion:
Sally began &y refening to acquiring and using language and its im,parlancefor our project. Extensive
discussion ensued regarding the pawer of language including the necessity for

lIS

to monitor our

oUln

potential to exclude each other as well as other people &y our inse1lSitive use of complex or alienating
language.

It has became clear how often we could inadvertently disempawer peopLe through use of

tenllinology which others do notfeel able to challenge. Not only do we need tofocus on the structures which
oppress lIS and the language commonly used &y professionals but aL50 the way disabLed peopLe sometimes treat
each other and create a hierarchy of disability. It is in this way that we are tempted to collude with abus.ers
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ofpower. It is this, which Freire refers to when he speaks of "lhe oppressor within the o-ppressed" (Freire,
1 972: 1 3 7). (Diary entry: 16 Nov, 1 994).

Maintaining use of the steps as a discussion tool, the group entered into identification of the
foundations of the experience of the social construction of disability.

They named different

examples in terms of Rees's steps as they reflected their own experience. We identified

a

range of

themes which included three key areas: disabling effects of the educational system; the advantages
of solidarity but not to the exclusion of others; and the importance of identifying the difference
between autonomy and segregation.
I explained that the research question with which I had started out was chosen to provide maximum
opportunity for a research group to choose their own areas of exploration. The central fluestion
related to the potential of emancipatory research to achieve change for disabled people. This
underpinned initial discussions. This involved change on a personal level as well as within their
immediate environment, namely an educational institution. The question was at this stage revisited
in order to clarify a research agenda. It was suggested that a list of topics was compiled which may
become avenues of exploration. I explained that I had already chosen to conduct an action-research
project to provide a research forum where they were the central players and within this, lhey could
choose from

a range of possible methods to achieve their projected outcomes. Some people

expressed their desire to look at issues of funding as fundamental to change and exam ined the
optimal benefit each individual could achieve from entering the research process. It wa!i dear that
we had here the nucleus of a support network which was already in operation.

As

wc

;.ll

shared

individual stories and experiences we consistently returned to the same focus:

How cauld we challenge the system to enable students with disabilities to gain appro-priate sU/J/Jrrrt and to
enable them to compete to gain degrees with the same level of success as other studenL�? Specinl

arrangements cauld be made quite easilyfur somepeo-ple while others had beenforced to settlefor an aegrotat

degree. Even though previously we thought that the main problem was gaining employment it seemed
obvious that if change did not occur at the level of the poweiful educational institution nothing would
change. (Diary entry: 1 6 Nov 1 994).
The need to set ground rules, including the need to challenge each other on issues such

as

the use

of exclusive language and of confidentiality were acknowledged. Acknowledgement of this reduced
the potential for such a group of people with a wide range of abilities and disabilities to disable each
other directly and indirectly. The need for individual responsibility to be self-reflexive as well as for
mechanisms for monitoring the validity of our processes was discussed. The group suggested that
at each meeting each person would feed back their personal insights , their response to my own, and
any issues which had arisen in the interim. I reflected at this stage that the discussion of language
was the first step to thinking critically about the social theories of disability in the examples of the
disabling effects of certain language and what this implied about other peoples' attitudes to
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disability. I raised the concern that we would generate huge amounts of data in relation to our
research action but the group was prepared to take responsibility [or keeping the research material
manageable. I was clear that each student would have the opportunity to learn about the mechanics
of this research and to fully participate in critiquing and changing the methodology and methods
as the project unfolded.
1 also shared these observations with the group in the research diary:

I have been impressed by the way each individual has bonded with each other in the group, committed their

support to the research and agreed to takefull respansibility for their part in it. There i5 no doubt that the
conce-pt ofownership has been quickly taken on board and is responsiblefor the great success of our first

meetings. 71!ese fiTst meetings are crucial in the explaratiun ofan emancipatory methodology. Each aspect
ofplanning including the minutiae offinding an accessible room, time ofday and responding to students'
practical needs are all of equal importance. To ignore any of these issues would i'nstantly invalidate the
tmUlncipatory objectives. (Diary entry: 1 6 Nov 1 994).
In my initial proposal I had identified a range of possible topics. I had previously informed students
of this proposal but suggested that they read it after they had set their own. I explained that I did
not want to directly or indirectly manipulate the outcome since the extent of the influence of my
proposal could never be measured. I had wanted the agenda, as far as possible, to be chosen by the
students. While I did not present these topics for discussion, the fact that the students came up with
a similar list independent of my input suggested that my experience as a student with a disability had
equipped me with the necessary empathy for the issues. I considered that this certainly facilitated
my ahility to work in partnership with disabled students. I t also created the necessary openness to
adapt to new themes and experiences. Group discussion focused on changes being made:

I am witnessing increased confulence and self-respect as people a're learning about themselves and theiT

reality. This has accompanied the realisation that disability is '�not yourfault" and it not only changes one's

own selfimage Imt also the perceptions ofothers. I was excited by how quickly discussion around Rees's steps
to empowermentfacilitated the identification ofeach person with what empowerment wasfor the individual

in a practical sense. The richne.5S of political and self-awareness of the group has meant that the

identification ofobjectives could be achieved reasonably easily. I do not consider that any compromises have
been made in terms ofthe attempt to constmct emancipatory methodology except as I previously recarded the
fact that I chose the framewark of Rees's steps (Diary entry: 7 Dec 1 994).
The group grappled with attitudes to and definition of disability when considering priorities and
spent some time gaining clarity around the social construction and social creation of disability. I
explained that their understanding of the difference between these theories was crucial in the
planning of action which would effectively challenge the key systems and structures.

From a

research perspective, the amount of common ground was remarkable but the uniqueness of

. '
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individual experiences also enriched the group as people shared their stories of the University
environment. My own role at that time was to share my knowledge ofresearch. I talked at the outset,
about the importance of research in terms of ownership of knowledge including the importance of
participants taking charge of and understanding the research process. At this stage, as taci1itator, I
was aiming to achieve a safe forum where all could speak out freely without judgement. One of the
ways I did this was by speaking of my own educational experiences and in this sense there was a
consistent teachinglleaming process occurring. I identified the analysis/action/reflection/evaluation
cycle ( Kemmis and McTaggart, 1 988; Barndt, 1 990; Hope and Timmel, 1 99 1 ) as a method we could
use in order to more readily enter a joint exploration of the emancipatory potential of the process.
The students agreed that this provided a tool they would like to work with. I attempted at every
stage to recognize openly the extent to which my own power as principal researcher impacted on
the decisions made. I dealt with this by ensuring that they were free to choose from a range of
options and by checking out regularly their response to myself as a facilitator. I n retrospect I feel
it would have been helpful to introduce in more detail other models to ensure that the outcome was
unequivocally their choice.

Development of g roup identity
To what extent were we forming a critical community of action at this stage? We began the second
official meeting with a discussion around a possible name for the group. 'Our Story' was suggested
as a name which reflected the fact that we would be using our stories as part of our action. It seemed
a priority that whatever we decided we should be making disabled people visible as well

as

raising

the issue of disability in general. Finding a name proved difficult and we decided that it was more
likely that we could choose what we would call ourselves when we had established what we were
going to work on. One could argue here that in attempting to establish our identity we were falling
into the trap of over-emphasising the importance of what we do as opposed to who we are.
We then discussed whether the group should be open, the size of the group, confidentiality and
ground rules which are all central to a successful group process (Liffman, 1 978; Glassman and Kates,
1 990; Butler and Wintram, 1 99 1 ; I fe, 1 995 ; Fook, 1 996). This proved to be a valuable interpersonal
exercise in the creation of a collective identity. Students shared their experiences of groups which
had not worked often owing to the absence of ground rules, the use of alienating language and
general lack of respect. A set of rules were agreed on by the group. The issue of confidentiality was
acknowledged and although general discussion was expected, it was agreed that names should not
be identified on any basis outside the group. It was also agreed that we should be sensitive to the
needs of other group members and to be careful not to use exclusive language. If words were used
which people could not understand, each person should feel able to ask for meanings without being
put down and the group would be sensitive to the fact that language can be a way of alienating other
people. A third point of agreement acknowledged possible difficulties in reaching decisions and
stated that would be accepted. It was agreed that difference should not only be acknowledged but
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should be positively valued within the group as enriching. A fifth rule was that I , as facilitator, would
agree to act as mediator if necessary and remain accessible to individuals. If problems arose between
group members, particularly with regard to behaviour within the group, everyone should be
prepared to accept responsibility for what occun-ed within the group and also to act as co-facilitators;
that reaching consensus may not always be possible and that accessibility of the group should always
be maintained in spite of that. No-one should feel forced into making a decision they did not agree
with; finally, people were not expected to attend every meeting but that a recording of what
happened would be sent each time. People would not have to drop out if they missed meetings.

Consolidation of Objectives
Having established a working forum, it was agreed that objectives could now be more clearly laid out
and prioritised:

We began to reflect on exactly what we might want to take action on as a group. We discussed the impo'rtance
of rewrding our stories since evtny group member has a sto'ry which would be poweiful in raising the profile
of tlze experience of dimbility within the education system. We agreed that parallel to our group action we
would begin the process of collating our stones which would be told in whatever way people chose. This
included a taped interoiew with myself or written lYy individuaL5 lhtnnselves.
It was suggested that recording the st01iesjust in rawform might not be accessible to readers. Isuggested that

each person could tell their story lrnt then we could decide on common thtnnes awl rec01'd them in a general
summary. We discussed the possibility of reproducing stories in creative ways sllch as use of pictures,

carto01/S and other methods. It was decided that numerous method5 [ouill be usedf01' both the original stories
and/or the summary we lIUllle available to a general readership. We discussed the possibility of making the
original stories available to people if they were interested in more information. Tlti5 would be the decision
of each participant and the tape or record would be held lYy each person. We set O'ltTSelves the task of
organi5ing S01l1e common themes for OlLr individlUll stories in orde1' to produce tltem around certain O1'l!aS

defined lYy the group. It did not seem appropriate to }Ulve tightly set questions but the themes were to be based
cm

group experiences. We had extensive di5cussion around each theme agreed lrnt recognized that some

aspects such as early childhood experiences O1'e more importantfor some tJUlnfor others. 11!i5 was especially
the case f01' those who have had a disability from birth or a very young age. This contrasted sharply with
someone who had acquired a disability later on, or as in one person's experience, started tertiary education
as a non-disabled person and then became disabled (Diary entry: 7 Dec. 1 994).
The range of themes are presented in Appendix Two of this thesis. The summary of stories was to
be presented in a range of different formats including production of versions on tape and translated
into braille to be accessible to blind people. We decided we would consider later on if the original
stories would be made available for general reading. We reflected on ways to protect individuals and
their information in terms of confidentiality. Names would be suppressed.
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Making a research plan
Having established the themes, group discussion revolved around what w e could d o to facilitate
change. I had to carefully negotiate what role I was to take in participating in this discussion as I may
have acted too much on my own preconceptions of what we needed to do. I asked one person if they
would like to record our discussion in order to map out the research plan and I suggested that each
person in turn stated what they considered a priority and what they personally wished to gain from
the process. ([his became a format which was consistently used each meeting).
Having completed this p rocess, the areas of priority previously made were reviewed to facilitate a
plan of action. We had listed from our discussions what we considered to be disabling structures
within the tertiary environment particularly in areas such as the exam system. One person referred
to the discussions disabled students had been having about the need to allocate marks based on
continuous assessment with the award of an actual grading if they are ill at exam time. This would
compensate for either poor performance or a complete inability to complete or even attend the
exam. This seemed preferable to the system of aegrotat which is a mechanism by which a student
who is too ill to attend an exam can be awarded credits without a grade. It seemed that the alternative
of continuous assessment should be a simple change to implement and we decided to investigate
which channel we would need to go through to ensure that disabled students were able to have access
to this. This was in recognition of the number oftimes they were left ungraded and the implications
of this for the future study and career of the student concerned. One person volunteered to follow
this up with view to identifying what action could be taken as a component of our research.
The next issue discussed was that of support for lecturers in working with students with disabilities.
Training workshops were about to be held at Victoria and we identified our value as consultants for
both the access audit which was planned and for disability equity training. This would be part of the
overall equal employment and educational opportunities training for lecturers.
The group recognised that negative attitudes contributed to some aspects of limited access to
disabled students. For example any resistance on behalf of staff to adapting their styles or rules to
meet the needs of deaf students due to lack of understanding, represented just one instance of the
social construction of disability in p ractice at the U niversity. At the same time student exploration
of the social creation of disability enabled them to identify that some aspects of the practices and
rules which structured the U niversity system, owing to their lack of flexibility, created another
dimension of disability particularly for students with impairments (Oliver, 1 990; Barnes and
Mercer, 1 996; Shakespeare, 1 996). The audit was focused very much on physical access as well as
access for those with sensory disabilities.

Discussion on the range of issues facing students and

lecturers led us to the conclusion that staff required basic training around disability in order to more
effectively work with students. This included academic and non- academic staff since the role of
every staff member

at the University had some implications for students with disabilities.

For

example, administrative/support staff may have some crucial interactions with students in relation
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to practical issues of attending the University as well as lecturers who were asked to consider
accessibility of lectures and the impact of different learning styles. Christine said:
It is notjust the psychological effects, the attitudes, it is recognising where they may have the power to change
the structural aspects ofexclusion. For example, aTe the rules we aTefollowing really necessary or are wejust
blindly following them to the detriment of all (Diary entry:

7 Dec. 1994).

The group objectives were slowly being formulated as the process of specifying problems (Rees.
1 99 1 ) evolved:
We decided that use ofexisting mechanisms and contacts was the best way to proceed. In addition to making
ourselves known as a consultant group on issues in generalfor students with disabilities, we could eventually
become a training group. Again lin/ling in with existing training mechanisms seemed better than sta7ting
from scratch. The need for attitude change in conjunction with action on access was urgent representing
challenge to both the social construction and social C1·eation ofdisability. We needed to reinforce the point
that changes to access would benefit all students. FOT example, a lecturer speaking more clearly is something
everyone finds helpful (Dia'ry entry:

7 Dec. 1 994) .

The group engaged in a debate around the issue of equity training and discussed the benefits of
intensive awareness training for students and lecturers followed by support to make changes. It was
clear that whatever we decided to do the project would need to be kept practical and manageable
in order to serve as a foundation for something bigger later on. We identified that groups inside and
outside the tertiary system require education around disability but the need to keep our focus Hlirly
narrow at this stage seemed important.
It was at this point the group explored the possibility of developing a training package which could
target lecturers and administrative staff. Possibly students in general could be subject to the same
training at a later date.

As

a group we discussed the potential for shared responsibility for this

training and at the same time to be trained to deliver a training package. In this way all would be
building on their existing skills. Patrick, who had a key role in the Students with Disabilities Support
Group, was asked to suggest to their working party that we should be consulted and positively
involved the following year.
We discussed the importance of a distinction being made between ourselves and Can Do. It was
stressed that we were made up of students from more than one institution and that we were a
research action group. It was suggested that we call ourselves Disability Action Research Group
(DARG) and we put this out for further discussion. It seemed essential to work at all times, ifpossible,
through existing mechanisms in order to ensure access to appropriate channels and also
accountability of existing systems to people with disabilities. Added to this, it would ensure use of
existing funds and funding structures. We considered that at a later date we may wish to think about
applying for funding to develop our training package and to make it available to educational
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institutions. At this stage we were able to cope on existing resources which was use of the U niversity
facilities for students with disabilities (The Sutherland Room provided private space and
photocopiers). This was a key point in our first stage which was recorded:

We have agreed that our action research project should address all of the identifl.ed themes and in order
to effectively respond that the group couldform an educational consultative body. Tt is clear that partnership
between students and lecturers is an essential objective and will provide the rationale for the development
ofdisability equity training which we have unanimously agreed on as our central research focus. We as a
group have agreed that parallel to our group action we will begin the process ofcollating our stO'T'US which
will be told in whatever way each individual chooses. We plan to m.olI.e them available as an anthology
presented in a range of creative ways in order to be accessible to all disabled people. (Diary entry: 7 Dec.
1 994).

Summary of objectives
The discussion about our group status was important in that we were building a unique identity and
it helped us to be clear about our purpose. An abstract stating who we are and our philosophy was
compiled and made available to those with whom we had contact (Appendix Two). To conclude this
section, five key areas to be addressed were identified. Firstly, there was a need for clarity around
definitions of impairment and disability. Students wished to address the real concerns staff faced by
acting in an advisory role and by facilitating an educational process around disability awareness.
Secondly, we aimed to build

mechanisms within the system such as disability contact people to

enable departments to play a pro active role.

It was clear that assessment procedures potentially

discriminated against disabled people and would need to be tackled at individual and institutional
levels. Thirdly, the invisibility of the disability experience facilitates the exclusion of people from
every aspect of University

life.

The research process could provide a mouthpiece whereby

individuals could relate their own stories of the positive and negative aspects of the educational
system. This would include details of the impact of inflexible procedures in course processes and
assessment systems. Fourthly, the financial constraints preventing change were to be addressed.
Students acknowledged those difficulties and identified changes which placed no new demands on
University finances. This included improved mutual accountability between lecturers and students
with disabilities for negotiation of approaches to study. Greater accountability of the University was
also required to educate and support lecturers in their understanding of disability as an equal
educational opportunities issue.

The final issue was that of staff education and support: it was

agreed that staff were likely to have limited practical skills or knowledge of resources to support
disabled students. All of these were recorded and we were to constantly revisit them in order to
evaluate the extent to which we were maintaining our group focus.
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During these early

meetings the group took the opportunity to reflect on the experience of

disability and society's unwillingness to acknowledge the presence of disabled people. The research
diary recorded this discussion:

We tall<ed about the parallels with the women:� m(J!Jerllent in ternlS ofthe experience of oppression, but also
the differences, since nondisabled women aTe also pmt ofthe dominant group. The importance ofthe concept
ofdi�ability pride was discussed and the need to stand up and be counted. The tendency or! behalfofsociety
to deny the reality of disability by using euphemisms such as "differently abled" was also discussed. We

-reflected on how the 'Use ofsuch terminology is assimilationist and makes nondisabled pe(}plefeel better aboltl.
' us '. We addressed thefact that there would be backlash, in that people oftenfeel defensive whenfacing their

own attitudes to disability fOT the first time, and that we would need to be ready fOT that. The disc1lssiorLS
around language such as naming disability and the U5e ofeuphemism, access on a physical and attitudinaL
level, education and employment fur disabled pe(}ple have helped raise our political consciousness

as

individuals and as a group (Diary Ent1y: 7 Dec. 1 994).
I recorded in my personal reflection in the diary that I felt this to be invaluable personally and
politically. It served to facilitate our individual growth and ability to challenge the disabling factors
in our lives as well as to act in solidarity and pride with other people oflike mind. At the same time
we acknowledged the richness of our varied experiences and the strenglh of these in conjunction
with our commonalities.

Key Area Two: Development of a Critical Community
To what extent did the group identify as a critical research community (Reason, 1 904; Fook, 1 996)
and what was the significance in terms of emancipatory research? Group discussion addressed this
question and each individual operated with a high level of awareness of group process. At a
reasonably early stage each person was keen to learn group skills, research skills and the ability to
interact with University staff.

The discussion around the group name was crucial in the

establishment of an identity separate from other disabililY groups. I shared with the group that the
main difficulty I saw, would be in keeping the project manageable and ensuring that we
accomplished something concrete and identifiable in the time we had available. We agreed that
disabled people have limited energy and we must at all times undertake activities which energise us,
where we see actual results and ensure work is truly equally shared. I added in my reflection in the
group diary that I felt one of the things which often goes wrong with disability action groups is that
people have unrealistic aims and then the work falls into the hands of one or two people who may
burn out. [f we were to achieve real change we needed to be alerted to the fuct that this can occur
quite quickly and to reflect all the time on how effectively we were working together. An additional
potential problem was the fact the existence of the group may initially threaten other groups within
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the University, as mentioned in Chapter Six when discussing "resisting a return to powerlessness".

As McTaggart points out:
Obviously sectional groups conducting action research contain the seeds of their own
negation.

Their very existence may become an issue and their activities may provoke

reaction. Rather than drawing others to their enquiring orientation, they may be perceived
as a vested-interest group with an 'axe to grind' (McTaggart. 1 99 1 :58).
The group having identified the themes and specified the problems, decided on a group action and
began to equip themselves with the necessary knowledge to gain credibility within the University.
The focus was consistently on the key issues expressed in clear language rather than on the process
of action research and the use of exclusive research language. The group was evolving as an entity
in its own right and confirmed the name the Disability Action Research Group (DARG). The group
had gained a high profile in the University by the end of the academic year.
The third research meeting was focused on the themes we wished to address as a group in terms of
our stories. As we continued to specify problems, formulate objectives and increase knowledge, [
pointed out to the group that we were addressing the third of Rees's steps (Developing awareness of

policies) to maintain our focus. We recognized the integral need for attitude change in conjunction
with action on access and as a result two distinct areas of action emerged . The first identified the
need for

some research into current assessment systems and the second for disability equity

training. To address the first, Christine was allocated the role of obtaining copies of the University's
revised assessment policy, in order to provide detailed written feedback. A copy was distributed to
each participant and a summary of our responses was passed on to the Academic Board. This took
the form of a series of questions to facilitate a critical analysis of the policy as it affected disabled
students. This was returned to the person responsible for servicing the Academic Board.
We had to consider the fact that the system is very complex and there were no simple solutions to
anything we had so far identified. To address the second avenue of action identified, we began to
research the best ways to set up disability equity training. We wished to encourage the institutions.
by our approach, to work in partnership with ourselves, to respect us as individuals and as a group
and to be willing to offer their knowledge and expertise to our research. We, as a group, were to
share responsibility for the training and I was to ensure that I planned a pre-training course to equip
the participating students with skills to deliver a training package. In this way people would be
identifying and building on their existing skills.
In order to ensure the necessary credibility within the University as well as group cohesion we
developed: a) an explicit philosophy of our group and a description of our objectives and b) a policy
to which we could all adhere when taking on different roles between research meetings. The policy
and philosophy (Appendices Three and Four respectively) were open to comment from all
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participants not present at the time. Clearly if we were to challenge policies and practices at the
institutional level, our own should reflect a high degree of integrity. We wrote into our policy the
importance of keeping strict, accurate records which became part of our audit trail. At each meeting
we entered each record into a central log so that we had accurate records of every action and
conversation. In setting up such mechanisms, we were "creating conditions within the group which
embody rational discourse for mutual understanding (symmetrical communication), participatory
decision making for social justice, and collaborative action for social solidarity" (Carr and Kemmis,
1 986: 1 83). I had to make decisions consistently about what exactly I should consider as my own
responsibility and role in terms of the overall research process and how much should be handed over
to the group. The balance between sharing knowledge and providing useful structure and taking
control is always a fine one. I constantly had to monitor myself in the way I would always hand over
the process, where possible and appropriate to the group, since I recognized to do otherwise would
disempower and create dependency. The meetings were structured to allow room for the group to
offer ongoing feedback on my role and expectations of me generally:
The critical skills afthe graup are developing at this stage, which is evident in the ability to' enter intO' camplex
analysis af the personal and structural barriers facing us as disabled pea-ple and students within tntimy

education. At this stage in the pracess we as a graup have been able to' reflect on our pn·sonal growth mui

are developing an ability to' specifICally identifY the disabling aspects af rigid educational palicies and
structures such as assessment pracedures. As research facilitator I am acknowledging how essential il is
to' manitor my awn learning curve bath in terms afthe research pracess and personal changes as well as in
Telation to' the complex University structures and palicies. (Diary ent1y: 23 Feb. 1 995).
Having established the research approaches, the way we would operate as a group and the issues to
address in relation to the specific themes, the focus for the action-research evolved. I t became clear
to us that the range of problems we encounter as disabled students in

a

competitive environment

sterns from inflexibility of rules as well as the lack of understanding and resulting fears of both
academic and non-academic staff. We felt our growing visibility was challenging them to confront
these issues in a practical way. I t was essential to work through existing mechanisms where possible
in order to provide access to appropriate channels and to ensure accountability of existing systems
to disabled people. The approach had the additional value of identifying how changes could be
achieved through use of existing funds and funding structures. This would avoid the tendency for
disability issues to be seen as special, separate or an extra expense oflow priority. Within the group
process it became clear that it would be necessary to constantly review all changes which had been
made in previous years to adapt to students' needs.

This would be achieved by designing a

mechanism to ensure evaluation and action. For example, Victoria University is proud of what it
has achieved for students with disabilities. Unfortunately it could be argued that what has been done
in previous years is no longer relevant to the students of today in that access issues need to be
regularly monitored and reviewed as students and needs change.
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The concept of partnership in disability equity training is of central political importance demanding
the involvement of appropriate, trusted , nondisabled people. However, as much as possible we had
to use our own resources in order to retain autonomy over what we were doing. We were aware that
once outside funding, or even internal U niversity funding, was acquired we would be tied by what
the funder required. We were careful to consider who we might involve as our partners in the
delivery of the training and we chose the disability support person whose central role in the
University also symbolised partnership. In addition, our discussions with University staff built our
networks of nondisabled allies. Reports from meetings indicated that key University staff were
impressed by the calibre of our students and their potential contribution.
The process ofspecifying problems has evolved adding to my convictilm that my ariginal picture ofthe steps
to empowerment as a linear structure was inadequate. Instead I now see as a constantly moving entity where
our growth flowed through in an ever moving stream. The nearest analogy I can think of to the elements

of empowerment was one of the tributaries of a river entering a sea, since events are happening
simultaneously. For example, as we identify themes we are specifying problems, we are developing
awareness ofpolicies (study of University aegrotat procedures and links with EEO/student seroices) and we
are defining what choice really meantfor disabled students. At the same time we are reaching the realisation
that having choice really depended on who had the power to define the nature of choice. In this sense the
analogy to the liver can become a destructive picture where the tributaries representing sllu1ent knowledge
and skill, cultural background and individuality are swallowed up in theforce ofthe torrent and swept away
unnoticed. The 'research has to provide a strang boat! We have discovered this is a word with many

definitions depending on the theoretical perspective of any one individual or institution. Part of our

reaching out to other disabled students both in the University and in other settings, has enhanced our

visibility as well as targeted the student community in general. Within our research team each individual
is pursuing their own personal priorities and taking on issues where they can and are using their own
unique expertise. We have consistently challenged the assumptions and myths ofour individual culture, our
own and those of others. We are infact being challenged and threatened simuUaneously (Diary entry: 23
Feb. 1 995).

Again, to refer to Rees's steps we continued to tell our stories in individual interviews which I was
conducting between research meetings and in our discussions we were painting a picture of the
complexities and contradictions of the disability experience. We consistently shared stories of our
educational and life experiences which built our mutual understanding of the factors which disable
us. We were experiencing the positive effects of group solidarity as discussed previously in the group
analysis. We were developing political and interactive skiUs in our growing awareness of policy and
the appropriate ways of dealing with professionals and institutional structures. We were already
dealing with inevitable backlash which comes from any challenge to what we saw as historically
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embedded paternalistic structures in that some resistance to change in assessment procedures in
particular was being experienced. Group discussion was recorded as follows:
We do not wish to comjlramise ourselves or what we are doing /rut neither do we wish to risk being dismissed
as 'radicals' or 'idealists'. Ifwe wish to have credibility as a training group aur communication skill� require
considerable develO'pment as well as aur understanding ofconstantly changing policies. We need to know
which policies and bodies we had on ou'r side and how to

us

these effectively. This is the main reason for

involving at an early stage the approfrriate personnel (Diary Entry: 23 Feb. 1995).

I continued to facilitate, support and in some instances played a teaching role since the group were
now planning to become co-trainers as well as assistant researchers. Each person, however, was
energised by the challenge and was motivated to take responsibility as well as to identify their own
particular strengths.

Key Area Three: Focus for Action
The adaptation and development of an existing disability equity training kit became what Carr and
Kemmis would term our strategic action (Carr and Kemmis, 1 986) which had been compiled by
myself and a colleague for another institutional setting. This was to be used to address the range of
goals for action we originally identified and would aim to educate academic and non-academic staff
on disability issues.
In order to improve our relations with the system we decided to invite the appropriate
administrators to our meetings to explain different aspects of the system so that we could not be
accused of "not knowing what we are talking about!". A meeting of key University staff at an early
stage formed the beginning of a disability equity working party which became a monitoring group
to evaluate this as a long-term project. The input of this group ensured that the training developed
would be centred on staff needs while achieving the objective of change at every level of the system.
The issues which have arisen as a result of this process will now be discussed.

Establishing

our

a l l ies

The choice of allies was a cmcial one. We began very early to have dialogue with people who would
dearly benefit in terms of their own work roles from making a contribution to improvement of
learning conditions for all students. We had identified with the Head of Student Services (named
for the purposes of this discussion as Jean) some key players to whom we were to present the idea
of the kit on 27 April 1 995. The group delegated Sally, Patrick and myself to meet with Jean to
discuss the status of the Disability Equity kit.
At the meeting with Jean, I described the framework in some detail and raised some of the basic
political issues involved in delivering such a programme. Jean reminded us that there would be a
certain percentage of staff with disabilities present at the training course which would need to be
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considered when we looked at content and delivery of the kit This is because the experience of
disability would have to be explored in a way which was sensitive to a mixture of disabled and
nondisabled staff. I tried to clarifY the links between EEO and disability equity and suggested that
it would be better to fit in with existing systems and programmes rather than setting anything new
up. This would serve only to reinforce the segregated approach to dealing with disability. I said I
was not sure whether the courses would be voluntary or compulsory. Jean made the comparison
with the bicultural courses where it was accepted that there was an expectation of all staff to attend.

A similar expectation may be laid down in the context of disability training which would certainly
highlight the perceived importance of addressing disability issues. I, personally was not in favour
of making courses compulsory as it may create ill feeling and resistance in training. The need to
respect the existing experience and knowledge of disability of some staff was acknowledged as well
as for care to be taken to address any current sensitivities regarding the issues.

I explained that the trainers with disabilities do use their own experience to educate via disability
equity training, which may be threatening for any tutors with disabilities who have not yet
confronted their experience in a positive way. I argued that this is often found to be the best form
of experiential learning in terms of personal and political awareness. I went through the framework
for training which had been outlined by and distributed to the research group. We felt that the
experience of members ofthe research group would be crucial here and that we could facilitate small
group discussion around our stories. Jean reminded us that we would be dealing with the needs of
approximately 1 200 staff at the U niversity.
We agreed that we need to be carefu l to directly address the actual learning needs of the groups we
work with. For example, what statistics would be of interest to them: educational, employment and
the range of disabling factors, personal and environmental. Jean said she could certainly assist in
gathering the most up-to-date and relevant statistics in relation to University staff since she had
access to this information which we realised would be invaluable.

This would be compiled in

conjunction with ou r planned Disability Equity steering group which was to meet after 27 April.
The feedback from Jean was highly positive and she demonstrated a high level of commitment to
identifY an appropriate funding source.

I explained that what we wished to put in place an ongoing programme to be developed over time.
I saw myself as having a key role as a facilitator at this point but my involvement was to end once a
mechanism was in place to ensure this would work efficiently. Jean gave us a helpful outline of the
University administration system including the organisation of sections and the financial structure.
We discussed the need to question what kind of model of training would be most appropriate. One
option would have been the construction of two courses, one for student services and one for
academics.

An alternative would be to contract on each training course ten places for student

services staff and five places for other staff including academic staff. This cross-fertilization of
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perspectives could be an enriching process which would be of benefit long term. There are
advantages and disadvantages to this model. I indicated that we needed to decide the best method
of piloting this course and then subsequently put a mechanism in place for running other courses.
We posed the question as to what cross-section of staff we were targeting who could take
responsibility for implementing courses in future years. I suggested that we initially target highly
committed people who could subsequently take on the role of trainers. Timing was also important
and Jean suggested that we offer three coursesjointIy with costs shared between section heads. She
gave us further advice on who the key personnel were in the Universityand helped us design
strategies for targeting them in the most constructive way, for example, key calendar dates for action
and cyclical University meetings. Three students volunteered with myself to make contact with the
relevant people.

The g roup prepares for initial presentations
As time progressed, all the students were gaining increasing confidence and the facilitator role was

being shared with myself each meeting. Sally particularly took on a role of making contact with

University staff and she reported back on her planning to co-ordinate the April meeting. All letters

and phone calls were carefully documented in our central audit file. It seemed appropriate as an
interim measure that the EEO Unit in conjunction with student support services

remained

involved. The Heacl of Student Services was seen as a crucial contact person at the University and
she explained the bureaucracy of the institution to us. From tIlis a mechanism for funding would be
the next thing to work out. The role of the University Teaching and Development Centre was as yet
unclear and they initially refused to become involvetl. There were some political issues here and
Jean wrote to the Professor in charge to establish dialogue about their role in relation to tIle training
package. This was a sensitive issue and we recognized we would have to tread carefully. I felt that
it would be a shame if the UTDC did not become involved since they are so central in contact with
our target group and are responsible for staif lraining - the issue appeared to be exactly what staff
training they were responsible for and the disability equity training may not currently be seen as
appropriate tor them.

A sub-group

of DARG students evolved from these discussions, supported by a small but /:,Tfowing

number of allies, where definite tasks were set and from which we could circulate the work to the
whole research group as the package developetl. Since we had such a good solid basis to work on it
would probably only take two or three working sessions to set it up. Each research group member
was to have some role in planning or implementing the package and only those who wanted a
leading role in delivery would have one.

Patrick asked about the possibility of involving other

disabled students in the training itself. He was referring to those who had the necessary skills but
who had not been able to commit themselves to the research. There were mixed reactions to this
and we discussed the issues. I said that I felt in the long term that they would definitely have a role
in planning and delivery since this is only the start of a substantial project and students with
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disabilities would have some say and ownership of this. Most people appeared to feel comfortable
with the group the way it was and were reluctant to let others in at this stage. The research diary
recorded this discussion:

In the short term we must however be organised and structured about our work and restrict the work to the
research group members

-

as Lunar

saUl it could become confusingfor the public ifwe open it out too much,

and that we have a great deal of knowledge and expertise within the existing group including good wide
representation ofa range ofdifferent impairments . Indeed others coming in may threaten the project at this

stage and we must put energy and effort into ensuring that we value to the maximum the skills we have
available now. For example, there are diffteulties setting up meetings and at meetings some people are
quieter than others; bringing in more confulent and vocal people will make it harder to bring pe&ple out
(Diary entry: 12 April 1 995).
We explored the way the group would work on the kit and it was agreed the best model would
comprise six or seven of us to compile the package, two would fucilitate the training in partnership
with a nondisabled trainer and others would participate in the experiential part of the training.
There was no expectation that people would see themselves as experienced trainers I pointed out
-

that this was to be a learning experience for everyone with regard to equity training, research
techniques, group processes and generally integrating theory to practice. The group discussed how
every member had something quite specific to ofTer and how it was up to us to highlight what those
skills were and to bring them out. I raised the issue ofbi-cultural input and asked Beryl particularly
to monitor what had been written by the Maori woman who had contributed the Maori component
in the Wellington City Council kit from which the DARG kit was being adapted. We said that we
could either use this or leave Beryl and Coral to suggest something more appropriate for this new
package. Everyone had access to a copy of the kit on which our new one was to be built and I asked
that each person came back to the next meeting with some comments and ideas.
I offered the following reflections in the research diary at this stage:

We are now in a fairly intensive phase of our work and even though we are working very hard everyone
seems to be highly energised and motivated. We are at the point where people can begin to Ulentify exactly
what they wantfrom this particular phase but also to name the particular skills and qualities they all have
to offer. In this sense the group members are provUiing reflectivefeedback to each other and encouraging
each other to build on those skills Ulentified. In terms ofReds steps we are particularly devel&ping political
and interactive skills which are essential to this stage of the project. Our knowledge of and confulence in
dealing with the University hierarchy are also growing consUlerably and the stronger we become the more
credible we appear as a consultant group. Even though many of our members are having some difficulty
in attending meetings commitment to the work remains high so our communication methods are at present

satisfactory and people seem to be ham they are being kept adequately infor771ed. Tt would be good if those
who have not attendedfor a while couldfeed back some of theirfeelings about what is happening, what we
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are doing and the level ofinvolvement they would like to continue to have. We could easily circulate material
as we develop it to the group and to carry on phane links to discILs's material (Diary Entry:

12 April 1 995).

It is important at this point to say that we recognized that while everything we did energised us, our
aims were realistic and we saw concrete results; in this way we maintained momentum. One of the
reasons groups of disabled people often hand over responsibility to nondisabled people and
professionals, is lack of adequate co-operation, planning and mutual support. We addressed this
concern at every stage.

Presentation to key University staff
We were all extremely nervous at our first public presentation and it took us a while to settle into
it. My support person had got the time wrong so I had to find a last minute replacement to carry
all the equipment and drive me to the University! The group did a good job of calming me down
and making me comfortable in recognition of the fact I had the key role and needed to make a
positive impression. All of the nine stafT from the different sectors of the University were present
including the Professor of the University Teaching and Development Centre. Six of the research
group participated in the presentation with myself as key facilitator.

I nervously described the

framework for the training and demonstrated the model we had previously used with Wellington
City Council. I highlighted those issues the group had identified such as the need for an integrated
approach to training making full use of existing resources and the need to enable everyone involved
in whatever capacity to do their jobs more effectively. I used overheads to show difTerent sections
of the kit and I handed out the proposed framework for the training for people to look through. The
participants were a little tense at first but the atmosphere began to thaw as I relaxed and the other
students joined in the discussion and answered questions. The fact that the handouts had not been
collated (due to the absence of my support person) meant that all present had the joint exercise of
making sure everyone had all the components of a six-page handout.
The main points raised related to explaining the social construction of disability and the concept of
structural analysis within the training. This involves breaking down the components of a disabling
society and making the links with other marginalised groups who are subject to the same forces.
Additionally, the use of story-telling to convey the experience of disability rather than simulmion
training (sitting in wheelchairs and blind walks) was explained; this is clearly a much more powerful
tool in making the experience of disability visible (Finkelstein, 1 99 1 ; French, 1 992). The aim to
achieve something both positive and practical was reinforced and whatever length the training
turned out to be, it was important that everyone felt equipped with some strategies at the end. We
explained that we felt the research group could contribute a great deal by telling their stories as a
part of the training and sharing some aspects of their educational experiences. We acknowledged
the low priority disability appears to have and felt it was important to stress that disabled people are
a resource which could be of great value to the community - it is the potential contribution which we
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can make which is important rather than maintaining the focus on what we cannot do (the deficit
model of disability). The need to acknowledge the expertise course participants already have which
can be enhanced by this training has been a constant theme throughout. The fact that this course
had already been successfully implemented at Wellington City Council (Boyles and Perkins, 1 994)
was presented as a definite selling point.

This was due to the fact that similar issues could be

identified in terms of the need to respond to a diverse working and consumer population. This
included a high number of disabled people on staff and a commitment to an EEO policy.
While it was acknowledged there was a need for disability input on many different levels of the
curricula, on a more basic level academic staff were grappling all the time with the need to adapt
material for the needs of students. To achieve this for those with significant impairment, the ability
would come from understanding some basic issues around disability - this would include things
people often do not think of such as the needs of students with learning disabilities. This includes
for example how they can present essays in an acceptable form. Colin ( UTDC Professor) felt that
the ethos of the way the UTDC teaches in terms of flexibility of approach was very much in keeping
with what we were advocating.

However he had some difficulty in seeing at this stage where the

training could fit in and there certainly was not any funding available!

The head of H u man

Resources agreed to budget for such training the following year and to try and find money for the
current year for non-academic staff. She stressed that she wished to be involved in the advertising
and promotion since a professional approach to this would be crucial to the success of any initiative.
She was certainly positive about future involvement of staff development and asked for a central
contact person to communicate with regarding the next stage. We subsequently formalised this.
Colin explained the way staff are trained to respond creatively to students' needs with regard to
gender, ethnicity and other sensitive issues and that a comprehensive learning programme was in
place to address this. A course design workshop coming up in the May holidays would focus on some
of this and he invited us to attend his training. We felt this would be a good opportunity to make
some links and to learn some strategies for planning the training course. We recognized that we
were now coming up to a crucial planning stage and the more skills we could be equipped with the
better.

I offered this reflection in the diary recording of the meeting:
In total the meeting could be construed as a success since everyone attended who Iuu1 planned to and were
willmg to make some commitment to future involvement on some level.

It does not concern me that we still do not have a clear inroad with academic staffbecause the links are being
made. Wlu.zt is important is toot they take on the principles and apply them in their work. Attending courses

alongside other academic staff is both a good learnmg experiencefor us but it also exposes other staffto the
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issues while addressing theirown learning needs in the context ofcoune design. This may be ofequal value
to direct trainingfor them (Diary entry: 27 April.

1 995).

As a result of this meeting funding was allocated for one training session with academic and non
academic staff for 1 995 and a budget for further training would be allocated depending on the
success ofthe course. Four of us attended the course design workshop which was a valuable learning
exercise on all sides.

Finalising the preparation of the training kit and pilot session
It was agreed that Anne, the disability support person, would act as the co-facilitator of the training
course with myself. This aimed to represent as far as possible a positive partnership between
disabled students and nondisabled staff. The group unanimously agreed on her as the obvious
choice as she was known to and trusted by all the students and had credibility with U niversity staff.

As a group we decided what exactly her role would be and she began to channel information to us
such as the success of funding negotiations and other aspects of crucial communication. We set dates
and a framework for a pilot training programme. We decided that two three-hour sessions would
be the best structure over two days on a Wednesday and Thursday in the August holidays. The initial
funding was to come from EEO. We realised that when we look at this kind of training it is vital
to get a time, place and structure which will be accessible for people. The first part of the training
was to be based on basic values and experiential learning. The second half over the second day
would focus more specifically on individual job roles and information needs. From within the
group we appointed liaison people so that each key staff member was clear who they were dealing
with and could contact someone to ask questions or make changes. I suggested that the printing
of the package should be done at Victoria University and charged internally to simplify the process.
The main costs of the package would be the coloured paper and the spiral binding.
We decided to advertise the course widely and attract a core group of people. We were to be
responsible for the publicity for this pilot (Human Resources expressed interest in picking this up
in subsequent years). A flyer explaining the objectives and possible benefits of the course should
people choose to give up a morning or two of their time, was considered the best way to market the
course. We needed to address the questions people had been asking and respond to any concerns
they had about dealing with disability. It was decided personal invitations to people was a good
approach and even physically going to see people to inform them and encourage them. Colin's
(UTDC) suggestion about using networks including the chairpersons of departments would also be
a good approach. We also thought it would be good policy generally to keep Colin in touch and ask
for his advice and help on recruitment of academic staff.
There will be a level of resistance in the Univmity- the first training will be crucial and will be the
mechanism for creating change in the wider environment. Thefirst people being trained may inevitably be
people who are alreruly on board and committed which is fine since they will be the key to informing peo-ple
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about disability issues in their departments. Until there is same good press in the University there will not be
a rush to do disability equity training. We have certainly progressed a long way frmn an idea to a
camrnitment to disability equity in stafftraining programmesfor 1 996. We now have to make our presence
felt in the University and any education/training etc which is requested should came through us setting us
up with the reputation of a consultant group (Diary entry: 1 8June 1 995).
When planning the training we had to consider things like what would be the best day of the week
and if it was during the August break might staff be away on a long weekend? We solicited some
initial feedback on whether two days be too much of a time commitment, what this date may be like
for people and changed it accordingly. We decided that the optimum number for the first course
would be fifteen. There was a question whether academic and non-academic staff should work
together or whether we should separate them. After some discussion we decided that a combination
of people would be better. The framework of the course allowed people to address their own specific
work concerns and ensured a cross-fertilization of ideas would be enriching as well as the potential
basis of a new University staff network. Even two academic staff would be an effective presence on
the first training and next time if they had enjoyed it, recruitment of others may be easier. Our
research (reports from consultation meetings, previous research, anecdotal experience) and the
personal experience of many research group members, showed that some academic staff were
working with students with disabilities and were at a loss

[Q

know where to go.

The group took responsibility for watching out for appropriate resources to use in conjunction with
training which could be tailored to the needs of staff in an educational environment.

People

committed themselves to search for appropriate videos, written material and other media which
would be teaching aids which they could bring to subsequent meetings. The following account
reflected group analysis at this stage:

We are clear we don't want anything whichfocuses on medical 1TU)dels ofdisability or defuitfocus. We are
looking at the experUmce ofdisabilityfirst andforemost. The central theme is equal educational opportunities
for students with disabilities in the University and that is our main objective. To achieve this we are targeting
staffand eventually we will look at students. This is clearly separatefram an EEO perspective which is an
inevitable spin-off &ut is not the central focus.

It

is impossible to train people about all the different

disabilities. What we want them to look at is ways to approach people with disabilities, to cammunicate
effectively with them and to work in an enabling way ie in a way to give the student power to identify their
own

needs. From there they may begin to understand that the problems lie in the rigid systems including a

disabling assessment system,

exam

structure etc. They became quite frightened then when they realise they

are dealing with a heterogeneous population including people with English as a second language etc. An
understanding ofdisability and disablingpractices includes equipping staffwith skills to deal equitably and
in a balanced way with students requiringflexibility while at the same time challenging the student to work
hard for their qualifuation and to be gaining a degree on the same basis as everyone else. There can be
accusations ofunfairness when people appear to get special treatment. It is important to recognize that smne
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lecturl!'fS do have a direct experience of disability

or

hardship and are able to use that constructively in

exercising power over stUlienLs in terms ofassessment. It is not about having low expectations. We need to
define whatflexibility and balance means in the educatianal environment where standards have not bem
lowered in any way. Many students do not want to be treated as different, no special treatment - the training
will support staff to address these problems (Diary entry:

18 June 1 995).

We decided we probably needed a logo for our training pack and our publicity. Sally was to be the
liaison person with H uman Resources; Lunar and Christine were to be linked with Colin (UTDC)
and would work together on that; Patrick was to liaise with EEO and student services in conjunction
with Anne who would work with Jean and begin networking in other areas of the University. I was
to be ultimately a central contact person for everyone. The venue was important - we thought that
the staff club where we had the course design training the previous week would be the most
accessible room. There is no doubt as a result of our presence on the course design workshop we
had made an important connection with Colin and other academic staff and gained some credibility.
We were now setting the scene for dialogue about the training and recruitment methods as well as
information/resource requirements.

We had to identify training tools such as video and the

whiteboard which had photocopy facility.
Wc used the June meeting to look at the disability equity training package and decided on a
framework for adaptation into an educational model.

Lunar, Christine and I worked on the

advertising. Patrick was to work on one aspect of the graphics and Beryl and Coral were to work
on the logo and the Maori translation. We were to report to the group on progress and keep each
other informed of liaison with University stall
[

suggested that DARG members might benefit from being taken through the training over a few

hours, in order to be clear about what the course was about. This would present a model of training
and provide people with some training skills for running such sessions. Anne offered to invite
volunteers to the training in order to also equip them with the necessary knowledge. We decided
eventually to conduct this training on Wednesday 28 June. I suggested that Anne should perhaps
present the training with me to practice the partnership role and to familiarise herself at the same
time with the course content. I subsequently met with Anne on Wednesday 2 1 st June to plan a
"training for

trainers" session, which we delivered in July 1 995. Each person had some

responsibility for drafting sections of the kit and the preparatory training was essential in enabling
them to effectively contextualise it. I presented the record of our group discussion and my own
reflection in the research diary:
We are effectively sharing our energy and skills and building an those. To cannect again with Rees's steps
we cantinue to use our individual experience and to build an the themes, we are developing goodgroup skiLL�,
practical teaching skills and political awareness; additianally we are becoming more informed about the
mechanisms within the University which create disability in the educatianal enviranment; in doing so we aTe
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able to take some s'TIUlll part in deconstructing this experience to actively empower others in terms of their
ability to teach students with disabilities effectively. At the same time we all learn about a whole new and
rich experience.

We are experiencing relationship building which goes beyond the simple concept of

solidarity. We are learning a huge amountfrom each other and my own experience as facilitator has been

one ofspiritual growth in response to the personal support, teaching andfriendship the group members have
given to me. We are constantly evaluating the process in a range ofways, in that we are building on our
understanding ofthe theories behind the disability experience and changing the nature ofthatfor us. A t the
same time we are working reflectively and communicating thoughts, feelings and insights with each other
The success ofwhat we are doing is definitely due to this. It has been pointed out we are not representative

of all people with disabilities. I have stressed in this process that we all bring a unique experience and
perspective to the research process and we are engaging with each other in a way which enriches us as people.
It is important that we value the group experience in this way and present ourselves to the world in that way;
we should not invite criticism from outside either which reduces the group experience to

one

which is

appa-rently white and middle class . Even ifthis were true it would take awayfrom what we are saying about
the great value each individual contributes.
I have related to the group that the evaluation process of this research will not be a short two-hour session

at the end ofthe year after the pilot training. The process will in fact be a long one and the transition to the
group taking -responsibilityfor the training and delivering will be a gentle one supported by me. The group
will also be involved in the writing up and evaluation since ownership of this project lies with each group
member (Diary entry: 18 June. 1 995).

At this stage the group were fully engaged with the development of the training kit and while we
were adhering to the research protocols jointly agreed in terms of group process and reflective
feedback, they became of secondary importance to the production of the kit. Having a concrete
central focus was the best possible way to enhance the group process and to create a fully
participatory project. Beryl's input on the Maori logo and the wording of translation was crucial but
she found it very difficult to commit anything to paper and I was cautious not to put to put too much
pressure on her to complete. While the end result was satisfYing and Beryl's continued presence and
input was testimony to her satisfaction with her own participation, I alerted the group to be
sensitive to the support needs of others as the pressure increased.

Training the research group as trainers
It was crucial that the student participants who wished to be involved in the facilitation of training
courses underwent some formal training and it was agreed that an initial day's training in July
would be a starting point. The outcomes of the training served as a tool in the formulation of the
tutor guide to the training proper to be delivered in August. In partnership with Anne, I took the
group through the whole training course and kit. We modelled the sessions as outlined in the
handout of the framework of the training. Everyone had at least a rough copy of the kit to work
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from. We had productive discussion as a group about language, the experiential issues around
disability training and the issue of telling stories. After each of the sessions, I raised some issues
involved in running such training courses about group processes, possible resistance and the
importance of addressing the concerns of your students even if they conflict in some ways with your
own ideas.

The creation of an unthreatening environment where people can feel free to say

anything they wish without fear of rejection or unsafe exposure is paramount.

In this way, the

partnership between disabled and nondisabled trainers works very well as initially at least,
nondisabled participants feel more comfortable with the nondisabled trainer. In my experience,
there is always a period where they exhibit some resistance to the person with a disability facilitating
the training. The process of running through the sessions produced many good ideas about what
needs to go into the kit and what we need to adapt for the training needs of the staff participants.
Where clippings of other people's stories are often used in training, we wrote pieces of our own and
shared those in small groups. The themes in common were extracted and shared in the large group
reinforcing the parallels of the disability experience as well as the uniqueness. I took responsibility
for typing up those stories and we agreed to use some of them in the kit and others in the training.
No-one was to be named and everyone had a chance to edit or withdraw their story before going to
print. We also had to address the practical part of the training for staff, mainly in part two of the
training course.

We felt it was important that staff have the opportunity to work through any

difficult situations they experience, with the support of other staff and the research students. We
decided we would present them with one scenario pertinent to their work experience which was a
real one from student experience followed by a suggestion that they write their own from something
they have had to deal with. For both of these phases a student from the research group was to
facilitate small groups in order to support lecturers and non-academic staff in working through the
issues arising.
We decided that we wished to extend the philosophy ofdisability equity to the more positive concept
of partnership and participation as more definite and active goals. This theme would be reflected
in the changes in both the training and the kit. Beryl and Coral were to take responsibility for
writing a section for the bicultural part of the kit which would reflect their own beliefs and
experience. At the end, everyone felt more confident in their knowledge of disability equity training
and of the kit itself. The experience of sharing stories, discussing issues and clarifying the more
corn plex areas of disability including an analysis of the social construction and creation of disability
was an empowering one in different ways for each and everyone of us.
A working group spent a couple of intensive days on the kit which we then circulated for comment
and editing. I shared my own reflections of this stage in the research diary:

We are reaching an intensive stage ofour action research and the amount ofpositive growth and learning
is phenomenal. We are consistently specifying, evaluating and re-evaluating problems as we work through
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the development of the kit. Each person i� now able to name the social construction ofdisability arul link it
not only to their own personal experience but to their experience of the education system arul irulividuals

within it. Taking people through the kit has passed on some invaluable skills related to urulerstaruling theory

into practice arul the mechanics of group processes, dealing with resistance in group situations arul
protecting oneselfas a person with a disability in the training situation. Furthermore there is immense value
arul learning which can evolve from telling ones story both for the person who is the teller and for the

audience. For myselfIfeel consistently empowered when I see people unclerstarul arul learnfrom the range
ofexperiences I have hmi which include both the painful arul amusing aspects ofliving in a disabling society.

The grief which is part of living with the disability experience also is placed in a context where the pain

becomes central to growth change arul development; the tragedy often associated with examples where often
one's very existence is threatened is replaced by the power of the learning which ensues arul the inspiration
to those who choose to take strength from that learningfor both disabled arul non-disabled irulividuals.
We have clearly identified within the process the limitations associated with traditional disability equity
training where simulation is the training tool often favoured. As people have shared portions ofsignifICant
events in their lives arul in partnership with others have entered into analysis of the implications of such
events, the positive outcomes remove the needforfurther debate and explanation ofthis more emancipatory
approach. What is also important to remember is that no matter how many times one tells one's story it is
impossible to be drained ofresources provided the audience receives the story as a gift arul a toolfor personal
growth. The themefor the research thus is becoming different ways ofconstructively using biography arul
at the same time reclaiming the research process for the participants of it.
'i1le partnership between disabled and nondisabled in the group is less important now than the partnership
with each other arul using our abilities in a complementary way. Even though we have' identifzed the
importance of partnership between disabled arul nondisabled it becomes clearer than ever befare that
di�ability i� relative to the context in which one is operating arul those divisions based on impairment are

strictly false ones. We can see that we are all capable of excluding one another in the way we interact arul
wark together arul as a group we have exercised reflexivity in that we have challenged ourselves arul each
other to enhance the participation ofother members. In spite ofour tiredness arul the events in our irulividual

lives at present we are still able to summon up the energy to consistently find a way to make a difference an objective which appears to be important to each and every one of us.
It seems that students who previously lacked the confuience to believe they had anything at all to offer now
have no diffICUlty in entering into dialogue with key people in the system as equals armed with a greater
knowledge of the structures arul systems of the University which both disable arul enable students to attend.
At this stage because of the positive way we have presented our case to the system we have not experienced
much negativity or backlash either from staff or students which we hope to maintain. Seeing concrete

changes in process arul practice may be preceded by some problems which we will deal with as they come.

However in terms ofresisting a return to powerlessness Ifeel this is constantly an issue in that physically arul
emotionally the steps we are taking are challenging our personal resources. The more we do the more we are
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expected to do and this in itselfcan be a little threatening. To counteract thi� we are alerted to the danger
of taking each otherfar gra·nted and we have to allaw each other our vulnerability as well as our strengths
and to acce-pt and value each other acc01dingly. (Diary entry: 28 June

1 995).

The group consistently reflected on their own growing competencies and I pointed out to them that
I was becoming less crucial to the development of our work. They agreed that they were gradually
feeling able to take over the group facilitation which had been one of my personal aims. I felt that

1 as researcher, had only combined my skills with those of the research group to provide a
framework to work within and to bear witness to the previously unidentified skills and talents which
clearly existed within our group. I encouraged everyone to conduct their own personal evaluation
of changes they had made over the last year and to name and own those changes. I suggested that
"Analysis / reflection / action / evaluation" applied to more than the research process itself as we
analysed what we had achieved and that those changes were of paramount significance.

Establishing ownership of the research kit
The discussion of who owned this kit was important in that ownership ofone's work would be central
to an evaluation of the emancipatory potential of the research. If the students were recognized as
co-authors and trainers, this would go some way to address the question ofthe ability of a research
process to achieve greater personal autonomy and political change. The credibility attributed to a
successfully published training programme would have some long- standing benefits. However, the
emancipatory potential could be negated if their ownership was negated or if the material was
inappropriately used. I felt it was my responsibility to state that we could insist that material was not
to be used without prior discussion and official permission gajned. While individual pages, posters
and checklists would be used fJ.irly widely, the training package itself could be misused if taken on
by people who did not have adequate training skills or represent the necessary partnership between
disabled and nondisabled people. We discussed what should be written at the bottom of each page
to prevent abuse by photocopying. The question was, were we to name the writers as DARe or
attribute the work to the original writers. I felt personally that this version of the package belonged
to DARe and that should be publically acknowledged. The group suggested that it should be named
Pauline Boyles and DARe. Clearly the nature of the group would change in time especially when
the research finished although I would always be available to be consulted. The group suggested
that

1 oversee use of the package and to facilitate this, our names were to be clearly written to make

it clear to the world who was

responsible for facilitation. If anyone then planned to abuse the

package by ignoring copyright then it would have to be

a deliberate action of sabotage

as

in,

"whiting" out the name at the bottom. There would of course be no problems using parts of the
package which are clearly referenced.

This discussian araund awnership is really important since the epistemology (the source af knawledge) af

disability has to' be identified with disabled people, a prablem previausly identified in mearch where the
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voices of disabled people are missing. Establishing ownership within the group is equally important and
consensus around identification ofownership needs to be clearly recorded. A great deal ofwork and time has

gone into this adaptation and the content reflects our individual experiences (Diary entry: 1 9July 1 995).

Finalising the kit
Intensive work went into the final days of compiling the kit and the group became even stronger
during the stress of this period. Discussions around details of the kit exposed the diversity of opinion
in the group but we were able to compromise - for example, debates around the language of
disability and the concept of Maori and Tauiwi as opposed to Maori and Pakeha. We were told the
course was fully subscribed with a waiting list. 1 felt it might be helpful to have some students with
disabilities fully participating and doing some minimal facilitation of small groups while others
could take responsibility for assisting with the experiential sessions and the problem- solving
scenarios. This would bring the course number 1 8 which was definitely the maximum. Everyone
said they agreed to this. Patrick, Coral and Christine would be the student facilitators with Malcolm
as standby. Diary reflection of this stage was as follows:
We are now at a crucial phase ofthe research - it is a little like giving birth! The group is very much taking
responsibilityfor and claiming ownership ofthis packnge which will have significance and life far beyond
the present. The investment in this project to challenge the way disability is created in our society, more
specifically our education system is a sound one. We have addressed attitudinal change and we have made
the links wilh action required to change the structures which potentially disable us all. We are develO'ping
new skills in our training enterprise and we are gaining credibility because ofthe professional way we have
approached our task. At this stage our ability to work co-operatively has been proven. It is now up to us to
prove we know our stuffand to pave the wayfor student-ledfuture equity training at the Universityand the
college of education (Diary entry: 1 9July 1 995).

A final planning day was held prior to the training days in order to write the tutor guide and allocate
roles. The delivery of the kit will be described in the next chapter.

Key Area Four: Evaluation
The process was evaluated at several levels. The diary reflections which I recorded were either
observations offered by myself to the group for discussion or they directly reflected discussion
during meetings. They were in both cases scrutinised by all group members and commented on at
each group meeting. Our consistent return to original objectives and hypotheses regarding the
problems we identified served as a measure against which we evaluated our own procedures. The
deeper we entered into this process the more we understood the means by which we should
challenge the structures. The greater our awareness became (I include my own growing awareness),
the clearer our understanding became of the theories of the social construction and social creation
of disability in operation in the U niversity and other environments with which we were involved.
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The process itself within its educational function reinforced the strength and impact of those
theories. Our contact with the system in its various forms, impacted on the experience of staff who
now gained greater knowledge of the experience of disabled students.
The absence of information, a problem which is often prevalent in tertiary institutions, was
identified as the disabling factor for all, both disabled and nondisabled people. The research process
became a forum for information gathering, both at the level of the individual and of the group,
where all participants told their stories. In doing so they were both educating each other about a
range of experiences and the group process provided the tool by which people could educate
themselves and others.
The training process where staff shared knowledge and formed alliances had a similar function.
The resulting contact network which was established as a result of the training achieved a level of
solidarity among staff who cared about disability issues and this formed an information network.
The staff training was fully evaluated both by the staff using evaluation forms which we designed and
by all student participants and facilitators subsequent to the training.
A full evaluation process was carried out around themes identified by students which will be fully
described in Chapter Eight using Rees's steps to empowerment and Fay's Basic Scheme ( Figure
Three). The themes and tasks set included critical questions about individual experience of the
research, current understanding of the social theories of disability including the extent to which they
had been challenged within the process and my role and performance as facilitator. These formed
the framework for evaluation which was given to all student participants at the end of the research
and are presented in Appendix Seven. During this evaluation, students expressed their wish to
become even more familiar with the research methodology, including the terminology and I
promised that I would run a day workshop on what we had done. I subsequently designed a booklet
which was presented in the form of dialogue between myself and the students, for each group
participant, which summarised the research process and included a glossary of terms ( Appendix
Eight). This day of training was held four months after the official end of the research in February
1 996. This time coincided with the University vacation when all students had more time and were
also more receptive having had a rest from their study. Evaluation also saw the beginning of DARG
as a training group and an incorporated society which will be further discussed in Chapters Nine
and Ten.
In this chapter the work of the Disability Action Research Group has been presented as a summary
of the research diary, including individual researcher reflection and group reflection. The process
has been divided into four phases ending with a brief summary of evaluation approaches, to lead
into a full evaluation in subsequent chapters. The next chapter will describe in more detail the
presentation of the disability equity training and some of the key findings which emerged from this
process.

CHAPTER SEVEN
The Development And Delivery Of The
Disa bi lity Equity Trai ning Package
Introdudion
This chapter has three key themes: In the first place, it will serve as an account of the action research
component of our work tracing an unfolding process. This includes an initial evaluation of the
training from my perspective as principal facilitator. It also gives a summary of suggested guidelines
for disability equity training which emerged from the research group discussion. A second theme
is the extent to which disabled people have contributed via this medium, to their own emancipation
and that of other disabled people in their environment.

A submission, which is appended

(Appendix Three), was developed as a result of the recommendations made by training
participants. A third theme is the description of the follow up meeting with staff which raises the key
issues facing committed allies of disabled students. A full evaluation in relation to Rees's steps to
empowerment will be subsequently presented in Chapter Eight.

Disability Equity Training: A Catalyst for Change?
The key question for this chapter is the extent to which the process of implementation of disabiiity
equity training in this project served as a catalyst for emancipation, and the achievement of change
in the immediate environment of disabled students. The evaluation of the training material centred
around the extent to which all people involved experienced the impact ofa process which was based
on the same participatory principles as the main research process.

In other words, the same

dialogical basis on which the methodology has been developed is linked through to the design of the
training.
I will demonstrate the way the social theories of disability provided a baseline from which the
teaching process was developed in that trainers introduced participants to an alternative definition
of disability. This challenged a medical model, more commonly associated with negative attitudes
to impairment and disability, creating space for those participating to examine their own personal
philosophy of disability. In this way those participating explore their own stories at the beginning
of the training, are encouraged to develop their own theoretical perspective, and are exposed to the
power of biography ( Rees, 1 99 1 ) by the consistent presence of disabled facilitators.
I will examine the way altered power dynamics contributed to an equitable teaching environment
which potentially increased the personal autonomy of the students involved. I will also explore the
extent to which the training facilitated an environment where students were more likely to effect
political change via the opportunity provided by an educational process. In this way, the central
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research questions have been directly addressed. Some examples of the content of the training will
therefore explore the effects of partnership in action and the extent to which this has addressed the
question of disability equity training as a catalyst for change. A closer look at the concept of
partnership and disability equity and its relevance in this context will more clearly establish the
parameters of the discussion.

A Partnership Approach: What is Disability Equity Training?
I will first clarify the terminology: disability equity training in the past was known as disability
awareness training. In recent years, disabled people, have decided that the term equity is preferable
in that it represents some intent towards action ( Finkelstein, 1 990, 1 99 1 ; French, 1 990; Boyles and
Perkins, 1 991). Alternatively, the word 'awareness' when used alone, suggests an intellectual
understanding with no particular action component. According to the London Boroughs Disability
Resource Team ( 1 99 1 ) the concept of equity "encourages people to concentrate on their
responsibilities towards disabled people rather than their attitudes" ( French, 1 992: 264). This is
based on the belief that attitude change, in terms of the social construction of disability without a
challenge to structures and practices in the context of the social creation (Oliver, 1 992; Barnes,
1 996), produced a transitory willingness on behalf of participants but provided no tools to act on

this. The Disabled People's Assembly (DPA) went some way to address this in their training package
aimed at promoting employment opportunities called "Advocacy Equals Equity, A Disability
Awareness and Society Programme" (DPA, 1 992). While awareness was a term widely used, the
training process allowed the identification of positive strategies in terms of societal and employer
responsibilities.
Disabled people have been able to learn from previous race and gender awareness training where
people were often left with unresolved guilt and blame for the oppression of these groups without
being shown a way forward ( French, 1 992:261). Other writers such as Finkelstcin ( 1 990) and
Sullivan ( 1 990) have challenged the limitations of attitude change which is not reinforced by
material changes in terms of the day-day living situations of disabled people The ability to achieve
such changes is often driven by economic and social policy and market forces.

Hevey ( 1 993)

advocates a more in-depth change as a result of alternative representation from a cultural
perspective,

a

concept reinforced by writers such as Bury ( 1 996) and Shakespeare ( 1 996) who

emphasise the personal, political and cultural approaches to disability. The chosen modes of
training which often emphasise the tragedy of disability and overstate the individual difficulties
produced by impairment have compounded the frustration and negativity experienced by
otherwise willing employers and educational administrators ( French, 1 992). In a tertiary education
context, Low has found in her research that the experience of some disabled students as a result
of being encouraged to speak out along with increased visibility resulting from greater public
awareness around a student campus, can often be onc of greater marginalisation ( Low, 1 996). She
claims that students in her research have expressed cynicism and suspicion at being treated as a
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"special interest group" (Low, 1 996:247) highlighting this point.

The substantial research

undertaken at the University of Otago (McKay et al, 1 995) into the needs of students with disabilities
at three sites, indicated the need for increased awareness among University staff. The report clearly
stated however that attitudinal change was only part of it and that staff required knowledge of the
assessment needs of students with learning disabilities, that assessment in general should be more
flexible, and that specific support networks should be made available in order to improve access in
a general sense for students with disabilities (McKay et al, 1 995:65).
The research group (DARG) identified that a full training package where the participants learn
through facilitated discovery similar to that employed by Finkelstein ( 1 990) and London Borough
Research Development Team ( 1 99 1 ) would be appropriate. We approached the training with the
same view as French:
This sort of training places discrimination and prejudice in a social context and gets away
from treating disabled people as individual victims and able-bodied people as individual
oppressors (French, 1 992:265).
DARG developed the training using a range of approaches dealing with attitudes and practices
around the U niversity and addressed action on their own identified research objectives -as discussed
in Chapter Six. So in terms of methodology, how does this fit with the overall research I set out to
do?

The Training Process as a Research Case Study
In the context of the research itself, the training became an "instrumental case study" (Stake,

1 994:240) where the process and outcomes reinforced the value of the use of critical social theories
of disability and reflected some strategies for further analysis: "The case is of secondary interest, it
plays a supportive role, facilitating an understanding of something else" (ibid). This is not to deny
the importance of this particular group of staff in training, the student facilitators and their joint
concerns and perspectives. Stake agrees that there is no line distinguishing an intrinsic case study
(a case study where the main focus is to gain an understanding of the case itself) from an
instrumental case study in that we often simultaneously have several interests changing all the time.
He claims they are separated by "a zone of combined purposes" (Stake, 1 994:236) in keeping with
a critical approach to research where a range of issues is addressed in the context of one case.
The training programme will thus be reported, with an emphasis on analysis of the process and the
experience of facilitators as well as an examination of the participant evaluations with view to
adapting the training package for future use. The context of the case will be scrutinized in some
depth in terms of the information the details of the process provide because this has helped us
"pursue the external interest" (ibid) which is the concept of identifying a catalyst for change. This
approach allows me as the researcher to explore two case studies jointly, one which comprises the
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student group engaged in an action-research process alongside a second which combines the staff
and student participants in training. Stake refers to the study of more than one instrumental case
study as a collective case study where a number of cases are studied simultaneously (ibid). While this
research resembles the latter in that more than one case has been used to explore the research
question, it is not in the comparison of the two, that the key answers lie. Rather these two groups
(staff and students) have presented a combined critical analysis where an educational process has
served to achieve a range of measurable outcomes contributing to personal and political change.
Educational researchers such as Yin ( 1 989) Donmoyer ( 1 990) and Eisner and Peshkin ( 1 990) have
advocated the value of case study research in terms of the quality of data it can yield.

The

information about the nature of the case, the historical background, the physical setting, the variety
of other contexts (social, economic, political, legal) can link to other cases and the networks formed
around the case in question (Stake, 1 994:238). These researchers reject the overemphasis on
generalisability which tends to deny the value of uniqueness and diversity.
Donmoyer asserts that the multi-dimensional picture they are presented with in spite of no
obligation to be fully personally involved with the details, has a number of advantages. These
include greater accessibility, a clearer picture of events from a researcher's perspective and
decreased defensiveness to messages proffered (Donmoyer, 1 990: 1 95).

This latter point has

particular relevance in relation to this research given that the success of the training depended on
the openness of lecturers and staff to accept an alternative theoretical perspective along with the
responsibility this brings. For example, the tendency of human beings including teachers to force
their own social constructions on others, has been recognized:
They can through exercise of power- make the world change to conform to their conception
of it rather than alter their cognitive structures to accommodate those aspects which are
disconcerting or threatening (Donmoyer, 1 990: 1 97).
He goes on to say that although they (in this context staff participants) can still screen out what they
wish, the 'real life' nature of this approach makes the ability to accept new situations more likely.
Ultimately, for the training to be successful they must apply the principles learned to their own
experience. Therefore, to examine the training process as a case study has a number of advantages
from the perspectives of all involved. This includes: those of the students participating in the
research process as well as those co-facilitating the training; of the staff participating as students in
the training; and myself as researcher where I can have a clearer vision, step back and analyse my
active role through a researcher's eyes.
Having established the research context, the process itself will be more closely examined. What is
to be explored is the way a partnership approach has impacted on a course where structural analysis
(Barndt, 1 990; Hope and Timmel, 1 99 1 ; Munford, 1 994) and dialogue have been the central
teaching methods.

This method has already been referred to in the description of the action

The Development And Delivery Of The Disability Equity Training Package
151
research cycle where students critically reflect on the issues, followed by a decision on action which
is carried out, followed by an evaluation process.

The Disability Equity Training Process
This will be broken down into two key parts: the first will look at the process and methods in terms
of five central themes. The first is the use of the personal experience. This is a central theme which
emphasises what both the student facilitators bring in terms of their own experience of disability as
well as what the staff have experienced either directly for those who have disabilities themselves or
indirectly through family members.

This also reinforces the power of stories in the education

process (Ballard, 1 994). A second theme is: the need to create a safe environment, where emphasis
is placed on the responsibility of trainers to ensure that the environment created is safe accepting
and accessible, in recognition of the vulnerability U niversity staff experience when placed in a
situation where roles are reversed. A third key area is the role of student facilitators as learning

partners, where the partnership theme is brought into the teaching process and the ways this is
practically used is explored. Fourth, building co-operative strategies describes and analyses the
ways in which staff and students plan positive action in a united and cohesive way. Finally, this leads
to the building of a self-critical community which is the structure within which the group process
undertakes the analysis-reflection-action-evaluation cycle parallel to the research process which the
students are undertaking outside of the training. I will evaluate the process in Part Two and offer
guidelines for its improvement.

Part One: The Process Defined
Respecting the personal experience
A key principle of this research addresses the value of the personal experience of disability as an
educational tool. This section demonstrates how this has been integrated into the training process
itself. My personal reflections on the process as key facilitator will highlight the key themes and
illustrate the praxis-oriented nature of the process. The need to achieve concrete change has been
discussed in terms of catalytic validity and the many elements of the training process aim to achieve
the change aimed at a personal and political level. In any analysis of empowerment in relation to

disability equity training, it is important to reflect on the extent to which a disabled trainer
experiences the teaching process as emancipatory. While it is widely accepted that the use of
disabled trainers is crucial and indeed is a powerful form of education (Cahill, 1 99 1 ; Disabled
Peoples Assembly, 1 992; French , 1 992), the experience of training can be disempowering because
ofthe high level of negativity one can be exposed to ( London Borough Disabilities Resource Team,

1 99 1 ; French, 1 992). French recommends a strong level of peer support and even counselling
( French, 1 992:264) while Disabled People's Assembly suggest the use of two disabled facilitators to
share the workload and offer support.

The partnership approach we employed ensured such

support was built in to our process. It also allowed for the probability that in any training group
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there is usually at least one person who has a disability and who can help to balance the participant
expenence.
The challenge to me was to teach the student group to facilitate this kind of training in a way which
retained their self-esteem and that of their participants. I was aware of the responsibility to ensure
that they had the appropriate tools with which to use their personal experience constructively. We
openly discussed prior to and during the training the limitations of simulation training since this is
often a popular method of disability awareness training. Such training was in fact recommended
by the students in a recent Otago study (McKay et ai, 1 995).
I found that most of those involved, both students and staff participants, were familiar with the
concept of simulation and some advocated it. Simulation focuses on the negative aspects of
disability, adhering to the rigidly individualistic model of disability (Barnes, 1 99 1 ). It denies any
concept of disability as part of life experiences, either fulfilling or un-fulfilling. (London. Borough
Disabilities Resource Team, 1 99 1 ). Research has proven that while simulation exercises have had
some limited value in attitude change (Wood, 1 990; Reynolds, 1 99 1 ), in general there is no evidence
of lasting change (Clore and J efIrey, 1 972; Semple et al 1 980; Pockney, 1 99 1 ). Furthermore, the
range of skills which one acquires as part of living with a disability including flexibility, adaptability
and good time management may go unacknowledged (Morris and Capper, 1 987; EEO Unit, State
Services commission, 1 990; DPA 1 992 ).Other skills can be acquired as a result of the challenges
faced when living with a particular impairment. For example a blind woman who worked for the
sexual abuse survivors group for whom I previously worked (Taboo, Manchester, 1 982- 1 990) was
the best person to teach others telephone counselling skills owing to her highly attuned listening
skills. I have already refeITed to the limitations of a short trip in a wheelchair, or the well-known
'blind walk' where a sighted person is blindfolded and guided. People often perceive themselves as
participating in a funny game rather than a learning exercise (McKonkey and McCormack, 1 982;
French, 1 992), which disabled people can find offensive (French, 1 992). Such participants are able
to return instantaneously to their previous status once the exercise is completed.
The challenge facing all of us as student facilitators was to create a forum where our personal stories
in their presentation could present a range of situations and experiences which would shed light on
the lives of many other students. I have taught this type of programme many times previously, but
the level of personal risk never decreases and I have learnt that keeping safe has depended on my
ability to respond in a positive and non�udgemental way, setting my own feelings apart. As part of
the preparation process, I had previously run a training day with the students which I referred to
in Chapter Six. At this time, I shared with them some teaching methods to equip them with skills
for when they would facilitate the training process themselves.

In this context, they had the

opportunity to explore their fears and to role play some difficult scenarios. I must be clear here, that
I took responsibility for training the research group to conduct this type of training and my role was
a

teaching one at this point for all who were involved. In this sense I took responsibility for the well-
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being of student participants in terms of equipping them, as far as possible, with essential skills.
Furthermore, as principal trainer I also considered myself responsible for the safety of the training
environment for staff participants. Most of the students had not previously conducted this type of
training. I considered it was important that they were aware of the need for balance between self
exposure to facilitate learning and maintaining one's integrity and sense of safety. I had therefore
reminded students in preparatory sessions that the title disability equity training belies the fact that
the course, irrespective of length, is about their lives as much as it is about that of a whole group of
people.
Having rejected simulation training, alternative approaches involve drawing on one's personal
experience both positive and negative, to facilitate the learning of participants. This links into the
theme of biography as central to the experience of empowerment. The use of specific examples is
powerful to illustrate points and make the learning concrete. Use of anecdote is a crucial tool in
understanding the essence of the daily lived experience.

As

Van Manen writes in reference to

Aristotlean philosophy:
Anecdote is rather like a poetic narrative which describes a universal truth. . . . the important
feature of anecdote as well as phenomenological discourse is that it simultaneously pulls us
in but then prompts us to reflect (Van Manen, 1 990: 1 2 1 ).
He asserts, that to u nderstand the life world of a child for example, one has to enter the child's world,
speak the child's language and he uses stories of his own children to illustrate his point (Van Manen,

1 990). The accounts chosen in the training ranged from anecdotes taken from people's personal
stories to the longer versions used at a middle stage of the training. Other writers, as discussed in
previous chapters, have spoken of the value of people's own stories (Munford, 1 989, 1 992, 1 995;
Ballard, 1 994; Perkins, 1 996) in terms of the learning process. It could be argued, that the same
principle used in highlighting the value of the individual case study, is at play here in terms of the
richness of data presented. For example, where a disabled student for training purposes describes
a difficult situation involving University staff, many staff members present may be able to relate to
it as something they recognize without being directly part of. In this way, they can begin to deal with
it from a position of safety and think through ways in which they might have dealt with it more
constructively, without feeling as threatened as they would should they have been forced to face an
actual situation they have faced in a professional sense. At the same time they are free to screen out
any parts of it which make them feel uncomfortable (Donmoyer, 1 992 : 1 97). This does not mean that
they are not obliged to take some responsibility as staff members for being part of a system which
allows disabling situations to happen, but a high level of defensiveness or discomfort may detract
from the ability to offer positive strategies.
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The potential danger of telling individual stories (oral histories) of pain or courage has been
highlighted by some feminist writers (Seifer, 1 976; Reinharz, 1 992 ). They argue that this may
create a tendency to individualise a socio-political problem. But as Bishop so clearly states:
Stories are a way of representing truth. Different stories give different versions and
approaches to truth.

As a

result, stories allow the diversities of truth to be heard rather than

just one dominant version (Bishop, 1 995:24).
He goes on to say that stories ensure that power and control are retained by the story teller.
Although there are some risks to this approach, the sharing of personal experiences can be a
constructive way to engage in partnership with a more powerful party. In this example that party
was represented by the U niversity staff. Being confronted with real situations also reduces the
tendency we academics have to intellectualise, especially in a situation which is potentially
threatening. For power to be redressed however, the stories have to be 'received' in a way which
acknowledges our participatory connectedness ( Heshusius, 1 992; Reason, 1 994) and as Bishop says
"promote a means of knowing in a way that denies distance and promotes commitment and
engagement" (Bishop, 1 995:23). Students' stories were presented in a variety of ways which
included scenarios, written extracts and as examples used by facilitators to illustrate points. The
emphasis was always to achieve a combination of increased empathy and the increased knowledge
and skills of staff to deal with and recognize either their responsibilities or that of the structures
within which they work.
Given that we were in a situation of role reversal which overturns power differentials, we had to
address at an early stage the negotiation of partnership. Freire sums up the difficulties in a recent
paper on higher education: "one of the great mistakes educators and politicians make is not
perceiving that out ' here' as the student's and the people's ' there' (Freire, 1 990:55). This indicates
an inability to reflect theory within the daily lived reality of ordinary people. The dynamic the
dualistic attitude identified by Freire produces is central to the difficulties students with
impairments have in relating to staff and nondisabled people in general. It was important, however,
as Bishop advocates in conducting work with non-Maori, to approach staff with acceptance and
gentleness, as well as respect and acknowledgement of their existing knowledge. Crucial to the
success of a dialectical approach to training, is the ability to directly address people's deepest fears
and to allow them those fears and consequent feelings. I f we were to expect them to develop an
understanding of our experience, we had to begin with theirs. In the way we structured the training
we were modelling the behaviour we expected from staff. This was reflected in our openness to and
respect for them as well as the way we related to each other personally and professionally. I would
argue this consistent behaviour is one of the most powerful catalysts for emancipatory pedagogy:
" What you are being rather than doing has the greatest influence" (Shields, 1 99 1 : 1 03). For example,
the teaching environment for the training aimed to promote participation in terms of its structure,
the unconditional acceptance ofthe facilitators and the flexibility of approach to enhance maximum
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learning. The important key points were that while all were exposed to a range of ' truths', a
partnership approach ensured that all were supported to engage with the material in a safe and
constructive way.
Another aspect of the theme of personal experience is that of the experience of staff participants of
living with a disability themselves or of supporting a friend or family member with a disability. I
have discussed the value of this personal connection in the previous chapter. The open dialogue
established from the outset paved the way for the recognition of their personal experience of
disability and the connections were made very swiftly. In this sense the first step to empowerment
was again employed in the use of biography to understand themes (Rees, 1 99 1 ). During the first
exercise one staff member was moved to tears and one of the students went out to comfort him. To
explore their disability knowledge, participants were asked to think about their own friends and
family rather than their text book knowledge. This, as I have often experienced, opened the
floodgates to recognition of issues of which they had previously been in denial, and for one member
turned out to be an emotional experience. Some participants recognized, or at least acknowledged
for the first time their own disabilities, which had the effect of establishing partnership between
disabled and nondisabled staff quite early on.
From the outset the dialectical approach was explained to staff as well as the theoretical perspective
on which the research and training was based.

Additionally, an explanation of the analysis!

reflection/action/evaluation spiral (Kemmis and McTaggart, 1 988), in the context of the teaching
plan, was presented in the introductory session. Naming teaching methods and overtly explaining
theory is not associated with traditional disability equity training, but in my view was a central tenet
to the integral emancipatory approach. The theme of the power and importance of the personal
experience, both their own and that of disabled people, from whose lives they were to learn, was
presented at an early stage in the context of the explanation of the theoretical framework. The
training kit became the tool by which they worked through the process and it proved to be more
useful than continuous overheads or numerous handouts.
Some ofthe potential handout material in the training kit will be v� useful I think to pass raund staffin

the department. I liked having the material right upfront to follow (Participant evaluation).

The last stage on the first morning, and the most powerful in the whole training, was the use of
people's stories to enhance learning of the disability experience. As I have pointed out previously,
the validity of using direct experiences of students which "spoke to" participants was more successful
than using statements by disabled people written in a more political style. Five stories written by the
research group were in the kit and since we needed six, we chose one extra, written by a disability
activist to cover the last group. The only person who did not return on the secona day had received
this supplementary ' story' and had criticised the choice we made. ( I t had represented an assertive
statement of the rights to integration of disabled people). In retrospect, I considered that for him

r ss
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it was the final straw in the personal challenge we had offered. For some people, the thought that
it is all too difficult is in some ways understandable in terms of the difficulties experienced In
addressing complex, and in the view of the institution, low priority issues.
For the most part when this attitude was exhibited, we dealt with it in a systematic way since it is
essential at all times to collnter negatives with real positives. Unfortunately, this person's mind was
closed to any personal identification or sense of responsibility. Aside from the incorrect choice of
script I am not sure if anything would have changed this. He had identified as one of his goals a need
to have a concept of the gap between students' expectations and those of the reality offered by
lecturers. On day one, those students who facilitated reported their situations factually and without
"window dressing" to clarity their level of expectation.

The opportunity to identity student

expectations in parmership with lecturers came at the end of day two, an opportunity this person
missed.
Some staff participants reported in evaluation of their learning on disability:

It has opened my eyes to the range ofdisabilities there are on campus. It taught me to Uientify more clearly

with those with disabilities and that the Univl!TSity has facilities, policies and suppmt structures in place
(Participant evaluation).
They felt they had been given tools to change the things which contribute to the negative
experiences of disabled students for whom they were responsible. This is a process which inevitably
involves both staff and students.

C reating a safe environment
1

have spoken of my responsibility to create a safe environment where people can be open to the

learning process. As discussed previously, the London Borough Disability Resource Team learnt
from their experiences :"the environment in which the training takes place must be emotionally safe
and that everybody's self esteem must be kept intact" (French, 1 992:265).
In my experience, traditionally, disabled people who have run disability equity training have often
been seen as radical and angry, and this can have the effect of alienating people. The atmosphere
we created acknowledged the dangers of this perception. We ensured the environment was
enabling, open and accepting, where people could share their views and feelings without danger of
retaliation. The safety of the environment was further ensured by the peer-group support provided
by four disabled students facilitating and myself as principal facilitator in partnership with a
nondisabled facilitator. It was important that one trainer represented those present who did not
identity as disabled in order to directly empathise with any difficulties they experienced. This
diverges from most previous approaches to disability equity training which generally exclude
nondisabled people from the training role. This was key in terms of adhering to the principles
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identified in Chapter Four in relation to emancipatory research of "the role of non disabled allies".
Furthermore, our objective to create an inclusive environment would be fraudulent ifin the process
of attainment we excluded the views and reality of nondisabled people who were part of that
environment.
People working within systems, irrespective of their knowledge of disability, can often be still part
of and subject to those practices and structures, and often wish to justify their existence or part in
those structures (Carr and Kemmis, 1 986; Fay, 1 987; Rees, 1 99 1 ). We did not set out to impose our
way of thinking as the right way since this is a disabling approach as well as an arrogant one. The
methods we used were based on structural analysis or in Barndt's terms naming the 'TTUJ1TI£nt (Barndt,
1 990:8) where people are encouraged to identify the underlying power relationships and the
deeper contradictions (ibid) that determine their lives and those of others within the institutions.
This included the opportunity to explore their own experience of a disabling environment. What
allowed them to move on, was recognition of the fact that each and everyone of us can be affected
by these, while at the same time we are all responsible, both disabled and nondisabled, for
constructing and deconstructing the attitudes and practices which encompass the disability
experience. This has been described as the "hard on the problem , soft on the person" approach
(Shields, 1 99 1 :57), which requires "one to be respectful, to strive to build trust, and to be prepared
to listen".
I have often heard challenges to so called political correctness and the criticism has been proffered
that left-wing radicals who claim to have an empowerment approach are imposing their own beliefs
in the same way as the more "right-wing" view of the issues. This warning was presented by Opie
( 1 990) in her critique of Lather's work and by Bishop in his research ( 1 996) and it is clear that in any
action where change is the goal, one should always be alerted to this possibility. It is important that
people new to this way of working feel strong and confident in the face of such challenge, and fully
understand the issues, as I laid out in the previous paragraph. We had no wish either to be seen as
wishy-washy, idealistic and impractical, any more than we wished to be seen as intellectually
arrogant and guilty of theoretical or philosophical imposition.
The structure and process have equal impact on the creation of a safe environment. While a well
planned session with a tight structure is important, it is essential for facilitators to be adaptable to
group needs and to be flexible in making changes on the spot. Anne (the nondisabled facilitator) and
I did this on a few occasions but, there is a delicate balance to be struck. As people grow quickly in
new awareness they tend to ask questions about difficult situations they are dealing with which can
easily dominate discussion. While people are anxious and we want to keep them interested, it is also
important to consider group needs and to adhere to the original aims and objectives of the session.
However, when a decision is made to move on, it is essential that the person feels listened to and
reassured that at some point during the training their issue will be addressed. Having said this, it
is then important to ensure that as a facilitator one takes the responsibility to remember to raise this
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as promised, otherwise credibility is lost and dissatisfaction may occur either during or after the
training. By the end of the first morning people looked a little stunned even though the comments
were positive. One must bear in mind that the issues and stories can throw people into turmoil and
that learning is not always a pain-free experience. The opportunity to talk through any issues
arising is essential and this space was provided by all filcilitators on an informal level afterwards.
Within the time frame there was not time for formal reflection, which is probably one of the
casualties of a short, intensive course such as this. We felt that the true test of our success would be
gauged by how many returned the next day and as I stated previously, we lost only one. We had been
able to sense the discomfort experienced by this person .

The role of student assistants as learning partners
It is appropriate at this point to return to the role of the research students in the training process.
Six research group members assisted with small-group work. Their presence was for the most part
valuable, once staff had accustomed themselves to role reversal. The early tasks of the training are
always the most difficult to grapple with and one student was able to work with each small group,
both providing concrete examples and generally keeping the groups on task. The examples they
were able to provide were so pertinent that the dialectical exchange of ideas and understanding was
fluent. Staff were quickly able to recognise their own role in the social construction of disability. For
the most part, staff appreciated the value ofthis, the openness created, and restrained the tendency
to intellectualise about disabled people as a phenomenon 'out there'.

When working with people

who can say "this happened to me yesterday" there is no choice but to acknowledge the daily lived
reality of disabled students in the U niversity setting. Had they been absent it would have been easier
to speak and think objectively without being asked to personally identify with the issues. The small
group approach encouraged practical questioning as well as personal links such as situations they
have faced both in their own lives and in a professional capacity. Staff did not appear threatened
by the presence of students and they seemed to respect and give credit for their individual
knowledge. One participant said:

Ifound it very useful having disabledfacilitators to assist the group wm*, both stlUients and non stlUients
I think presented va1"Wus invaluable perspectives (Participant evaluation).
The presence of so many people with disabilities facilitated the "coming out" process for those who
may not have previously identified as having disabilities. As mentioned earlier, one person began
to talk about a difficult family experience of mental illness, which served as a baseline of learning of
great value for that individual. The chosen exercise aimed to achieve this as well as to ensure that
each participant connected with some personal knowledge even if their own experience was not one
of disability.
The model of student participation in staff training is one which could easily be reproduced in a
range of training settings, bringing the theme of partnership into visibility in a constructive and
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concrete sense. This model of training has a precedent in the example cited previously of the Pacific
Island action research model where students were trained as facilitators to act as mediators between
teacher and students ( Pacific Island Reference Group, 1 992). We did not begin with a discussion on
definitions of partnership but did point out that our approach was participatory and we were
entering a learning partnership. One could argue however, to be consistent with the cycle of
analysis/reflection/action ( Kemmis and McTaggart, 1 98 1 ; Barndt, 1 990) that to have asked staff to
offer their own concept of partnership may have facilitated a greater understanding of the nature
of the pedagogic process. Naming the reality is important (Barndt, 1 990) and within the framework
of the training, we allowed time for active reflection to be systematically structured within the
process.
From my perspective as trainer I found the assistance with small group facilitation invaluable, but
it was suggested in evaluation that student facilitators could work harder at keeping their group on
track. There was also a tendency for facilitators to do the work for the group rather than facilitate.
This is an understandable dynamic, given the personal nature of the tasks. Ddeveloping skills in this
area, however, means learning to hold back on one's own knowledge and silently supporting
participants or asking key questions when they appear unable to proceed. This is reflective of the
discussion begun in Chapter Four and continued in Chapter Eight about the nature of the
leadership role and the difference between a facilitator and an animator. One staff participant
suggested the facilitators could be less intrusive and while I do not feel this was a potentially serious
problem, one has to remember that student presence for some could have been a little threatening.
We had to acknowledge in this situation that the usual power dynamics were completely changed
and all the barriers one normally hides behind as a staff member were now removed. The comment
implied that there were areas this person wished to explore more privately for himself. We felt that
for this reason, it is important to leave each group at least five minutes on their own, to look at the
task without any feeling of monitoring and supervision. We can all identify, as students, the times
in small group work when we have wished to say things which we would in no way share with the
tutor or the large group.
The partnership approach to facilitation was definitely central to its success as well as the positive
outcomes reported by all involved. Malcolm summarises this:
I saw a caption recently that said "Partnerships that Work". It struck me how relevant this was to our
disability equity training. There are 1/U},ny partnerships which do not work: relationships which Ureak down;

1/U},rriage partnerships where one party has domination and control aver the other; partnerships where there
is inequity. In fact these are not true partnerships at all.
What is so different about our training is that it practices what it preaches. It both talks about and models

an equitable partnership between disabled people and nondisabled people. It demonstrates that having our
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support needs met on our terms, without extinguishing our choice ana control, is not only an exciting
challenge but entirely possible.
Who we are is OK. We cannot change our impairments, but we can change what happens to us.

Bui lding co-operative strategies
During the course ofthe training people offered strategies and suggestions which were concrete and
workable. These were collated to form the basis of future action. One staff member suggested:
Give more time at the end to put together a list of strategies within departments ie specific things reps can
do to sp'read the word (Participant evaluation).
The time allowed only development of an all-round strategy, rather than specific departmental
ones, but a follow-up training course did cover different training needs. I also suggested to the
group that we it would have been preferable to write a list of strategies as we worked through and
to ensure that these were recorded. The information sharing/action session at the end was the key
to future strategising: "it was positive that definite action is going to take place" (Participant
evaluation). Strategies can often be developed based on examples from other settings, but it is
always important to define how each example could be used constructively in the University
environment. I used some examples from the experience of training college and I attempted as
much as possible to think of possible parallel situations within the University setting. This is where
Anne's knowledge of the University structures was invaluable, since her comprehensive
understanding of the system was something all participants wished to develop in relation to disabled
students. The interactive sharing of the facilitator role further demonstrated a working partnership.
In retrospect, we could probably have run one whole session on the process of sharing information
and advising about using existing mechanisms in the system to obtain results.
We supplied a supplementary resource kit which staff were invited to develop In their own
departments and suggestions for this included:
The kit should include information about who to go to in specifu situations, alternatives eg assessment!
exams, creative ideas pooled to help staff (Participant evaluation).
The support offered by the research group was confident and consistent at all times and Anne (the
nondisabled trainer) was tuned in to the needs ofboth myselfand course participants. It seemed that
owing to the concrete examples I used to illustrate points, that my dual role as student and lecturer
had particular value in working with a group of U niversity staff. I would argue that this was because
they could not categorise me easily in one box and the living examples from both sides of the coin
were powerful. Research group members assisted with small group work and demonstrated the
value of using several trainers to relieve the physical demands of the facilitation process.
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The practical approach to the second day was excellent and was a good model of a team-work
approach to training. Participant evaluation bore this out, but there were real difficulties fitting
everything in within the time frame. Everything on our programme was essential but one exercise
had to be skimmed over and one omitted. Participants worked very well on the scenarios we gave
and the feedback was invaluable but if we had time to look at their own scenarios this would have
completed the picture. We also needed much more time to look at strategies for action. While we
were given some good suggestions, I feel if we had worked in small groups for ten minutes this could
have been even more productive. Of all the training sessions I have been part of, I have never seen
such a busy and committed group prepared to work on concrete change. It seemed that after the
more emotional experience of the first day they were relieved to be able to look at what they could
do to improve what they could offer, and to feel effective.
I had some concerns over the limited time we had to spend on some very difficult scenarios
participants raised, particularly with regard to psychiatric disability, which staff are increasingly
dealing with. In many ways, dealing with some of the specifics they raised in the large group was
a good learning experience for all, but in reality, the seriousness of the situations demanded more
individual time. Some were clear that they needed more intensive training in counselling and other
interpersonal skills. While in some ways their views are justified, the danger is that they fall into a
more medical and deficit-focused approach, by assuming that therapy of some sort is called for. We
did not want them to set themselves up as counsellors - our aim was to provide a knowledge base to
respond safely and appropriately to individual situations as they arise and to activate their own
support networks.

I was glad however, that

by the end of the second morning those people who

previously requested specific details about impairments had ceased to demand this. This indicated
to us that the relevance and responsibility of partnership had become clear. It is to an analysis of this
I now turn.

Building a self-critical community: the theme of participation through partnership
The final key area in this part of the analysis explores the value of critical reflection within the
training process and its role in achieving change at an individual and group level. This section will
begin with a critical analysis of the process where the staff and students together built a sense of
community which led to subsequent action by the staff to consolidate change throughout the
U niversity.
The process undertaken exceeded the traditional boundaries of disability equity training. Those
who choose to participate in disability equity training often come expecting a process of information
sharing about different impairments and a list of do's and don'ts. To be handed the responsibility
of reflecting on their own interaction and practice ( Freire, 1 987; Carr and Mc Kemmis, 1 986;
Barndt, 1 990), in keeping with the concept of structural analysis, challenges participants
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immediately to negotiate a learning partnership ( Freire, 1 987; McNiff, 1 993). The emancipatory
action research methods employed in the planning of the training encouraged the development of
a critical community in the same way as this had been fostered in the research group. Carr and
Kemmis ( 1 986) also speak of a critical community in an educational context, allowing participants
maximum opportunity to contribute their viewpoint and to become self-reflective.

Bishop

condemns a binary notion of critical pedagogy based on an individualist westernised notion of
research, claiming it can silence the real voices of participants. In a Maori context the hui and whaka
- whanaunatangata (establishing relationships) where people are encouraged to speak from their
own cultural perspectives comes closer to a concept of critical community within an emancipatory
action research project (Bishop, 1 996:59). Our approach attempted to incorporate elements of all
of these approaches. McNiffs analysis of an emancipatory approach to teaching and learning
illustrates the power of our chosen teaching strategy in the reversal of the pedagogy:
The 'aim' and the 'process' here are the same. Teaching and learning are two sides of the
same coin; they are two perspectives of the same process. The process of practice becomes the
object of the enquiry; practice becomes enquiry (Mc Niff, 1 993:59).
In this shared endeavour, where boundaries have been changed, the concept ofjoint responsibility
is addressed:
If we view teaching in this light, it is no longer an activity geared at passing on information;
it becomes a shared communicative exercise which is focused on generating inter subjective
agreements about the nature of being (Mc Niff, 1 993:59).
Not only did the process focus on them personally, they were asked to analyse themselves in relation
to their environment as well as the effect of the environment on disabled students. The overt
identification ofa specific theoretical approach which facilitated theory building (Lather, 1 986; Fay,
1 987), the use of empowering pedagogy in the depth of shared learning (Freire, 1 987), the overall
framework of structural analysis ( Barndt, 1 990) and the dialectical nature of the teaching process
(Mc Niff, 1 993), ensured the establishment of conditions in which the staff group could build on
their expertise. This, in critical terms, allowed them to:
Identify and expose those aspects of the social order which frustrate rational change, and
provides the basis for action to overcome rationality, injustice and domination (Carr and
Kemmis, 1 986: 1 83).
Through the training staff participants were able to identify contradictions within the institutional
setting and their role in creating and maintaining those contradictions. Fay also refers to the process
of identifying contradictions within a specific situation as an essential component of developing and
working constructively with a critical theory (Fay, 1 987). Furthermore, they were able to define the
extent to which they were also disabled by the institution within which they worked, and this
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consequently led the group to " propose new forms of communication, decision making and
collaborative action" (Carr and Kemmis, 1 986: 1 84) in the institution as a whole.
The second day of practical action, focusing on real scenarios, was central to the action model of
training and a submission was compiled as result of the work they did. They set up a working party
which ensured that disability remained a central issue on the institutional agenda. In this sense, they
formed an action research community (Kemmis and Mc Taggart, 1 98 1 ; Carr and Kemmis, 1 986)
which gave them space to become:
A source of critique for the institution in which it operates, and can begin to act from within
the institution to transform it towards more rational, more just and more collaborative
decision making and action (Carr and Kemmis, 1 986: 1 80).
The staff participants, as a result of the process were able to form a supportive team using the
training as a first step to instigating a staff network within the University. The staff established,
subsequent to the training, an action group of contact people who became active in the University.
This resembles the action research described by Carr and Kemmis ( 1 986).
There is no doubt that the critical interactive approach stimulated a level of debate, creativity,
energy and commitment, far exceeding that normally witnessed in this type of training. This can
be said to be a validation for the methods used.
We can now pass on what we have learnt as a group with the same enthusiasm and dedication we have
experienced to others; lJy doing so we will have O'pened another pathway of understanding and broken own
sO'me of the barriers which stand in our way (Coral).
The above process represented the full cycle of analysis/reflection/action/evaluation (Freire, 1 972,
1 987; Kemmis and McTaggart, 1 988; Barndt, 1 990).

The student facilitators, in subsequent

evaluation a week later, reflected as a group on what could be done to improve the training design
and implementation.

They came up with some suggestions (Appendix Six ) in response to

participant evaluation. The key points included the need for more preparatory research, practical
follow up, a longer time frame, the appointment of a recorder, a clearer small group structure and
the setting of a follow up date. I will now explore the question of the catalytic value of this type of
training in the context of the educational environment by describing subsequent events.
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Part Two
In Part Two of this chapter I will describe the actions taken by training participants and the
strategies for action planned in partnership with DARG.

I will report on initial actions taken.

followed by an analysis of future structural changes. Final outcomes will be reported in subsequent
chapters.

Changing the Face of the U niversity

Two roads diverged in a wood I
took the one less travelled by
and that has made all the difference (Frost, 1973:77),

The above extract is easily recognizable. but I consider it pertinent when I reflect on the courage
and creativity shown by the staff who attended the training course and who became the catalysts for
transformative action in the University. It would be appropriate at this stage to look at what the staff
achieved as a result of the training in the context of their contribution to a new partnership with each
other and with the students they were encountering. I have already explored the value of critical
theory in that staff can benefit in Fay's terms "from coming to conceive of themselves and their role
in terms of the theory" (Fay. 1 987: 1 1 4). given the overt theoretical perspective on which the training
course was based. The pedagogical approach. where power in the teaching situation is shared.
demonstrates the value of co-operation (Freire. 1 972; 1 987; McNiff. 1 993). It also highlights the
often inhibiting effects of categorisation in terms of role and ability and the usual power differentials
between teachers and students. This will be further discussed in Chapters Nine and Ten. The staff
participating who chose to take on a particular role. did so in order to achieve some personal change.
For some, this was just in terms of performing more effectively as a teacher/worker, while others saw
themselves as disabled and as having a dual role and responsibility in the University.
For critical social science, power exists not only when a group is controlled but also when a
group comes together, becomes energised and organising itself thereby becoming able to
achieve something for itself (Fay, 1 987 : 1 30).
The task here is to give examples of how staff awareness of the social construction of disability
operating in the University. facilitated their ability to challenge that construction. The crucial role
of reflection, an essential element of critical theory, will be demonstrated in the following analysis.
I mplicit within the account are examples of staff experiencing solidarity with each other, developing

awareness of policies, acquiring and using language and the growing ability to evaluate critically
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everything they do (Rees, 1 99 1 ). This involves recognition of the extent to which the training
facilitated a dialogical process occurring inside and outside the classroom situation. For this reason,
I will report on the content of the discussions which took place subsequent to the training. An
analysis of the challenge presented to staff, who were willing to stand up to be counted in a system
which can often discourage new ways of working will also be offered.
Following the submission of staff recommendations to the Academic Board suggesting action in a
number of key areas involving disabled students, we arranged a follow-up evaluation as requested
by staff, where they could discuss the achievements and difficulties experienced since the training.
A small number ofstaff came to the follow up armed with messages from those who could not attend
due to exam pressures and other end-of-year events. The staff who came, as well as those who did
not, were acting as contact people in their department, and those present identified positive and
negative aspects of this role. They were able to constructively influence the actions of others. For
example, the presence of a guide dog in the Department of Biological Sciences had begun to provide
a source of exercise for many staff and students! The fact that disability was now placed high on the
agenda provoked the feeling ofjoint responsibility and all were working co-operatively to problem
solve. This meant that many of the issues identified by students in Lang's research ( 1 992) and in that
of McKay et al at Otago ( 1 995) in terms of the identification of a wide support network, were being
addressed. Staff, however, reported feeling isolated within their departments and this seemed one
of the most immediate concerns in gaining access to information as well as getting support for
themselves. It was this very isolation which informed their understanding of what disabled students
had hitherto been facing when attempting to have their voice heard in a system which barely
recognized their existence within its policies. Some analysis of these events will present a dearer
picture in relation to the research question regarding the facilitation of change in the U niversity
environment.
From a researcher's perspective, I would argue that this isolation was reinforced by the fact that
nondisabled students and other disabled students were not yet geared to work in partnership with
staff and this collaboration was crucial. For disabled students this was likely to be due to a struggle
with identity. According to Low, disabled students negotiate disabled and nondisabled identities
"while negotiating the physical environment of the University campus"(Low, 1 996:246).

Her

research showed that students in their struggle to be equal and negotiate an inaccessible
environment became isolated from interaction with others, emphasising their disabled identity.
Also when they are forced to seek assistance, they risk being seen by others as passive and helpless,
which contradicts the strong image of disability pride some disabled students try to promote. The
training so far had reached only a small number of staff and had not begun to touch all the other
players involved.
Rees illustrated in his analysis of the disabling nature of policy and practice separation, the
difficulties faced by staff who wish to implement changes (Rees, 1 99 1 ). He recognized the constraints
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faced by staff in an institution ruled by policy-makers who are removed from the reality within which
people are living and working. A high value and status is placed on new academic work, especially
new research,

" uncontaminated by the responsibility to examine implementation" (Rees,

1 99 1 : 1 56). These committed staff are fighting for access for a group who have been to date virtually
disregarded and subject to the range of structural inequalities which have been widely identified in
the literature cited (Carr and Kemmis, 1 986; Barton, 1 988; Barnes, 1 99 1 ; Ballard, 1 99 1 ; Munford,
1 992, 1 995; Bach, 1994; Perkins, 1 996). The importance of increased collaboration in research,
development of institutional practices and the creation of enabling policies, inside and outside an
educational setting, advocated by writers and researchers in the disability field (Rancharan and
Grant, 1 994; Rioux. 1 994; Ward and Flynn, 1 994; Zola. 1 994; Low, 1 996), can now be re
emphasised. Change in one area is only effective when activated as part of a cohesive strategy which
considers all of the issues previously identified.

Further analysis of the role and situation of

University staff will illustrate this more clearly.
In Chapter Three I referred to the use of subtle manipulation and its role in preserving the balance
of power. To further illustrate the dynamics of this in relation to the social construction, I will cite
the Lukesian analysis offered by Fay:
Subtle manipulation transpires when the political system is so structured that the interests of
the oppressed are not considered to be part of the political agenda even by the oppressed
themselves (Fay, 1 987 : 1 24).
The staff now found themselves at the receiving end of a system with which they had been obliged
to collude prior to their newly developed understandings. They also recognized the pervasive
nature of this oppression, which, for most involved, was not in any way overt or deliberate, but
rather emanated from ignorance which subsequently became a disabling factor for them personally.
Fay reinforces this point:
Because of the basic social structures of a society, decisions and actions are taken which
redound to the interests of the powerful even though the powerful do not intentionally bring
this about ( Fay, 1 987 : 1 23).
Staff now set themselves the task both of responding to some newly identified needs, and of
attempting to enable and encourage their colleagues to take similar responsibility. The problem
with which they were faced was not one of academic priority, rather it was viewed as Rees asserts:
Practical, characterised by the messy business of influencing what people do, and therefore
less prestigious, at least in the eyes of the tertiary institution which values the production of
publications and research grants (Rees, 1 99 1 : 1 24).
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Staff realised that in order to successfully challenge the system, better information about disability
would be essential as well as the promotion of research, which raises the profile of disabled people.
This would include the integration of disability theory into appropriate curricula and would
ultimately have to involve a commitment by staff across the University. It was recognized that it is
via the powerful mechanism of curriculum development that the ignorance of all was maintained.
This includes the ignorance of those students who identify as disabled, in that they do not gain the
opportunity to analyse their situation and identify the creation of barriers in the system, preventing
them from reaching their potential. Fay's analysis of power would assert that placing the issue on
the agenda at an intellectual and practical level forces dialogue where:
Power must arise out of the interaction of the powerful and powerless, with both sides
contributing something necessary for existence. Power must be dyadic ( Fay, 1 987: 1 20).
By developing a concept of the nature of power, and a sense of how individuals use power, it could
be argued that all involved benefit in their increased ability to identify the extent to which they have
co-operated in maintaining an oppressive system. Once people are aware of the concrete
consequences of their passivity or their active behaviour they may be empowered with the choice to
act ( Fay, 1 987; Munford, Ceorgeson and Cordon, 1 994; Barnes and Mercer, 1 996; Bury, 1 996). For
example the staff participants of the training identified a range of situations where they had
previously negotiated with disabled students who were having such difficulties as accessing lectures,
completing assignments, or sitting exams in a debilitated state. Many questioned, in the context of
the training, the way they had handled such situations in their attempts to work within University
policy and procedures. I n doing so they reflected on what had become their main concern, the
welfare of the student or the compliance with the rules. Thinking "outside of the square" led to
constructive strategies which balanced the needs of both the institution and the students. One of
these strategies included the development of a contact list of liaison people who would form their
own network and contribute to a necessary infiltration of all academic departments. The new
disability support person who subsequently joined the research group was to have a crucial co
ordinating role in provision of support and training for contact people. As a disabled person, she
could model in her interactions with staff and students the process of identifying needs based on the
student's own knowledge and understanding of their situation. In Fay's terms this means: "the
discovery of conditions under which people can actually consider a particular analysis of their
situation is an important ingredient in this task" (Fay, 1 987 : 1 07).
Staff participants and student facilitators co-operated in an exploration of what could now be done
in terms of addressing student needs, using training as one of the tools for action. It was envisaged
that this training would be integral to the training programmes offered to staff at the University and
that systems would be put in place to ensure that the needs of students with disabilities could be
identified at an early stage. Having established this, we explored two elements in terms of training
as a catalyst to a partnership approach: first, what people who had been through the training now
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needed to meet student's needs; second. the specific support the training group (DARG) could offer
to enable staff to be proactive. From these discussions evolved the idea for the formation of a contact
person support network to "support the support people".
Within the concept of a theory of education Fay presents the following picture:
Here the paradigm case of power is not one of command but one of enablement in which a
disorganised and unfocused group acquires an identity and a resolve to act in light of its new
found sense of purpose (Fay, 1 987: 1 30).
Staff members reported that the follow-up meeting had come at a good time as their perceived
isolation was leading to a sense of powerlessness which precluded the maintenance of any form of
positive action. A key issue was information for students and collation of data which identified the
range of problems created by University structures. Since students are naturally reticent about
coming forward owing to the general attitude to disability, the onus lay with lecturers and support
staff to ensure students felt able to approach them at an early stage. The necessary information
about available support needed to be included in the calendar and handbook which were key
avenues ofcommunication. Since they had already been produced at this stage. this had to be placed
on the agenda for action in subsequent years. The staff group decided that one of the actions they
could take for 1 996 would be inclusion of disability information in course outlines which had not yet
been written. A checklist of things to be included. for example suggestions for access arrangements.
was to be drawn up by staff in conj unction with a working sub-group of DARG. Some formal
mechanism, whereby, the disability support person and the contact people could find out about
students' needs (with their permission) at an early stage would be helpful. This would alert support
staff to the necessity of a more proactive approach to removing barriers before the barriers created
a CriSIS.
The different definitions of disability were found to prevent some students from approaching
lecturers for help. Staff decided that visible contact people who stated that they were there to
respond to any needs which are 'different' . would encourage students. In addition they considered
that a statement or name of contact person on the first page of the course outline should be inserted.
[

raised the question about ways in which we could ensure that such practices happen within each

department as an integral part of their operations. A process of specifying problems led to a useful
analysis of a sequence of events and I have framed the issues identified around some key aspects of
the central research question. The catalytic value of the research was to be measured on one level
by the degree of personal autonomy each participating individual achieved, and at the second. by
the extent to which change occurred in their immediate environment.

Having clarified these

questions, the subsequent discussion is divided into four defined areas, all contributing to the
process of emancipation sought. These are as follows: the need for wider identification of contact
people; the implementation of support mechanisms; weaving a support network and ways to
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achieve and monitor change. These all link back to the original research principles identified in

Chapter Four (see Figure Three in Chapter Three). I will deal with each of these individually and
clarify the range of subsequent issues and concerns for both students and staff.

Identification of Contact People
The first crucial area to address within each Department was the identification of nondisabled allies
to be known as contact people. This was a strategy agreed by staff and research students in training.
It was insisted that the contact person should have some knowledge or interest in disability and
preferably training. One of the requirements if they did not have relevant training, would be that
the Department supports the staff member to go to the DARG training courses as they occurred.
This would set up a framework for the training group since the focus of all courses could be training
for contact people. In this way, the outcome of the training was both immediate, proactive and
created a future active role for DARG students. The second stage, after appointment of contact
people, would be to establish an official forum for contact people to meet, identify goals/problems
and share information. This would ensure the alleviation of thei isolation some staff had already
experienced and a strengthening of the partnership between existing and potential DARG students
and their various allies on staff.

I m plem entation of S u pport Mechan isms
A second way to consolidate the immediate benefits of the training was through the vital building
of support mechanisms, which included the contact people named above. It was recognized that at
times the Disability Support Co-ordinator would not have the power or resources to respond to the
issues contact people were raising and that other mechanisms should be in place. It was clear that
students' personal tutors especially, in the first two years of a course, are the crucial contact people.
Questions around negotiating extensions and other assessment issues are all brought to that person
often before they come to the attention of anyone else. These tutors were to form a crucial layer of
contact people at the ground level of teaching who would need to be involved. Staff argued that a
role for the disability contact person for the Department could be to alert the tutors that they have
a student with a disability. From there, they could negotiate at the beginning of the year, a meeting
of the three people concerned before problems arise. Since each Department runs differently, a
strategy unique to that Department would be planned. The protocol would be established of
appointing a contact person using the initial staff meeting/forum of the year to establish the
appropriate mechanism for identifying the needs of disabled students. In this process, both disabled
students and tutors would be developing new interactive and political skills as they learn to negotiate
legitimate ways to work with the system.

In this way, the disabling aspects, could be turned to

enabling ones, creating more accessible practices for staff and students alike. The forum previously
mentioned for contact people was the mechanism by which they received their support from each
other as well as from DARG.
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Weaving a Web of Support
Further discussion occurred around the nature of the support web and the way this could potentially
weaken the structures contributing to disability. It was hoped that such co-operation would enhance
the cohesion of the growing alliance between disabled students and nondisabled allies.
Experiencing solidarity with each other (Rees, 1 99 1 ) was important to relieve the sense of isolation

in which staff worked and which, ultimately, had the effect of reinforcing that of disabled students.
It seemed quite feasible that some departments might wish for two people to take responsibility.

\

Even one academic and one non-academic staff could provide a good balance. The position of a
contact person could be an unpopular one if they were not supported by the chairperson of the
Department and if necessary resources were not forthcoming. The staff group felt that the time
commitment should at least be acknowledged by the Department and the work load identified. The
chairpersons in each Department were seen as crucial to the success of support mechanisms. One
person pointed out that in some departments chairpersons rotate over three years, so realistically,
they felt only one year in three provided the opportunity to consolidate changes made. Other staff
members are constant and work in partnership with changing chairpersons. A regular meeting
between support staff and either DARG representatives or representatives of disabled students
would ensure cohesive appropriate strategies. These laborious discussions were to be crucial to
sustaining and building on the changes occurring and the visible work of DARG certainly prompted
the University to look seriously at access within their polices. At the same time the research students
involved continued to learn about negotiating change, were developing awareness of policies
(Rees, 1 99 1 ) and achieving the skills required of change agents.

Achieving and Monitoring Change
The training group was to form a crucial focus ofchange for disabled students and a constant contact
point. In addition to training the group saw the need for them to become a liaison/consultant group
who worked in partnership with staff. Staff asked about student support networks and we affirmed
lhe value of student support networks but insisted on the importance of clear simple systems within
the administration to ensure practical things are done. Historically, students have had to tell their
story to numerous people before the appropriate action has been taken.

Naturally, this is a

deterrent to identifying needs. Information about appropriate help available was to be made
equally accessible to students and staff. Developing awareness of policies (Rees, 1 991), which
particularly impacted on disabled students, was an ongoing learning process for all. It was to be
achieved in part by the development of the supplementary information kit, a secondary training
tool.
I will return to the outcomes of this work in the final chapters and make some recommendations
based on our experiences. In this chapter, the focus of our action research has been described, in
the form of a case study, where a group of disabled students have developed and delivered a
disability equity training package and sown the seeds for some subsequent concrete change in the
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University environment. To a large extent the research action, has addressed the potential for an
emancipatory approach to achieve both personal change and environmental changes in relation to
disabled students.

Conclusion
The above chapter has explored the concept of change in relation to the action research process.
The partnership experience of staff in training and student research participants has been a central
theme. It is time to return to these central research questions and critically evaluate the outcomes
in the context of Rees's steps to empowerment and Fay's schema.

CHAPTER EIGHT
Critica I Theory:
A Fra mework For Participant Eva luation
Introdudion
This chapter will present an analysis. from a participant perspective. of the action research process.
Undertaken by DARG. It will be presented within the framework of Rees's steps to empowerment
to reflect the ongoing critical reflection in the research diary and Fay's thesis will form part of the
evaluative framework. The model incorporating Fay and Rees with the research principles. will be
subsequently critiqued in Chapter Eleven in terms of its value to inform a range of emancipatory
approaches to disability research. The individual and group evaluations of participants will be
referred to. as well as my own as researcher. As this joint analysis is presented. two questions will
be addressed. One asks: what potential does emancipatory research have in enabling disabled
people to take greater control of their lives and effect change in their immediate environment? The
evidence of students' own evaluations will be drawn on to discuss the concrete changes already
achieved in their own lives as they look critically at the group process and at the same time reiterate
the changes which have occurred as a direct result of the training programme within the University
environment. A second question asks: what are

the

challenges which have faced me as the

researcher in conducting this type of research. and what are the potential challenges for others in
embarking on emancipatory research? I will revisit the theories of Rees and Fay in relation to the
research principles previously identified. This aims to reflect their relevance in the analysis of this
research leading to a more in-depth discussion in final chapters.
Figure Three. which was first presented in Chapter Three. is again presented (without alteration)
to enhance the clarity of the research evaluation. It outlines the link between Fay's basic scheme.
Rees's steps to empowerment and the research principles. and it will be used as the theoretical
foundation of this chapter. The positive and more problematic aspects of this type of research
approach will be highlighted. laying the groundwork in subsequent chapters for suggesting ways in
which the possible pitfalls have been or could be avoided. Three of the students who participated
in the research were not able to fully engage in the evaluation process. They presented their
evaluations in writing and these were integrated into the overall analysis undertaken by the
remaining group members. This meant that the way the research was conducted continued to allow
for different needs and access requirements. I have tried as accurately as I can to portray within my
records of the research reflections the group experience of the process.

The evaluations are

presented by individuals and although they were recorded in the diary. extracts of each person's
evaluation are presented with their pseudonyms as distinct from other diary entries of group
discussion. The recorded diary of events was checked for accuracy by the research group. Lather's
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comment on validity is significant: "The validity of a critical account can be found in part, in the
participants' responses" (Lather, 1 987: 268).

In other words, the extent to which research has

accomplished change for each individual, depends primarily on the achievements they can name
for themselves and each other. The initial evaluation questions which were jointly agreed between
myself and participants aimed at critical self reflection on personal changes achieved during the
research.
In Chapter Six I described in some detail the way I used Rees's steps to initiate the research process.
To ensure cohesion, I invited the group to revisit Rees's steps and to evaluate their experience of the
research using that framework. They subsequently decided on priorities for discussion while
continuing to refer to the steps which were most significant for them. I will present the account of
the research evaluation using the framework of Rees's steps as well as with reference to the key
research principles (refer again to Figure Three).

Understanding Themes
Evaluating self image and knowledge
The concept of understanding themes and the evaluation of self image and knowledge have been
seen by Rees as the fundamental steps in the road to empowerment. Exploration of themes was
consistently evaluated throughout. In this way the process of understanding themes links to that of
evaluation which is identified as the last of Rees's steps, reiterating the concept of an integral
evaluation process. I n this section both these steps will be discussed, in the context of examining
the role of emancipatory research in personal liberation, in the identification of the social
construction of disability as a critical theory upon which to build, and finally, in terms of respect for
the personal experience of disability.

The role of emancipatory research in personal liberation
In the early stages of the group formation, I asked people to say what experience of research they
had in order to both identify their potential contribution to the development of a research process
and to be aware of the difficulties or experience of exploitation they may be bringing to the group
experience.

This was vital, particularly for people who had experienced abuse, as problems

emanating from insensitivity and ignorance could occur. Once this was expressed, the whole group
was able to take responsibility for dealing with that knowledge and could begin to have a concept
of how an emancipatory model should be approached.
The first two meetings in particular were run like interactive teaching sessions during which the
group process was negotiated. At this stage my input was the most substantial and thereafter, the
group took on more momentum. I explained the structure of Rees's steps as well as the critical
approach where "action/reflection/action" (Carr and Kemmis, 1 986; Kemmis and McTaggart.
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FI'GURE TH REE
The Basic Scheme of Enlightment, Rees·s Steps to Empowerrrie�t
and Their Role as an 'Explanatory Too l
... \

I A theory of false consc:iousness
I) Demonstrates the ways in which
the self concept of disabled people is
false in that their understanding is
based on Perceptions of deficit and
dependency imposed on them.
(They engage in ideology critique.)
2) Greater awareness highlights how
research, science and the medical
profession creates and perpetuates
this ideology.

3)

Exploring the social construction
and social creation of disability
places the 'blame' firmly within
societal attitudes and practices.

Understanding themes (power of
biography),
Liberation
through
dialogue,
investigation
through
words
(Freire).
Evaluation
knowledge.
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The role o f Emancipatory research
in personal liberation, awareness
and understanding of world view:
recognition of social construction.

and

Evaluation of words and themes
(Freire).
Specifying problem,
research questions.

setting

the

Codifying themes (Freire).
Presenting the codes by reflecting
self needs.

11 A theory of crisis
4) Further exploration spells out the

mechanisms of oppression, eg the
systematic exclusion of disabled
people from education employment
etc.

5) On examination of the isolation

and discrimination experienced by
disabled people become aware that
current structures are based on the
dominance of an ableist society: a
competitive education system, a
discriminatory medical system, an
individualist economy.

Developing awareness of policies:
Learning about the system.
Analysing and decoding (Freire).
Developing the notion of choice:
exploring educational options.
Externalising: Making links to wider
contexts (Freire).

Research
as
an
educational
experience and the role of non
disabled
researchers
(alliance
between disabled and non-disabled).
Research
by/for
the
disability
community (issues of importance to
disabled
people
building
networks).

Acquiring and using language.
using
decoding
Further
interdiscip1inary studies (Freire).

6) Greater awareness and education

explores the roots of the oppression
in the policies and practices of the
systems which impact, eg inflexibility
of assessment.

III A theory of education

Experiencing solidarity with others.

7 ) Increases understanding action

Resisting a return to powerlessness.

Empowerment through education
within research of the need for
concerted process (consciousness
raising,
community
education:
education of teaching staff).

action

Developing interactive and political
skills.

Research as a catalyst for change
and partnership.

9) Identifies specific policies and

Evaluation.

identifying precise areas for change,

8) The emergence of disability pride.
IV A

theory

of

transformative

practices which create disability and
suggest ways they could be changed.

1 0) A combination of all of the
previous elements fulfills a plan of
action.

Preparation
(Freire),

of didactic materials

Achieving real change within the Universi!!-
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1 988; Barndt, 1 990; Fook, 1 996) was central. While Rees's steps were a discussion tool which could
be discarded if the group chose, the spiral of reflection and action was the mechanism which was
consistently used to reflexively monitor the process and alert participants to negative influences or
manipulation in any form ( Freire, 1 987; Bennie, 1 996; Fook, 1 996; Walsh-Tapiata, 1 997). As I
identified in Chapter Six, I initiated a participatory research process by suggesting how my own
experience fitted with each of the steps, chosen at random. By doing this, I was attempting to model
a method of self-reflection in relation to the steps. One participant followed by commenting on
using and acquiring language (Rees, 1 99 1 ). For her, this step had most relevance in relation to her

own process of understanding themes (ibid) and was the most logical starting point. Each person
chose a different step to embark on this process of self- reflection but a central theme in discussion
explored the ways in which groups (even groups of disabled people) can exclude and oppress each
other using exclusive language such as professional jargon or words which can negate the individual
identity (Butler and Wintram, 1 99 1 ). This included people's personal experiences of other research
projects. By the end of this process, the group was equipped to decide on a modus operandi which
included detailed group ground rules and a mission statement and philosophy. While I, as the
researcher, had initiated the process using a defined structure, the group had been able from there
to decide on participatory ways of working which would ensure a positive group process. I took
responsibility from an early stage to guide them through the research by naming different aspects
of the methodology which was unfolding.

Recognition and use of the social theories of disability
The concepts of disability in the social construct model versus the medical model took me a while to

understand, End its value has really fundamentally changed how I see myself, my and other's impairments
and my view ofsociety, the world (Sally).
Students were invited to explore and define critical theory in terms of the social construction and
social creation of disability for them as individuals and in terms of its political implications. They
explored the extent to which it had impacted and changed the "world view" ( Fay, 1 987) and self
understandings of themselves as participants. This was similarly addressed by Bennie, ( 1 996) in his
endeavour to develop an emancipatory model of supported employment and Walsh-Tapaiata
( 1 997) in her analysis of the issues for Maori in seeking a means to achieve their personal and
political emancipation .. Walsh-Tapaiata spoke of the powerful effect of critical theory in terms of
her own increased awareness:
It was like switching on a light bulb, it was like coming out of a world of darkness (Te Ao Kore)
and into the world of light (Te Ao Marama). This theory empowered me by offering an
explanation of the oppressive structures of our society, the false consciousness that so many
Maori appear to be bound into but also how education of individuals and communities can
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lead to empowerment, enlightenment and then emancipation of these people (Walsh
Tapiata, 1 997: 1 25).
Students have expressed the importance of the acknowledgement of the social construction of
disability in their lives.
My involvement with DARG has further advanced my knawledge of the social construction of disalJility.

This has meant I have been able to more confuiently, critically reflect on the social construction ofmany issues
in the wider worUl, in particular issues tied up with my feminist beliefs and values (Sally).
Research participants used the theory to challenge their own previous false consciousness
constructed by societal views and expectations. For women this had even greater significance and
other valuable connections to feminism and feminist theory were made. For example, Lunar was
able to identify the significance of" double oppression" already cited in relation to the work of other
disabled feminists (Browne, Connors and Sterne, 1 985; Fine and Asch, 1 988; Wight-Felske, 1 988,
1 994; Morris, 1 989, 1 99 1 , 1 992;) and disabled male researchers (Bourne, 1 98 1 ; Oliver, 1 990).
Lunar identified the parallels she saw with the work of the women's movement having been actively
involved in previous years.

While she saw some disadvantages to the fact that the group was

predominantly female, she felt that the larger numbers of women redressed the potential inequality
between males and females within the group. On the other hand, it was acknowledged that one of
the challenges the whole group (as a group of disabled students) faced, was to consistently resist a
return to powerlessness ( Rees, 1 99 1 ). The women in the group saw this as a constant challenge

which is very much "part oJthe experience oJbeingJemale in a white male �ystem " (Lu1lar)[quoteJrom research
record]. Some of the group became familiar with the work of Morris ( 1 987, 1 992) and asked for
literature from other sources to develop their understanding. I presented a bibliography in their
own training kit (Appendix Eight).
Patrick discussed the social theories of disability in terms of his own interpretation of this.

He

considered he had a good concept of these theories in terms of their impact on him as an individual
but questioned the extent of his understanding of their use in the group context. He linked a
growing awareness of the theories with the concept of empowerment and saw DARC members as
change agents with a responsibility to the community to promote c�ange. The literature which
supports this has had significance for myself as researcher and to a lesser extent for the learning of
some group members. Kenny, ( 1 994) emphasises the importance of a community development
approach as a key to change and Munford, Ceorgeson and Cordon, ( 1 994) refer to the importance
of structural analysis in a social work context where disabled people and their allies unite to name
the issues and become a catalyst for change having reflected on those issues. Ife, ( 1 995) refers to the
roles of community workers as change agents and their power in terms of working in aJliance with
marginalised groups and M unford and Sullivan, ( 1 997) speak of disabled and nondisabled people
working as change agents in the context of empowerment of disabled people.

Bennie, ( 1 996)

Chapter Eight

7 78
focuses on critical reflection as essential to the development of an emancipatory model of supported
employment where disabled people are able to take charge of their lives in alliance with nondisabled
people and Walsh-Tapaiata, ( 1 997) sees the naming of the theoretical framework as the only means
Maori have to enter into dialogue with those in power on essential issues pertaining to them.
Integral to this analysis is a recognition that economic independence is central to a comprehensive
understanding and attainment of empowerment which the DARG students recognized within their
own analysis.
Further discussion occurred around the social construction and social creation of disability at an
early stage within the evaluation process. Group discussion aimed to redefine both of those theories
in terms of the lived experiences of participants. I used the example of an original objective which
one person felt we had failed to address that of the issue of employment. I argued that all our
original objectives had been covered to some degree because the action we took addressed the social
construction and creation of disability in terms of identification of University barriers. I asked
students to look more closely at what the social construction of disability means: that disability is
created in the attitudes and individual practices of individuals within their community. This can
include the impact of culture, language, values and structures. The social creation of disability
(Oliver, 1 990) explains that disability is further created within our institutional structures and
attains a life of its own within the practices and policies which give these structures their life blood.
It is these structures we challenged by asking the University to recognize inaccessible and disabling
practices within the teaching methods, assessment systems and departmental policies.
The social construction and creation of disability as the underpinning theories on which the training
was designed, enabled staff during the training to rethink their view of disability and to change their
ways of working. The theories served to identify the precise nature of the disabling forces which
prevent disabled people from operating to their full capacity recognizing that it is partly through
ignorance of these forces that they are, themselves, oppressed. So the educator "intends to be the
catalytic agent which sparks these people into changing the way they live and relate to others" (Fay,
1 987:89). Having had this discussion, the group proceeded to make the links between the work they
had done on the training kit, the changes which had occurred in the University environment as a
result and the long term effects of these in terms of greater access to education for disabled people.
This in turn would ultimately improve their ability to gain employment. In this sense, the issue had
been dealt with indirectly.

Respeding the personal experience of disability
This concept of false consciousness became increasingly significant to students as they became more
aware of their own history and sense of self. Rees speaks of the "promise of biography" (Rees,
1 99 1 : 2 1 ) and its role in a multi-dimensional context linking the experience of the social worker to
that of the 'client' and the equal validity of story-telling for all. The role of people's stories was the
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common linking strand within each element of the research and has created the coherence of this
thesis:
The telling of a story will contribute to empowerment if the listeners as well as the storytellers
recognise the importance of coherence ...coherence connotes the value ofjoining ideas and
activities which usually remain separate (Rees, 1 99 1 :2 1 ).
While the story of each individual has not been analysed in detail for the reasons previously stated,
this has not precluded their effect of bringing cohesion to the research. When we as a group set out
with an analysis of the steps to empowerment, the collation of our educational experiences as
disabled people was suggested as an important parallel activity. By doing so we were using a
combination of action-research and story approaches as recommended by Ballard. He suggests they
provide a way of presenting those with limited knowledge of the lived experience of disability with
complex, integrated information (Ballard, 1 993:3). It was felt by students that the eventual
publication of our biography would be a powerful tool in improving the visibility of disabled people
in education generally, as well as to perhaps give to many hope who at present have little.
As mentioned previously, the group agreed on a range of key themes to 'semi-structure' the
interviews. Students reported feeling empowered by the experience and found it useful in enabling
them to clarify some issues which they had previously not had the space to explore. One individual
interview was held with each student over the course of the year of the action research. I conducted
earlier in the research had a very different function from those conducted at the end. Those
students who were interviewed later in the research had the benefit of the research experience with
which to analyse their own stories and these stories could be used to conduct an analysis of the
research process itself. The initial stories contained much less insight into the nature of their
disabling experiences, but have a value in their own right as accounts of a struggle with the education
system. Each student used the process in the way which was most valuable to them personally and
covered the areas which had most relevance to their experience of disability. The use of interview
and life history (in this case topical life history) is well accepted in research (Denzin, 1 979, 1 989,
1 992, 1 994» and taken up by feminists such as Graham to write women' s stories using open-ended
questions (Oakley, 1 98 1 ; Graham, 1 984; Munford, 1 989). It was clear, however, that unless the
themes and even the questions were created and identified by participants, the agenda would be
controlled by the researcher. I avoided taking control of the research agenda and by asking the
group to identify themes we ensured that the summary of our stories would be relevant to a large
cross section of disabled people and would reflect real concerns and needs. It was hoped that the
telling of our stories would serve as an inspiration and an education to other disabled people and
professionals who are interested in enhancing both the availability and the quality of the educational
experience, for disabled people in tertiary education.
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The way in which the process provided coherence was through the fulfilment of the first steps to
empowerment where biography and peoples' stories are central to the identification of themes. For
those who gave interviews at an early stage, this was an opportunity to talk through what they
wanted from the research process for themselves and to discuss the role they may like to play. For
those whose interviews came later, the individual interview became an evaluation of a personal
nature of the experience of being part of DARG. Some of the things shared on an individual basis
were not shared in group evaluation, and it was for the most part a further validation of the
emancipatory action research at the level of personal growth which was reported.

Placing the

research process in the context of peoples' lives added to the coherence of the research and ensured
that I had picked up any outstanding issues for individuals.
Some used the interview as an opportunity to work through practical issues in relation to their
support needs: For example, I found myself supplying information about funding sources or
encouraging people to apply for equipment or funding to which they had previously not felt they
had a right. For others, it was a chance to talk about their studies and any issues arising with
particular assignments or lecturers. All spoke of the future and their hopes and dreams and the
process facilitated some reflection around future plans. Quite often, in the daily grind, survival
becomes the central focus and future directions appear to be a luxury only nondisabled people can
afford.
The range of experiences was rich and it was interesting to note the contradictions in people's
stories. The analysis will make an informative publication in the future but I do not intend to analyse
the material in any more depth than that presented within this evaluation since to summarise it
would not do it justice. I will say, however, that for some it was the first time they had sat down and
talked about their lives and disability in this way and I was struck by much of the hidden pain
expressed, particularly for those whose disability is both more recent and invisible:
I haven't got an exotic experience - I have a plain problem !rut they can be equally disabling as those more
exotic disabilities. . . I look normal - this is the source ofmy grief- lack ofacknowledgement, lack ofvisibility...

everyone has a sore back (Sally 's personal stury).

I suggested that while this person was experiencing one ofthe more common problems, in my view
that made the conveyance of the message even more important. She responded to my statement by
saying that it was incredibly liberating to hear that. She saw it as acknowledgement of her pain in
the wake of a great deal of denial from many in her life. Sally also made an important link in terms
of society'S expectations of the body, when talking about her experience as a disabled woman with
an invisible disability:
So much of that time I was just coping with trying to survive with my body andjust learning to accept my
body. This is where in the gender class, looking at feminist issues of body and things like that and then the
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whole idea ofthe disabled body - &ut beyarul that the invisible disabled body and body image and the social
imposition of that (Sally's personal story).
The work of Munford ( 1 987, 1 992 , 1 995) explores the many ways women's bodies become a site of
oppression including the power of society to construct the caregiving relationship (McNay, 1 993)
and contribute to the enforced 'dependency' of disabled women. (Morris, 1 992; Hillyer, 1 993;
Georgeson, 1 994; O'Sullivan, 1 994). Sullivan, ( 1 995) also analyses in considerable detail the issue
of the body for disabled identity. Sutherland ( 1 996) similarly conducts insightful accounts within
her research of these issues and Lunn, ( 1 997) within the stories of disabled women, raise the debate
of the significance of the body for the disabled female identity. Disabled women themselves have
begun to openly discuss the impact of the body and feminine role models in terms of the heightened
impact of impairment on their identity (Camp ling, 1 98 1 ; Morris, 1 987, 1 99 1 ; Georgeson, 1 994;
Keith, 1 996).

All the research group students male and female, made some reference to the

significance of bodies which refused to work properly, in terms of their personal development and
sense of identity as they grew through adolescence. These testimonies of personal struggle will
make powerful reading and add to the excellent work cited above.
Students spoke of the intolerance they coped with, along with the multitude of barriers identified,
particularly in the education system, and contextualised the action-research we had conducted. A
further theme of relevance here, is the forum for individual evaluation the research provided.
Rees's steps were used by some as an evaluation framework and they became of further use in
creating dialogue. The extent to which the theoretical analysis had played a role in peoples' growth
and empowerment was discussed and the illuminating nature of the approach using the social
construction of disability and Rees's steps:

It's because it has got that theoretical ba5is - instead of it coming down to personalities, agendas and politics.
It comes doum to Rees's steps - how do you not let political dynamics destray the grouP? Rees's steps have
provided that foundation (Sally).
Evaluation of this depth is more easily facilitated by a one-to-one interview and provides a safe
forum for exploring more difficult group dynamics and impact on the individual. Sally spoke of this
process:

I think this is important. I believe in the power of the personal oral narrative. I would like to see these
published/editedforpublic use - As a member ofDARG this year I think the most powerful thing I could take
with me would be a collection of our personal narratives This would make for a powerful publication!.

I discussed the value of the story in the portrayal of personal experience (Ballard, 1 994; Munford,
1989, 1 995; Kerr, 1 996; Perkins, 1 996) and critiqued the use of simulation in disability equity
training (Finkelstein, 1 99 1 ; French, 1 992) in Chapters Six and Seven. A story told by a research

JBJ
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participant which became one of those used in the training, powerfully brings these issues into the
context of the daily lived experience:
When I was diagnosed with SLE (Systemic Lupus Erythematosus) it seemed that within a matter ofmonths
my life completely changed. I was going in and out of hospital, I was constantly in a great deal of pain.
Looking back now, although it was a severe intense experience, it made me think seriously about my life, my
limitations and my achievements. I began to realise I could change thi5 situation - it was up to me. By
changmg my attitude to SLE, turning it into somethingpositive, I couldget better and improve otherpevple's
perceptions of my situation (Story of research participant published in training kit).
This person took responsibility for change while empowering herself through the development of
a wider analysis of what was going on and an ability to separate her own issues from those of other
students.

At the same time, she identified the interdependence of the forces involved in the

disabling experience. The theme of the significance of the personal story now links to each
subsequent step. For example, the use of people's personal stories on every level led to the process
of specifying problems and setting objectives.
Students were aware, as they were speaking, of the mechanism the stories would provide for
conveying messages about the barriers in the system, the disabling effects of peoples' attitudes and
the particular aspects of the system which created specific examples of disability for them as
individuals. Exploration of the theme of powerlessness in the face of such systems was one that the
group had identified as a common theme, but the way each person dealt with this common theme
provided rich material for a future publication. One of the difficulties the nondisabled world has,
in understanding disabled people and in responding appropriately and adequately to their needs
without creating dependence, is their inability to 'read' the disabled person's experience.
The students at these meetings in effect were exploring the theories of the social construction and
creation of disability and at the same time were building a new theory on ways to facilitate social
transformation for themselves. Sally reflected: "But we have pushed those boundaries and have come up
with as a result a body ofknowledge."
By discussing issues such as destructive attitudes inside and outside the U niversity and by relating
the impact of these on us personally, people were naming and gaining an understanding of the
social construction of disability and challenging their previous false consciousness (Fay, 1 987). In
the discussion around unemployment, they were beginning to name and understand the nature of
the social creation of disability in practice in society. To discover this theoretical perspective was
exciting for those who had never perceived their experience in that way. I n the naming of
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oppression, the students could metaphorically "throw off their chains" ( Fay, 1 987) and walk free.
They identified this process as a healing one where lost skills and confidence were rediscovered:

There has been a re-growth oJindependence and selfawareness, confidence and assertiveness that I think
had become 'shadowed or Iost'Uan).
Furthermore:

I have developed a greater confulence to have my needs met and demand things I would not have done
previously (Patrick).
I n the recognition of the social construction and social creation of disability in their lives, they
provided space for themselves to understand the themes involved and to evaluate their own self
image ( Rees, 1 99 1 ).

They were able then to separate out the extent to which their personal

emancipation depended on changes at a personal and political level. This meant distinguishing
between those changes they made for themselves within themselves, and those which needed to be
made within the policies and environment ofthe University as well as the wider society. A high value
was placed on the personal experience of disability and what this brought to their learning process
and that of others. Students were able to use the first of Rees's steps to set personal objectives at the
beginning of the research, to act as a platform from which to tell their stories and, subsequently, to
analyse their personal changes and those achieved by the research group.

Specifying Problems
I have described previously the tendency of traditional research to define disability in terms of a
medical model and Rees refers to the way powerless people are accustomed to having their
problems defined for them. In this section I will discuss the process of identifying barriers to
integration where an exploration of the social theories of disability ensured the 'blame' was firmly
placed within societal (and therefore U niversity) attitudes and practices.

Subsequent research

objectives were set by both students and staff participants.
The problems associated with the identified themes emerged as the agenda of the students evolved
but the confidence to make decisions on research priorities did not come easily. I had to step back
while at the same time offering consistent encouragement reminding them of their skills and
abilities. Having explored the themes, the process of setting research goals evolved naturally. The
issues which students identified using extracts of their evaluations, the problems as applied to staff
participants, and diary entries reflecting on each phase, will now be presented.
At the end of the research, the group, in their own evaluation, revisited the four supplementary
research objectives identified as the original ones. The disability equity training became the vehicle
by which they sought to achieve them. The first objective was to raise awareness of disability in the
University structure and to clearly redefine disability in the context of the social construction of
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disability. This meant a move away from the preoccupation with different impairments to a focus
on mechanisms of change and enablement. The second involved the implementation of proactive
measures to address the need for in-built structures to respond to different learning needs. This
included the evaluation of assessment procedures and their impact at individual and institutional
level. A third was to tell our stories to contribute to the picture of the disability experience from a
multi-dimensional perspective. Finally the group aimed to gather data to be used as a tool to suggest
and establish changes which could be made within existing resources.
In general, students felt that the themes we initially identified of access and attitudes in the widest
sense had been addressed on a number of levels. Coral felt that she had a better understanding of
disability and which aspects of the system and its practices were disabling. The social construction
and creation of disability had been clarified and this very clarification had contributed to the
achievement of objectives. Developing awareness of policies (Rees, 1 99 1 ), which compounded the
disability experience, led to a detailed evaluation of assessment systems which had been submitted
to the Academic Board. One student had compiled this on behalf of the group and it had contributed
to the high profile given to disability the previous year. Christine described this as "coming out of the
mist - a significant feeling. " Another student's view of the extent to which we reached our original
objectives was as follows:
Topics that were raised, scrutinised and either discarded or accepted were to us all basic rights and
requirements that were not being met under certain conditions (Coral).
It was noted that the smallest concessions from academic staff can, make the greatest difference in
the life of a person with a disability. It was considered that as a group we achieved results in the form
of positive action within the University, by setting forth areas that needed to be looked at, based on
the experience of different group members:
We have defined reasons why there are diffuulties, whether it is a physical banier such as doors, ramps

and general accessibility, to the more diffuult area of breaking down the personal attitudes and feaT that
people carry with them (Diary entry: 7 Dec 1 995).
Clearly, by redefining disability, we had defined empowerment in practice by our group actions and
in the concrete changes we made:

For me the aim ofthe research process as enhancing learning and empowermentfOT both myself, DARe
and other stuclents with disabilities is still ongoing. It is being very successfully achieved in my opinion, but

it is something we can never take casually or fOT granted otherwise we Tisk powerlessness when being

proactive has mOTe benefits fOT everyone Uan).

One of the key objectives of the group had been to explore the possibility of developing an
emancipatory process and to attempt to provide a working definition of an emancipatory model of

Critical Theory: A Framework For Participant Evaluation
J 85
research. Student evaluations of the process throughout reflect the extent to which this was achieved
and I will summarise the conclusions in the final chapter. All felt that the group's objectives had of
necessity changed as we planned action and the disability equity training kit became our weapon for
addressing many of the issues and themes we originally identified:

While we may have started off with many/several objectives - we have ended up focussing more on the
disability equity training package - I think this is a signifICant achievement as it shows the group's ability to
set and achieve realistic goals that have a positive outcome. It would have been easyfor the group to get lost
in multiple objectives and goal (Chase).
There appears to be evidence already within University practices of more proactive and open
approaches to dealing with students with disabilities. Students gave examples of recent positive
experiences which bore this out:

Consciousness raising (of both the group members and 'outsiders' ego liaison people at student services and
the participants of the training course) is what I believe we have achieved through the development and
implementation ofthe trainingpackage. I believe this is a very empowering thing and as an action research
group to have achieved consciousness raising and emp(JWennent is sarnething we can all be proud of(Sally).
The concept of specifying problems ( Rees, 1 99 1 ), also applies to staff participants in the disability
equity training who came with the aim of finding out: how to 'deal with' disabled students; about the
nature of all the different impairments in order to be prepared and, with all good will, how to
provide the emotional support, to a limited extent, to aid them in their sometimes 'tragic'
circumstances. The same process occurred for the disabled students participating in the overall
research by becoming more aware of the reality of the social construction of disability. Freire's
concept of praxis sums up the experience of staff in training:
Encompasses a critical reflection which increasingly organises their thinking and this led
them to move from a purely naive knowledge of reality to a higher level, one which perceives
the causes of reality ( Freire, 1 972: 1 0 1 ) .
While a t the beginning staff were calling for more knowledge about different impairments and
diseases, the approach we took asked them to reflect on their own experiences as educators, family
members and friends to enable them to explore their own solutions.

I n this way

a working

partnership was formed. We had been expected to be the "experts" and in many ways the student
facilitators were colluding with this by over-facilitating, illustrating the power of role expectations.
We encouraged the staff to identify the resources they had personally to work with students. We also
encouraged them to see that no matter how much medical knowledge they had about any one
impairment, u nless they were prepared to negotiate a partnership, the problem of access to lectures
or difficulties in submitting homework to meet deadlines or sitting exams, would remain a mystery.
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Another story used in the training illustrates the way staff can be either enabling or disabling in the
way they use the system:

About three qua'rters of the way through a full year course, I asked my lecturer who knew I had lupus, if I
could have an extension oftimefar an assignment due thefoLLowing day. She asked me why and I explained
that, unexpectedly that I had to wark extra hours at my part-timejob. I was consequentlyfeeling exhausted
which had put me behind in my University wark. She asked me how many extra hours I had warked and
could I obtain a notefrom my employer verifying this. After explaining that it would be i1Ttpossible to get the
note the same day, she said I could have an extension of one day. I had hoped far an extension to the

following Monday so that I could finish the opinion withoutfurther detriment to my health. Her attitude
left me stunned and too ashamed to explain further as I felt I would have to grovel. I completed the
assignment on time by warking through the night !rnt it took me some weeks to recover (Story told by a research
participant and published as materialfar the training kit).
While the stalf in many ways could be perceived as "oppressors" in these circumstances, they were
also able to identify, by entering into an analysis of this story, the ways in which the system limits their
own potential to work either on their own behalf or that of disabled students.

Developing Awareness of Policies
The predicament of powerless people is likely to be affected by social and economic policies
and the professional services which are delegated the responsibility of implementing those
policies (Rees, 1 99 1 : 92).
Fay's theory of crisis facilitates exploration of the specific mechanisms of oppression the student
group were facing and both identified and explains the systematic exclusion of disabled people from
education and employment. Developing an awareness of policies provides a tool by which people can
challenge this exclusion. From an early stage it was evident that the group would have to both
educate and act in order to challenge the policies, practices and systems which created their
problems. In the words of Freire ( 1 972) we were undergoing "conscientisation" where we were
engaging in analysis and forming new ideas and concepts of our world and experience. This stage
corresponds with Fay's theory of crisis where the various structures and policies impacting on
disabled students inside and outside the U niversity setting now became the central focus. TIle
research process was becoming an educational process in itself and in the acquisition of new
knowledge. We were developing alliances with nondisabled staff, both those who participated in the
training and those who helped us find the funding to set it up. The greater the level of awareness,
the more apparent was the systematic exclusion, of disabled people from education and
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employment. Participants, increasingly, were becoming aware of the system, its anomalies and
contradictions:

Learning about systems and going through differmt processes within the university, language being
demystified, participating in staff training prior to the delivery of the training package and participating
in the training package itselfare aU valuable components ofnew learning and development. Where issues

previously had bem problems now the group has became a forum for "finding a way"(Diary mtry: May

1 995).
McNiff offers further insight into this with regard to developing a new model for teacher education.
She speaks of the perception of failure as a vital part of learning. She claims that measurement
against a clearly defined standard is good but the attempt to achieve this should be "a creative
learning process" (Mc Niff, 1 993:52). Therein lies the contradiction in that the concept of failure is
seen as a mainstay of our educational institutions, particularly in teacher education. By using the
training kit, we have aimed to challenge such rigid approaches and reveal their disabling impact on
the learner. It was acknowledged that if we as students were to be vigilant to the contradictions and
open to identification of real need we should model in our own group process and action what we
expect at an institutional level:
This is only possible to the extent that the self-reflective community itself maintains practices
which are rational in communication, just in decision making and collaborative in action
(Carr and Kemmis, 1 986: 1 83).
This included the acceptance that our own individual understanding and experience of disabling
structures and policies had validity for others only in the context of group analysis and action:
Emancipatory action researchers recognise that rationality, social justice, and solidarity begin
with their own practices, and are critically alert so that they can intervene in the social,
economic and political processes of our society (Carr and Kemmis, 1 986: l 83).
It is clear that the very process of collaboration established by DARG created "concrete
contradictions" between the work of the group and the U niversity ideology and institutional
practices within which we were based. Our "co-ordinated strategic action" (ibid) aimed to use the
tool of parmership to overcome these contradictions and use contradiction and difference in a
highly constructive way. The students participating recognized this:

Within the University system there are a range ofparadigms within which we have to work whether that
be in connection with research or other aspects of what we are trying to achieve (Christine).
Respect for, and understanding of, the traditions b�hind the systems was an ongoing theme
consistent with Fay's theory of tradition (Fay, 1 987).
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I
Developing a Notion of Choice
I have previously discussed the difficulties experienced by people who have been marginalised in
exercising or recognizing real choices (Rees, 1 99 I ). The previous steps described formed stepping
stones to a notion of choice and the ability to use power constructively for the students participating.
Since disability is often seen as low priority, people with disabilities and their allies must move from
what Rees describes as, "the assumption that there is no alternative to accepting one's lot, to
deliberation over what might be possible" (Rees, 1 99 1 :93). The notion of choice had to apply to
·everyone involved as it was clear that often staff felt as powerless as students. Further examination
of the isolation and discrimination faced by disabled people but to which nondisabled people are
also subject, revealed the power of current societal structures which maintain and encourage a
competitive education system, a discriminatory medical system and an individualist economy. This
links to Freire's approach where a process of externalising problems and making links to the wider
structures facilitates crucial learning and awareness in the process of empowerment ( Freire, 1 972).
I continued to provide the necessary leadership to guide the group through the task they had set
themselves and slowly contributed to the notion of choice by encouraging greater involvement of
each person in the responsibility for group action. For example, I asked them to delegate tasks, to
use their knowledge of the U niversity, and to capitalize on their existing networks. We found that
particularly at University level, in our preparatory dialogue with lecturers, that academics were
resistant to the notion of consultation with undergraduate students. We suggested that we could be
available to advise on problems of curriculum adaptation, whether this be in relation to disability
access, course content or language. To be placed in a position where they consulted as part of a
training process was the first stage for many in identifying the real choices they possessed as staff in
challenging their part in the social construction of disability. This was evident in the way dialogue
between staff and students was facilitated around the different methods of delivery employed by
lecturers and in the extent to which this disadvantaged some students. Our discussions around
Rees's steps were recorded:

We continue to use our individual experiences and to build on the themes. We are developing good group
skills, practical teaching skills and political awareness; additionally, we are becoming more informed about
the meclumisms within the University which create disability in the educational environment (Diary entry:
18June 1 995).
The interaction with U niversity staff on an equal level appeared to facilitate a practical partnership
from which all parties involved benefited. Not only was this empowering for the students involved,
in terms ofthe voice this forum gave to them, but the staff in turn were able to discuss some practical
things they could do to work constructively with the problems they encountered rather than simply
dismissing them as too problematic to deal with. It appeared that their own resistance to
consultation with their students (sometimes due to lack of confidence), whether disabled or
nondisabled, was in fact preventing them from finding solutions.
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To further illustrate the importance of biography, understanding themes and the far-reaching
nature of the group activity in the building of choices, Christine related the experience of parents
of a child with a disability who were feeling frightened for the future of their son. What they saw
DARG doing was paving the way and giving them hope for the future. The process was described
by the parents as "providing a beacon of lightfar people with disabilities" (quote from student discussions
l 8 June 1 995) which was a timely reminder of the outside reality amid the institutional structures
and research theory. I noted in the research diary that this would be considered idealistic by many
but the comprehensive approach we had taken would ensure our action would go beyond that to
achieve a reality.
One of the central issues identified by Freire in his analysis of oppression was the resistance
demonstrated by professionals to active involvement of students in any educational programme.
This had been based on the belief that there was no way they would have the ability to contribute:
Both in preparation far the training and during the programme itself the staff have discovered a whole
new area ofexpertise. In this way within the programme we planned and implemented, the concept ofchoice
has been integral againfar both parties. We have been able to enter into dialogue with staffwithin a setting
where we have had some power as faciLitators and where we have been able to use our own stories to
illustrate the difficulties theyfaced within the system. This had created a safeforumfar us to chaLLenge the

behaviour of academic staff without fear of reprisal (Diary entry: 18. Sep, 1 995).

The potential threat to staff of such a forum was recognised and it was important to acknowledge
their many fears, often resulting from ignorance of disability and feelings of powerlessness.
Furthermore, the most intelligent of beings accept the status quo and the restraints imposed by the
system. As Fay points out :
H umans create themselves and their own world, but they do not realise this is what they are
doing - they do not see themselves in the 'objects' they have created (Fay, 1 987:53).
They do not see that they actually do have the power to change and challenge their environment
and to adapt their own practices accordingly. They rarely have been given the opportunity to
explore the rationale behind the policies and practices which provide their security and they often
have had no reason to question the validity of such policies and practices. This is even true if those
same practices impact negatively on their experience.

As a result, institutions and cultures transform them in ways they did not or could not
anticipate, and their activity is carried out in a disorganised self-defeating way. Their activity
is not under their control (ibid).
When looking at an empowerment approach to the educational process, one must identify real
choice as an integral part of the structure at every level including the curriculum. This goes beyond
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the superficial reactive strategies on disability, where no real change can occur, have been
introduced in many tertiary institutions. By this I mean a band-aid approach to access problems and
the appointment of disability support people with limited resources. The last word on this step goes
to Lunar, who stated:
We need to consistently remind each other of our value as individuals and that it is too easy to become
overwhelmed by the apparent struggle which is apart ofeveryday life. The research process has enabled me
to identify my own value and even if I have not understood as much as I would have liked to I know I have
been part of something of immense importance (Lunar).

Acquiring and Using Language
Language was a consistent theme and was recognized as a tool of empowerment or exclusion. The
ability to name the policies and practices which lie at the roots of oppression and link those to the
immediate environment enables a critical analysis in keeping with the theory of crisis (Fay, 1 987).
From the outset, acquisition of language was a key consideration in the research with one student
who was a linguist providing consistent reflection in the context of the research. She said that the
whole realisation of the social construction made light bulbs go on, for her, and opened the way to
new thinking:
Awareness ofthe part language plays in the social construction was also enlightening as well as the potential
for development of theory and practice (especially in terms oftraining) arourui the issue of language. In
terms ofpolitical awareness, I have become aware ofsocial policy, public health and a general interest in the
power of politics Uan).
Empowerment in the context of language acquisition occurred at two levels: for staff, through the
acquisition of a broader knowledge of human experience, while feeling more competent in their
teaching; for students, through the personal impact of the pedagogical process and through
improved future interactions with lecturers. Greater awareness among staff reduced the need for
disabled students to re-write their life text in order to be understood by their lecturer or to conform
to rigid U niversity policies.
This was being achieved in the ongoing learning process involving the greater knowledge of
research language, the language of the essence of the disability experience and the language of the
institution.

Where the staff acquired new language in their understanding of disability, the

language of the resulting partnership ensured a deconstruction of the disability experience in the
institutional context. While development of new theoretical analysis for students did not mean they
had left behind their original conception of reality, or changed their reality completely, their growth
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ensured they were able to detach themselves sufficiently to move into new territory. As Heron
succinctly states:
They can sufficiently disengage from the claims of the past language of words to be open to the
present 'language' of experience, so that their future use of words may become revisionary in the
most fundamental, empirical way. ( Heron, 1 98 1 : 1 59).
Traditional approaches to the development of the language of the disability experience has been the
use of simulation training to foster some kind of experiential learning (Finkelstein, 1 990, 1 99 1 ;
French, 1 992; Boyles and Perkins, 1 994). I n the previous chapter the issues involved in simulation
and equity training using experiential learning as an alternative method ( French, 1 992) were
presented.
We all learnt the importance of respecting as well as demystifying the language of the institution.
A further analysis of the role of language in the creation of disability discourse is appropriate. It can
be argued that it has power to exclude in three ways. The first is in a verbal6 context, where there
is over-emphasis on the value of verbal communication. A second is ideological, in the insistence
that disability is associated with individual deficit and a notion of blame. Finally, in a cultural
context, either in a general sense, in terms of non-acceptance of imperfection or within specific
cultures, where disability is seen as shameful and disabled people are invisible.
We countered many of the issues arising in a concrete sense by gaining respect, as well as through
our own ability to analyse the problems and enter into dialogue with key players. Our allies taught
us new language and gave us the dictionary to work by in the way they opened channel of
communication and information which gave us access to administrators and academic staff at the
highest level.
A test of the value of acquiring and using new language lies in the evidence that the users are
making connections between one context of power and another (Rees, 1 99 1 :95).
Given this more in-depth analysis, acquiring new language in terms of empowerment must apply
not only to students with disabilities, but also in such situations as staff in training who need to
develop a whole new vocabulary. The language they gained would define the "essence" (Van
Manen, 1 990) of the lived experience of disability enabling them to read the "text" (Fairclough,
1995) in a totally different way. In phenomenological terms this is about "the questioning of the very
nature of a lived experience; a certain way of being in the world" (Van Manen, 1 990:39). This
certainly goes beyond the superficial language of political correctness where the emphasis is on

None of the research participants is Deaf or hearing impaired and we are alerted to the importance of
raising issues pertinent to a range of different people. It was acknowledged that we as hearing people
can create the barriers.
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learning the appropriate terminology (Barnes, 1 996; Oliver, 1 996) though this is, no doubt,
important.
The use of extracts of people's stories taught this new language of experience to staff and
consequently, empowered them as workers to cope with a range of situations which challenge them.
They were finally speaking the same language and in partnership a new text could be created. In
the concrete sense this meant that disabled students would have their needs met by removal of
barriers to learning and other tools of exclusion in the educational setting. For example, as a result
of their training, lecturers have discovered the confidence to talk to students about their
impairment, acknowledging the student's personal expertise and ability to suggest his or her own
solutions. Previously they would turn to the information booklets listing different impairments with
their medical consequences. This represents a shift from a medical model of disability to taking
responsibility for being part of the social construction of disability.

Experiencing Solidarity With Others
Begin to appreciate each other's gifts and you begin to appreciate your own limitations ( Peck,
1 987:65).
The above quote refers to the interdependent nature of a true community and is particularly
pertinent in the context of a group of disabled people working together on a research project. Rees
has advocated the value of people with similar experiences forming support groups, where working
together can lead to a sense of group pride, in this case a concept of disability pride. The research
group sought to achieve the principle of developing research by disabled people for disabled people
(principle number three section 1 1 .4 Figure Three) where a mutual education process occurred in
keeping with Fay's theory of education. This encouraged consistent sharing of both unique and
contradictory experiences of oppression which led to an ongoing re-definition of the concept of
disability and subsequently, a re-evaluation of the theories on which we were building our research.

An example of this is that of a student turning up for the research meeting having just dealt with
the combination of an unhelpful health practitioner and a lecturer who was inflexible in
expectations of submission of assignments. She felt forced to reflect on the impact of such
experiences before we were able to begin the business of the meeting. Subsequent sharing of similar
experiences followed by helpful suggestions was all part of the data collection process as well as
increasing the bond between participants (Butler and Wintram, 1 99 1 ; Fook, 1 996).
Coral considered that we were good role models for other students with and without disabilities and
suggested that the impairment itself is irrelevant. The first steps to empowerment reminded people
of their value as individuals and the fuct that as disabled people they should consistently remind each
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other of their own skills and value. Personal growth was a common theme running through all the
student evaluations:
DARG provided the opportunity to meet like mindedyet different individuals. Many wonderfulfriendships

have beenfonned. Believing in a purpose and having a common goal has helped lmng us closer together.

Working with a group ofpeo-ple wiLh disabiliLies in partnership wiLh University staffhas been a real sharing

of interests and talents. It has highlighted the true value ofpeople working together in partnership tofind

solutions, to overco-me the odds and to achieve so-mething positive and wo-rthwhile. No one person can hope
to do it aa alone, but together everything is possible (Diary entry: Oct, 1 995).

Initial reflections on structure offered the following assertions:
It provided a time and place where each ofus co-uld be honest witho-utfear ofhurting people. It was a time
of personal gro-wth for me in particuwr, as we all appeared to gro-w in sensitivity and understanding. I
kno-w I came from meetings feeling very enriched by each person of the gro-up who offered a special
dimension not only to the research but to me personally (Coral).

The nature of the role of DARG as a support group was another theme which people consistently
wished to discuss in the context of their own stories:
Ifeel an integral part ofa suppo-rt gro-up - a silent suppo-rt gro-up - we don't sit and talk abo-ut o-ur personal
problems - we don't name ourselves as disabledpeople in that we don't talk thro-ugh o-ur personal grief ... it's
a whanau .. we didn't have to ask for the strength and suppo-rt which was needed, it wasjust there (Sally).

Owing to the clarity of the common goals, the shared vision became the dominant focus. It seemed
important to explore the possibility that even though males were in the minority within the group,
that their values and thinking may have dominated the group process. Having devoted a session
to consideration of this, it was generally agreed that the process had been gender balanced owing
to a rigorous monitoring. We were however amused to recall that during the evaluation phase,
Patrick used a rugby analogy to illustrate his concept of the " team" experience. He was challenged
by Sally, speaking as a feminist, not to contaminate our analysis with such overtly male thinking!
While he accepted the challenge with good grace, the group did reflect on whether Patrick's right
to self expression had been impaired.
Throughout the research, links were consistently made to the experience of other marginalised
groups and the heterogenous nature of DARG enabled such links to be productive. Having
examined the possibility and rare occurrence of male domination, we acknowledged the more
obvious tendency the women had to dominate the group. We asked the men to speak of their
experience as a minority presence. They concluded that their experience had certainly not been
one of further oppression but that they were, instead, consistently tuned in to appropriate language
to use to describe women and the need to actively leave space for the women to speak. The tendency
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for male presence and behaviour to dominate any group was further discussed (by the men involved
in the discussion). As a female researcher, I hope [ contributed to a level playing field without undue
pressure on either group.
The theme of double oppression was reinforced:

Recently I have been entering into feminist analysis and measuring myself against those principles while
questioning the dependence/independence conflict women and people with dimbilities face (Lunar).
On the subject of gender inequality, I realised that while some discussion had occurred around this
issue there had not been substantive debate. I posed the question (in post-evaluation discussion):
does the absence of an exploration of gender inequality and disability detract from the overall
potential of the

research approach to facilitate the goals of personal autonomy and political

emancipation for a group of disabled people? The women said that they as disabled women had
benefited from the underlying feminist philosophy and appreciated the importance of that analysis
in their lives in general.

I posed the question to the males of their experience of the feminist

influence and they reported that, on consideration, the impact offeminism on the group philosophy
was partly responsible for their sense of inclusiveness. The analysis a feminist perspective provided,
allowed them a greater understanding of the mechanisms in society by which the experiences of
marginalised groups are discounted (Munford, 1 995; Lunn, 1 997; Sutherland, 1 997) and by which
disabled people are silenced. This was akin to a "structuring of silence" (Weiss and Fine, 1 993)
identified also by Munford in "exploring the silences" ( 1 995) where she identified certain discourses
which maintained these "silences" (ibid). Both males and females in the group identified such
elements in their own lives. We had discussed how the situation of disabled people, dependent
people, women and others such as those from ethnic minorities overlapped (Oliver, 1 990, 1 996;
Morris, 1 992 ; Munford, 1 995; Shakespeare, 1 996).
The issues raised with regard to social freedom had crystallised the balance between autonomy and
independence and the need for research to promote decision-making mechanisms which are
workable ( Kenny, 1 994). The responses were similar to the arguments offered by Morris in that they
felt that the extent to which gender issues and disability intermeshed made it of primary importance
to focus on unequal power relationships and the oppressive ideologies which underpinned them
(Morris, 1 992: 1 62). The consensus was that the research must create a catalyst for enabling disabled
people to understand and challenge those structures. They felt that to enter into in-depth analysis
around gender divisions within the group and to focus on the concept of double or triple
disadvantage, may detract from the united front the group was attempting to portray and reinforce
images of disadvantage rather than a concept of unity and disability pride. It was recognized,
however, that multiple identities should be acknowledged and the group chose within their
evaluation to look qualitatively at the issue of multiple identity rather than additively where the
number of marginalised groups one belongs to is the central focus. (Shakespeare, 1 996). I agree in
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part with Morris who suggested that to spend much time analysing the link between sexism and
disableism is "something of a red herring" (Morris, 1 992: 1 62), which may divert attention from the
real issues. By this she meant that to focus on ways in which disabled people may oppress each other
prevents a proper analysis of such issues as the structures and systems which disable people with
impairments both male and female. The group members agreed that the experience of disabled
women and the issue of multiple identities required attention and research in its own right and
concurred with Morris's view that disabled women deserved greater visibility within mainstream
and feminist research. Two of the four men and at least three of the women had previously read the
work of Morris and other feminist writers on disability ( Georgeson, I 994;Wicks and Terrell, 1 994;
Munford, 1 995) while all were familiar to a degree with feminist writings and principles in the
context of their own study. I explained to them that I had not set out to present an analysis of the
different gender experiences of disability but that I had subsequently recognized that this was a
decision I had made without explicitly consulting the group! For this I take responsibility and
acknowledge the relevance of the above discussion to the theme of this section. I wonder, however,
how much this may have changed if I had started with a purely feminist agenda with the same group
and if I had asked the group to specifically focus on gender inequality. Would this have made the
process more emancipatory or less so had I imposed greater control over the research analysis?
In the previous chapter I have evaluated the staff experience of the training and subsequent follow
up in the context of "weaving a web of support" and this includes solidarity between staff and
research participants. The building of networks and the forming of alliances between disabled and
nondisabled people has adhered to a key research principle identified in Chapter Four ( Figure
Three).

Resisting a Return to Powerlessness
At some point in a process of growing stronger, some people may experience doubts about
the action they have been taking (Rees, 1 99 1 :96).
A point of discussion for the research group was the way disabled people are not expected to break
out of dependent mode and how those in power often expect passivity even if they do not respect
it. It was agreed that although powerlessness is a sad and degrading experience, it involves a security
of a kind where life is predictable and centered around the decisions made by others. The feeling
of being responsible for oneself and the uncertainty of change can produce feelings of vulnerability
which were emotions we were each experiencing to some degree.
Expectations were raised by the process from the beginning and it was my role as the facilitator to
ensure this was a challenging yet non-threatening experience. There were times that participants
felt it was all too difficult, a degree of negativity which can be expected as people are both
confronting their own long held assumptions and self concept as well as that of others. It was
recognized that the danger of returning to powerlessness could lie in the perceived or real demands
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and therefore consequent drain on our personal resources. The more we do the more we are
expected to do and this in itself can be a little threatening.
To counteract this, we consistently acknowledged the danger of taking each other for granted. The
group process was constructed to ensure that we were always in touch with the lives of other group
members. In this way we were able to allow each other some vulnerability as well as to acknowledge
our strengths, to accept and value each other and to give each other space.
Within Fay's theory of education, a growing sense of group pride, in this case disability pride will
help to counteract a tendency to take refuge in old and safe dependency. Many felt that DARG had
provided a support network over the year which helped people through what was an emotionally

traumatic time, for some and acknowledged the price of new growth and learning: "It has been a

struggle to achieve what we have awl it has been painful at times - the learning curoe has come at a price" Uan).
Lunar's analysis of the overall experience was that at times, she felt, outside of the group :

Ifelt seriously uwleroalued, ungrounded awl urifocused - I would then come to a meeting awl even if I did
not always receive the clarity I wanted I would walk outfeeling "I am OK as a person " awl involved in
something special awl important.
Creating opportunities to have dialogue ensured an analysis of events as well as a necessary level of
objectivity and avoided the temptation to return to the apparantly more secure state of invisibility.
To maintain the consistency of this account, it is important to recognise the impact of the research
on our nondisabled partners and on the staff participants in the training.

Given that true

empowerment is based on choice, and by the nature of power dynamics staff could be seen as having
greater choice in their actions, but, they had more to lose. Within the teaching process we witnessed
staff becoming excited by the prospect of change and the possibilities opening up for themselves as
teachers and the disabled students with whom they came into contact. The brainstorming session at
the end of the training programme produced a list of strategies forming a document (see Appendix
6) which they wished to implement.
Some of these actions posed a direct challenge to their colleagues and to their more rigid
departmental practices. Those who became disability contact people were now equipped with new
found language and the training kit was a form of dictionary to which they could refer. However,
their colleagues could not speak this new language and often had no wish to recognize the more
disabling aspects of their own 'language' at its various levels. They were experiencing the various
elements of institutional disableism which they had been learning about during training ( Bourne,
1 98 1 ; Oliver, 1 990; Barnes, 1 99 1 ; Ballard, 1 993).While they had moved beyond a mere superficial
understanding of disability, the staff who had been trained were ill- equipped to move beyond the
facilitation of an "understanding" in others. This would limit their ability to achieve lasting and
concrete change (Ballard, 1 993). What would be required would be a critical analysis of and
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approach to the dismantling of disabling practices

(Bourne, 1 98 1 ; Borsay, 1 986; Munford,

1 992 , 1 995; Ballard, 1 993; M unford and Sullivan, 1 997). Similar difficulties have been documented
by women attempting to facilitate change at organisational level on behalf of vulnerable groups. For
example, B utler and Wintram highlight the problems encountered:
Women have first-hand knowledge of the ways in which patriarchy operates against them.
However the organisation can simultaneously contain within it a whole range of practices, be
they benign, paternalistic, conflictual, ambiguous or aggressive, all of which deny workers
knowledge about the forms in which decision making occurs ( B u tler and Wintram, 1 99 1 :28).
B utler and Wintram speak of the need to deal with the reservations of colleagues before they can
proceed with any new initiatives including educating them and dealing with the fears and myths
which can be pervasive (Butler and Wintram, 1 99 1 :29).

Barton graphically portrayed the

destructive experience of a deaf person in senior management in a tertiary education setting who
attempted to operate within an inaccessible environment and with an ignorant and uncommitted
staff team (Barton, 1993). I know from experience as a lecturer that the backlash, often from male
lecturers who have been buried in the system for many years, can be truthfully described as vicious.
I can personally remember an incident while working as a lecturer caused by a nasty letter published
in response to a complaint I had made in the staff magazine. It was unfortunately released on a day
when I was feeling vulnerable, but I confess that it was a long time before I publicly challenged the
College and its disableist systems again. I certainly returned to powerlessness (and silence).

It is

important for me to relate that story as someone who finds herself on both sides of the battle at
different times and I cannot blame staff for giving up when the going gets rough.
Rees recognized the potential for this when describing the experience of social work practitioners
who have embarked on new ways of working but have become discouraged.
Faced with such discouragement, they capitulate, resign, play the role of martyr or return to
a comfortable agency niche ( Rees, 1 99 1 :96).
The equivalent can certainly happen in an academic setting and the immediate effect on disabled
students is further disempowerment.

Developing Interactive and Political Skills
Within the theory of transformative action ( Fay, 1 987), politicisation is crucial to bring about lasting
change. This links directly ( Figure Three: 1 V.9) to the development of political and interactive skills
and to the final principle of research as a catalyst of change and partnership. Students considered
that they had been

politicised through this process which began from the very first meeting.

Previously many had been involved in the self-help model of action, which achieved only
development of reactive strategies to the problems they encountered ( Rees, 1 99 1 ; Brown, 1 992).
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The analysis/reflection/evaluation cycle (Kemmis and McTaggart, 1 988; Barndt, 1 990; Hope and
Timmel, 1 99 1 ) ensured that not only did they have the space to reflect on their experience and
redefine it, they were able to act on their new understandings and achieve change.
Problems were consistently specified, evaluated and re-evaluated (Heron, 1 98 1 ; Reason, 1 994) as
the kit was developed. The learning which took place around this process was probably the most
significant for students especially as they were focused on an activity which was so concrete. Taking
people through the kit was the method of training I used as fucilitator. In doing so I felt I was able
to pass on some invaluable skills related to understanding translating theory into practice, the
concept of structural analysis (Barndt, 1990) including the mechanics of group processes, dealing
with resistance in group situations (Peck, 1 987; Butler and Wintram, 199 1 ; Hope and Timmel,
1 99 1 ; Reason, 1 984) and protecting oneself as a disabled trainer (French, 1 992; Boyles, 1 997).

Further acknowledgement was given to the value and of the learning experience which can evolve
from telling one's story, both for the person who is the teller and for the audience (Camp ling, 1 98 1 ;
Morris, 1 989; Munford, 1 989, 1 992, 1 995; Ballard, 1 994). For myself, I felt consistently empowered
as I witnessed the growth of understanding when I and my co- facilitators shared a range of
experiences, which included both the painful and amusing aspects of living in a disabling society.
The grief which is part of living with the disability experience was also placed in a context where
the pain became central to growth, change and development; the tragedy often associated with
examples where often one's very existence is threatened, is replaced by the power of the learning
which ensues, and the inspiration to those who choose to take strength from that learning for both
disabled and non-disabled individuals. The development of political and interactive skills meant the
identity of DARG as change agents within the university. Coral built on this concept of DARG as a
group which would challenge the social construction of disability in the tertiary environment:
Ifeel tluLt we as a group ofpeople who IuLve comefrom both teachers college and the university, IuLve bmken
established boundaries and we appear to be well on the way to establishing a namefor ourselves, not only
within Victoria University, but within other tertiary establishments as well (Coral).

The confidence to do so was seen as a direct result of the process we had gone through. I was careful
as facilitator consistently to name both in the group discussion and in diary reflection, the new skills
which were being demonstrated and the training skills which they acquired during the year. Their
new-found political skills equipped them with greater insight into the issues directly affecting
disabled people in the context of national tertiary educational policy and strategic planning. Many
now had the ability to stand on key committees and advocate for the rights of the most significantly
disabled students. Clarity around the real problems and the ability to suggest solutions as opposed
to merely raising problems was essential to their growing credibility. Furthermore they were
developing skills which enabled them to work in partnership with important people on an equal
basis. They did this by supporting people such as lecturers and key administrators to use their
positions and knowledge productively to achieve change which benefited all. These became a part
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of their personal and professional development and when eventually passed on will be an excellent
resource for other groups.

The training process as a means of skill development
Given the focus of the training, we as a group clearly identified through the process we chose, the
limitations associated with traditional disability equity training.

In this context simulation

(previously mentioned) is the training tool often favoured. As people shared portions of significant
events in their lives, in partnership with others, they entered into analysis of the implications of such
events. The positive outcomes removed the need for further debate. For example, people who had
previously advocated simulation now reported feeling empowered by hearing stories of survival of
disabled people. This more emancipatory approach produced further testimony to the power of the
essence of the lived experience (Van Manen, 1 990; Munford, 1 992, 1 994). What also became
significant was that no matter how many times one told one's story it was impossible to be drained
of resources provided the audience received the story as a gift and a tool for personal growth. One
of the key themes for the training as for the research thus became the constructive role of biography
(Rees, 1 992; Ballard, 1 994; Perkins, 1996), the power of its contribution to a working partnership
and the significance of who owns the power to define disability (Oliver, 1 990, 1 992; Morris, 1 992;
Ballard, 1 993; Boyles, 1 994; Barnes, 1 996; Shakespeare, 1 996). The students identified a whole
range of new skills having completed the training process which included:facilitation skills,
organisational skills, the confidence to speak publically, the ability to deal confidently with lecturers
and other staff as equals and the skills required to physically put together a visual training resource.

The research forum as a training ground
The concept of breaking down power barriers which create disability, redefining what is valid
research (Lather, 1 986; Bishop, 1 996) and reclaiming research to empower and politicise a
previously disempowered group, is a truly emancipating message for a group of disabled students,
many of whom have struggled through the school and University system with little hope and
support. In my final evaluation I will explore the extent to which we have achieved this based on
the feedback from students and the actual changes which have been witnessed in the environment.
Students spoke of their struggle with these changes in the context of their study and daily lives and
the research process as a practical tool:

The impmtance of the interpretive community was to provide a safe space to work through and explore
conflicting paradigms and approaches to practice. Talking through these was often like a rehearsalfor the
outside world and we have managed to problem solve fry exploring the range of options and strategies for
action (Christine).
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The diary record commented on the acquisition of political and interactive skills as well as the
process in relation to Rees's steps generally at a middle stage of the research:
In terms of acquiring and using languo.ge we are continuing to atklress the power and importance of

languo.ge but we have shared knowledge of unfamiliar languo.ge. We have discussed resisting a return to
powerlessness in identifICation ofpossible backlash. The development of interactive and political skills has

been an integral part ofthe research process in terms of the deconstruction of the disability experience and
the discussions around our understandings ofsystems. Developing training skills and othergroup skills will
enhance the empowerment of all ofus (Diary Entry: May, 1 995).

Students acknowledged the potential to transfer these skills to other areas of their study and to
future employment in any context they chose. Added

to

this, the politicisation they experienced

meant that they had a good all-round analysis of other political issues particularly those pertaining
to similarly marginalised groups. In this sense a greater understanding of critical theories opens
many doors and lights the way for constructive dialogue with other groups.
,

Evaluation
Referring back to Figure Three 1 V. I 0, the theory of transformative action, links to the principle of
research as a catalyst for change, and, as previously stated, evaluation was integral. An important
part of the integral evaluation was a return to our original goals and a review of the extent to which
our actions were achieving our objectives. Within the context of the research diary, I itemised each
objective in detail and commented on the way our action was addressing that goal. In this way each
group member had the time to reflect on every aspect of the process and to return to the next
meeting with their own analysis, reflection and ideas. The concept of action and reflection was
revisited at evaluation stage and the group agreed on the value of continuing to use this approach.
This had been maintained throughout the research as it was agreed by the group that it offered the
maximum flexibility to facilitate critical thinking and co-operative working.
The first stage of evaluation was in relation to the training which was discussed in Chapter Seven.
The main research process was evaluated via the completion of individual tasks and presented to the
group followed by group discussion. The task set was identified by the group and typed up and
distributed by myself for subsequent meetings. Rees's steps to empowerment were again used as
stimulus material for the prioritisation of themes and the research principles and Fay's theory aided
the research analysis. Student evaluations which resulted lent exciting insights into group process.
Students were asked to relate their experience to the steps and some found this structure to be the
most helpful framework within which to critically reflect on their experience. Some used all the
steps and others chose one or two of significance to them personally. Final evaluation was extended
over a period of time. In this section I will present the essence of student evaluations in the context
of exploration of three components of the key research questions: to what extent has the research
process accomplished personal change? What has been the significance of a critical reflective
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approach to group process in facilitating or inhibiting empowerment? What is the value of an
emancipatory approach in terms of enhancement of learning and research knowledge? Individual
reflections and evaluations of the research process were central to group process in the final weeks
of the research.

To What Extent has the Research Process Accomplished Personal
Change?
The group specifically explored the concept of change in personal and political tenus. Clearly, the
personal experience of being part of this group and having one's experience validated was fulfilled
within the first steps to e mpowerment. Participants recognized, some for the first time, the real
implications of the social construction. Christine said:
Ifyou do not reflect on the reality ofyour situation andface it you can never change your situatiun. To be

shoum what the possibilities are, to highlight the problems and to be shoum a possible wayforward is what

the experience has been for me.

As an individual she could have approached University staff and not achieved much but with the
group/research experience behind her she felt able to make a difference personally. She also
considers that:
As an interpretative group we have epistemic privilege, in other words our knowledge is unique deri:uing

from our experience and the research has demanded that knowledge be valued and usedfor changing the
practices which 'marginalise us as a group (ofpeople with disabilities). University personnel must take on

board our subjective experiences and knowledge in order to look objectively at their practices and make
recommendationsfor change. Without this people in powerjust continue to talk to each other about "us".

It was clear that the group process offered the opportunity for a reassessment of one's personal
priorities and individuality while making a contribution to that process. The result has been rapid
personal growth; it was clear also that the group had the potential to be a cohesive and powerful
force in tenus of achieving change within the education system. Dealing with previous negative
experiences of research was also important in order to move on. As one student stated:
Taking part in the action research group has been a powerful rewarding personal experience. This
amtrasts sharply with another research project I took part in several years ago which involved two interviews

and then nothing. I felt deflated and deceived. This has not been my experience this time (Christine) .
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The very nature of action research implies change in its objective to achieve change at the level of
the person, the problem and the method (Reinharx, 1 99 1 ). As Reinharz describes in her
demystification framework:
The very act of obtaining knowledge creates the potential for change because the paucity of
research about certain groups accentuates and perpetuates their powerlessness (Reinharz,
1 992: 1 9 1 ).

At this stage in the process only disabled people were involved but we planned on building on the
partnership theme and gradually defining the nature of the relationship with our nondisabled
allies. Of central importance, however, in emancipatory terms was the extent to which we as disabled
researchers directed the process and the role of partnerships in enabling us to maintain a genuine
leadership role.
Lunar picked up on an aspect of my evaluation almost a year ago about "incidental learning"
occurring as a result of group action and process and felt that:
This was an important camponent ofnew learning-just by going thmugh the process we all learnt so much

naming that has ensured the learning has been owned.

Underlying the new learning, the personal strength gained from increased awareness was
acknowledged:
All in all DARC provided valuable learning around disability theory as well as a safety net almost of
lifesaving proportions Uan).

In previous chapters the need for the group practices and structures to reflect those more enabling
practices we are attempting to promote in the University has been discussed. The challenge to the
group, therefore, has been to work with a structure that enables rather than constrains, and the
analysis of this in reference to the group process was enlightening as people grappled with what they
perceived as the relative structurelessness of the group . We were learning about policy, educational
structures and training.
Our knowledge and conful.ence in dealing with the University hierarchy are also growing considerably and
the stronger we become, the more we are able to appear as a consultant group (Diary entry: 1 2 April 1 995).

The perceived structurelessness did not impede effective decision-making.

Suggestions for

compromises or alternative actions were easily expressed and consensus was reached over
everything we acted on. This was monitored within the research diary and the group process which
is discussed in more detail in Chapter Nine.
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What is the Sign ificance of a Critical Reflective Approach in the
Achievement of Personal Change?
The group structure evolved in the context of consistent self-reflection within a group process.
There was discussion in evaluation about the absence of structure in that people were able to
participate on their own terms and were not obliged to attend each meeting.

As I discussed

previously, I suggested that the group had a clear structure given the consistent recycling of data and
Rees's steps but neither were imposed on the group. Coral's evaluation of the methodological
framework suggests that the methods used worked for the following reasons:

Pauline pravided the leadership required but did not stifle the creative process of ideas and theanes being

putforwardfar explaration; the reflection on the session from the meeting also meant that those ideas were

mulled over and clarifU!d, then broken down into simple and easily understood goals even though all those

goals have not necessarily been achieved; [feel that this is not only a unique research method which moved
along at a veryfast pace, because of the ideas being culled, clo.rified and then put into action, as they were
unanimously accepted as a group.
Some of the feedback on the need for structure occurred in the context of a group moving on and
changing, and in many ways people had to recognize a new cycle of community building ( Kenny,

1 994) as the group explored new territory. A sub-section of this discussion must revolve around the
concept of structural analysis to which the group had been newly introduced. Some students were
able to directly use the structure and process quite overtly. Jan recorded:

The cycle of analysis, reflection, evaluation has been SO useful not just in this project ar in my Masters
studies but in everyday dealings as a part ofmy ideas ofan aphlied philosophy. [ like it as a very practical
DO[NG process.
Some people found it difficult to have an overview of what was happening even though their
individual roles were clear. Evaluation provided the opportunity to step back and reflect on the
process as a whole instead of being specifically focused on one aspect. The energy devoted to the
training produced a tendency to lose sight of the whole process. I said that I had used some dear
structures such as Rees's steps, the monthly meetings, the research diary, and clear goals for each
meeting. However, the difficulties in fully u nderstanding and naming the research experience and
methodology, the relaxed attendance requirements and lack of clarity around the reasons for
people being absen t from meetings/evaluation were acknowledged. What was being expressed here
were similar difficulties to those experienced by community collectives ( Kenny, 1 994) and women's
collectives who have open groups: "collectives do not work well in practice since individuals are not
bound to turn up to meetings" ( Brown, 1 992:7 1 ). In our consideration of a way forward, we can
learn much from the experience of community collectives and we made reference
appropriate literature for working models.

to the
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Central to this group reflexivity was the extent to which we monitored our own use oflanguage and
the constant awareness of the exclusive nature of some research terminology as well as group
communication in general. All felt that for the most part we had been sensitive to each other and
provided a mechanism through a continual feedback process ensuring clarification where people
may have inadvertently used disabling language.
In the group process there is roomJOT the expression ofdifferent opinions and personalities (Diary entry: 4
Dct 1 995).

The issue of compromise when attempting to achieve a fully emancipatory approach was discussed.
It was acknowledged that the temptation to take short cuts often occurs for practical and financial
reasons. This is because the time taken to fully consult as well as the necessary resources are often
in short supply. The group reflected on the extent to which its practice had respected emancipatory
principles. We as a group created open dialogue, used technology - email, telephone and fax as well
as the research diary to overcome the usual barriers researchers put in place to limit the level of
consultation. There is no way people could attend every meeting but all were part of the central
process. We shared energy, tasks and skills and a consistent learning process was taking place.
To reinforce my previous point about the contribution of members who say little and to clarify the
potential silent nature of reflection, I asked Coral how she felt about the dynamics of the group
process, since I noted she was often quiet for long periods of time. I had then been reassured by how
much she had absorbed and was able, in turn, to contribute her valuable knowledge and experience.
She said she had been learning and does not say anything until she feels she has something
meaningful to say. To add further to Peck's view on quieter group members: .. " not only do the non
verbal contribute to the community in ways that are powerful but they also receive as much as they
give" (Peck, 1 987 : 1 27).
We explored the process of reflection and its value in self and group reflexivity was clear. Christine
said that she had been reflecting without realising this. As she was reading the material she was
internalising it and forming theories of her own. It was only at the evaluation stage that she raised
how much she was reflecting using her own experience to understand the context. We all agreed
that the clarity with which Christine expressed herself was witness to the quality of the reflection she
had been doing. In this sense, she provided an important contribution to group analysis. She said
that she had felt that she lacked the skills to participate and had ' put down' her contribution
throughout - we reassured her that this was certainly not the case and perhaps her legal training was
a real asset when examining the group process.
In the context of individual stories, critical reflection was also part of the process. With one person
I used the story of Plato's cave to illustrate the stage of growth and 'enlightenment' which had been
experienced (Fay, 1 987:2 1 ) This is an account of the cave dweller who escaped his illusory existence
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and who once having faced reality and its benefits was not able to return to his previous state of false
consciousness. The experience of enlightenment was explored with each student, and the outcome
was a greater understanding and appreciation of the substantial changes which had been achieved.
In the context of critical theory, the individual interviews performed a further practical and
educational role. The power of individuals to be active in their own transformation often eludes
people as Fay identifies: " Humans create themselves and their own world, but they do not realise
this is what they are doing - they do not see themselves in the 'objects' they created" (Fay, 1 987:53).
An important feature of empowerment is the naming of one's achievement in taking control back

and the owning of the ability to do so consistently. While we had certainly proved as a group that
we could effect change, the impact on the individual level had to be established. As each interview
unfolded the self-evaluation rounded off the research process. Sally said of the role of the stories:

"Evaluation forces you to think about things - this was a good way to leave and wind up critical seLJ-evaluation -

what has the group done fOT me?"

The sense of completeness was important especially in the light o f people's previous experiences of
research which had left some of them feeling 'empty'. Research is powerful in raising personal issues
and the sense of unfinished business can be particularly destructive. The stories served as a gateway
to the next phase of the group and its life outside of this research.
The final stage of this process was for me to tell my own story and one of the research group
eventually recorded my story for her own research bringing a sense of cohesion to the process. By
this I mean that the telling of stories has been a constant theme throughout the research and mine
was the last story to be told. The fact that another student used my story for her research was further
testimony to the reciprocal value of the research. This demonstrated adherence to at least two of the
key principles: the power of the personal experience and research as an educational tool (Figure
Three).

I discussed previously, the possibilities for presentation of the stories. In terms of the

process of recording my own story, I had the option of choosing to ask someone inside or outside
the research group or of simply recording it myself in writing. The option chosen responded to the
practical needs of one of the research participants. All students had the choice to present their stories
in any way they chose but all so far have opted for the individual interview with myself Once the
process is completed we will decide as a group on a method of presentation, but we wish to think this
through carefully since the written word alone is inaccessible for many disabled people. We will
apply for funding to publish the work in the appropriate format. An extra dimension of the
transcription of interviews in terms of emancipatory principles was that one of the students with
typing skills was paid to carry out this task. This was agreed by the group as an acceptable way to
maintain confidentiality within the group and to enable Christine to earn some much-needed
Income.
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While we have not made final decisions about the material. each person was given a copy of their
draft and they were able to edit as much as they wished. They all had the taped version as well as the
full transcription. At the time of writing we are entering into negotiation with a publisher who has
an investment in making the disability experience visible.
To conclude the discussion around critical reflection. two students who entered into the evaluation
process reported the energising nature of critical reflection. Even though they had been exhausted
when approaching the research task their interest and energy in the research was reactivated by the
very nature of the task. This is certainly a testimony to the empowering nature of this approach.

How has an Emancipatory Approach Enhanced the Learning
and Research Knowledge of Each Participant?
I

encouraged each student to read about research and research policies and practices to increase

their own knowledge and ability to actively participate in development of the methodology. As the
final part of the task

I asked the group

to evaluate their research knowledge and explore whether

they felt this had increased. Each student reported gradually learning about the technical aspects
of the research as the project progressed. This was in part due to the fact that

I,

as principal

researcher. had taken responsibility for defining the language of critical theory, disability theory
and research methodology. Since all the students are or will be involved in other research projects.
they felt that the knowledge on an academic level was invaluable while demystifying the research
process in which they were participating. The whole group thus genuinely participated in critiquing
and changing the methodology and methods as the project unfolded.

I

used this information as a

baseline for the development of a resource kit which explained to them in reasonably accessible
terms the nature of the methodology they had been party to developing. Many expressed difficulty
in naming the process but two participants were especially interested in research models and had
more experience than the others. Sally made the following assessment of the process in terms of
increasing her knowledge:

It has made me aware ofthe hard slog involved in research (particularly this kind ofaction research) and
the level of commitment i:nvolved. I tried to do some research last year based on feminist empowerment

principles but did not know enough about the pitfalls and methodology required to proceed properly.

The group discussed the way researchers often start out using similar principles but to carry it
through without compromise requires great skill. consistency and cooperation. They felt that they
had managed to retain integrity and to be part of something which taught them a great deal about
the benefits and drawbacks of such an approach. Sally now felt more able to approach research
afresh:

It has clarified many of my

own

thoughts and increased my understanding of research methodology,

emancipatory approaches to research, and to be a research participant was a positive if not different
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experience fram being principal researcher. I will always look back at this experience as being an
empowering learning experience.

Sally was asked the question ifher belief in this type of research had been strengthened or reaffirmed
as a result of the research experience. She said that because of her feminist perspective she had
always believed in the possibilities of an empowerment approach to research. but it had always
remained theoretical:
Empowering research is all very well lnd the lived experience is so problemalic and so tricky yau get bogged
down. It has been good seeing that it can work. that it has worked. All the stories about the hard slog and

perseverance ofresearch ofany type especially this type are true and that it does pay offto stick with it (Sally).

The group discussed the fact that in academia individual research is more highly valued and that
participant-driven research is too risky and reinforces the notion of the problem as "way out there so
don 't warry about it. " She said "we have shown them that collaborative research is credible. valid. and worthy of
a PhD"(Saily).

These reflections are crucial to strengthen the knowledge and expertise of a group of disabled
students since they need to be armed with the arguments for and against such approaches. Other
students recorded increased knowledge about different approaches to research. particularly action
research. This served to increase confidence to tackle their own - as Jan says:
It has taught me about the process of researching which has proved invaluable for my progress in my
Masters programme.

Others reported their new-found ability to integrate a new understanding of disability theory into
their essays. irrespective of their area of study. and the fact that they were geared to negotiate their
final research project using more innovative methodology. The limit to research knowledge and
disability theory we identified through this evaluation process led to the development of a kit
entitled "Your research process" (Appendix Eight). The final task as principal researcher was to
deliver the talk on methodology and answer questions pertinent to their personal understanding
and use of research techniques. A final stage in this evaluative process must now examine a key
research question which explores the evidence for achievement of real change within the immediate
environment.

To What Extent has the Research Achieved Change in the I mme
diate Environment?
In order to assess the catalytic value of the research. the group returned to original objectives one
of which was to tackle unemployment. Indirectly they considered they had addressed the real
problems students face in gaining employment and felt that if the staff of a powerful institution only
'tolerate' disabled students. employers will feel the same. Discussion included reflection around
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whether

a powerful educational institution could model good practice, create more enabling

policies and serve as an exemplar for highlighting the value of a fully inclusive environment. The
action the group had taken aimed to educate at many different levels, highlight the potential
contribution disabled students could make and finally achieve long-term benefits for other disabled
people within the tertiary sector.

It was agreed that

DARG had

attacked the roots of, rather than

reacted to, the problems originally identified.
One of the evaluation questions asked that participants revisit the social theories of disability with
which we had been working and reflect on their relevance to the research. To facilitate this I had
agreed to conduct a session on the research process itself including terminology. In this session
students had the opportunity to discuss the different components of the research methodology and
the significance of the chosen theoretical approach for emancipatory research.
The evaluation process played a valuable role in enabling people to reflect on the group process and
what they had personally gained from it. Their evaluations speak for themselves and gave some
valuable insights into a group experience. The true extent of what we achieved can be seen in the
outcome ofthe staff training, discussed in the previous chapter. What is important here is the extent
to which empowerment of students contributed to those changes. The following diary entry sums
this up quite well:

As for empowerment, we have had to empower ourselves so that others can similarly empower themselves.
This is what the staffwho atttmded the training achieved and this is what training is all about. Peaple can
only empower themselves but participation infull can only occur in partnership with each other, hence our
central theme "Enabling participation through partnership (Diary enl1"y: 18 fan 1 996).

Conclusion
This chapter has presented the personal and group evaluations of student participants in the
research process where they have addressed the central research questions on their own terms. In
their individual reflections they have examined their own personal changes and taken strength also
from the changes they have witnessed in their immediate environment. They have assessed the
extent to which a critical reflective approach to participatory research has facilitated or inhibited
their personal and political emancipation. Finally, they have evaluated their own learning in terms
of greater theoretical understanding of research and disability, as well as the impact of their learning
on others. Rees's steps have formed the framework for this analysis and the value of the steps as well
of the relevance of Fay's theory will be directly addressed in the next chapter. The challenges facing
researchers embarking on emancipatory research have been briefly expressed from the students'
perspectives and those challenges will also be revisited in the context of my conclusions. In the next
chapter I will return to the research questions solely from my perspective as a researcher and
critique them in the light of this evaluation.

CHAPTER N I N E
The G roup Process: A Critica l Ana lysis
Introdudion
This chapter will enhance the joint evaluation of Chapter Eight by provision of additional analysis
from my perspective as principal researcher. It will have a particular emphasis on the significance
of group work and group facilitation in the development of an emancipatory process. A primary
research question has been addressed in joint evaluations in Chapter Eight. namely: what is the
potential for emancipatory research to enable disabled people to take control of their lives and to
effect concrete change in their immediate environment? A second important question has been:
what are the challenges facing researchers in conducting this type of research project? I will now
summarise the findings and reflect on the extent to which the research has succeeded in qualifying
as emancipatory.
In Part One the significance of the group process and group dynamics in this example of
emancipatory research will be examined. The impact on the students concerned will then be
explored. Subsequent to this Part Two will include a debate of four components which are discussed
under the heading of 'accessibility' These will be divided into four headings. The first is

choice of

approach which will examine the significance of who chose the approach and what control students
had over that. The second examines

use ofcritical theory and critical reflection. This is described in terms

of participant ability to be empowered directly through use of a critical reflective approach and the
naming of critical theory. A third is

applicability of critical theory. This includes the social theories of

disability and their value as a foundation for a reconstruction based on critical theory. This is
particularly in terms of quality of life generally for disabled students.
The final section in Part Two will explore student understanding of methodology and its

replicability. The

question of how many felt they could take the model and design their own research project will be
addressed. In this concluding section I will return to an analysis of the question: to what extent can
the model be described as fully emanciptory. The methods I used to pass on information with regard
to the research methodology will summarised and critiqued. The level of understanding about what

constitutes emancipatory research and the ways in which the students could use their new found
knowledge in other situations will also be explored.

The Significance of Group Dynamics in the Promotion of Inter
dependence
It has become clear that the group process has been central to the success of this particular example
of emancipatory research as well as the skills of the researcher acting as group facilitator. In this
section I will further discuss the management of group dynamics with a view to avoiding

Chapter Nine
210

dependence (which would conflict with emancipatory principles).

The achievement of

interdependence and resultant personal and group autonomy will be explored. In the first part,
I will address the group dynamics and in the second, summarise all the issues involved including
that of the facilitator's role, discussed earlier in Chapter Four. This will then be followed by analysis
of group evolution (Bennis and Shephard, 1 964; Brown, 1 982; Freeman, 1 984) to form an
interpretive comm unity (Fook, 1 993, 1 996; Hawkins, 1 996; lngamells, 1 996). The exploration of
these areas represents an analysis of a key finding that group process was central to the attainment
of a sense of personal autonomy and, therefore, the stated aims of the research.
The first part of this section will be broken down into four distinct sections which will build on each
other. The first will look again at the complexity of roles I faced as group facilitator, followed by the
concept of shared leadership to facilitate empowerment of participants. I will then explore a self
critical analysis of my own approach to leadership which will be followed by a section on the
significance ofcritical reflection. This will cover both the monitoring of the safety of the process and
the acquisition of knowledge which has been identified as another crucial factor in personal and
political empowerment.

The complex roles of the faeilitator
I have described one of my roles, as a facilitator providing a catalyst for action, in the context of the
group work, helping the process along (Ife, 1 995:209) and enabling each member to identify their
existing skills. While I have simplified my role for the purposes of this discussion to name myself
as facilitator, I agree with Ife that there is a range of specific roles within this including social
animation, mediation, negotiation, group facilitation, utilisation of skills and resources and
organising (Ife, 1 995:204.).

On reflection, I have exercised those roles consciously and

unconsciously and the analysis and understanding I have both brought and encouraged have been
central to the reflexive process (Reason, 1 994; Ife, 1 995; Fook, 1 996). Many students had already
done some research or were experienced contributors in group work. I worked on encouraging this
group to be "enablers" (Brown, 1 992) and to pass on those skills to other members. In this process,
reciprocal learning was occurring: "Those who are initially skilled (in terms of task competence) are
required to learn as much as those who are less skilled" (ibid: 1 9). Butler and Wintram speak of the
discomfort often experienced by women's groups when negotiation of power based on skills and
abilities is overt. They assert that recognition of positive uses of skills and authority facilitates "an
internal legitimation of the constructive use of authority and influence" (Butler and Win tram
1 99 1 :78).

The Group Process: A Critical Analysis

I acknowledged to the group the change and growth I had experienced through the research and
agree with Lather's statement:

An emancipatory social research calls for empowering approaches to research whereby both
researcher and researched become, in the words of feminist singer/poet Chris Williamson,
"the Changer and the Changed" (Lather, 1 986:263).
Recognition of my own changes was essential (Reinharz, 1 99 1 ) and the process of doing so indirectly
impacted on the group's ability to monitor those they were making (Schon, 1 995; Fook, 1 996;
Ingamells, 1 996; Lather, 1 996). Glassman and Kates also point out:
Participation through helping to actualize purpose demands that the group worker
consistently examine his or her interactions and emotional self expression ... the practitioner
has to be emotionally mature, possessing the ability to be unguarded and undefensive,
thereby serving as a model (for the members) for participation and change (Glassman and
Kates, 1 990: 1 49).
I was aware of the constant need to ensure that not only did the group "empty" itself of its prejudices
and preconceptions, (Mansbridge, 1 973; Freeman, 1 984; Freire, 1 987; Butler and Wintram, 1 99 1 ;
Brown, 1 992), but that I consistently worked on doing so. This situation was similar to that of my
role as a lecturer where one can have a tendency to pre-empt events and act or teach accordingly.
In other words, assumptions one makes based on one's previous experience. could inadvertently
control events.

I relate to Peck's analysis of this process: " Life is what happens when you have

planned something else!" ( Peck, 1 987:93).
Handing over power as a facilitator as discussed in Chapter Four resulted in a balanced approach
to sharing leadership which promoted equality. To expect too much could be as disempowering as
to retain control. One of the central challenges in terms of emancipatory objectives was to achieve
collective leadership. I spoke in Chapter Four of the need to own both my own power as researcher
in order to ensure constructive use of this power and to more effectively share it. I n terms of group
facilitation this applies through recognition of the fact that the more people are active participants
and own the process, the more inclusive and empowering the outcomes will be (Ife, 1 995: 1 97). The
process of facilitating a sharing of leadership is a central role of the facilitator and it is to this aspect
of our work I will now turn.

Sharing leadership
A group becomes a community in somewhat the same way as a stone becomes a gem through a process of cutting and polishing. Once cut and polished, it is something beautiful.
But to describe its beauty. the best we can do is describe its facets. Community like a gem is
multi-faceted, each facet a mere aspect of a whole that defies description (Peck, 1 987 :60).

2J l
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One of my aims in setting up this research group was to achieve a community of action or, as one
participant described, an "interpretive community".

An essential characteristic of community is

"total decentralization of authority" (Peck, 1 987: 1 72) and the formation of autonomous
communities are central to the process of empowerment (Ife, 1 995). Our aim was to achieve a
situation where all research participants were also leaders sharing responsibility for the outcome.
I have already discussed the tendency of some disabled people to allow others to take responsibility
and lapse into powerlessness. This can be characteristic of group behaviour: " People would
generally much rather depend upon a leader to tell them what to do than determine that for
themselves" (Peck, 1 987: 1 15).
I nevitably, some people had more confidence than others and while ground rules protected people
from exclusion, and our philosophy challenged the very notion of exclusion, we were still constantly
alert to the dangers of doing so inadvertently within the group. I had to be aware of two elements:
the extent to which I took responsibility for directing the group within the facilitation process and
my role of enabling people to take greater responsibility for the process.

I was consistently

concerned to prevent creation of dependence, as previously discussed, and instead to promote a
culture of interdependence. Sometimes I recognised that I had to be prepared not to take control
and allow the group to flounder and I agree with Peck's statement: "to lead people into community
a true leader must discourage their dependency and there can be no way to do this except to refuse
to lead"(ibid).
People can often maintain their dependency through negativity (Butler and Wintram, 199 1 ; Rees,
1 99 1 ; He, 1 995). Up to the last when we were discussing funding for the group, one person was still
saying "Oh I don't feel hopeful, many other groups are going through this transition". I always
reject any negative notions although it is important to 'hear' what people are trying to express. My
philosophy all along has been ' anything is possible'. I have found any level of negativity drains my
energy and I cannot tolerate it. A positive attitude can re-energise a group and while I must
acknowledge that a certain amount of negativity may be necessary in order to reach another stage,
it can be self-defeating. In my experience of disability support groups I have found they can spend
time discussing the problems identified in depth; by the end of the meeting they are depressed and
have run out of time and energy for positive strategies. My focus on the positive did not mean that
participants were being asked to delude themselves about the reality with which we were dealing but
they were gaining the tools to deal with that reality. As Butler and Wintram stated:
Taking pride and pleasure in the group's strength does not mean that members disregard the
distortions of reality within which they have to live, but that at least there is a source of
replenishment if confrontation occurs (Butler and Wintram 1 99 1 : 1 55).
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As the concept of group solidarity grew. so did the power of each individual to assume leadership.

A reflexive process facilitated an environment where the essential skills were developed but it is
important that the reflexivity begins with the group leader.

The significance of group process and self-critical leadership
A key finding has been the significance of a safe and dynamic group process facilitated by reflexive
leadership.

In this section. I will examine key aspects of self-critical leadership. At all times 1 not

only reflected on my role but it was also my responsibility to ensure that the group structure allowed

consistent self-reflection. So. the group leader is designated the task of creating this safe learning

environment where the negotiation of the group process is an equally important part of the research
task we set ourselves. The skills involved in this are crucial with Fay referring to what Aristotle calls
"practical wisdom" which differs from theoretical wisdom in that it does not result from knowledge
that is "determinate and universal" (Fay.

1 987: 1 8 1 ).

This knowledge is derived from one's ability

to "read" situations. understand people and to act on one's perception of the situation. Fay asserts
that it is conspicuous that Aristotle's account lacks any reference to rules. I nstead :
He claimed that such wisdom consists in knowing how to deliberate well about the ends and
means appropriate for people in the situations in which they find themselves. Practical
deliberation is not the routine application of propositional knowledge but a skill which
involves complex judgements specific to the particular practices and situations at hand ( Fay.

1 987: 1 82).
The facilitator exercises practical wisdom and has the responsibility not only to exercise that wisdom
but to pass it on. It has equal significance to the propositional knowledge which has always been at
the forefront of research projects ( Heron,

1 98 1 ).

I will take this point further in relation to the social

construction of disability in the U niversity context. Many of the problems students face have
emanated from staff ignorance of disability or simply an inability to understand the message the
student is giving.

This goes back to the ability to speak the same language, as discussed in the

previous chapter (Van Manen.

1 990;

Butler and Wintram.

1 99 1 ;

Fairclough.

1 995).

Disabling

influences at this individual level give rise to those at the wider institutional level. Again , my practice
and that of the group aimed to reflect what we expect in terms of enabling practices in the institution
(Carr and Kemmis,

1 986).

Central to the measurement of the extent to which the research was empowering for participants
was the success of a pedagogical approach which encouraged a mutual educative role between
students and the researcher ( Freire.
in that a concept of dialogue ( Freire,

1 972. 1 987;
1 972;

I fe,

Boyles,

1 995). The context ofthe process was

1 993;

Padilla,

dialogic

1993) was central and we were all

engaged in an educational experience. It was significant that the nature of the planned training was
also based on the same pedagogical principles

which reversed the student/teacher role in the

education process. I n the same way as students learnt about their own situation. lecturers and other
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staff (in the student role) would have the opportunity to critically analyse their situation. The
content of this education would be based on:
The concrete experience of the students themselves; the presentation of this experience
emphasises its historical character ie. how it came to be what it is and how it can be changed
(Fay, 1 987: 1 07).
The training package was planned, implemented and evaluated within a group process based on
the same emancipatory principles as the research process. This ensured respect for the knowledge
and experience of all participants (both staff on the training course and students who became
trainers) and the objective of growth and development of all concerned. For this reason the
educational process itself in the context of the equity training was to take place in a context described
by Fay:
In intimate circles in which a free and uncoerced exchange of ideas and experiences is
encouraged, in which a concern is shown for the problems of individuals, and in which they
are given emotional support to overcome their own feelings of inadequacy and guilt as they
become critics of the social world they inhabit (Fay, 1 987: 1 97).
Although we identified the importance of partnership between disabled and nondisabled people,
it became clearer than ever before that disability is relative to the context in which one is operating
and those divisions based on impairment are strictly false ones. In other words one's impairment
may be insignificant in some circumstances and in others be completely disabling. For example a
person who is perfectly mobile in a wheelchair within an accessible environment may be completely
disabled by a building with narrow doorways and no lifts. Alternatively a deaf person may be
completely excluded from a meeting by the absence of an interpreter who would have guaranteed
full participation.

We could see that we were all capable of excluding one another through

insensitive interaction. To address this, we worked together as a group and consistently exercised
reflexivity (Lather, 1 986, 1 986a; Fook, 1 996), in that we challenged ourselves and each other to
enhance the participation of other members (Reason, 1 994).

1

was careful as facilitator to explain

throughout, the nature of the research process which they were developing.

1

explained that to

name one's skills and learning is the root of the empowerment process. This also ensured that each
owned their changes and used them constructively. I compiled a document (Appendix Eight) which
named every aspect of the research process, provided a glossary of key terms and which would be
of value to them in their future research. I will expand on the way this document was used in the
second part of this chapter. Clarification of my role occurred at an early stage when I asked the
group exactly what they expected of me, as described in Chapter Six. The approach I took contains
some features of a humanistic approach and a humanistic analysis of group work offers greater
insight. The distinctiveness of a humanistic approach as opposed to a more authoritarian or
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utilitarian approach lies in the fact that people are encouraged to fully engage in the group work in
a way where:
Members focus on their ability to monitor their own processes in a cohesive and differentiated
way - by opening up and facilitating discussion of the practitioner's behaviour and role, the
practitioner chooses to demystify the role, enabling members to assume leadership and share
power. (Glassman and Kates,

1 990:78).

They were encouraged at all times to analyse the nature of the group experience since
empowerment lies in the acquisition of knowledge, and as Fay says, " knowledge consists not in the
experience itself but in the grasping of the sense of the experience" ( Fay,

1 996: 1 79). This approach

facilitated the use of "symmetrical communication" where each member had equal roles in decision
making and action in the formation of a "self-critical community" (Carr and Kemmis,

1 987: 1 8 1 ).

The interactive nature of the process meant that my role was to feed back to the group. Where
appropriate I related to individuals within it, the changes I was witnessing or asked questions which
enabled them to make their own observations. As part ofthe evaluation [ asked the group, with some
trepidation, what [ could have done differently. I knew this was a crucial question. [ had provided
space for such feedback throughout the research but at the final evaluation I presented the question
positively so that people would not hesitate to give honest answers. [ f the students thought [ would
be offended in any way by criticism, they may have resisted being open so [ suggested that they give
this question some thought and even provide written responses separate from the group process.

I provided a structure for evaluation which encouraged them to go back over the whole research
diary and reflect. This resulted in the identification of a range of themes. The group reassured me
that I had provided them with appropriately timed knowledge, expertise and leadership and one
student stated that the success and credibility of this type of research depends on:

"the ability of the

leader to tmng the group together and keep it on track" (Diary entry: 7 Dee 1 995).
While all members stated in their evaluation that they felt my leadership had been a crucial factor
in success, I must analyse for myself what I could have perhaps handled differently. For example,
the access to the group was open in that people were not obliged to attend every meeting. They were
kept in touch with full dialogue and were invited to feed back. Sometimes, however, I knew what
was happening with each individual, but other group members did not and there was not necessarily
a natural channel of communication for this. Those who attended every meeting were sometimes
annoyed since they felt they were doing all the work. Those who attended less often would then turn
up after three months and begin challenging decisions we had already made. The extent to which
they should have the right to do this needs more in-depth group discussion and perhaps clearer
guidelines about decision-making. However, I have always felt that everyone has a right to give their
own perspective and have that highly valued. To reject this right because we needed to move on,
would certainly have invalidated the project. For my part, [ ensured that any conflict was expressed
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within the group and dealt with openly as it was recognized that potential growth emanated from
such confrontation ( Peck,

1 987;

Butler and Wintram,

1 99 1 ;

Fook,

1 996).

Glassman and Kates

assert that the facilitator:
M ust view the signs of conflict as potentially positive and as opportunities to deepen norms
that bring about individuality. The members can see that submerging conflicts, and seeking
indirect means to resolve them come from fear and anxiety, as well as from aggressive
interests in power, control and dominance (Glassman and

Kates,

1 990: 1 7 1 ).

I made a note in my own evaluation that I could have been more careful to clarify for myself, each
member's personal agenda especially as one person was using our action research as a case study.
While this had been communicated, the group had not understood the nature of her research and
not having the necessary research knowledge, were unclear about the significance. Once I picked
up this confusion, I suggested she change the nature of her research question to ensure no intrusion
on group privacy and asked that she give a talk on her research as a method of accountability to the
group.
In many ways, one could argue, I became the group anchor and encouraged vision - it was from the
vision that people took their energy. This is congruent with the concept of "lending a vision"
(Schwartz,

1 96 1 )

identified within humanistic group work. In this model "at the start of the group

the practitioner lends a vision by giving the members ideas about in what areas and how they will
work together" (Glassman and

Kates,

1 990: 1 98).

When there was doubt I held on to Freire's

statement: " [s the dream possible or not? I f it is less possible, the question for us is to make it more
possible" (Freire,

1 987: 1 87).

The encouragement of passion is vital as without passion there is no

doubt the group would have died. My energy came from my passion and this served the purpose
of lifting flagging spirits and revitalising people. To come back to the notion of the "liberating
educator":
The liberating educator is with the students instead of doing things for the students. [n this
mutual act of knowing we have rationality and we have passion and this is what I am ( Freire,

1 987: 1 73).
In fact, the pedagogical focus meant that by the end of the project each participant was developing
the " practical wisdom" (Heron,

1 98 1 ) to become a liberating educator. This was partially achieved

through a process of critical reflection, an approach to which the group participants were
introduced at the outset of the research and which was built into the group structure. I will now
analyse the role of reflection in terms of the first research question.
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Critical self-refledion and community-building
The analysis/reflection/action/evaluation cycle (Kemmis and McTaggart,
Butler and Wintram,
Gordon ,

1 994;)

1 99 1 ;

Ballard et ai,

1994;

Fook,

1 993, 1 996;

1 988;

Barndt,

1 990;

Munford, Georgeson and

was used to structure group discussion and was evaluated by students, as discussed

in the previous chapter. We identified at the beginning of each meeting what we were to work on,
we discussed the problems and issues arising and then we strategised. M y energy went into ensuring
there was adequate space for all three. If people were very tired I had to rise above that and facilitate
the group energetically. I did this by raising issues or by encouraging anger rather than negativity
about the issues. This soon generated positive energy.
Another approach which I used for energising the group was to remind them of what we had
achieved so far or since the last meeting and encouraging the group to give credit to members who
had achieved specific goals ( Butler and Wintram,

1 99 1 ).

Sharing positive stories was also a good

strategy, and within half an hour, an initially flagging group became like a community with a new
spirit and direction. I was heartened to witness as time progressed some students using such
"purpose-related processes" to take responsibility for moving the group on: "the members are able
to maintain useful and helpful forms of cohesion, motivation and energy . . . . . as they increase their
interpersonal work the members incorporate and use these techniques too" (Glassman and Kates,

1 990: 1 47).
Seeing this interpretive community develop was like seeing a body grow before me and take on
momentum. The stages of community development described by Peck are useful in understanding
the group life in addition to the steps to empowerment. According to Peck, groups move from a first
stage of pseudo community to chaos. This is followed by emptiness before reaching a full mature
community (Peck,

1 987 :87).

Kenny

( 1 994)

and I fe,

( 1 995)

similarly describe such a process as

central to the empowerment of communities.
The hypersensitivity to p hysical and other access issues in this group meant that the first stage was
quickly transcended in that differences could not be denied if people were to be able to participate
in the group at all. Denial of difference was consistently evaluated as there were different abilities
and different cultures in the group which, if ignored, could cause destructive dynamics: "explicit
recognition of structural issues is a necessary precondition for raising members' awareness of
inequalities which may be operating within the group" (Butler and Wintram,

1 99 1 :76).

One could

say, however, that chaos ensued quite early on, followed by the emptiness required to move on.
There was a point in a very early meeting where I feared that nothing would come from this
emptiness but the group prided itself in its ability to move into community. At different stages
during the year the group moved in and out of emptiness, chaos and community and there have
been temporary phases of pseudo community when new people have joined and core group
participants have had difficulty in expressing their feelings at the intrusion. The core group in
particular shared roles apart from sharing leadership and they gradually took responsibility for
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ensuring that all participants were able to identify the particular strengths they had to offer. It was
this aspect of the group process which secured its inclusiveness.

Role Sharing and the Achievement of an Inclusive Group
Each person was encouraged to use the group knowledge, experience and shared power to enhance
their own situation in a personaVpolitical and often practical sense. The sharing of roles extended

beyond direct research tasks to include accessing agencies and financial support for improvement
of personal survival. For example, one student had refused to apply for the I nvalid's Benefit even
though he was entitled to; he was gently encouraged and supported by some of the others to proceed
with his application so that there would be less need to work outside of University. This is often
difficult for disabled students. The process for him of accepting this help was a major stage of growth
for him and indicated a greater pride in and acceptance of himself as a disabled person. A culture
of disability pride was cultivated within the group by members who were at different stages of
acknowledgement about their disabilities. Many had struggled to deny their disability or cope with
it regardless and it was interesting to watch them grapple with this new concept based on social
oppression theories. An understanding of the social context of disability had exposed the false
consciousness which says an individual must prove him/herself on nondisabled terms. There is an
underlying message that it is weak to be dependent and on a benefit as opposed to one which states:
it is strong to claim one's rights in order to move towards greater independence.
I built a relationship with each group member which had a uniqueness and interuity of its own.
feel that I became closer to each participant, for the most. part, than they became to each other
although individuals in the group did cement some quite intense relationships. The different levels
of friendship appeared at no time to impact negatively on group dynamics. Awareness of the
disabling effect of exclusion prevented this happening in the group. Although some were more
vocal, this was accepted by the quieter ones. It was important to recognize that the contribution to
a group is not always verbal. As Peck points out: "Members who speak not a word may contribute
as much to the group as the most voluble" (Peck, 1 987: 1 27). Butler and Wintram speak of the way
women in the past may have been forced into silence making it difficult for them to stand their
ground and demand to be heard ( Butler and Wintram, 199 1 :88). The fear that one's contribution
might be inaudible, mistimed (ibid) or incoherent is experienced by many disabled people and the
significance of silences was checked out regularly without forcing people to participate before they
were ready.
One participant in her silence emanated a healing quality which considerably calmed the group at
times when we were becoming over stressed. She sometimes used Reiki healing (a form of spiritual
healing using "hands on" and relaxation) with us individually as she tuned into either physical pain
or emotional distress. Both of the Maori women who participated played a crucial role in bringing
the group into a quieter focus either by speaking softly or by making their presence felt in their
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silence. Our stress could be caused over the most minor of issues which occurred particularly around
the time we were putting the finishing touches to the training package. We would, for example, find
ourselves in dispute over an item to be included on the definition of access or whether we should
write in page numbers or not. Each person had such a degree of ownership of the training kit, they
felt it had to be perfect, but the struggle was productive in so far as it further reflected the sense of
community which had been formed. This is reinforced by Peck's statement:
So it is that a group in community does not always feel peaceful in the usual sense of the word.
Its members will from time to time struggle with each other and struggle hard. The struggle
may become excited and exuberant, with little if any room for silence ( Peck,

1 987:74).

I could also contribute to this since, at times, I would turn up in a highly stressed state. U nless I
worked hard to calm myself down, the whole group was affected and the stress was reflected in the
process. It was at this later stage that I would often find myself sitting back and actually enjoying the
sense of collective leadership which these minor disputes indicated.

At other times, people

responded to stress by raising issues which became barriers to progress. My role was to identify and
remove barriers as they were raised. [ have found that it is almost habitual for some disabled people
within their analysis to go into depth about the difficulties incurred within a system without seeing
a way through it. Raising possible barriers could also be a constructive way forward. For example,
one person admitted to being "devil's advocate" (Reason and Rowan,

1 98 1 ) since

he always raised

the difficult issues which the system may present. This was a way of channelling his usual negativity
into some constructive use by challenging us to respond to the most difficult issues we may be
confronted with inside and outside a training situation. This was interpreted by one participant in
her evaluation as:

The spectre ofdominant male thinking and that this was helpful in enabling us to deal with the reality of

the nondisabled world (Diary entry: 4 Dct 1 995).
One always must be alerted to the effect on a group of imbalance in task sharing (Brandow and
McDonnell,

1 98 1 ;

Butler and Wintram,

1 99 1 ;

Brown,

1 992).

This always irritates those who feel

they have been carrying the load. However, it was clear that if people were not pulling their weight
they had a reason which I did not always know about When I sensed conflict around lack of shared
responsibility, I would encourage the person "guilty" of non-participation to share where they were
at in the context of a general group sharing exercise. This always had the effect of ensuring the
group was aware of the difficulties each member was experiencing with their studies and personal
life and even became a forum for problem solving. This completely diffused the conflict before it
became a problem. The danger of burnout was raised in student evaluation and the tendency to take
on too much when one becomes passionate about something:

"Croup support is essential when one

considers also the inevitable resistance one encounters as change occurs" (Diary entry: 18 fan 1 996).
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Vital to a sense of inclusiveness is a sensitive decision- making structure (Peck,
Ife,

1 987;

Kenny,

1 994;

1 995). All decisions were made with full group consensus and were in fact often made very easily

and there was a healthy openness to debate and discussion. The concept of consensus was discussed
as moving beyond compromise which may lead to disempowerment for some participants. The
group operated within a process which could ensure decisions about a course of action which would
be agreed as in the best interests of all ( I fe,

1 995: 1 97).

With a grou p this size I was able to tune into each member and have an understanding of where they
were at. Most of the time decisions about adapting the process were based on my own intuition and
in response to the developing intuition of the group to each other (Reason,
Fook,

1 996).

1 994;

Schon,

1 995;

There were times people did not understand or felt misunderstood and my job has

been to identify those times and ensure there was clarification. However, Coral said:

The group had dealt well with conflict - there is a tendency to close offbut as conflict has arisen it has been

supportively confronted. We all have different and strong personalities which has brought disagreement at
times. The group has grown through this disagreement.

So having aimed to achieve an inclusive community, I now ask the question: to what extent was this
a reality for DARG and what significance did this have in terms of the emancipatory objectives of the
research?

The Achievement of a " Mature Group: " Becoming an
I nterpretive CommunitY'
In this final part, I will present an overview of the stages a group goes through in the formation of
a community identifying how these stages have applied to the research group. This analysis is
essential to an understanding of the central role of good group facilitation where a researcher is
attempting to conduct fully participatory research. My ultimate role as group facilitator was to
oversee the maturation of the group and to ensure that each member developed the necessary skills
to contribute equally to the research and the group process. It is only on the basis of the achievement
of this that the research could claim to have emancipatory outcomes. I will use Bennis and Shepard's

( 1 965) definition of a " mature group" ( Bennis and Shepard,

as a starting point for discussion. The

first element in the process of group maturation is "acceptance of individual difference between

participants". The stages of group development have been identified in community work literature
(Peck,

1 987;

Glassman and Kates,

1 990;

Morgan,

1 993;

Kenny,

1 994).

The early stage of group

process is pseudo community where people have a false sense of harmony driven by lack of depth
in relationships.

This is inevitably followed by chaos where the painful business of building a

working partnership begins ( Peck,

1 987).

I n my account, I have identified a swift movement

through these phases for the members ofDARG with the development of the training kit as a central
focus for action.
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While one can lay ground rules which say difference mustbe valued and accommodated, what one does
as a facilitator to ensure difference is transcended, depends on one's ability to generate positivity among
group members:
Perhaps the most necessary key to this transcendence is the appreciation of differences. I n
community instead o f being denied, ignored, hidden o r changed, human differences are
celebrated as gifts (Peck, 1987:62).
In a sense this was achieved by the formation of a collective leadership where all took responsibility
for the inclusiveness of the environment:
Collective leadership must strengthen the leadership capability of all and create specific
circumstances where full use is made of all members (Amilcar, cited in Hope and Timmel,

1 99 1 :48).
Where individual difference is encouraged in this way, conflict is often experienced in the decision
making process (Mansbridge, 1 983; Peck, 1 987; Butler and Wintram, 1 99 1 ). As an interpretive
community we did not have a formal mechanism for decision-making, and to explore the dynamics
of consensus 1 have found Peck's reference to democracy in community most helpful. He said that,
in a state of genuine community the degree of consensus is so clear he has never witnessed the need
for a vote. He says that this implies not abolition of democratic machinery but that: "A community,
in transcending individual differences, routinely goes even beyond democracy" ( Peck, 1987:64). I n
other words, democracy is a safeguard for groups where total community is impossible and where
decisions have

to

be made according to the wishes of the majority. In this sense

DARG

achieved

community, thus consensus.
Peck explores the paradox of a group situation where individual difference is valued and
encouraged within a situation where consensus is also essential. He also looks at the processes which
are put in place to accommodate those differences. The point is our group managed to successfully
operate on this basis quite painlessly in spite of vast individual differences. The fact that I cannot
describe any formula for it does not in any way invalidate the process. I agree with Peck:
I doubt if we will ever have a formula for the consensual process. The process itself is an
adventure. And again there is something inherently almost mystical, magical about it, but it
works ( Peck, 1 987:64).
Consistently, the message regarding difference was that it was enriching and the group philosophy not
only stated this, its every action reflected the integrity of this stance. Having difference 'on the agenda'
made people acutely aware ofabsent members' perspectives or those ofquieter members (Peck, 1 987;
Butler and Wintram, 1 99 1 ). Myjob was to identify the strengths ofeach group member and to work on
ensuring that within the group framework these strengths were recognized and utilised to the full (Peck,
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1 987;

Brown.

1 992;

lngamells,

1 996).

The cultural differences among group members further

enhanced this learning process. For exam pie, a Samoan student who was intermittently involved with
the research communicated his perspective through poetry.
The second stage ofgroup maturation is "conflict over substantive issues relating to group tasks rather

than over emotional ones". Out of conflict and differing perspectives came growth and healthy
compromise. The necessary conflict is a feature of the stage of chaos in community building. Before
reaching a consensus the group had to enter emptiness which is the "bridge between chaos and
community." Members had to "empty themselves ofbarriers to communication" (Peck,

1 987 :93). I, as

facilitator, along with group members had to resist trying to control the process in order to force a
decision and to recognise that the desire to do so emanates from a fear of failure on my part ( Freire,

1 972, 1987; Peck, 1 987; B utler and Wintram, 1 99 1 ).
From an early stage, The group was solid in its understanding and perception of the social construction
of disability, which became the central substantive issue. They reflected on their role in challenging that,
and acknowledged the motivation and passion this generated. What provoked most debate was how their
goals were to be achieved and what would be the means of doing so.
The third stage of maturation is where decisions are made through a process of consensus which

encourages dissent. In the transition between chaos and community, the group demonstrated its
strength by speaking out unafraid of conflict.

I,

as facilitator, continually invited the group to

disagree � ith each other, with me and to reject decisions (Heron,
Peck,

1 987).

1 98 1 ;

Reason and Rowan,

1 98 1 ;

This created a healthy environment for debate, critical thinking and learning and

brought people into greater solidarity.
The fourth stage of a mature group consists of participants who are aware of the group processes

and their own involvement in them. By the evaluation stage each person was able to name the role
they played in the group process and this was another important function of the evaluation. The
way the evaluation task was framed ensured some self- exploration in this area and validation by the
group in discussion. The mature group was a critical community, or what students described as
"interpretive community", a term also used by Fook,

( 1 996)

to describe a research group where

critical analysis had been key to achieving and identifying research outcomes. The final element of
my role in this was my presentation of the whole research process, naming the methodology and
explaining the role of the group process. Each person was also accountable for the part they played.
The ability to name their role (Barndt,

1 990),

to u nderstand and reproduce the methodology in

their own research and in the ability to now pass on skills learnt by participation in the group process
(Knox,

1 977;

Wadsworth,

1984)

are all concrete evidence that the research approach achieved

greater autonomy for those participating.
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From this discussion it can be argued that what has been achieved is the facilitation ofa group process
set within a pedagogical framework. combining traditional research elements and group theory. to
become a model for emancipatory research. The extent to which this can be reproduced to become a
tool for real social change will be discussed in the final chapter.
I have explored in this section the roles of the facilitator. the concept of leadership and the need for
shared leadership in the achievement of empowerment of participants. I have examined the role
of critical reflection in the work of the research group and analysed the attainment of an inclusive
interpretive community. I will now scrutinise the process in terms of its accessibility and hence its
emancipatory value for participants.

PART TWO
Has an emancipatory process been achieved?
Three key aspects need to be considered in an assessment of the emancipatory potential of this
research. Before I conduct my own critique to supplement that provided by student evaluation in
Chapter Eight.

I will examine four key aspects which need to be considered under the umbrella of

accessibility. The first relates to the choice of approach. including who chose to use a participatory
collaborative approach. the choice of combining this approach with story telling and the level of
access both approaches provided for all ofthe students who expressed interest in the research at the
beginning.

The second area involves an examination of the value of critical theory and more

particularly the critical reflective approach.

This will include a discussion of the value of the

personal and political connections made to the experience of impairment and disability by each of
the students. The third looks at the direct applicability of critical theory particularly in terms of the
training package and the impact of the critical approach on U niversity staff. Finally. the significance

and measurement of student understanding of the methodology is explored. This includes the
potential replicability of the overall approach, not only by the individuals involved within their own
research but also in terms of the ability of the disability community to take on the key aspects of the
methodology. I explore now how clear I have been as researcher in terms of explanation of what
was accomplished and the naming of the unfolding process. In the following section. I will discuss
the research training package which I delivered six months after the research was completed to
explain the methodology in simple terms. Within the context of all of the above areas, an assessment
of the emancipatory potential of the research will be dearer.

Accessibility of the Research
Choice of a participatoryIcollaborative approach
The first question must examine the appropriateness ofchoice ofapproach and its potential to facilitate
an inclusive research experience. We have not looked at. in the overall examination . why the students
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who began did not all continue. While they all had good personal reasons for not making the

commitment, I sometimes wonder ifthe approach was too demanding for them and whether they would
have preferred a more traditional approach where I , as researcher took much more responsibility for
the process and outcomes. Lunn refers to this in her research with disabled women:
Another point to which I did not give enough consideration was that my idea of the 'best' way to

do research might be extremely uncomfortable for participants who wish to be treated as
traditional research subjects (Lunn, 1 997: 1 02).
All who participated in this research agreed that they had been challenged to leave their comfort
zone and the very thought of taking such a significant responsibility was a temptation to return to
powerlessness (Rees, 1 99 1 ) at a very early stage. I acknowledge that for those who passed this
difficult stage, the project was one of huge growth and learning, for others, the approach may have
excluded them and deprived them of an opportunity which they had expressed some interest in.
The choice to use individual stories as a contribution to the overall research to be used at a later date,
as discussed in the previous section, provided the opportunity for those less able to assert their needs
to use the interview as a way of highlighting individual issues they were dealing with and to ask for
guidance and information on some practical areas of concern. It may have been appropriate to offer
the option of either one method or another, or the alternative of both approaches for those who
wished. In retrospect, I wish I had raised this question in evaluation. The individual stories certainly
provided an opportunity for a one-to-one interview and space to tell one's story which for many at
an early stage of dealing with disability was a crucial first step. As I mentioned in the previous
chapter, the stories took place at different times during the research and the outcomes reflected
where each ofthe group was at, in terms of their group experience. However on an individual level,
all took advantage of looking practically and objectively at their situation in the light of the past,
present and future experience. Bennie similarly assessed the emancipatory potential of his own
research in terms of individual interviews:
For my part, I frequently found myself as a provider of information and knowledge during
the interviews, putting people in touch with resources and enabling people to clarify and
analyse their experiences and views (Bennie, 1 996:2 1 ).
The practical advice required by some

DARG

students often included applying for benefits and

grants, information which is not always readily accessible. For others, the individual interview
provided an opportunity to reflect on their personal changes at the time of telling their story. These
were not discussed at length in the group evaluation since the situation was not as conducive to this.
Those students who did not choose to stay and participate in the action research may benefit at a
later date from an opportunity to tell their story, to talk about their personal experience and to
reflect on their circumstances. From a researcher perspective, the combination of approaches
certainly provided a comprehensive picture for research analysis. The use of story telling also
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represented a participatory collaborative approach since the group laid out the key themes for the
individual interviews.
Overall, there was unanimity among the remaining students that the group approach had
facilitated an invaluable support network. Sally, in her story, spoke of her early experience of
DARG:

People in

DARG,

they don't know my story, they don't know anything about me but there

isn't that questioning about it,just that straight out acceptance. You don't get that anywhere
else, that level of acceptance, you have to show people and explain to people what you have
been through. People generally till won't give it to you unless they have seen you grieve and
things like that, When they acknowledge it. But I really like that about DARG. You don't have
to do that; there is just that acceptance (Sally's personal story).
The issue remains however, that I chose the approach and used this to create the space for an
experience. I did not approach the students for advice on the approach or approaches apart from
raising other alternatives for investigation which were to build on the participatory collaborative
group process. I also chose the theoretical framework and I have already said that it may have been
more appropriate to offer a range of models from which to work, which would have had the effect
of educating the group about other approaches to research at an early stage. My argument within
my own proposal was that a critical theoretical approach created space for a variety of perspectives
and facilitated self expression in a safe way. I will now look more closely at this critical reflective
approach in terms of the overall research to build on the previous discussion and explore its role in
group process.

Use of critical reflection and critical theory
The use of critical reflection ensured an interactive group process, as discussed previously. Critical
theory provided a tool for analysis of the social theories of disability I n addition there is no doubt
in scrutinising the individual and group evaluations that the whole group, in the context of the
group process, grasped the meaning of critical theory and used it in their own reflections. As Fay
asserts, the strength of a critical theory lies not just in its ability to explain a social situation but in:
The discovery of conditions under which people can actually consider a particular analysis of
their situation .... the theory of education offers a general account of the conditions needed for
the sort of enlightenment envisioned by the theory (Fay, 1 987: 1 05).
In keeping with both Fay's schema and Rees's steps to empowerment, the experience ofimpairment, for
those who had not already considered it as such, became a personal and political issue. Looking critically,
in those early stages, using the clear examples of the social construction and creation ofdisability, the
awareness grew. This was initiated by myself because none of the students, including those who had

Chapter Nine
226
undertaken disability studies previously, fully understood or were able to name the social oppression
theories.

A combination of my explanation and the use of current literature educated the group who

responded with different levels of understanding and vehemence. Sally very clearly attributed my
personal theoretical stance as a key factor in the success of the group :

And that theoretical stance you have taken ofhaw we will not be victims and what are we herefar, and all
those conversations that we have in thatgroup, and I think that is why the group has not dismantled (Sally 's

personal story).
However, could that stance be seen as empowering or manipulative? As previously referred to, Opie
and Bishop speak of the danger of theoretical imposition and the missionary status of the politically
correct researcher (Opie,

1990;

B ishop,

1 996).

I have spoken of the reflexive mechanism of the

research diary which tested the accuracy of research reports and encouraged honest reflection and
ongoing verbal and written evaluations. I must also question if there could have been other safe
corrective mechanisms built in to ensure students felt absolutely con fident to challenge me, my
approach and theoretical stance. Having said this, I was challenged within the group regularly,
which led to excellent debates. This question of safety was raised in evaluation with no
recommendations for change from students but it is worth considering other evaluative tools in the
future.
At an early stage, an important group discussion which contributed to new found knowledge was
that of the ability of critical theory to bring into the light the experience of oppression: "it was like

turning

on

a light bulb" Uan) and "coming out of the mist, a significant feeling" (Chrutine). Making the

invisible visible was a continuing theme for which the critical approach was a catalyst. Throughout
the process each participant related their own personal experience of impairment facing it in a new
light inspired by new knowledge and understanding. An example of how this visibility was

expressed on an individual basis and used constructively is revealed in a story which was used as a
teaching tool in the kit:

I've spent my whole life mnking what is invisible visible, and what is visible invisible. But what is really
gving on is that my experience often remains invisible. This goes beyond the question ofa visible versus an
invisible impairment. Pevple look at me and assume they know what my disability is

ar

they ask me what

'caused' it so that they will know. But it isn't like that. They can't know about the ftght my mum had to get

me into school. They can't know what it is like to be called a creep (Story by research participant published
in the training kit).

Direct reference to the critical framework was made both within evaluation and within the context of
personal stories: Sally spoke of the power of critical reflection:
Personally, I think that is why the group has been so empowering for me, because it has that
theoretical basis.

Instead of it coming down to personalities, and agendas and politics, it
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comes down to that theoretical perspective ofRees's steps. If the shit hits the fan go back to Rees's
steps, where are you, what are you doing? (Sally's personal story).
She further relates the theory to her own self perception:
That is where I find my own personal liberation is things like dealing with that instead ofgetting
all uptight and upset about the fact that sometimes I see myselfas able bodied and sometimes as
disabled. Letting me get my mind all screwed up about that. Instead ofbeing able to analyse it
in a particular way and saying it is okay (Sally's personal story).
From my point of view as researcher, it was crucial to make space for a range of competing and
challenging points of view and to use my skills as facilitator to use stimulus questions to trigger the
critical thinking. I agree with Fook on the importance of intuition:
It is important to recognize that the understanding of any situation must be based on an
appreciation of the context, and also of the difference and possibly competing perspectives,
which might be involved in interpreting the situation ( Fook, 1 993:4).
While the group worked well together on their task, they were enc.ouraged to reflect critically on the
significance of that mutual bond and link this to the wider research context. [fe has similarly
recommended an approach where people systematically reflect on their actions and relationships
with each other as a "deliberate and planned activity" (I fe, 1 995:204). Rees also in his analysis of an
alternative approach to management advocates the power of reflection in a more collective
management style (Rees, 1 995).
Bishop raises a parallel issue in the context of Maori. He reminds us that while Carr and Kemmis
consider the process of self-reflection as having emancipatory value "it is the process ofinitiation and
emancipation which are of primary concern" (Bishop, 1 996:59). He considers that participants
require the tools to accomplish real political challenge to structural inequality and self
empowerment. Within a Maori context this would be accomplished using an approach which
addresses Maori cultural aspirations and which is located within Maori cultural practices.
Kaupapa Maori promotes self-determination of the research participants as a primary goal
and is a research strategy that relates theory to practice in an indigenous based context and
in a manner that aims to promote symmetrical dialogue (Bishop, 1 996:59).
Ballard in Disability, Whanau and Society made space for people and their support workers to reflect on
the process of empowerment and disempowerment in their own words and from their own cultural
perspectives. Other researchers have instigated a critical reflective approach to research with
representatives ofagencies working with marginalised groups (Reason, 1 994; Doyle, 1995; lngamelis,

1 995; Lynn, 1 995).
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The research participants were gradually able to reflect in detail on the power relations in their
immediate environment. There is widespread empirical evidence of the way the power of disabled
people can be collectively undermined in a range of institutional settings and the group used other
examples of peoples' stories to help make sense of their own growing awareness. For example,
Perkins talks of the power relations between institution staff and people with disabilities based on
the stories told by service users (Perkins, 1 996) highlighting the often subtle ways in which people's
personal power can be undermined. Creating a safe space for expression of their experiences was
crucial, and on a different level, for the students of DARG, to move towards an analysis which
relieves them of some of their responsibility in the improvement of their situation, was a source of
empowerment (Munford, Georgeson and Gordon, 1 994; Ife, 1 995).
Critical reflection ensured scrutiny of the delicate balance between dependence and independence
between disabled and nondisabled people. This is illustrated in Christine's personal story where she
described the temptation to return to a safer "sick" state in the negotiation of her persona] and
professional relationships:
It is temptingfor those who know me as sick and who have seen me sick not to take it seriously. Unfartunately
the temptationfor someone struggling wilh the daily grind ofa chronic illness is tofmd same way to remind

them: "!Jut then when they do take me seriously, thefear generated is frightening in itself and I risk losing
control again (Extract ofpersonal story).

This balancing of relationships and interpretation of contradictions is an ongoing feature of living
with impairment and while it may involve two or more people disabled and nondisabled, the price
is almost always higher for the disabled person. We had discussed this phenomenon in the context
of the group process but the power of exploration at an individual level was demonstrated in the
new-found understanding when people related this concept to their individual experiences. This
preceded the process of making relevant practical connections to the wider research objectives to
which I will now turn.

Practical application of theory
The applicability and relevance of critical theory can be evaluated within the concrete outcomes of
firstly, a support group which formed a training group and subsequently, within the development
ofthe training itself. For some the group process and the support group DARG provided was central
while for others the fact that DARG became a training group was key to their ability to feel part of
the process and achieve something concrete. It was interesting to reflect on the initiation of this group
from the student perspective in terms of my role and the part played by my own theoretical approach
in building solidarity within a learning process:
That whole suppart group thing which comes from taking a theoretical standpoint like you did - a body of
knowledge - bringing a group of disabled peaple together- well you didn 't bring them together, providing
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a space where they couldcome together and seeing what Iw.frPenedfrom that, to me persrmally is a bigger thing
tlw.n the actual action research (Sally's persrmal story).
In other words, for her, and a small number of others, the focus on interpersonal experience was the
paramount consideration in ensuring the success ofthe research itselfand an appreciation ofcompeting
perspectives. For others, the focus of the action research gave meaning to their participation and my
assessment is that for those, the understanding ofthe theory and the methodology came at a much slower
rate. I can only conclude that for some the ability to deal with theory and see it both in terms of their
personal experience as well as in terms ofthe group process was more difficult and the training provided
a visible outlet for the concerns of other disabled people in the U niversity.
The training programme as a vehicle for emancipatory action research aimed to provide a forum for
exploration ofthe experience ofstaff and students in the context of the social construction and creation
ofdisability. In turn the staffacted on their findings and continued to create the conditions for further
change and mechanisms to enable challenge to disabling attitudes and practices. In the next chapter I
will discuss how the existence of the disability action research group as a training group has become one
of the mechanisms of change in the institution facilitating a reconstruction within the institution based
on critical theory ( Fay, 1 987). Enabling participation through partnership remains a central theme in
action taken by staff since they realised the benefits of sharing resources, negotiating alliances and
recognising the superior knowledge (in terms of disability) of their disabled students. The submission
developed as a result ofthis training is attached as Appendix Five as well as the disability equity training
package which is in Appendix Nine.
We have undertaken each component of our research on the basis that the pedagogical experience is
central to emancipation and dialectical theory building ( Lather, 1 986, 1 986a, 1 995; Freire, 1 987). Fay
sees critical theory as limited and limiting when it comes to actually taking power back in the practical
sense in the face ofthe power ofthe oppressor. I would argue that the same theory ofemancipation can
apply to the staffwho, although they are part ofthe oppressive system and can indeed, albeit unwittingly,
be oppressors (Freire, 1 987; Doyle, 1 995). They can be similarly subject to the restraints of disabling
policies, thus reinforcing the nature of the social creation of disability. To limit our action to the
experience of one small group ofpeople would invalidate the emancipatory objective of the research.
What has been explored is the potential for the staff group to be similarly empowered by the critical
reflective approach ofthe research (Carr and Kemmis, 1 986; Fook, 1 996; Lynn, 1 996). I therefore reject
to some extent Fay's assertion of this particular limitation of critical theory. I concede, however, that
if staff choose to hold on to power, once they are aware of its destructive and insidious consequences,
the action to be taken to challenge power would ultimately be different. I myself, at the time of the
research, was a privileged member ofan educational institution. While I , owing to my impairment, was
more vulnerable than many of my colleagues, due to demanding employment contracts and staffpolicies,
my ability to analyse my situation placed me in a position ofconsiderably more power than that of my
colleagues, in the range ofchoices this knowledge opened up to me. My ability to 'see the bigger picture'
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and mobilize support from other lecturers and students may, in some circumstances, have been greater
than that of many other educators who have different life experiences. I attempted to use this power, in
the context of the student group and later in my work with staffas constructively as possible. I n terms
of the latter, the only measure I can use is that of the staff evaluations of the training of which my
contribution was only one small part.
In the light of the above evaluation, critical reflection has enabled students to make sense of their
situations and use critical theory to re-evaluate their lives and experience of impairment. However,
this, in itself does not serve to make the research process itself totally accessible to and owned by the
participants. My responsibility, clearly, as a facilitator of an emancipatory research process, was to
ensure that all participants understood the methodology and were able to replicate the approach
within their own future research. I will now discuss to what extent this was achieved and critique the
methods I used to attempt to share knowledge.

Student understanding of methodology and its replicability
I will begin with my own objectives in the design of an emancipatory model of research before
discussing such issues as group composition, the perceived level of understanding and finally its
replicability. Having identified throughout my study, the lack of good research which involved
disabled people in its design, implementation and dissemination (Barton, 1 988; Morris, 1 992;
Oliver, 1 992; Ramcharen and Grant, 1 994; Wight-Felske, 1 994), I set out to develop a project which
could be owned by a group of disabled students, and for which they could set the aims and objectives.
Within my own definition of a fully emancipatory model, it would only be by achieving the above
could I claim to have achieved my own objectives. Over the years of the project , I have realised that
to attempt to develop fully emancipatory research within the context of my own PhD, was
impossible. There are a number of reasons for this, the main one being that I have been forced to
own the project as my own in order to attain the successful completion of a PhD. The overall project
was mine, but a project within a project has been conceptualised and implemented by the student
group and this acted as the case study. The way this project developed was described in Chapter
Seven and will be further discussed in Chapter Ten. The above assertion does not take away from
the achievements of the students who participated and continue to participate in DARG Inc.
While there is evidence of personal and political change ofa substantial nature, I would argue that the
model would require more development and different conditions to achieve a fully emancipatory status.
The project has been based on a unique approach by a group ofdisabled people working together, which
could be described as having emancipatory features, but the extent to which each individual understood
the full impact of the use of the social theories of disability and their application in the design of the
methodology was variable. The diary was the key interactive tool in data analysis and much of that has

been cited in previous chapters. Literature and translation oftheory was made available to all in the group

process, but some students were still confused about such concepts as praxis and the terms method and
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methodology by the end of the research. At a fairly late stage, one person asked for a definition of
methodology. This was in spite of the fact that I had already defined this term in the context ofwhat we
were doing and provided what I considered accessible literature on the subject including my own
research proposal. In the light of that evidence, I should have found other teaching tools to explain the
process much earlier on, or at least established within the process, areas ofconfusion. It is essential that
disabled researchers in the future feel they can undertake credible research with confidence with other
disabled people inside or outside a University. Other marginalised groups express similar views in the
context of research. As Walsh-Tapiata pointed out in relation to research with Maori:
Research is not something that belongs strictly within the province ofU niversities and academia
but could and should be actively pursued by iwi. It is important that more Maori are trained in
research, because while the debate around Maori research models that could involve others (other
iwi, Pakeha) in research settings, I am convinced that the quality of the richness of information
that originates from people with their own is different (Walsh-Tapiata, 1 997 :27 1 ) .
The group acknowledged the key factor o fa n all disabled group as central to the success o fthe group
process, and the safety of the "silent support group" has already been mentioned. This removed the
barriers to learning to some extent, but they then required the appropriate tools. I was asked to
conduct a training session on all aspects of the research presenting a cross section of the
methodology, the theories on which the project was built, including Rees's steps, and the research
principles. This session was held six months post evaluation after the summer break when people
were feeling fresher and ready for a new year. This coincided with our discussions on the future of
DARG as an organisation and the debate over my future involvement if any.

The training booklet in Appendix Eight was prepared as a training tool which they could subsequently
use in their studies. This began with a full glossary ofterms, contained parts of my own literature review,
aspects of the research diary and a summary of key points of the unfolding project. While the amount
of information given to them was enormous, I explained that they were not expected to take it all in at
once but it was there for their future reference and study. I went through the first few pages as

an

interactive teaching session where students were encouraged to ask questions and for points of
clarification as I spoke. Although they were familiar with definitions of emancipatory research, Rees's
steps and much of Fay's thesis, the opportunity to name more clearly w here this fitted in with the whole
process completed the picture for the group and I was clear how their participation was to be used in
my own thesis. I designed the session so that they would all have the opportunity to further reflect on
their own part in the research design and to consider ways they would use this process themselves i n
,
the future. I admitted to the group the amount of preconceptions I had when I entered into the process
in terms ofaiming to design a perfect research project where they were fully in charge ofthe whole process
including design of methodology and data analysis. What we achieved by my own evaluation fell short
of the ideal but in terms of the students' learning and development, all felt that they contributed to a
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unique and empowering experience and that the effects for themselves and for other disabled students
would be far-reaching.
A small number ofstudents were fully conversant with the technical aspects of the research and were able
to analyse the process in terms of their own future research. Jan who was conducting her Masters using
some elements of the action research spoke ofways in which she may develop her own methodology with
a focus on language:

The things that I discavered about definitionsfor a start, about the way language has changed, that was a thing

I could really take up more time. IfI did do a PhD that is probably the area I would look into more. Because

there are lots oflittle things in that project which I could take out but that i� probably the one area that Ifeel

I could expand more comfortably. Ijustfeel language is so changeable and it is ingroup outgroup. It has a
lot of things to do with power and peaple (Extract from Jan's personal story).
Sally also spoke of the way, the research had stimulated her wish to explore the power of narrative:
And for me the ultimate would be being able to integrate the research

I have done at varsity is

around the use ofnarratives. The use ofthe oral narrative and the legitimation ofthe oral narrative.
Exactly this, telling stories. I want to do for my research one day ( Extract from Sally's personal
story).
She went on to speak of the way she would like to use my PhD:

This is definitely your PhD, your model that you have set upfar. I would really like a personal co/lY ofyour
thesis. For my Master's thesis I can use your work as my theoryfoundation ..you use Rees and whatever.

YalL

get one theorist. Lets test this and push the boundaries. That I would really like to do one day. We have
started oJ! with a theoreticalframework and pushed those boundaries. We have come up with a new body
ofknowledge (ibid).
Others spoke of a new hunger for learning, but the number who were able to evaluate and run with
the methodology were in a minority. The level of personal growth in terms of transformation for
them was more significant even though this was linked to their U niversitystudy and the ability to make
changes in such key departments as education. As Coral said:

I have grown and matured as a person. I am a lot more vocal abaut things outside the group. The other day
they were talking about the socinlised effect ofteaching because ofthe scheme which was coming through..socinl
skills were the most important thing ofthis group orthat group within the teaching regime. When I was asked
my opinion ofwhat I have actually learntfor most ofthe last two years I said to learn to valuepeapLefor what
they are, not what they actually show in the way ofdisabiLity or things like that. And I was quite vocal about
it and nobody said anything but may be the message is going to seep through that department too. Especinlly
if I write my essay on the theme ( Extract from Coral's personal story).
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In the light of this evaluation, what is important in terms of defining the extent to which the model is
emancipatory? One clear answer to this would be: only the participants can decide (Lather,

1 994;

Bishop,

1995;

Bennie,

1 996; Walsh-Tapiata, 1 997).

1987; Boyles,

This question was posed within a series of

evaluation questions, which were covered in considerable detail in Chapter Eight.
In this chapter I have returned to the question in the context of my own analysis, to what extent this
research could be described as fully emancipatory. This has been examined in terms of the student
definition and more importantly, in terms of their level of research knowledge. I have explored this
question while acknowledging the boundaries of my own knowledge, understanding and
perspective as a disabled researcher.

This has been, however, consolidated by the student

evaluation of the research as presented in Chapter Eight which is testimony to some extent of its
success in achieving change on a personal and political level. This focuses on the degree of
transformation which is a key factor in the validity of an emancipatory process but is this enough?
With the benefit of hindsight, I have become aware that the teaching session which I presented with
a summary of the research process as a tool of iearning, ought to have occurred much earlier in the
research process, if the participants were to have been in a position to comment with confidence on
the emancipatory potential of the experience.

I had given all participants a copy of my research

proposal which gave a good deal of information about different approaches to research, a definition
of emancipatory research and a summary of Rees's steps based on a reconstruction within an
educational setting.

While they were able to connect this to some extent to what they were

undertaking, a teaching session discussing that paper in detail and the final session pre-evaluation
would have been more effective in ensuring that not only was the research conducted strictly within
the emancipatory principles laid out in Chapter Four, the students may have made more informed
comment on ways in which the research could have been conducted differently.
Taking these questions into consideration, my conclusions in Chapter Eleven, explore in more
depth the future of emanciaptory research and the range of approaches which can qualify as
emancipatory in both work and research settings. The next chapter explores a concrete outcome
of the research, the formation and future of DARG I nc and its contribution to future social change.

CHAPTER TEN
Future Directions:
Da rg Becomes An I ncorporated Society
Introdudion
Critical social science seeks to be a practical force by galvanizing its audience into socially
transformative action: this is what it means by empowerment. (Fay, 1 98 1 :285).
We have explored within the research a range of partnerships including the building of a
community of partnerships. I n this way partnerships between, for example, males and females and
Maori and Pakeha have been valued as integral to the group experience. In Chapter Seven, I
described the development and delivery of the disability equity training package while Chapter
Eight was focused on the student evaluation of the research. In that context, the evidence of the
research as a catalyst for change was examined in terms of the value and power of a group process
as well the benefits for the individuals within the group. Also described were the outcomes of the
training in terms of change at the level of tertiary structures. The actions which staff planned to take
have challenged the social construction and social creation of disability in their area and were
described as exam pies of the catalytic effect of the research action. The process further illustrated the
nature of the developing partnership between staff as well as between staff and disabled students.
I will now develop the concept of emancipatory research as a catalyst for change by describing and

analysing the process of negotiation of the future of the Disability Action Research Group. This will
include some reference to the extent to which the group entered a new life cycle in order to re
establish its direction ( Peck, 1 987; Glassman and Kates, 1 990; Kenny, 1 994). This analysis will
include what the students recommended in their evaluations for a future direction and the resulting
proposed structure of the group as an incorporated society. The process of rebuilding DARG as a
community will be described and the difficulties encountered by a group when negotiating
transition and change ( Peck, 1 987; Butler and Wintram, 1 990; Kenny, 1 994). The first section will
describe and analyse the practical and political issues the group had to face and will be divided into
four distinct sections: exploring options Jar group identity and actions; consolidation and Jacilitatitm. oJ
partnerships; negotiating a

new

identity; seekingJunding. The second section will more specifically focus

on the later stage of development, the process of incorporation and the resulting political
implications for the group of becoming a legal entity. The comments made will apply to DARG rnc
specifically and will form the foundation for lessons which might be used by other research action
groups to be presented in Chapter Eleven. I will speak from my experience as group facilitator
involved in the process and will refer to the discussions as recorded in the research diary.
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I
Exploring a new group identity and actions
During the evaluation process, a key question for the group was: what is the future role for DARG
as a training group, and what will be the image and structure the group will work with for future
endeavours? I was clear as principal researcher from the beginning that this type of research carries
with it a responsibility to accomplish change as well as to monitor and sustain that change once it has
occurred. The issues raised in the previous chapter about group development are relevant here and
worthy of consideration since all groups potentially experience difficulty in achieving change where
group structure and dynamics are ignored. Reference to group process in this chapter will however
be linked only to the key pertinent issues in organisational development. I will offer some insights
into the way in which I see my own role which will include the positive and negative aspects of
continuing in any sense as group leader.

I will then describe the formation of DARG as an

incorporated society alluding briefly to the group process as a new stage of community building was
reached. I n relation to critical theory, transformative action was geared to challenge the social
structures creating disability inside and outside the educational setting. The formation of DARG was
the catalyst for this action. The next section will explore the way recommendations for action
emerging from research and post training staff evaluation were considered as well as the re
negotiation of partnerships inside and outside of the group.

Consolidation and facilitation of partnerships
During evaluation the students of DARG expressed trepidation at the responsibility for sustaining
change especially within the University setting. It was important that I stepped back as facilitator
and allowed the group space to explore what they wanted in the coming years, what they felt they
were capable of and what they saw as their obligation to other disabled students. Three key issues
emerged in evaluation: the need for structure, for clear commitment on behalf of group members
and a plan of action. While continuing to evaluate the process, the group returned to a process of
"understanding themes" and "specirying problems" (Rees, 1 99 1 ) in recognition of the changing
priorities of the group.
The themes and objectives had necessarily changed in terms of the appropriate actions required of
the action group even though the commitment to social change through group action was a
continuing important focus. The practicalities of achieving change became much more important,
for example the issue of budget was looked at, as was the need for a paid administrator. This would
provide a degree of professionalism and ease the setting and achievement of goals. It would also be
a way of rewarding the invisible hours of work which are done such as the research diary (which
would become minutes of meetings), mail outs, liaison with key players in the system and action on
access. I explained that there was a role for a group facilitator to have an overview of what goes on
in the University and to work with liaison officers, to look at equity issues generally and to promote
disability studies. I said that I personally had no desire to be an administrator alone and I stressed
at this stage that while I had not committed myself in any way to agreeing to take on the co-
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ordinating role, I would explore with them what that person would do. When considering the
University structures from faculty down to departmental level it seemed an opportune time for

DARG

to step in and propose that it offered its services as a consultancy group in association with

student services. In this way participants felt that new found "awareness of policies" could be utilised
to advise students and staff on creating avenues in the system. Students felt that this would require
a permanent member-facilitator, possibly the co-ordinator of students with disabilities, or someone
working in partnership with this person, to bring together the group and set a direction.

The

transience of the student group in terms of membership was perceived as potentially problematic
in its tendency to destabilize the group and it was argued that any new group structure should
address the effects of this. All agreed that in response to staff evaluation an advisory group would
be made available to explore possibilities as to what stafflstudents needed to do. Some discussion
ensued as to how more concrete outcomes could be achieved this way rather than sloganizing,
moralising or agitating ( Butler and Wintram,

1 99 1 ) The group

aimed to further develop a team

approach in order to co-operatively construct strategies and answers rather than just highlighting
problems. This has been proven in the development of the staff contact network which looks at
concrete issues and practical solutions, to ensure the mutual benefit of staff students and institution.
The group identified some clear outcomes resulting from the research. The challenge facing

DARG

was to make the work meaningful in terms of achievement of real social change which could be
sustained.

It was considered that this "expert group" would be an ideal resource to offer to any

agency with an interest in disability research. For example, government was surveying statistics of
disabled students in tertiary education during this period and it was possible that we could offer
some advice on the implications of different trends for policy. It was recognized that a core stable
group would have to be established which may include ex-students. I will address this point in a later
section. Another outcome of the research was that it had been demonstrated that a group of students
could put together a quality staff training package and deliver it. It was argued that this laid the way
for disabled people to be key facilitators of consultant policy-making groups as opposed to
undervalued token members of predominantly nondisabled groups.
Three key initial proposals for action were put forward as follows: the first was that the group would
propose to the University that

DARG offers the services of its members and, to clarify the nature of

their expertise it was suggested that the philosophy, origins and aims were committed to paper. This
recognized that with membership of such a group comes a level of responsibility which must be
taken seriously ( Kenny,

1 994).

By establishing and owning the structure it was considered that each
,

person would identify their role more clearly and take responsibility for the success of the group.
The second was for the expectations of members to be clarified. This included a clearly stated level
of commitment, a basic ongoing framework for practice and statement of group objectives, for
example, an annual review of the training package, regular meetings and provision ofa mechanism
for ongoing support for group members. Finally, members agreed that adherence to the group's
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original empowerment philosophy was essential and a mission statement would reflect this. It was
suggested that we open up the group to staff with disabilities for a number of reasons: firstly it would
serve to raise its credibility and improve effectiveness; secondly, to provide a more long-term stable
membership to balance the transient student population; thirdly, to aim to improve access and
support to disabled staff as well as students, thus providing a model of good practice central to the
message of the training; finally, to ensure that key players within the system were aware of the
existence and role of DARG.

Negotiating a new identity
A second phase of the evaluation included extensive discussion on how DARG could achieve the
above goals and the group process will be alluded to in order to illustrate the significance of a new
phase of the group life cycle (Peck, 1 987; Glassman and Kates, 1 990; Kenny, 1 994). As a facilitator
I had been experiencing some difficulty in motivating the group to be energised to look ahead and
to conduct in-depth evaluation. Peck's analysis of community building ( 1 987) helped me to explain
to them what was happening. In Peck's terms this phase signified the 'death' of the action research
group in order to move forward into another identity. Towards the end of the evaluation process
some members were describing a feeling of depression and disaffection with the group. They were
questioning their ability to maintain a commitment or identify what they could offer to the group.
Statements about how difficult change was to achieve became commonplace and other group
members were affected by this. The impact of the group reaction to changing phases is significant
for other groups since, it would be easy to submit to the difficulties at this stage and objectives which
have been formerly energetically set can be dropped in the face of the conflict. Naming the process
as discussed in Chapter Nine contributes to participants' insight which enables them to take
responsibility for the success of the group process.
We explored a number of ways payment for an administrator could be achieved. It could be simply
an honorarium, or a part-time wage from the training courses. Alternatively, an outside funding
source such

as

Community Funding Agency could possibly fund the training group which could

subsequently service a number of institutions and community agencies. To obtain funding solely
from Victoria University would raise conflicts of interest and impede our ability to work outside the
University. Group members warned that if we were to ask for funding we would have to be seen as
a professional, credible enterprise with clear structures, membership and the ability to handle
money. The commitment to and clarity of goals were equally important. Coral particularly felt that
without this the group may die, that we would soon be asked to name two dates for staff training
and that in spite of our pressures we would have to be prepared. The group did not consider that
anyone was ready to run the training to the level Anne and I had facilitated the training in the past.
However, I pointed out that this failed to give credit to the skills in the group; I suggested that at least
two of them were capable, with support, of conducting this training and that I would support them
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to take a greater level of responsibility. Others would require more training or would take on
alternative crucial roles.
Events which occurred from here continued to reflect chaos in that people began to demand
structure, as I discussed previously, stating that the 'wishy-washiness' of our group operation did not
lead to a professional profile. They were sure that the only way the group had held together was
because of my ability to facilitate (which concerned me) and the fact that I had been seen as a
permanent stable leader. They gave no credit to the structure which had been the catalyst for such
change. As I pulled back, to ensure I did not manipulate the process, what emerged were what Peck

( 1 987) would call 'secondary leaders' who in his analysis, attempt to "escape into organisation"
( Peck, 1 987:93). Some people began to call for tight structures such as minutes, a chairperson and
meeting protocols.
As Peck says "organisation is a solution to chaos. I ndeed, that is the primary reason for organisation,

to minimise chaos" (Peck, 1 987 :9 1 ). However, I did not feel that rigid organisation and community
would be compatible for DARG, even though it felt like a safety net at the time. As Peck points out:
Committees and chairpersons do not a community make.. an organisation is able to nurture
a measure of community within itself only to the extent that it is willing to tolerate a certain
lack of structure. As long as the goal is community building, organisation as an attempted
solution to chaos is an unworkable solution (Peck, 1 987:92).
In consideration of the dynamics of DARG, we had temporarily lost sight of our philosophy of
participation through partnership.

We were attempting to achieve partnership through our

controlled participation. This is the very trap numerous groups fall into and remain in a tightly
structured hierarchy thereafter ( Peck, 1 987; Butler and Wintram 1 99 1 ; Shields, 1 99 1 ; Brown,

1 992). This phase of chaos remained for some time as the crucial transition period was complex and
our meetings were limited to once a month. For this reason I was not able to spend the necessary
time with the group in order to work through our transition problems. I will describe the process
from here in some detail in order to demonstrate the issues which arose when this particular group
of disabled people attempted to form a new organisation. Hopefully, their experience will have
some value for other groups as they attempt to form action groups.
During discussions we agreed that a committed group required a paid facilitator and the model one
person suggested was similar to her role as facilitator of the post-graduate forum where goals were
set by a committed student group. I n this context the facilitator simply ensures that everything
keeps ticking over and enables a sense of direction. Angela reminded us that since this was not a
Victoria University group, that other institutions were represented in DARG and that funding
should reflect this by coming from an outside source. She further suggested a training transition
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period of months where I would remain as facilitator and gradually train people up to take on
training roles. They felt that if I left at this point the group might have dissolved.
This worried me since I had been alerted to the danger of creating dependence. I was reminded
of the dilemmas of the researchers of the Otago Family Network "where it appeared at one stage that
the parents may have been reluctant to "take over" the Network project" (Ballard et ai, 1992;235).
In their situation however, I was reassured that given time and gentle encouragement, parents were
ready

to

take over. I have already discussed the disempowering nature of research where the

researcher disappears when the job is done. It was my duty to remind each student that they had
the skills to achieve group goals but the transition period may be a long one. I did reassure the group
constantly that I would not leave without ensuring tlle necessary support was available. I felt that
was sometimes forgotten when they considered the enormity of what they were taking on.

Seeking funding
It was suggested that the group draw up a budget and that running the training in other areas such
as teachers college may bring in necessary funding to pay for the position of administrator. The
group also felt that a training group could be viewed as a real resource and could earn enough to
sustain itself. In the same way as the Network parents did (Ballard et al, 1 992), I suggested we put
together a proposal and sort out issues such as the writing of a constitution and an estimation ofcosts
incurred by a salary, photocopying and general administration.
Since the group had requested that I became facilitator, I felt it was important to state what I would
require if I were to stay on. In the first place, I had never intended to abandon the group but I had
not assumed that they would want me to stay. Also I had to be clear about my other commitments
and requirements for a full time-salary. There was a possibility that I could facilitate the group as
part of my role but I felt that I would prefer to use the institution as a base to work from in order
to meet my own needs for support and a familiar infrastructure! This would not necessarily detract
from the status of the group as a free agent.

I would have clear expectations of the group

commitment and the allocation of roles since once we were an operating body with training
responsibilities, the group would need to establish credibility in its new identity. I committed myself,
while awaiting funding to partially facilitate training to which the group was committed, and
supported the others to share the remaining facilitation role. Other people could then test their own
skills and gain valuable training experience which would increase confidence.
The formation of the group as a professional entity posed a major decision and there was no way
I could suggest anything or give any further direction until the group had identified its direction.
I reminded everyone that whatever direction the group took it would still be working on
empowerment principles, perhaps based on Rees's steps where the group philosophy of inclusion
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would be inherent and it would be set up to encourage consistent reflection on issues. As Rees
recommends:
Organisations can be managed in such a way as to encourage a capacity for reflection, to
enhance social and political awareness, to contribute to empowerment by fostering
opportunities to learn (Rees, 1 995:287).
We proceeded at this stage to explore what would need to be done to pursue a source of funding.
We surveyed the range of options before us and allocated people the roles of compiling funding
applications. We also had to have an interim meeting structure and an accessible meeting place.
Meanwhile, Malcolm (a research participant) and I had been looking into the possibility of using
someone else's established business and premises as an interim measure to save the stress of setting
up alone. I explained that we saw the possibility of working in with B.F. of "Learning Unlimited"
who has a base in Education House from which she co-ordinates TOPS courses and other courses
for people with psychiatric disabilities. She was seen as someone who could use our skills and
knowledge and who would be interested in talking to us further about setting up in some negotiated
partnership. DARG members were anxious to retain autonomy of their group and sought
reassurance on this, but we had to act quickly to decide what we were to do since our services were
in demand nationally. The issues we had to confront were partially based on the fear of losing
control and included four clear thelJl€s: the first was the need for an established base and identity;
a second issue was the nature of the partnership with "Learning Unlimited"; third, admission of
new members and the issue of whether we would retain our independence or if we would be bound
by Learning Unlimited's company protocols; finally, the nature of the reciprocal arrangement.
There were concerns that we should remain a group of disabled people who operate with that
identity.

I

reassured the group that they would decide the terms of any legal arrangement and that

the current commitment to partnership would be honoured and remain the identity and
philosophy of DARG. As always the group would be owned by them as well as any structure they
chose. We affi rmed that while we would resist being co-opted by nondisabled people wishing to own
what we do, we would not wish to work alone, which would definitely

be

more stressful and

problematic. We realised we would have to plan a date for training at Victoria University for this
year and that would be a separate priority. Malcolm reiterated that any initial discussions with
Learning Unlimited would be strictly exploratory.

I

was worried about delays in applying for

funding. There was a suggestion that we put this on hold until the May deadline but I stated that
I

felt it was important to proceed without delay to facilitate our discussion with either Learning

Unlimited or any other private training enterprise. Malcolm said it was important that when
applying for funding that we clearly portrayed ourselves as a group of disabled students who were
facilitating training in the tertiary sector to improve their own access and that of others to tertiary

education. Learning Unlimited was only one of the options and we realised there may be others
who had something to offer in terms of partnership and existing structures. Group discussion
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subsequently revolved around concerns about identifying appropriate funding sources in order to
employ a co-ordinator.

Any funding would certainly give us more bargaining power and

independence within a business partnership with Learning Unlimited. I and another group
member took on the responsibility of entering initial discussions and of reporting back to the group.

Moving Towards A Legal Identity
I will present an analysis here, most of which I recorded in the research diary and presented to the
research group early in 1 996. The group at this stage had entered a new phase of "development of
political and interactive skills" (Rees, 1 99 1 ) where it began to explore current funding sources,
learnt to write funding proposals and liaised with funding providers. As I now reflect on the process
we went through, I realise that as facilitator, while I continued to remind the group of its origins and
our commitment to an empowerment approach to practice, I ' bought into' the fear around change
and allowed an over-emphasis on structure rather than pointing out the efficacy of the existing, less
rigid structure (Butler and Wintram , 1 99 1 ; Kenny, 1 994). In some ways this was an attempt to resist
a

return to powerlessness (Rees,

1 99 1 ) which occurs when one's security is threatened. "People are

routinely terrified of the emptiness of the unknown" (Peck, 1 987:94). It is interesting that we all
respond to this by exercising control, the very mechanism which causes powerlessness and destroys
partnership. Had I identified this sooner, I would perhaps have been able to guide the group into
a new sense of community much sooner.

The Formation of a Legal Entity
The evolution of the research group into an incorporated society continues to demonstrate as an
instrumental case study the catalytic power of emancipatory methodology. The group process and
the political implications of the actions taken have significance in the demonstration of integral
emancipatory principles serving the same function as the analysis of the training package. I will first
describe the process and offer a subsequent critical analysis.
It was agreed that DARG would become a legal entity in order to qualify for funding and to establish
a clear identity. The process of becoming incorporated proved a stressful one for the group and
served to alienate, to some extent, those who had no experience or understanding of the process.
We designed a structure for DARG which focused on all the different areas of interest and potential
growth. The conclusion of this discussion revolved around the need for increased sensitivity to each
other as group members, respect for individual roles and contributions and better group meeting
protocol including possibly shared lunch. This raised the important question of the future ofDARG.
To follow on from my previous point we had four key questions to address: the first was, how would
new members be involved and on what grounds would they be invited to participate? second, would
a core group/management group be established or would the group become an open collective?
what difference would a paid co-ordinator make and on what grounds may students be employed
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by the group? Four, how could original ideals and philosophy be retained while allowing the group
to grow?
The need to do things which both energised and empowered participants and to retain a structure
which ensured sensitivity to needs was seen as important. In relation to Rees's steps the following
diary entry was recorded:

We are in a new phase oflearning having told our research stories and we are now learning new systems;
our political awareness again revolves around possible funding structures, entering into partnership with
existing training providers, including demystifying the jargon around the business world. We have a
number of choices before us but we also have to question ourselves as to how we will retain our autonomy
when growth enables

us

to both reach a bigger audience and take on even greater responsibility. The

thought ofthis responsibilityfor what we have developed is frightening, but we can reassure ourselves that
as

long as we operate on the same basis as we always have we should not go wrong (Diary entry: March,

1 996).
Rees's steps were to continue to be the working framework but new ways to formalise the group
structure were conceptualised. An example of this was the writing of a mission statement and
meeting protocols and clear guidelines for participation in DARG were designed. In some ways to
set up as an incorporated society would force DARG to formalise along a set of rules but at the same
time the group aimed to retain an

emancipatory philosophy. It was important to take this

transitional phase slowly but steadily. Now research evaluation had been completed, a strategic plan
could be developed and definite goals set for the future.

Planning Future Goals
The group had to consider realistically what could be achieved in the coming year. Without knowing
about funding this was a difficult question to answer but it was considered that DARG should
demonstrate accountability to disabled people in terms of the research principles discussed in
Chapter Four. This could be achieved by publishing the kit and allowing it to be used around the
country. DARG had to trust, at this crucial stage, their nondisabled allies since they had some of the
resources needed for building firm bridges. Gaining knowledge ofthe legal system and perhaps the
national qualifications framework (NZQA) was to be the

next step in order to preserve group

autonomy while reaching out and using existing resources constructively.
It was not u ntil the group became incorporated and ran a first meeting as a legal entity that many
of the issues which had arisen during this phase of chaos were confronted.

Many members

expressed their pain and grief at the changes the action research group had gone through and
talked about their grievances about the behaviour of different group members. I n this way each
person was able to empty themselves of the negative energy they were experiencing and as the
group returned to a sense of partnership, the need for minutes, a chair-person. a secretary and
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many other formal elements of the meeting disappeared.

Every single person committed

themselves to a role and began to say what was needed in terms of rules and guidelines. Clearly,
unless one adheres to the basic principle of ownership, the ideals of a group will cease to be
emancipatory (Kenny, 1 994).
The question was: would such structure contradict group aims? While it was argued that the group
could operate as it wished, the contradiction of the legal structure would inevitably contaminate the
practices of the group thereafter. It is important to name this dynamic and to recognise the precise
ways in which it impacts on individual members and the objectives of the group. To date the
research group has worked along strict principles where each group member is equally responsible
for the outcomes and the facilitator has been there to serve the purposes of the group (Butler and
Wintram, 1 99 1 ; Kenny, 1 994). I note the use of the word 'strict' and acknowledge that on the surface
this could appear to be a contradiction in terms. However, without such a clear cut framework,
which for us took the form of Rees's steps, we may not have achieved as much. The group, however,
made those rules and adhered to them because they owned them and understood them. It was
essential to confront the implication of ignoring the outside constraints under which DARG was
operating. There is a danger of which I have previously spoken of the invisible power relations
where overt markers of power are removed within a collective setting:
I t is also arguable that as overt markers of power become less evident, covert markers of
power asymmetry becomes more subtle rather than disappearing (Fairclough, 1 995:203).
What happened to DARG in the process of incorporation was that the group had to conform to
outside rules in order to be recognized. Requirements of law had to be balanced with those of the
group and the challenge to remain working along emancipatory principles became much harder.
I would argue that in the process of incorporating, the group may have breached its own principles.
While there had been consultation with the group present at meetings and in writing to those who
were not, a deadline had to be met and there was little time to talk through the full implications of
becoming incorporated, of linking up with an existing private training establishment, or what
impact this would have on individual members. This, in conjunction with the transition from a
supportive research group to a viable business with premises, was difficult for some people to deal
with and, as I have described, provoked for some a temptation to return to powerlessness
It was recognized that it would have been easy for the group to slip into a more directive
hierarchical model of working in order to survive the outside world. Peck's explanation ( 1 987) of this
is perhaps the most pertinent one for this stage of our growth when he speaks of the constant tension
which a community must live by:
The tensions between entropic laziness, pulling us back repeatedly into traditional ways of
behaving or well-worn defensive patterns, and that part of our nature that stretches towards
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new, better ways of creating things or relationships are omnipresent in community. Because
of this tension, community once attained is never obtained for all time (Peck,

1 987: 1 36).

His answer is consistent self-monitoring known as community maintenance and in the same way the
group reflexively scrutinised its research practice, its present status was examined. However, Peck's
analysis is only part of the problem and I fe recognizes the impact of external power relations on
community groups and the need to adjust to, recognize and move with those pressures ( I fe,
A reflexive approach built-in to group practices ( Fook,

1 996)

1 995).

meant participants consistently

reminded each other that the reason DARG was set up in the first place was to challenge the very
contradiction which was avoided within the group structure. I have previously discussed the need
for structure and that collective leadership does not imply constant chaos. In a sense in the same way
as emancipatory research demands a synthesis of methods, traditional and innovative ( Heron,

1 98 1 ;

Reason and Rowan,

1 98 1 ;

Ballard,

1 99 1 ;

Doyle,

1 996), the same balance of approaches

be struck in working as a group and in building a management structure ( Rees,

1 995).

must

In asking

the question what existing conventions and expectations are valid and what is the logic behind them,
one can move towards the development of working practices which are both positive and efficient.
Fairclough speaks of the contradictions people encounter in the face of change:
Change involves forms of transgression, crossing boundaries, such as putting together
existing conditions in new combinations or drawing on conventions in situations which
usually preclude them ( Fairclough,

1 995:96).

To find a way to solve these problems which maintains the integrity of DARG will be a further model
for others to learn from . We recognized once we had time to discuss the mechanisms by which we
fulfilled our obligations, the dangers being confronted and the need for balance at all times. A set
of working questions by which DARG and other groups can monitor working practices, whether
that be in relation to research or work in the field generally, will be compiled in Chapter Eleven.
This goes beyond ground rules which all groups operate by, guidelines must be detailed and
adapted to the specific needs of the group members and again adapted as new objectives are formed.
I must admit a degree of trepidation at the ease with which any of us could fall into a less democratic
and a less emancipatory way of working. I would conclude, therefore, that the biggest challenge is
not so much accomplishing a piece of work which is fully emancipatory, it is in maintaining such
practice in the long term. I would argue that to claim to be working along such principles and to
be allowing practices which compromise such principles in any area of one's work could be more
disabling than if one had set out with an overt hierarchical model of working. Fay's theory of subtle
manipulation takes new credence in this context ( Fay,

1 987).

The group will face many challenges as it heads into the future. I t is committed to an emancipatory
philosophy and Rees's steps to empowerment will continue to form the fundamental framework
within which it works. However, inevitable contradictions are presented in dealing with the tertiary
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sector which is built on individualistic notions of achievement and whose priorities may differ from
those of the group. This will create a struggle to maintain group integrity. It would be valuable to
understand these conflicts in the context of discourse analysis.

The disabling influence of

contradictory discourses and discursive practices become increasingly clear as our ability to analyse
and expand on our world view (Fay, 1 987) increased. The democratization of discourse is what we
have attempted to achieve where power is shared in society between people and groups of
previously unequal power. What we have witnessed in research and in educational and societal
practices are contradictory messages of equality and power. As a group of disabled people who have
become an incorporated society, DARC has attempted to claim back its own power on society'S
current tenns which would be, in Fairclough's tenn, discoursal democratization which is:
Linked to and behind political democratization and the broad shift from coercion to consent,
incorporation and pluralism in the exercise of power. ( Fairclough, 1 995:80).
A group sense of integrity will be essential in future work since DARC's challenge to the structures
which disable its participants inside and outside the University is based on exposing the overt
contradictions and there is a need at all times to model coherent enabling practices. The work
already accomplished within the U niversity has established an expectation that disabled students

will be visible, will participate fully in the U niversity community and will have a voice in all aspects

of University life. The group has the potential to accomplish change in a number of key areas by
marketing the training kit, training disabled students to deliver it, as consultants inside and outside
the educational system and conducting research based on emancipatory principles.
The above account has addressed the first research question regarding the role of emancipatory
research in achieving autonomy for disabled people and change in the immediate environment.
Chapter Eleven will draw out some general conclusions and look critically at the research findings.

CHAPTER ELEVEN
Reflecti ng On The Resea rch : Some Conclusions
Introdudion
I n this final chapter, the potential for emancipatory research to achieve tangible change for disabled
people will be examined as well as the challenges in the use of this approach to research. A critique
of emancipatory research will discuss the potential for all research to have emancipatory value
depending on the approach and ideology of the researcher.
The project described presents an example of an emancipatory approach to research and an
analysis of its potential to enhance the lives of participants. This is in response to the first strand of
the research question which explored the role of emancipatory research in enabling disabled people
to take control of their lives and to achieve change in their immediate environment. The framework
described was built using a synthesis of methods taken from a range of examples cited in Chapter
Two which also challenged more traditional approaches to research. A critical approach ensures the
scrutiny of a range of methods and the recognition that what is emancipatory for some may be quite
the opposite for others depending on the context. The fact that the process undertaken by the
research group has been emancipatory in terms ofthe experience and understandings of those who
participated, does not automatically mean that this would be the case for all disabled people. It has
become clear that to claim that research must be done in the way described in order to be
emancipatory would be as tyrannous and prescriptive as some of the strictly positivist approaches
previously alluded to and which the establishment of the research group aimed to challenge.

A second strand of the research explored the use of Rees's steps as a methodological framework for
an emancipatory research process. This was incorporated with the research principles (Figure
Three) and Fay's basic scheme to provide an accessible explanatory framework. An analysis of the
amended basic scheme of enlightenment has been offered in relation to the experience of research
participants, staff participants in the training described and also, more particularly, to

the

implications for emancipatory research. The relevance of the limitations Fay acknowledges in the
achievement of concrete change have been acknowledged in Chapter Three. In the context of the
methodology, the way Rees's steps were used to create a tool for discussion and action has been
described. They were subsequently used as an evaluative tool in Chapter Eight.
This concluding discussion will focus on three key areas in relation to the research questions. Key
area one examines the potential for emancipatory research to achieve social change in the light of
the findings. This will include an analysis of the contribution made by DARG to personal and social
change for disabled people, followed by the challenges DARG faced and an indication of what other
groups may learn from the experience.
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A second key area will examine the theoretical frameworks of Fay and Rees and highlight the key
aspects of their particular contribution to the research described. In the critique of the steps their
limitations in relation to emancipatory research will be explored including discussion of the
potentially negative impact on participants in certain circumstances; the contribution they make
will then be explored, not only

to

research with disabled people but in the development of

emancipatory methods of working.
A third key area for concluding discussion will be the implications for policy and practice in the
disability field. This section will be divided into four sub-sections to ensure clarity of argument: the
first will begin with an analysis of the way research can emancipate or exploit depending on the
perspective of the researcher; the second will examine the possibilities of this type of approach in
work with marginalised groups; the third sub-section will present some general issues when working
with disabled people including the challenges to and roles and responsibilities of the researcher;
finally, the chapter will conclude with a brief look to the future and some recommendations for
researchers interested in conducting emancipatory research.

Key Area One: The potential for Emancipatory Research to Achieve
Personal and Social Change
After having completed a process which has claimed to represent an emancipatory model, it is
important to examine what can be learnt from its key components. Researchers who have
highlighted the difficulties involved in carrying out emancipatory research with disabled people
have been cited. Issues such as the costs involved have been raised (Barnes, 1 992; Beresford, 1 997):
these can be associated with the practical needs of participants with a wide range of impairments,
access requirements and, subsequently, costs of dissemination of results in a variety of media
(Beresford, 1 997). Researchers have claimed that what is required to achieve a model of
emancipatory research is a change in the social relations of research production (Oliver, 1 990;
Barnes, 1 992; Ballard, 1 993) and a recognition of the way findings can be coloured by the
perspective a researcher brings (Acker, Barry and Essweld, 1 983; Dubois, 1983; Reinharz, 1 990;
Barnes, 1 992, 1 996; Munford, 1 994; Bishop, 1 996). These debates have been considered previously
and a participatory reflexive approach (Lather, 1 986; Fook, 1 996) has provided the key to the
emancipatory approach described. This has allowed scrutiny of my role as a researcher, as a disabled
person and as a facilitator both from my own self-evaluation and that of the group. The role of the
group process and the fine balance provided by careful, sensitive facilitation has been a key finding
which has been addressed in Chapter Nine. Research participants have explored their contribution
to social change by what they have achieved and I as a researcher must explore further the extent
to which I have challenged those ways of conducting research which have previously been critiqued.
In other words I must critique the extent to which I have researcher have worked in real partnership
with the group and enabled participants to own the process. I have already critiqued the approach
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in Chapter Nine and this will be consolidated here. Within the personal and group evaluations, the
extent to which the experience has been empowering for each person involved has already been
discussed and measured in the following ways: by the level of personal change experienced, the
achievement of group objectives (the completion of the training kit) and finally, by the level of
change experienced within an educational setting which impacts on other disabled students. The
first part of this discussion will begin with the group as a vehicle for personal and social change.

DARG as a vehicle for personal and social change
We cannot know who we are until we act and our action takes place in a particular context of
relationship with particular others (Yeatman, 1 995:55).
In this section I will explore from a researcher's perspective what can be derived from the
experience of DARG. This includes an analysis of the way a research group process was perceived
to be the means of achieving a sense of personal autonomy, followed by the role of the group action
in accomplishing social change.
The evaluations presented speak for themselves. Within the first stage of research analysis, the
group found it necessary to re-evaluate its actions in all kinds of ways.

I, with the central

responsibilities of principal researcher, had a range of significant roles in the development of a
collaborative process. These included those of, initiator, facilitator, convenor, researcher,
housekeeper, participant (freleaven, 1 994: 1 52) and educator (Freire, 1 987). The ways in which I
have taken on roles where necessary has been discussed. I n Chapter Six the training role I was
obliged to take on in order to facilitate skill building, was described. In most other respects, I was
positioned as facilitator, firstly, of their learning and, secondly, of the group process (freleaven,

1 994). The collaborative process ensured responsiveness to the needs of the group and evaluation
and measurement of the success with which this was achieved. The framework for evaluation also
ensured reflection on the ways in which the lessons of the research process were being integrated
into their lives as well as measuring the extent to which they had moved as people ( Fook, 1 996).
Participant reports were enlightening in the way they highlighted some of the weaknesses in the
group, such as how new people were welcomed, the assumptions people tend to make about one
another and the destructive nature of non-communication. The group members had to learn to
empty themselves of any preconceptions in order to move into a sense of community (Peck,

1 987:63). Each person became committed to learn more about the wants and needs of other
members, thereby developing a more perceptive understanding (Butler and Wintram, 1 99 1 ;
Treleaven , 1 994). With that, came an awareness of the right to offer support

to

others with

confidence based on received personal wisdom, practical experience (Butler and Wintram,

1 99 1 :80) and, ultimately, practical assistance as was demonstrated in discussions presented in
Chapter Eight. This was based on trust between group members and between myself as facilitator
and the group (Butler and Wintram, 1 99 1 ; Whitmore, 1 994; Treleaven, 1 994). Many participants
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have reponed a process of self -discovery as they learnt they had permission to express their feelings
and their views. Finally, the group has not been merely outcome-oriented, all participants have
offered each other unflagging personal, practical and emotional support.
The evaluations helped group participants to identify what they needed to work on as well as their
strengths. It emerged as clearly important to build a structure and process which ensured that the
deficits of the group could be picked up early in a way which did not destroy the harmony and co
operation in the group (Whitmore, 1 990; B utler and Wintram, 1 99 1 ; Reason, 1 994; Treleaven,
1 994). During this time all individuals including myself, experienced personal traumas some of
which have been major life stresses. The background of DARG provided a support and continuity
without becoming a counselling group or putting everything on hold to deal with crisis resolution.
An over-emphasis on support may be just as destructive as lack of emphasis. The group managed
throughout to maintain a sense of professionalism without taking away from the respect for the
individual and our awareness of the baggage they are obliged to carry at any one time.
The experience of DARG was based on an adaptation of community development principles in
conjunction with Rees and Fay where the impairment of each participant including myself as
researcher, provided an extra dimension. I will briefly summarise the most relevant ones in relation
to the research.

Firstly structural analysis was a central tool at the beginning and subsequently

throughout the project to enable exploration of the experience of disability. This built on the
biography of each individual and worked towards an alternative theoretical perspective based on
the social theories of disability. Secondly, a critique of the social control functions of certain approaches
to research and institutional policies consolidated the group understanding. The effect of disabling
structures and past and contemporary research approaches were examined including the ways
these had contributed to the experience of disability. Thirdly, a critique of existing structures both in
terms oftheir personal lives and the University structures they were exposed to, enabled a definition
of research objectives. Fourthly, a commitment to challenging oppressive structures underpinned the
group's choice of research action in terms of the development of the training kit. Finally the ultimate
aim was to contribute to the personal liberation of a marginalised group, in the context of this research
to improve the access to tertiary education of students with disabilities (Barndt, 1 990; Munford,
Georgeson and Gordon, 1 994; Kenny, 1 994; I fe, 1 995;Fook, 1 996).
The group identified and struggled with the challenges posed by the social construction of disability.
In this sense, it provided a forum for the development of a positive political identity as well as being
instrumental for

achieving identified personal and political goals

(Shakespeare, 1 996). The

transformation of consciousness can lead to emancipation (Yeatman, 1 995) which is often
accomplished through collective political organisation (Shakespeare, 1 996) It could be argued that
DARG represented within the tertiary environment a microcosm of what the disability movement
is attempting to achieve in society. The group processes and actions challenged the views of disabled
people as powerless, incapable and passive; also participants were seen as credible people to train
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others around disability issues. The definitions (of disability) the group provided in training
challenged those which emanate from the traditional domination of professionals (Shakespeare,
1 996: 1 02). The activity of DARG and the group process itself laid the foundations for the change

DARG was able to achieve in the U niversity environment. The group also shared a cultural identity
which consolidated the extent to which change could be achieved. As Shakespeare points out:
"Challenging stereotypes, building solidarity, recounting new stories, are all about developing a
disability culture" (Shakespea�, 1 996: 1 03). He goes on to say the three aspects of disability identity
are interlinked and complex and all require attention. I have discussed the balance between the
personal and political which the members of DARG had to retain as it would have been easy to over
focus on changing the U niversity environment and to ignore the personal and psychological
obstacles to feeling empowered and effective (ibid). In this sense the group process provided the
forum for the necessary overall support as well as the space for critical reflection on the issues. I have
already described what is possible in terms of social change by providing the example of DARG Ine.
I will expand further on the implications for emancipatory research in other settings in key area

three of this chapter.
It would be appropriate to summarise the key components ofthe outcomes resulting from research
group activity. I would argue that, as a research group, DARG achieved most of its original objectives
as well as some unintended outcomes. First, the profile of disabled students at Victoria University
has been raised considerably and this has contributed to the greater awareness of student need in
terms of access around campus; second, there is evidence that the proactive stance taken by DARG
resulted in the beginning and/or the consolidation of a process of major institutional change in
relation to disability. This is embodied in greater flexibility of assessment and support systems and
the willingness of staff to deal sensitively and practically in partnership with disabled students; third,
reports from students and staff reveal a greater level of confidence in working with disability issues
and definite responsiveness on behalf of the system.
Significant incidental outcomes include: the setting up of a contact network (described in Chapter
Seven) in each Department, a commitment to continued training by the U niversity administration,
including specialist training for management; the development of DARG I nc is a second important
development and the group's resulting national profile as a result of the publication of the training
kit. Other tertiary institutions are now seeking to deliver this on their own campuses. The latest

requests for training have come from Massey University and the U niversity of Waikato. All of these

outcomes can be seen as a catalyst for social change albeit on a small scale within the tertiary
environment. From my own perspective as a researcher, the testimony of each of the students in
relation to every aspect of the process fulfilled the original principles identified. The implications
of the work of DARG for other groups in the quest for social change will now be explored.
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The challenges for DARG and the relevance for other groups
The issues of grappling with structure, negotiating new partnerships and setting up a business have
been similarly faced by many groups including Maori and women ( Kelly & Seweli, 1 99 1 ; Bishop,
1 996). The formation of DARG Inc is an example of an outcome of emancipatory research and the

challenge to maintain emancipatory principles in the continued work of a research group is as
important as that experienced in the research itself. Should any group overtly aspire to work along
emancipatory principles, the stress which is encountered during the formation of a legal entity is
often a test of the working philosophy (Kenny, 1 994). Research findings suggest that it is important
to regularly revisit the details of a group's working principles and evaluate the extent to which the
group is still operating along those principles. If new structure, funding sources, new members (for
example the balance of disabled people as opposed to nondisabled people), or methods of operation
such as committee structures, breeches those principles in any way, it is time to adjust or review the
guiding principles as to their relevance to the current working group (Kenny, 1 994; Ife, 1 995).
When a group operating for social change wishes to operate in the world as a legal entity capable
of supporting itself, contradictions are immediately introduced. This is illustrated where DARG was
obliged to register as an incorporated society and to pass through a complex process where it was
asked to state the numbers required for a quorum and the names of principal officers. As far as the
outside world was concerned a working hierarchy had been established. It could be argued that a
loosely organised collective can be less democratic than a more formal organisation because of the
dangers of domination by stronger members and the fact that decisions loosely made can be easily
overturned (Kenny, 1 994: 1 45). The potential for structure to be intrusive and disempowering has
been described as well as a method of introducing a non-intrusive-structure. This is to acknowledge
that the breaking down of hierarchy and denial of unequal skills can work at the lowest common
denominator and become inefficient (Kenny, 1 994: 1 45).
It was unanimously agreed that DARG wished to be viewed as credible and professional and to hold
its own in the academic world in order to accomplish the goals for change set out. For this to be a
reality, a range of structures were required to get things done and to empower people (Kenny,
1 994: 1 46). The questions to be asked are: do the structures assist the group to make decisions in an

effective and democratic way ? What strategies can the group identify to achieve these (ibid)? Is the
group able to make the huge commitment it will entail? Provided any structure in place is open to
monitoring and scrutiny by group members, it is likely that the emancipatory goals ofthe group will
be maintained. The same questions were asked in the planning of the research process and
methodology in terms of using some traditional methods and I would argue that a synthesis of
methods and approaches (Rowan, 1 98 1 ; Ballard, 1 99 1 ) have contributed to the formation of this
emancipatory model.
In this section the potential for this particular example of emancipatory research to achieve personal
and social change for those participating has been addressed. Its relevance and value in terms of the
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experience for other groups has also been explored. Key area two explores a second strand of the
research question and looks at the contribution of Rees and Fay to emancipatory research.

Key Area Two: The Contribution of the Thesis of Fay and Rees to
an Understanding of Emancipatory Research
A proper critical theory is one which possesses a stereoscopic vision which recognizes every

situation as one both of gain and loss, of change and stasis, of possibility and limit. The
amended scheme is meant to incorporate this dual vision. Without it critical social science is
likely to generate either into tyranny or quietism ( Fay, 1 987:2 1 5).
One of Fay's closing statements above reflects a fundamental theme which has been explored, that
of the potential of critical theory to inform emancipatory research. The theoretical basis of this
thesis, built partly on the work of Fay and Rees, has also formed an explanatory framework for the
methodology. In the first part of this section the scheme Fay has developed will be related to the
transformative process experienced by DARG. (Refer back to figure One Chapter Three and the
summary of the amended basic scheme also discussed in Chapter Three). In doing so, its value as
an explanatory framework in this type of research will be examined and the four key theories of the
amended scheme will be considered:
and

a

theory of reflexivity.

a

theory of the body,

a

theory of tradition,

a

theory of force

Figure Three, represented in Chapter Nine, outlines the basic scheme

as it relates to the steps to empowerment and emancipatory research principles. This framework
was adapted by myself and presented to the group.
(Friere's research methods represent my own interpretation in relation to Rees to strengthen the
argument).

How relevant is Fay's contribution and how has it been integrated with Rees's
steps?
Fay's basic scheme provided a useful explanatory framework for myself as a researcher while the
amended basic scheme highlighted the limitations of the theory and identified the need for other
theoretical frameworks to present a comprehensive picture. Fay's fundamental thesis was used to
provide an interpretation of the individual's fairly limited perception (due to life circumstances) as
to their real situation and this enabled identification of the fact that although the students who were

involved with DARG had all acknowledged they had a disability, to a large extent they were clearly
ignorant of the real causes of their disability. The theory was strengthened in conjunction with a

process of understanding themes (Rees's first step). This enabled a process whereby a growing
understanding of the implications of the social theories of disability, combined with the physical
limitations of the body, provided a pathway to personal and political change.
Fay's critique of critical theory, in terms of its limits, enabled a systematic identification of the gaps
in my own analysis. This is particularly so in terms of the extent to which he highlights the denial
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of the effects of somatic learning and how this poses a limit to emancipation. Chapter Three
described, in the interpretation of Fay's theory, the challenges faced by disabled people at Victoria
University. In collaboration with the research group, the issues of the physical effects of impairment
were addressed and they identified the way their own learning was affected by their daily
experience. In both the individual and group stories students shared their experiences of limited
access inside and outside the University and the way this has become a familiar part of their everyday
lives.
The research addressed this directly both in the way the group dealt directly with access in the
flexibility of participation and in the venues chosen as well as in the content of the research package
which facilitated exploration of access issues in depth. Students did not attempt to glamorise
disability in any way but stated the facts and balanced this by naming compensatory abilities. I n
doing so they have not only addressed their own negative internalisation, they have also educated
others and enabled identification of the "taken for granted" nature of the inaccessible environment.
One of the students actively participated in an access audit and used this research to convey to staff
areas which they could easily change by their own actions such as changing the venue of their
lectures or tutorial times to create greater access for some disabled students.
Fay's reference to the body stimulated my own thinking around the theory of the body in relation
to disability, linking in with the writings of Sullivan ( 1 995), Barnes and Mercer, ( 1 996) and
Shakespeare, ( 1 996) which build on the social oppression theories. Fay claims that bodily therapies
are required to reverse the negative effects of somatic learning. While previously I have suggested
caution with regard to "fixing" individuals, I have referred to the way hands on healing and massage
became a regular feature of our group meetings and aids such as pillows and lumbar rolls to ease
pain were freely distributed. Fay agrees that body therapies are "aggressively instrumental" and
that their intrusiveness is incongruent with the theory of education , in terms of the ability of the
individual to learn new ways of thinking and behaving(discussed in Chapter Three) revealing
serious limits to its application:
But people also are bodies. A good deal of their society enters their body directly, or continues
to be an effective determinant of their identities in addition to their having certain ideas; their
bodies bear their societies like stigmata.. something more direct, palpable and manipulative
and corporeal is called for. Personal and political liberation, in so far as it is possible, must be
somatic as well as spiritual (Fay, 1 987: 1 54).
Rees's steps provided a tool for addressing such limitations in the evaluation of self- image and
knowledge

in terms of the active linking of a damaged self-concept to people's life experience

including the experience of living with their particular impairment.

The theory of

false
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. FIGURE TH REE
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DEVELOPMENT OF
EMANCIPATORY
RESEARCH IN THE
DISABLlTY FIELD

REES'S STEPS TO
EMPOWERMENT

THE BASIC SCHEME
I A theory of false coucioumess

Understanding themes (power of
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the self concept of disabled people is
fhlse in that their understanding is
based on Perceptions of deficit and
dependency imposed on them.
(They engage in ideology critique.)
2) Greater awareness highlights how
research, science and the medical
profession creates and perpetuates
this ideology.

3)

Exploring the social construction
and social creation of disability
places the 'blame' firmly within
societal attitudes and practices.

Il A theory of crisis
4) Further exploration spells out the

biography).
Liberation
through
dialogue,
investigation
through
words
(Freire).
Evaluation
knowledge.

self

image

and

Evaluation of words
(Freire).

and themes

Specifying problem,
research questions.

setting

the

Codifying themes (Freire).
Presenting the codes by reflecting
self needs.
Developing awareness of policies:
Learning about the system.

mechanisms of oppression, eg the
systematic exclusion of disabled
people from education employment
etc.

Analysing and decoding (Freire).

5) On examination of the isolation

Externalising: Making links
contexts (Freire).

and discrimination experienced by
disabled people become aware that
current structures are based on the
dominance of an ableist society: a
competitive education system, a
discriminatory medical system, an
individualist economy.

The role of Emancipatory research
in personal liberation, awareness
and understanding of world view:
recognition of social construction.

Developing the notion of choice:
exploring educational options.
to

wider

Research
as
an
educational
experience and the role of non
disabled
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(alliance
between disabled and non-disabled).
Research
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the
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disabled
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Further
using
decoding
interdisciplinary studies (Freire).
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explores the roots of the oppression
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systems which impact, eg inflexibility
of assessment.

III A theory of education

Experiencing solidarity with others.

7) I ncreases understanding action

Resisting a return to powerlessness.

identifying precise areas for change.

8) The emergence of disability pride.
IV A

theory

of

transform.tive

Developing interactive and political

action

skills .
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Evaluation.
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action.

Preparation
(Freire).

Achieving real
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within research of the need for
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raising,
community
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Research as a catalyst for change
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of didactic materials

change within the University.
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consciousness triggered my own analysis of the mechanisms of oppression and my awareness of the

danger of denying the reality of a person or group of people. As Fook reminds us:
Any one interpretation of a situation, in this sense is only one perspective on a situation and
as such, remains at the level of an interpretation of 'reality' rather than reality itself (Fook,
1 996:4).

This is not to deny the importance of my role, the effect of my actions, and the fact that the group
committed themselves to contributing to my PhD. Lather speaks of the need for some outside
influence to evaluate the process since she claims that people are often too close to their situation and
blinded by false consciousness to be able to do this for themselves (Lather, 1 986). I do not agree
wholeheartedly with this statement. While I have advocated partnerships with nondisabled allies,
the research group has had full control over evaluation of their own action and changes. People
have been able to name their own previous ignorance, reclaim their lives and recognize the
damaging influence of the ignorance of other students in their situation.
While Fay's theory has provided a good explanatory framework for this phenomenon in terms of
the operationalisation of the research, the steps to empowerment have provided a safe tool by which
this could happen.
Specifying problems, the third of Rees's steps, allowed students to take control of the research

process and set their own objectives in the light of their new consciousness. . The second stage, a
theory of crisis, (refer back to Figure 3) has been used to analyse an early phase of the research,

where students explored the assessment systems at the university, participated in the access audit
and formed partnerships with key staff members. Rees's step, developing awareness of policies,
again provided a practical tool in highlighting the specific value of understanding institutional
policies and learning the skills to rewrite those policies.

Acquiring and using language, both to

describe the disability experience and to deal competently with professionals, became part of an
integral learning process. I also introduced research language consistently into the process.
Fay's theory of education gave me as the researcher a good starting point in conceptualising what
was required in terms of a representative case study which was DARG. The story of the Exodus so
clearly demonstrated the effects ofloss of identity ofa people and I used both the story of Plato's cave
and examples from the Exodus to relate to different aspects of what the research group was
experiencing. At a midway point before the training, the struggle to maintain a strong group as well
as the struggle each person was having to continue their studies made it difficult to always keep the
main goals in perspective. Allusion to Fay's translation of the Israelite experience enabled a clearer
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identification of the issues in resisting a return to powerlessness (the eighth step) and I presented
this extract to the group:
I t is an account of people who are enslaved in part because, not knowing their identity, they
are alienated from themselves and the sustaining power which is the deepest part of them;
and it is also an account in which they throw off their chains partly because they acquire a new
self understanding which reveals their genuine needs and possibilities. The Exodus story
provides a paradigm for the process of emancipation through enlightenment (Fay, 1 987 : 1 4).
The issues Fay raises in relation to the theory of force previously discussed also enabled analysis of
the group development in that they also reflect the very real fears involved in moving on and taking
responsibility in what may be perceived to be a less secure, sheltered and even threatening world.
In this way resisting a return to powerlessness has heightened significance for disabled people in the
extra physical vulnerability which is often experienced.
Reflection on the theory of tradition, identified by Fay as a limitation to the use of the basic scheme,
encouraged me to guide students to take account of the long history of Victoria University and to
reflect on the significance of long-standing practices and processes. In doing so It was clearly
unrealistic to expect overnight change and to address this the training emphasised the value of
existing systems which worked well and on which one could build to incorporate the needs of
disabled students. The need to value difference as enriching within this group of disabled people
also allowed more space for a bringing together of a range of cultural perspectives which further
enhanced the educational process: "human knowledge and human power do really meet as one"
(Fay, 1 987: 1 9). An analysis of the theory of transformative action, provided a theoretical guide for
the research to become a catalyst for change and partnership. In solidarity with others DARG
brought about personal and political changes, albeit on a small scale, while developing practical
interactive, political and academic (research) skills. The integral role of evaluation (the tenth step)
provided the necessary reflexivity, the absence of which was identified by Fay as a potential
limitation.
Fay's critical theory both explicitly and implicitly formed an explanatory framework for the
research. The theory has been consistently used and translated into the social theories of disability
in order to monitor my own actions and changes as well as those of the group and its associates.
Aspects of Fay's theories in relation to the research process have been explicitly alluded to and
discussed with the research group as previously indicated. I would argue that Fay's theories, in terms
of both the original and the amended basic schemes, are limited and limiting. They do enhance a
fundamental understanding of emancipation, but undue emphasis is placed on the responsibility
of the individual to emancipate him/herself without providing any tools with which to proceed.
While I recognize Fay's awareness of this, a consistent negative evaluation could be considered as
having limited value. I, personally, have been excited by the vision expressed by Fay but had to be
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careful not to impose this vision on a group of people and expect them to run with it. Walsh-Tapiata
( 1 997) agrees that Fay's theory on its own could be prescriptive and it would be easy for other

peoples' agendas to be imposed. She sees it, however, as valuable in conj unction with Rees's steps
since people are assisted to not only tell their own stories on their terms but also "to recognise that
different personal events can be linked to interconnected episodes that form a meaningful whole"
(Walsh-Tapiata, 1 997: 1 22). This allows individuals to develop a political analysis within their own
language and experience. For this reason Rees's steps, combined, to a large extent with the basic
scheme, formed a good explanatory framework to adhere to emancipatory principles as laid out in
Figure Three.
The next section will critique the use of Rees's steps as a model for emancipatory action research. It
will explore the extent to which the steps have fully complemented Fay's basic scheme while
addressing implicitly the limitations of the scheme. It will also examine how successfully Rees's steps
have dealt with those limitations and contradictions.

Rees's steps and their use as a practical research tool
This section will be divided into two key areas: the first will explore the issues I have been alerted
to as a researcher in applying this model in emancipatory research. I have also become aware of the
dangers of prescriptive use of the steps in any similar setting. The second will suggest ways in which
they could be positively implemented in different areas of research, or more particularly, in
emancipatory approaches to work with disabled people.
The debate would not be comprehensive without an honest assessment of some of the drawbacks in
applying this model indiscriminately. Research with disabled people is often perceived as difficult
to operationalise, particularly where people have significant communication impairments
(Bashford et ai, 1 995; Beresford, 1 997). This demands that the researcher is more creative about
his/her own communication. This is certainly one of the reasons that disabled people have been
hitherto virtually excluded from the development of research methodology where the research is
about them. The steps can be viewed as an exciting way forward but it is important to return to the
discussion, particularly in Chapter Nine, where some of the difficulties in conducting emancipatory
research were raised. Many of the points made can be applied directly to the use of Rees's steps and
that argument will now be revisited. My own experience of using the steps as facilitator will be
described, to demonstrate ways in which the difficulties were dealt with as well as to highlight some
of the contradictions which remain unanswered. This discussion will include, in the light of research
findings, the difficulties other researchers may face, particularly as nondisabled researchers working
with disabled people.
There can be a tendency to take the structure of the steps and use it prescriptively, especially when
one feels unsure of oneself and the people with whom one is working. Rees constructed the steps in
response to the work of Freire ( 1 972), Rose and Black ( 1 985) and Rosenfeld ( 1 989). All of these

Reflecting On The Research: Some Conclusions
259
authors had identified a process which was used to work with groups identified as oppressed in
different parts of the world.

Rees adapted them

to assist social workers to work in a more

empowering way with their 'clients' and at the same time to develop a political analysis of the
situation in which they and the people they were supporting found themselves. Although each step
was seen as distinct which was to be completed before working on another step, they were used only
as an educational device. Rees insisted that they were not to be rigidly followed as this would work
directly against the process of empowerment (Rees, 1 992:87).

I have already described in Chapter Three, the steps to empowerment more as a series of
interlocking circles and Rees has dealt with the linear effect by refusing to number them. It is
important that the inter-relatedness of initiatives is recognized between each step and that
responsibilities acknowledged are carried through to the next step. I , as a researcher working with
the steps, had a responsibility to establish trust and credibility at the beginning. The first stage of
understanding themes provided the opportunity to break down the power differentials, to tell my

own story (to make an equal contribution) and to identify in a collaborative way the commonalities
between my own situation and those of the research participants. I had to seriously consider what
was appropriate to share and to exercise judgement as to its impact on others, on myself and its
implications for my role (Zeller, 1 993: 1 70).

As I discussed previously, I began by using an example of part of my story in relation to the steps
and it was successful in stimulating deep reflection among those present. By beginning this way
however, I was estimating the ability of the group to deal constructively with what I was telling them
in order to explore their own experience. If I had misjudged that in any way I may have found a
much depleted research group. As I said in my previous discussion I do believe there is an element
of manipulation in this approach given that I have a preconceived idea of what will 'work' and
although anecdote is an excellent educational tool (Van Manen, 1 990; French, 1 992), it was a
deliberate method, not at that point a spontaneous statement of my history. The fuct that those
participating did then relate spontaneously to the steps does not cancel out the fact that a structure
had been imposed. The arguments about the ethics of this approach continue between researchers,
professionals and disabled people themselves. The issues arising as a disabled person undertaking
research have been discussed in detail in Chapter Five, including the advantages and disadvantages.
To return to the initial stages of the steps, trust and credibility were effectively established through
the use of my personal experience and facilitation skills.

However, this had to be consistently

maintained by addressing it in everything subsequently instigated, in every response I made as
facilitator and in the way I supported each individual in the group. The fact that " I" as fucilitator
was so important in the process chosen is potentially problematic. There was a risk that my own
knowledge and values could be over-imposed, especially in relation to the steps. The question
should be raised as to whether the group could have worked well with the steps if they had been
asked to facilitate the process themselves. I suspect that the depth with which the steps were used
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as a tool depended on the degree of safety experienced and, in this case, I would argue that a skilled
facilitator and a balanced group process provided the necessary environment. If "I" had got this
wrong, the outcome may have been disempowering. This was avoided by good group preparation,
development of ground rules and initial group exercises. Rees also emphasises the responsibility of
the worker or facilitator which is significant to this discussion:
Even if credibility and trust have been achieved at one point in time, that is unlikely to be a
permanent feature of working relationships. Successful completion of each step requires
constant attention to the gaining of credibility and the maintenance of trust (Rees, 1 992:87).
They were each unique with a different contribution to make, and although I facilitated a group of
twelve I had to ensure that each person remained aware of this fact. This, in part, depended on my
personal relationship with each person as well as the way the group dynamics were handled. The
partnership could never be taken for granted and it could be concluded that any researcher
working with a group at this early stage, must acknowledge the limitations of what they have
achieved while remaining open and responsive to the changes in needs.
Whatever the context of the inquiry, if the steps are to be used, I have realised how important it was
that I , as researcher, had a clear view of exactly what the steps meant for me personally as well as
for the research participants, the significance of each stage for the research process and an ability
to articulate the political situation. Freire's concept of a "liberating educator" (Freire, 1 987) enabled
me to clarify my role in making space for the research participants to explore the distribution of
power and its consequences. This occurred for DARG as the group developed an understanding of
the social theories of disability in practice in the University and, because of my own situation and
analysis over the years, I was able to successfully guide this learning process. Had I attempted the
same process a few years ago with less experience and understanding, it would have been impossible
for me to provide the necessary guidance. I t needs to be acknowledged that all groups attempting
to enter into this process may not have access to this level of expertise.
I chose to use the steps overtly and in this way make them a visible research tool. I was alerted to
the temptation to design research methodology around them without adequate involvement of
participants in discussion of what they mean. I ndeed, as one witnesses any process of change, it is
easy to see how the steps apply and can be an analytical tool. While a less participatory approach
has more limited emancipatory value, the use of the steps as a verbal discussion tool may not be
accessible where participants have some form of intellectual disability or where the researcher lacks
communication skills to interact easily with participants. This would be particularly true where the
principal form of communication is non-verbal.

However as Perkins has demonstrated, the

researcher need not be limited by their own communication style and one can

be

creative in the

development of a participatory model with those who present significant communication challenges
(Perkins, 1 996).
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I have stated previously that of key importance for me, was the ability to relate personally and to
analyse the social construction of disability in relation to the research context. However, the question
must be asked: am I in fact defining reality for the research participants by modelling in this way
or by playing the role of educator? People must be allowed to interpret their own stories and their
own reality without judgement and to grow and change at their own pace. This is not to negate the
skill of the researcher any more than it would be appropriate to negate those of the participants. As
Rees points out, when he raises a similar issue in the social work context:
Caution about professionals defining reality for those who appear to have less power than
they do, is not the equivalent of saying that practitioners do not have a lot to share with clients
and cannot influence them. They pass on information, provide support, generate ideas and
participate in making plans. But in so doing they recognize that the other party possesses
different information and has had different experiences (Rees, 1 992:90).
Disabled and nondisabled researchers using the steps with a group of disabled people would avoid
some of the potential problems by developing an appropriate mechanism of self-reflexivity which
will allow the participants identifYing as disabled, to name at the outset, their own skills. Similar to
the DARG process, these can be regularly reviewed and the researcher committed to an
emancipatory approach will ensure methods which utilise both the skills and expertise people
possess in relation to their own circumstances (Fook, 1 996). Often the significant level of empathy
which can be exhibited by disabled people, when relating to other peoples' situations, can offer
invaluable assistance to the researcher to evaluate more effectively what is happening. One cannot
eradicate the power differentials but one can use the steps to either enhance them or dismantle
them. Rees identified the implicit assumption of some superior knowledge and cited Berger's
critique of consciousness raising to illustrate the need for a "lesson in humility" (Rees, 1 992:90).
Perhaps another disadvantage of the steps for a researcher working within a time -frame with a
group of people is the expectation that everyone will grow and change at the same rate when in fact
life is just not like that! This expectation encouraged in some way by the facilitator can be disabling
and detract from the group experience. The group dynamics have been discussed in considerable
detail and the ways in which these difficulties were addressed in co-operation with the group. It w�s
important not to pressure the group to move too quickly from one stage to another. DARG, as a
group, did manage to work cohesively and efficiently, using the steps which were useful in providing
a political analysis and a measurement of personal growth. If the research had been conducted with
a group who did not have the same appreciation of the steps in the form in which they were
presented, the agenda, and therefore the analysis would have remained that of myself as the
researcher.

While this is not necessarily in any way destructive, it could not be viewed as

emancipatory .
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Rees contests another implicit assumption which could be considered pertinent to this discussion.
The theory around the steps implies that all people whether they be social workers, researchers, or
community workers, always wish to empower those with whom they work. One could agree that this
may be unlikely, since many may have internalised those aspects of their training based on a medical
model. This can have the effect that they can find it difficult to conceive of disabled people in terms
of their "potentialities" ( Freire, 1 972). Rees asserts:
Some practitioners, as a result of their professional education and socialisation, will have
adopted a brand of professionalism which eschews any notion of partnership. [n all those
circumstances, fascination, let alone excitement, in what might be learned from clients is
unlikely (Rees, 1 992:90).
A final point in this section concerns the definition of empowerment. [ had a clear vision when [ set
out and applied the steps of what [ considered would be "empowerment" for the people
participating. [ was determined to achieve this for myself and the group and [ approached the
exercise with passion. However, it was important to recognize that any degree of growth and change
the students could identity was important and could be achieved within any one of the steps. Even
if they had not progressed further than understanding themes, this would not necessarily have
negated the value of the steps or the exercise. It is only in retrospect that [ can fully appreciate this,
so the lessons I have learnt may benefit other researchers. These lessons include the importance of
a close examination of: whose reality and whose definition of empowerment is being used? If as a
researcher, one is measuring success by one's own definition, the steps could potentially negate the
progress people make rather than serve as a foundation. The power can remain in the hands of the
researcher if the researcher so chooses but it must remain in the hands of participants if the process
is to be emancipatory. What can be construed as emancipatory must therefore also be left to the
participant to define. I have discussed in Chapter Nine the extent to which the research can be
described as emancipatory. It is up to the researcher to ensure that people are allowed to opt in and
out on their terms and take a back or front role depending on their circumstances while still feeling
fully involved. For some of the DARG participants this was key to the extent to which the experience
was emancipatory. A secret of successful emancipatory research can therefore be perhaps seen as
the ability to keep the process going even when people (including the principal researcher) are
needing time out. I have related how the group continued with the development of the kit in
Chapter Eight for a three week period when a family crisis meant I had to return to England.
By entering into this debate I am in no way negating the value of the steps in participatory or
emancipatory research. The aim is to encourage reflexivity in methodological analysis if the model
previously described is to be used elsewhere. Having addressed the possible pitfalls in using the
steps, a second phase of this critique will

explore the potential the steps hold, not just for

emancipatory research, but to inform an emancipatory approach to good practice when working
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with disabled people. It will become clear that those limitations identified within Fay's critical theory
can be dealt with by the flexibility provided by Rees's steps.

Rees's steps as a tool for partnership
It is beyond the scope of this thesis to specify ways in which the steps could be used in settings other

than within research. It is important however to remind ourselves that every aspect of what we do

in this field has relevance: for example, Freire connects teaching and research as a "mutual act of
knowing" (Freire, 1 987: 1 72) and Mc Niff is equally clear:
I feel there is much pressure on teachers to conform to a perceived need to justify their
pedagogic practices rather than to investigate how their personal and professional conduct
affects learners (McNiff, 1 994:7).
The link which can be consistently made is that between research as work practice and the
responsibility of the practitioner to work in an enabling empowering manner whatever their role
and responsibility. The quest for emancipation in the field of disability happens at many different
levels every day. I t could be argued that the process of relocation of a group of people labelled as
intellectually disabled from a long-term institution could be successfully conducted as an action
research project. The process always involves a large amount of work to construct lifestyle plans,
explore the possibilities for suitable relocation, organise day and residential care and find support
workers who have a full appreciation of the huge leap this is for the people involved. Bach explores
in depth the vantage points for establishing quality of life indicators and the range of different
conclusions which can be drawn based on the particular approach taken (Bach, 1 994). I t could be
argued, remaining with this example, that the process could be either emancipatory or it could be
abusive depending on the perspective of the people directing the process.
My vision for the future is that those who are among the most vulnerable can enjoy the kind of
liberation I and the students I worked with have experienced and, that the links which have been
made, wiII be adapted into more emancipatory methods of working.

While it would be too

restrictive to say that research such as DARG has undertaken is the way to conduct emancipatory
research, it is indeed one way. This thesis has presented a model of working which suited the needs

of a group of students, and the very smallest achievement on an individual basis has had equal
importance to the very visible success of setting up an organisation (DARG lnc). The aim here has
been to clarify, once the pitfalls have been acknowledged and dealt with, that an emancipatory
approach can facilitate important small changes irrespective ofthe degree of participation or ability
of research participants. Whether one is focusing on taking a small part of someone's lifestyle or
training plan (working in the services), conducting small-scale research with individuals in a tertiary
setting in order to enable choice and identification of barriers, or is responding to a request by a
government organisation or sub-committee for "consumer feedback" and even full consumer
participation, an emancipatory process, using the steps, has validity and would be possible.
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Key Area Three: Implications for Research Policy and Practice
What has been described is a model of emancipatory research based on some clearly stated
emancipatory principles (see Figure Three). The specific features of the model presented can be
integrated into many other models. This widens the scope of its value and the implications for its
wider application. What will be explored now is the potential for other types of research to qualify
as emancipatory depending on the integrity of the researcher (Barnes, 1 992). This includes his/her
willingness to work in the best, preferably self-defined interests of those subject to the research. This
will be followed by some suggestions when working with disabled people and concluding comments
on research generally in the disability field. Checklists for researchers to act as a reflexive tool when
embarking on this type of research are presented in Appendix One.

Resea rch as a tool of ema ncipation or exploitation
This thesis began with some dramatic examples of research which were perceived to be exploitative.
Research has after all been used at times to condemn whole groups to destruction as described in
Chapter Two (Morris, 1 992). An argument often proffered in order to reject a more emancipatory
approach to research is the sheer size of a research project. It could again be argued, using the
example of Hollows's research cited in chapter Two, that no matter how large a research project is,
information can be collated in a way which respects the individual, allows the individual to have
input into the research questions and ownership of the outcome. Time, energy and expense are
often used as excuses but a more emancipatory approach can always be found within available
resources.
Having said this, methodology designed on overtly emancipatory principles can be covertly abusive
to participants in the manipulation of power dynamics, the exploitation of people's painful
experiences or through the expectation that they have to make a significant and ongoing
commitment to the research beyond their physical and emotional ability. This has been, to some
extent, previously discussed in the reference to the danger of subtle manipulation (Fay, 1 987), or to
the inappropriate use of one's life experience to gain people's confidence. Provided people know,
as the DARG students did, that they can be flexible in their participation and be supported whatever
.

the level of participation the danger of abuse of this nature can be avoided.
What perhaps we should be reminded of here is that the whole debate in this area is rooted in ethics
and the definition of ethical conduct in research. The perspective on what is ethical has been defined
by the quality of participation in, and ownership of, the research itself. From a positivist perspective
the 'inter alia', the necessary distance between researcher and subject "required that professional
standards and federal regulations be constituted that protected the research "object"- a human
being from being permanently harmed or from having his or her constitutional rights violated"
(Lincoln, 1 988:289). This gave the researcher the power to define reality in the interests of the
person being researched. A philosophical shift away from positivism begins to dismantle this power
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base. Researchers agree that a new set of working guidelines and principles are necessary in order
to ensure the ethical basis of our research (Oliver, 1 990; Morris, 1 992; Barnes, 1 992; Ballard, 1 993).
The principles I laid out in Chapter Five are a good foundation for all researchers whatever the area
of inquiry and whatever the approach. As Lincoln says, however, there is no way we can police the
all-round use of ethical principles.
There is no principle on earth that can protect the innocent from the unprincipled or that
can, for that matter, protect the principled from being taken advantage of by those less
scrupulous (Lincoln, 1 988:292).
The avenues by which more traditionally focused research projects could reflect emancipatory
principles is the brief of another piece of work. The key point to remember is that any research can
be as much a vehicle of exploitation as it can emancipation. What appears superficially to be safe
practice may, when one looks beneath the surface, be hiding exploitative practices. The antithesis
to that is: no research or research area or method should be rejected without due regard to the
principle or theoretical perspective on which it has been based. So what does this mean for research
in the disability field and what can the model which has been presented contribute to the debate and
the working practices of researchers?

The future for emancipatory research with marginalised groups
Approaches to research more recently employed by Munford ( 1 989) with parents and service
providers. The work undertaken by Ballard ( 1 994) by Kerr ( 1 995) with families, Hera ( 1 996) with
women, Bennie ( 1 996) and Perkins ( 1 996) with disabled people, and Walsh-Tapiata with Maori are
some examples which ( 1 997) have challenged the more traditional research approaches. They have
also given greater credence to the self-knowledge and experience of disabled people and their
families. I have previously referred to the work of Perkins whose thesis explored the stories of
people with intellectual disabilities within disability services. This was designed along emancipatory
principles and illustrated the possibilities for working with people with more severe disabilities
( Perkins, 1 996). By actively supporting disabled people to engage in research, they and other
committed allies have created the necessary partnership to challenge academia and to subsequently
place the theme of research by disabled people very firmly on the academic agenda. I join these
people in strengthening the pathway for change.
The key message this research brings in terms of work with disabled people is that the approach and
response of the researcher is crucial to the extent to which a participant'S experience is one of
emancipation. The importance of reflexivity and evaluation have been reinforced throughout and
perhaps the most useful contribution this thesis can make to other researchers is to suggest some
simple mechanisms to monitor researcher behaviour (Appendix One). Evaluation has been
essential and will be an integral part of an emancipatory approach to practice. One true test of
evaluation concerns whether the themes one began the process with have been redefined. In the
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case of this research, within evaluation,

the concrete changes achieved in the immediate

environment have been consistently monitored, thus challenging what the group identified as the
social creation of disability. Where disabled people are concerned, the particular themes which
constitute the social construction and creation of disability for them are those which must be
addressed if a truly emancipatory approach has been used. It can be concluded that evaluation is an
essential key to the validity of any research process. At this point it would be pertinent to revisit some
key issues when engaged in research with disabled people and at the same time reiterate some of
the challenges which have faced me and will face other researchers aiming to achieve such a model.

Working with Disa bled People: Some Genera l Issues for Research
Many of the issues raised here will have relevance for the implementation of an emancipatory
approach with other marginalised groups. This section will be divided into five distinct parts: the
creation of an enabling environment; dealing with physical exhaustion and illness; the
significance of identifying individual skills; making informed decisions; and finally, the
researcher's roles and responsibilities in conducting emancipatory research.

Creati ng an enabling envi ronment
I have already discussed some problems facing disabled groups in terms of dependence and power
issues including the ways I have dealt with my own power. The challenge has been to build a critical
community which is "a safe place precisely because no one is attempting to heal or convert you, to
fix you, to change you, instead the members accept you as you are" ( Peck, 1 987 :68).
The temptation to "fix" people is even greater where disability is an issue, furthermore the dynamic
identified by Freire of "the oppressor within the oppressed" (Freire, 1 972) can be more evident in
groups of vulnerable people.

I, as facilitator, have been alert to this and have stressed the

importance of any potential to misuse my power. It could be argued tllat this would have relevance,
irrespective of one's status as a disabled or non-disabled person. I was aware how easy it would have
been to manipulate the group down a path which suited my own vision and original proposal and
the equal ease with which this behaviour can be rationalised. The group structure and reflexive
mechanisms aimed to prevent this and, consequently, I was able to balance a tendency to teach with
a positive empowering approach to facilitation. This was difficult since I definitely fulfilled a
teaching role in the sense of imparting crucial information but I was a researcher not a teacher.
have had to continually question my own motives.
The access issues can be phenomenal in that different abilities can be so marked that it would be easy
to overlook someone's communication requirements and thereby create a disabling environment.
A thorough understanding of approachin g the identification of support needs is vital as well as
having the expertise and resources to ensure those needs are met. I have already said that no one
who was deaf or blind participated in our research and it would have been difficult to obtain the
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resources to have a signer present at every meeting.

However, if a deaf student had wished to

participate, I would have endeavoured to gain the necessary funding. I must add that I feel I could
have recruited deaf students more actively and my failure to do so is more to do with my own
inadequacy in this area since I cannot sign. In retrospect, the fact that we did not have to deal with
the challenges posed by someone who would challenge the communication skills of the wider group
means there is an area still unexplored in terms of emancipatory research which would be valuable
to pursue in future work. I carefully monitored as group leader a tendency to compliance which is
often experienced in work with disabled people (Oliver, 1 990; Morris, 1 992; Perkins, 1 996). This
makes it hard to identify true decision making by research participants which is not manipulated
(albeit unwittingly) by the researcher.

I had to resist the tendency, based on my own agenda,

especially when I was under pressure , not to rush through the process. I spoke of the unwillingness
of the group to evaluate my behaviour as a researcher. It may be that they were happy with what
I had done and that I had provided enough opportunities throughout for them to challenge my
leadership but I had to be thorough in the final analysis to ensure there was adequate space provided
to critique what I did in a constructive way. On the other hand, the criticism I did take at times was

difficult for my perfectionist personality! The irony is that I can remember almost every critical
comment which was made and they were often about crucial aspects of the research process. An
example of this was mentioned in Chapter Eight, when one member said the group was without
structure. The discussion which ensued about structure represented an important learning curve
for all of us For anyone conducting this type of research, skills, understanding of disability and the
maturity to withstand criticism are required to ensure that the researcher is not limited by his/her
own experience and personal assumptions.
Emancipatory action research takes time, energy and commitment.

If one strikes the necessary

balance this can be energising but where this type of research fails is where the responsibility is not
adequately shared and the chaos characteristic of community building (Peck, 1 987; Glassman and
Kates, 1 990) becomes a permanent feature of group dynamics. Where one is working with disabled
participants, there will often be people who have difficulty in accepting responsibility because it has
never been expected of them.

As research facilitator, one has to learn to push people to identify and

reach their potential without frightening them into thinking they are out of their depth. To illustrate
this, one student rang me one night in quite a state as he was having difficulty with room bookings,
which at the U niversity is not as straightforward as it sounds. This combined with some other
stresses in his life and study made him feel like he would never cope with the demands this was
making on him.

My job was to diffuse the situation, calm him down and talk through some

alternatives without taking the job on myself. In some ways it would have been easier to do so, but
he would never have learnt anything from that experience. I t felt risky not to do so since one never
really knows exactly how much people can take without getting ill, breaking down in some way or
pulling out. 1 was careful at this stage, however, to reflect on the approach to sharing tasks which had
been taken and raised this at the next meeting as a group responsibility to monitor. Another issue
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here is that one cannot go home at the end of the day with this type of research and expect to leave
it behind. The impact it has on the lives of others means that one has to be available at all times and
if one is not willing to do this, the enterprise should not be taken on. However, if the group is well
organised and supported it is unlikely that there will be many "crises".

Dea ling with physical exhaustion and ill ness
Because of the high level of commitment to our research it was more likely that illness would become
an issue which impeded our progress rather than lack of interest or ability.

All people in this

research felt stretched beyond their usual limits and they required significant support practical and
emotional. The feedback from research participants bore wimess to the fact that because they felt
empowered by the process they discovered strength in themselves they were not aware they had,
making illness less likely from a holistic point of view. The same applied to myself in that

an

environment was created which energised me, enhanced my own ability to lead and survive many
gruelling hours of hard work.

The significance of identifying individual ski lls
Partnership implies equal contribution and i n order to truly contribute, disabled people must be
able to evaluate their own skills and abilities. Every person has a contribution to make and it is the
support worker/researcher's job to facilitate awareness of the range of skills one has had to develop
to survive the daily grind of disability. This will counteract the often negative self-image which is so
typical of the disability experience. People's own perception of disability is often based on a medical
model of disability and the support worker/researcher has some responsibility to point out and
explain the difference between impairment and disability. For many disabled people this may be

�

their first exposure to the social theories of disability and the impact of this realisation must be
acknowledged.

Making informed decisions
The need for a fine balance is presented here, between enabling independent decision- making
based on existing knowledge and resources and providing direction which will ensure the ability to
make truly informed decisions. What is being described applies to research with disabled and non
disabled people but the issues are certainly compounded for disabled participants. While it is hoped
our research will encourage people to use this model, it would be wise to approach the process with
caution and be sure the appropriate skills and resources are available to all involved.

The roles and responsibilities of the researcher in conducting emancipatory
research
I t is necessary to return briefly to the role of the researcher as facilitator, which has been covered in
my section on "the disabled person as researcher" in Chapter Five.

To enter into a fully

emancipatory research process is powe rful and, if successful, has lasting consequences for all
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participants. The person who has initiated the process has a responsibility to ensure that they do not
leave a group to flo under once their research role has finished. This is not a process one can walk
away from.

A gradual transition may be acceptable but if one is not prepared for the long haul, qne

should not even begin . The process where

DARG

I nc. was formed bears out this statement and

without the continued existence of DARG, the changes at the University would have been unlikely
to be sustained. Other issues in relation to validity have been previously discussed.
Any research methodology within an emancipatory framework will allow exploration of positive
images and perceptions of self before the process of identifying areas of inquiry. The reflexivity
provided by the group process and the space to tell people's stories can facilitate the exploration
of individual achievements. However, Rees has placed implicit emphasis on the person being
supported. I would argue in a research context that the researcher must also consider their own self
image and what they are bringing to this partnership. This can be in a positive or negative sense.
For example, if the researcher sees him/herself as superior in some way, it may be a necessarily
humbling experience to now focus on the reality of how much has depended on the image presented
by status rather than actual useful skills. On a positive note, to name some aspects of one's skills and
life experience is a valuable contribution and can enhance the partnership.
It is pertinent to make a final comment about the experience of the researcher in an emancipatory
context.

For the researcher, it is possible to learn a great deal from the research participants,

research allies and supervisors. One can start out with passion and a vision which may be
subsequently replaced in part with an awareness of one's own naivety in believing that this approach
is the only way to go. This thesis has sought to highlight the many dangers inherent in this approach,
which have been named, and it is easy to have a full appreciation of why other researchers have
backed away from doing anything similar. The analysis presented in Chapter Nine leads to the
conclusion that confidence and skill in group work, knowledge and substantial experience

of

group dynamics and community development have been essential to the success of this project. The
basis of structural analysis (Barndt,

1 990;

Munford,

1 992;

Fook,

1 996)

is an essential component

where a researcher chooses to use Rees's steps to empowerment and it may be difficult to allow the
process to unfold without controlling it to make it safe and manageable. An early research task of
exploring a range of theoretical models from which to work (apart from Rees's steps and the action
research model of Lewin), may be useful should time be available but the chosen models should
allow early change if necessary.
The extent to which the success of an emancipatory model depends on skilled leadership and
knowledge of community building and disability may limit, to some extent, the replicability of this
type of research. Often researchers in the disability field will have a wide range of research skills and
knowledge but limited understanding of group process and the particular issues faced in
interpersonal dynamics by some groups of disabled people.

A disabled

person (as a researcher) is

likely to have greater insight naturally into the experience of living with disability but as stated
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previously, this identification does not guarantee an empowering process (Lather, 1 986; Barnes,
1 992; Bennie, 1 996). If the researcher as group facilitator fails to appropriately approach group
work, the experience may be a wounding one for the students concerned. They may also find they
have either too much independence too soon or too little depending on the response of the
facilitator. There are compromises which can be made as discussed above, which can achieve similar
aims in different circumstances. The group at the end of a research project such as this may be
convinced they cannot function without the researcher, as experienced by the Otago Family
network (Ballard et al, 1 992). A greater level of independence at that point is preferable but the
researcher should be prepared to stay and facilitate a growth in confidence and a clear identity for
the group. A postscript to this two years down the track, is that DARG Inc is now functioning as a
training group with minimal input from myself. They are earning $2,000 a session delivering
training to staff and management at Victoria University and at other institutions around the
country. There were times I doubted this could be achieved! So what are the implications for
emancipatory research generally?

Looking to the Future : emanci patory research in the disability field
This section began by stating that research could only be justified if the objectives centered around
concrete changes for all involved. It has been argued that the research process described has acted
as a catalyst for personal and social change and the evidence is strong to support this conclusion. The
change which occurs on a personal level is often invisible and the individual who has gained strength
from new learning will undoubtedly impact positively on those around him or her. Revolutionary
social change is not necessarily a dramatic event, it is happening on the ground on a daily basis
achieved by ordinary committed people.
In view of the success of a group of students to accomplish change in their immediate environment
what is the potential for such a model to facilitate social change for disabled people generally? As I
look around me, I have a sense of excitement as the evidence is in fact overwhelming. Barnes has
made a key point with regard to emancipatory research which he claims is:
About the systematic demystification of the structures and processes which create disability
and the establishment of a workable dialogue between the research community and disabled
people in order to facilitate the latter's empowerment (Barnes, 1 992: 1 22).
For my part, I have had to balance consistently my role as a researcher and the maintenance Qf a
clear research agenda and one as a change agent which is facilitated by an action oriented approach.
I agree with Shakespeare ( 1 996) that an academic exercise has limited value except to provide a
climate where change may take place. Emancipatory action research implies both partnership in
the research process and praxis where concrete change occurs. I would further argue that a path has
been laid and some real steps have been taken.

Reflecting On The Research: Some Conclusions
277

In the context of the University, those in power responded and change was able to occur and as
argued previously the work ofDARG represented a microcosm of what could be achieved in society.
There have been committed allies inside and outside the research field who have been fighting for
change for several years. Gradually disabled people arejoining this fight to form a powerful alliance.
It must be acknowledged that although I have critiqued the way research has been conducted in the
disability field, I am forever grateful to those who have chipped away to endeavour to develop more
participatory and emancipatory approaches, to give vulnerable people a voice and to have the
courage to challenge a male-dominated system to give up some of its power.
I would argue that we, as researchers in the disability field have a responsibility to stay honest and
accountable to each other as well as to the disability community. An emancipatory approach
demands personal integrity which will ultimately hold up under any level of pressure due to the
trust which it is necessary to build with those participating. Whether one identifies as disabled or
nondisabled, it is important to reflect at all times on one's motives and the way power is being used.
A check list of questions would appear to be a simplistic mechanism of reflexivity, but would in fact
provide an essential baseline for researchers to work from. As I have said previously, a concrete
outcome useable by other researchers may be the two sets of questions (Appendix One), which they
can develop along with their research groups. The first would be for the use of the principal
researcher and could be used as one accessible way to ensure self-reflexivity. The second is for group
reflexivity in disability-focused enquiry. They are both designed to address the issues already raised
in relation to the positive and negative aspects of emancipatory research. I f any question cannot be
answered by the researcher it is an indication that action may be required to ensure the process fully
addresses the needs of all. If there is doubt about any question, It is hoped that reference to the
methodology developed with DARG will help provide some answers. For example, if one does not
know how the research participants feel about the practices of the principal researcher, this may
indicate absence of a mechanism to monitor participant feedback. While the checklist deals with
explicit issues arising within interpersonal relations, the absence of many of these elements are what
contribute to disempowerment in research. I have presented these in Appendix One.

Conclusion
I would argue that there are a number of areas where I have indicated room for future research
writing and development and my aim is to address some of these in the future. The most significant
aspect of this work is the way a group of disabled people has assisted me in the development of a
research process which contributed to our mutual empowerment. The success of the project may
lie partially in the acknowledgement of the value of the experience of living with disability as well
as a recognition of what people from a range of backgrounds can learn from and offer each other.
From this we have made our mark in a tertiary education setting which has laid the fou ndations for
change for years to come. If we had started with a concern for funding, a fear of failure or even with
the belief, often expressed, that the difficulties involved in such a process were insurmountable, we
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would not have passed the first hurdle. The students of DARG have gifted a piece of themselves to
this research and the story of the research reflects some of the pain and joy involved in making that
contribution. I hope that the experience I and the research group have shared will make a small
contribution to future social change for other disabled people.

I will end with a pertinent quotation from Margaret Mead:
Never doubt that a smaU group of committed citizens can change the world. Indeed it is the only
thing that ever has.
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APPEN DIX O N E
A Check List For The Principal Researcher
•

For whom am I conducting this research?

•

What am I personally gaining from this process ?

•

Have I defined what emancipatory means in relation to this research?

•

How will this definition be evident in the research process - what opportunity have I provided to define. redefine and constantly monitor emancipatory practices?

•

How am I involving the people who are central to the research question ?

•

Whose research question am I asking and whose priorities is it reflecting?

•

Which priorities are mine alone and which are those identified by the research group?

•

How do I know that the identified priorities are those of the research group? What means
have I developed to monitor those priorities?
Which participants have most difficulty in contributing to the process and what opportunity
have I given them. and others who have least visibility to participate?

•

How can I enable them to establish and review their priorities?

•

What will happen to the research material? What have I done to respect ownership of the
research? how and who will be responsible for writing up?

•

How can I ensure the research report it is an accurate undistorted record?

•

How reflexive is the process? What visible mechanisms have been designed and integrated
through the process to ensure constant monitoring. Who has designed these mechanisms
and how accessible are they to those participating?

•

Have I changed in terms of my personal growth and learning as a result of my experience of
the research?

•

Have any changes I have made. impacted positively or negatively on participants?

•

How am I in touch with the changes being made personally by all group members

•

Am I able identify and respond to potential problems at an early stage - if not how can I
ensure that I can be more "tuned in" to each participant?

•

How do the people participating feel about my behaviour as a researcher?

•

Have I made it clear that people can opt in and out as they wish?

There may be others which should be added. but this list can provide a framework for the
development of a personal check list to be regularly reviewed by the person setting out on an
emancipatory research project. I consider that a separate list of criteria should be used by the
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principal researcher, as many of the central difficulties in conducting emancipatory research lie with
the ability of the researcher to monitor his/her own behaviour and sense of integrity. It is easy to
become very personally engaged with the process. To have a mechanism which evaluates quality of
participation for all participants as well as the researcher is valuable for both parties.
The second list can be used more generally in assessing the extent to which a research project is
emancipatory in the context of disability focussed inquiries:

Is the research emancipatory?

t

Have empowerment criteria been defined and what are the mechanisms for monitoring
this?

t

Who benefits from the process?

t

Who benefits from the outcome?

t

How is the process reciprocal?

t

How has information been shared and disseminated?

t

Has a support network developed to complement the skills of group members and to facili
tate partnership with nondisabled people ?

t

Is there an established consultation process with the disability community?

t

How is information acted on?

t

How is the process to be monitored?

t

Does every participant have equal access to the process and to information generated?

t

Have people with different impairments including sensory impairments been accommo
dated?

t

How have cultural needs been respected?

t

Have research assistants been chosen by group participants?

t

Has the group structure respected the cultural needs of participants in terms of agreed
protocols?

t

Has the process ensured that whanau and support people are welcome?

t

How has the process been funded? Does this inhibit the principles and aims of the project?

t

Who owns the research information?

t

To whom is the facilitator accountable?

t

Have people been able to opt in and out according to their circumstances and wishes?

This list is not exhaustive but again deals with some of the issues previously raised in relation to
defining what emancipatory research should look like and provides some guiding principles.
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APPEN DIX TWO
Themes Developed By Students To Guide Stories
t

EARLY mSTORY:

t

STRUCTURAL BARRIERS:

(Where applicable) Goals and aspirations
Within educational settings. How does this compare with

those we encounter in other areas of community and social integration.
PERSONAL EXPECTATIONS:

of educational system compared to other aspects of our

lives. How do these compare with the reality?
EXPECTATIONS

of ourselves are as opposed to other people's expectations of us. This

includes the difficulties others have of accepting that we can make our own decisions.
RESPONSES FROM OTHERS:

professionals. fellow students, teachers, in relation to us as

people with disabilities.
t

PERCEPTIONS OF DISABIUTY The experience of either a visible or

invisible

disabil-

ity. What are the particular problems we encounter?
SUPPORT NEEDS:

Identifying support needs for ourselves and difficulties in asking for

and gaining appropriate support.
POSITIVE EXPERIENCES:

What particular things have helped and who has been help

ful?
INDIVIDUAL PERCEPTIONS OF SUPPORT STRUCTURES:

especially in relation to

staffi'tutors etc.
t

COMMUNITY SUPPORT:

t

EXPERIENCE OF GENERAL STRUcrDRES:

an overview.
What has our individual

expenence

been of these structures within tertiary education? this includes administrative structures.
FINANCE.

Experience of accessing different networks for information on resources/funds

etc available. Links between finance and employment/achievement/different courses.
t

ASSESSMENT:

t

PERSONAL SUPPORT NETWORKS:

exams, barriers we have encountered.
Outside of training institution.

Individual support strategies.
Identifying and naming skills acquired as a result of having a disability.
RESISTING A RETURN TO POWERLESSNESS:

How do we recognize this and what do

we do?
t

ASPIRATIONS FOR FUTURE EMPLOYMENT:

with disabilities need to think about?

Career plans. What do we as people
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•

ACCESS TO EMPLOYMENT:

What particular training and support do we need to

prove our access to employment?
EMPLOYMENT AGENCIES:

Our experiences of their support.

Consultants/screening training.
HOPES AND FEARS:

In relation to employment.

In relation to other aspects of our lives.

Im

Appendix Three
295

APPEN D IX THREE
Philosophy Of The Disability Action
Research Group
We are a group of undergraduate and postgraduate undergraduate and postgraduate students with
disabilities involved in a piece of action research within the context of tertiary education. The
research facilitator is undertaking this project as part of her PhD with Massey University. We come
from a variety of institutions in Wellington including Victoria U niversity and Wellington College of
Education. Each member including the researcher identifies as having a disability. We aim to
develop a research process which not only enhances our own learning and empowerment but
ultimately that of other students with disabilities.
We are committed to working in partnership with nondisabled teaching and support staff as well
as other students. In this way there will be a mutually beneficial education process taking place and
the opportunity to improve access to tertiary education for all students with disabilities will
ultimately be the outcome.
We have chosen to look at access in the widest sense. We seek to not only identify gaps as has
previously been effectively done but to act to improve access generally. This is conceptualised
particularly in response to the high failure rate of students with disabilities not only to gain access
to higher education but within the assessment systems of a tertiary environment. We intend to look
at the reasons for this failure and to attempt to improve the situation by recommending changes in
our published findings.
The process of the research is as important as the outcome and the group is the core of a future
support group for students with disabilities in Wellington. If any further information is required
about the nature of the work we are doing please contact Pauline Boyles the research facilitator,
Senior Lecturer at Wellington college of Education: Dept of Special Education.
Tel: 476 - 8699.
Any support or relevant information will

be

welcome.
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APPE N D IX FO U R
Pol icy O n Lia ison And Com m u n ication With
People O utside The Resea rch Group
The following policy statement was agreed by DARG members. Others can adapt this for their own
use.

•

CLARITY IS IMPORTANT: WHO
WHY. So be careful

•

we are; WHAT we are doing; HOW we are doing it and

you are clear about this and have our philosophy at hand.

KEEP RECORDS OF EVERYTHING YOU DO.

Bring these to the group and report back.

This will be recorded in our central log. Make your recordings as clear as possible to prevent
the need for re-writing them as the log book will be a loose leaf folder divided into months.
ENSURE AUTHORIZATION FROM THE GROUP before

making contact with anyone.lf

you are asked a question about an issue which is not directly your responsibility delay your
response and bring it back to the group for clarification or ring Pauline and check it out if it
is more urgent. Do not be pressured into answering.
I nvitations will be extended to people we have contact with within tertiary institutions to meet
ings to give information about ourselves and to gain information from them for our research.
Remember the emphasis must be on partnership between disabled and non- disabled people.
Everything we do is a collective responsibility, successes and mistakes, so group support is
ensured if anything goes wrong.
This policy will be evaluated and renewed on a regular basis.
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APPE N D IX FIVE
S u b m ission For U n iversity Com m ittee
Sixteen Victoria University staff members participated in disability equity training 23rd -24th August
1 995 facilitated by the Disability Action Research Group.

The staff who took part in the training expressed concern that the constructive work they did in
identifying issues at the University should be brought to the attention of the University
administration. The following report gives details first of the main concerns in the experience of all
who participated and secondly suggests some avenues for implementing change.

Issues Identified
Themes:
Equity
•

The first issue to be identified was the need for greater awareness of equity and its

definition

in a general sense as well as greater understanding of disability as an equity issue. The discussion
ranged from basic access to the University to the need for integration of disability theory into
different curricula. People realised from seeing the extent of the wider implications of equity
that an EEO officer at Victoria was essential. The role of the Disability Services Co-ordinator is
obviously separate from this and we felt that while all equity issues need to be integrated - at an
interim stage one person should be identified as a support for students with disabilities. There
is the danger otherwise that disability will become further marginalised alongside other equity
issues - disability, seen by some as being the poor relation.

I nformation Col ledion
•

The need for collation of information at an early stage in the enrolment process was to ensure
approval of appropriate funding for access arrangements some of which can be costly.

Access
•

The need for an adequate sound system which also tapes sessions can give a whole range of
people better access to the learning experience. Such facilities as hearing loops could be
installed and linked to new and existing systems. ([his is a loop which is fitted round the
room and works in conjunction with a hearing aid).
The difficulties in setting up sound systems were discussed and the practicalities around sub
titling videos ete. The various arguments for and against taping lectures were proffered.

•

The question was raised about how much should be the responsibility of the students to do the
taping and would this be abused in some way. Many students irrespective of impairments choose
to tape lectures - for students with impairments, however,

taping may be the only access
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they have to a lecture. I t was pointed out if a lecture is taped it can benefit students who have
missed for some other legitimate reason.
Suggestions for improving access were as follows:

t

Lectures should be taped ,

t

Notes should be presented in bigger print,

t

Rooms should be well ventilated,

t

Special parking should be made more widely available,

t

I nformation should be provided in course outlines about facilities available for students with
disabilities.

t

A reliable accessible shuttle services should be available across campus,

t

More information in general about support services for disabled people should be made avail
able

across campus,

A system should be put in place to facilitate recognition of what is required to support students.
Staff should be clear about who is responsible for meeting those needs.
t

I nformation collation regarding students with impairments should be formalised and meth
ods of ensuring information reaches the correct sources.
Prevention of OOS was discussed as a serious issue and this is being addressed with regard to
staff. The expertise of the occupational health nurse who has been key to addressing this
could be drawn on to address the problem in the student population.

t

A lumbar role could be fitted on every chair and computers adjusted to the correct height for
each individual. Recognition of OOS and the potential cost of this problem in the general
U niversity population should be acknowledged.
Students should be encouraged to bring problems to their lecturer at the beginning of the year:
one of the ways would be via the introductory lecture and to introduce Ava ([he Disability
Support Co-ordinator) as an important key person.

Making Lectures/Courses More Accessible
t

Lecture notes and the definition o f what constitutes lecture notes were discussed since this was
seen as an access issue for some students. The principle that any material made available on disc
will benefit all students in some way and will certainly directly meet the needs of students with a
variety of disabilities. Issues were raised such as: ifoverheads are always used suggest that these
could be copied and substitute lecture notes. Such issues were considered such as converting
such teaching media as slide shows into lecture notes and the fact that lecture notes often
emanate from student discussion. In this sense the lecture can only be written up afterwards
which is a great deal of work. One partial solution in this instance would be to tape discussion.
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There was a fear expressed that the notes may be abused by people who do not attend and the
concern around copyright. It was stressed that students with disabilities would need to have a
specific understanding and agreement over how that material was used.

Ada ptation of Materia l and Flexibility in Teaching Methods
t

There was general acknowledgement that course structures could be disempowering. There is
commitment on behalf of many lecturers to adapt course material but such problems as outside
translators delaying return of material prevented stafffrom improving access to notes with the
recognition that there is limited control over outside bodies. Ava identified that the Wellington
Braille Society made material more immediately available than other service providers. Depart
ments are spending more on assistant tutors while waiting for this material to counteract the
deficiencies in outside services. This is obviously something which should be rectified.

t

The question of confidentiality was raised in relation to sending out exam papers and the need
for a system to protect information and be accountable for where papers go. The U niversity
needs some policy on this to prevent individuals being responsible for any problems which may
anse.

Balancing Other Students Needs

t

Discussion revolved around the importance of consulting with other (non-disabled) students
and in so doing giving them responsibility for creating an enabling environment. This may
counter any negative reactions to disability provision.

t

Concerns were raised about students who presented themselves aggressively and who appear to
have significant psychiatric problems. While staff wish to appear welcoming they worry that
they do not have the skills to deal with the problem. It was suggested that staff having problems
approach the University counsellor themselves to discuss strategies for dealing with these situa
tions and to explore general issues of responsibility. Staff should only see themselves as part of a
network responsible for all students. Some individuals are regularly being approached and
this is an indication that they actually do have many skills. However further training being made
available would partly facilitate identification of those skills as well as enhance them.

t

Some staffdescribed situations which had become frightening and out ofcontrol. I t was stressed
that prevention of this is key - once a situation has reached crisis point, safety is first and
foremost. This is clearly the U niversity's responsibility. There appears to be increasing inci
dents of people with psychiatric difficulties presenting problems because of inadequate support
inside and outside the U niversity.

Representatives of different staff groups looked at a range of different situations. The outcomes of
discussions are recorded below:
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Ad m i n istrators
t

The need for effective communication on both sides and that both people concerned are aware
of the effect on the other.
Protocol in dealing with student allowances to prevent unnecessary delay for student and tiring
waiting around.
The need for accurate and full information in accessible form about all aspects of administra
tion.
In the context of the discussion people with knowledge around exam procedures explained the
system of grading in times of illness during exams and the need for a student who has impaired
performance on examination day documented. Students with disabilities often have loss of
preparation time and this is to be taken into consideration within the overall graded assessment
which is a fairer system than the present one.

Technical Staff
This discussion was in response to a scenario where a disabled student with difficulties in fine motor
co-ordination wished to undertake training. It is included as it raises a number of important points.

t

The need for flexible teaching methods which directly address different disabilities since the
traditional banking method of education is still employed in some instances.
It is important to know tlle extent of the problem and to assess the danger to student

involved

and others in lab situations. Health and safety issues are paramount.
Strategies for adapting equipment such as microscopes especially where a student cannot con
trol hand or head movements such as projecting image on the wall.

t

Setting up a "buddy system" in lab situation to encourage partnership between students.

t

Students who are dependent on computers should always be encouraged to keep back up copies
to avoid losing work and failing to meet deadlines.

Academic Staff
( I n response to difficulties in note taking)

t

Encouraging group research to share responsibility for note taking and accessing libraries.

t

Dictating essay onto a word processor.

t

Question about whether any extensions should be granted - suggestion that earlier setting of
topics rather than granting extensions since students enter a vicious circle of allowing work
to build up.
Clear departmental policies on extensions and documentation involved - however use of discre
tion and flexibility to prevent repetitive explaining and duplicating medical certificates and
information for different departments.
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•

Using the disability support person as a contact point to pass on information would prevent
some difficulties here.

•

Consult with student about what they see as alternatives and then look at ways to match solution
with course requirements.

What follows is a summary ofconcrete suggestions made by the group:

Strategies for Action:
Issues were divided into three areas of responsibility: individual responsibility, team/departmental
responsibility and University responsibility.
•

Overall the need for appointment of an EEDO officer at Victoria would facilitate action.

•

A contact person should be appointed within each department who students know they can go
to if they have any problems. This could be a lecturer, a secretary, chairperson or any available
member with appropriate expertise.
The Vice-Chancellor should be approached with a report from this workshop. The first port
of call would be the University committee which is convened by the disability support person
which addresses the needs of students with disabilities.
The contact person from each department clearly needs the support of the chairperson and the
appropriate channels for gaining this support should be identified.

•

A diary should be kept in the form of an newsletter or some other written form to report on
exactly what each department is doing for students with disabilities. Information should be
further provided within course outlines and other essential course documentation and
communications.

•

The contact person should build on the information in the supplementary kit to ensure easy
access to help inside and outside the University. The kit provided should be shown to
people by the contact person in each department and people should be encouraged to
undertake the training.

•

Contact persons names should be printed in departmental information and in student hand
books and the students with disabilities handbook. A notice board should be set up gi ving
disability information and a photograph of the contact person would facilitate access especially
for new students.

•

For the year coming up information will be limited to course outlines and other material not yet
prepared although supplementary information can be prepared once a support structure is in
place.
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•

The concern was expressed that those who put themselves forward as contact people may open
the floodgates to a large number of students requiring significant support. For this reason
contact people need to be adequately equipped with knowledge of support networks and need to
spend time explaining to other staff academic and non academic what the issues are and appro
priate ways to deal with problems identified.

The issue of taping lectures needs to be seriously addressed.

This is a complex issue and the

following concerns were voiced:
a) The difficulties in securing appropriate equipment.
b) Difficulty in persuading lecturers to tape their lectures.
c) The question of who picks up the tape and copies it.
d) A clear policy on taping lectures needs to be written.
e) What system should be put in place to ensure tapes are not abused?

f) Should students be able to go to the audio visual centre and ask for a copy?
g) The issue of copyright of material was discussed.
A working party would need to be convened to look at this which is at present before the academic
board.

The advantages of having access to taped lectures for disabled students outweigh the

disadvantages and all students having difficulties may benefit from action in this area. This should
in no way be a substitute for attending lectures it is only a way of ensuring maximum access to the
learning experience.
If this was to be enforced U niversity wide clear guidelines would certainly need to be in place.

•

I n terms of working in partnership with Ava it would be helpful if the course arrangements
form was filled in by representatives in each department stating exactly what has been and
is being done for students with disabilities. Much of the key things which work often go
unnoticed and when a student leaves valuable information is lost.
The outcomes and discussion from this training should be submitted in the form of a paper to
ensure short and long term changes.

We recommend that a working party debates these recommendations further and that some ofthem can
be acted on immediately. A follow up evaluation of the training is planned to enable staff participants
to assess progress. Some staff who attended have volunteered their services as contact people in their
department. Ava Gibson will support them with information and some co-ordination.
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Report Prepared by Pauline Boyles
Ctmtributors:
Disability action research group ( DARG)
Ava Gibson

Staff participants of Disability Equity training 23 - 24 August 1 995 V FW.
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APPE N D IX S IX
Pa rticipa nt Eva l u ation Of Disa b i l ity
Equity Tra i ning Workshop
The following i s a summary o fthe evaluation ofdisability equity training workshop 23rd August 1 995.
Responses were received from all who participated.
A written evaluation was collected from all participants and there was no time for verbal evaluation. The
key issues arising were as follows:
I n response to the question "How has this course impraued your understanding ofdisability equity?"
t

all participants without exception agreed their knowledge about disability in general had been
expanded;

t

many expressed better understanding ofthe problems the U niversity faces;

t

some felt more confident in addressing the particular support needs of different students rela
tive to their situation;

t

the need for good two way communication was identified;

t

greater knowledge ofexisting facilities at victoria to support students.

We asked the question "Do you feel this training would be helpful to other staff in your section ? "
t

All said it would be helpful to at least one other staff member.

t

It would be good to raise awareness.

t

I t would improve the quality of the service students receive.

t

A shortened version of the course would be helpful since allocating a whole day may be difficult.

t

While it will be difficult for everyone to attend participants were prepared to liaise and facilitate
support for staff members in this area.
Human resources could develop a better holistic understanding of the needs of students and
respond to their needs as constructively as they do to those of staff.
A whole range of education staffcould benefit inside and outside the U niversity.I n response to
the question "Do you have comments on presentation ofmaterial? "

t

General comments included clear and well focussed, fairly well done, very good, excellent.

t

I t would be good to have more time available to work on strategies

t

A suggestion for shorter time on group work.
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• Group work was beneficial as was brainstorming - small group tasks need more clear explanation

and a structure to stay on track.
•

Page numbering would be helpful in the working kit.

•

The presence of people with disabiljties was particularly helpful.

•

The practical exercises of day two were more helpful especially use of scenarios.

•

Facilitators could be less intrusive and one person taking notes which another has to interpret
was difficult.

•

Clearer explanation of terminology at the beginning would help.

In response to the question "How can we improve this training to more specifually meet your needs ? ", the
following comments were offered:
•

A longer time frame.

•

More specific assistance and guidance in dealing with the needs of students with psychological
problems.

•

Practical information on specific problems

•

Running the training more often since only after a few times would specific needs be truly met.

•

Makjng time for more examples from people's specific areas of interest.

•

To invite representative from University management to outline VFW policies.

•

Making more time at the end to discuss specific strategies and things contact people can do.

•

Respond more specifically to the needs ofdifferent groups by adapting the second part to look
at practical strategies in peoples work areas.

•

Develop the training to progress to practical strategies.

Genera l Comments
•

More precise details on faciljties available for taping lectures, dictating essays, subtitling videos
ete.

•

It was good to have the opportunity to look at personal experience.

•

The course has not only widened perspective on disability but has clarified other areas.

•

A follow up is needed for all participants to report back on progress.

•

The potential handout material in the kit will be useful and the resource kit giving definite
information should be developed.

•

It was an informative course which will be of great benefit in work area.
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APPE N D IX S EVE N
Task Set To Cond uct Eva l uation Of The Action
Resea rch Proiect
The following questions were evolved by DARG members with the support of the principal
researcher. This occurred during the group process at the end of the action research.

•

Go back to original research notes and think about both your own goal for the research as an
individual and reflect on those goals identified by the group.

Reflect on:
•

How far has DARG met its objectives?

•

How has the group process evolved in relation to Rees's steps to empowerment?

•

How has your own understanding of research changed?

•

How has your own understanding of the theory of the social construction ofdisability developed
and to what extent have we as a group challenged this theory through development of the
research methodology and through the results ofthe action we chose to carry out?

•

What has DARG achieved as a group?

Range of future activities:
•

An action research group

•

A consultant grou p Staff and students for training package

•

A training group

•

An

•

What does the group want Pauline's role to be?

•

What is the role of other existing group members especially those leaving university?

•

What is the future of the training kit and access ofothers to ongoing revision and evaluation of

-

education group

kit?
•

How wI ll this aspect operate (training kit)?

•

Collecting our stories how and in what format?

•

Reasons for drop out (two people have left).

•

Jan's research project - feedback and link to DARG.

t

Pauline to give talk on methodolog;y to enhance group knowledge on research and to enable group to deliver
talks on methodolog;y they have developed.
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The group needed to consider the following questions in strategic planning:

t

Should the kit be adapted by us for the needs of individuals. printed and sold in bulk numbers?

t

Should we simply sell the kit with a tutor handbook at a price and allow them to copy etc?

t

Should we only deliver the training ourselves in which case that has implications for travelling
to other areas etc which may not be practical.

What other roles should the group take on? for example as consultants who could deal with problems
which arise over and above those involved with the disability support person. This role could go outside
universities into other tertiary settings.

t

Would it be appropriate to take the package into schools?

We asked for all to contribute their ideas for our direction including some proposals for practical
management like:

t

What do we charge?

t

Who will deliver?

t

What training do we require?
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APPENDIX EIGHT
Paper on research process and methodology presented to DARG
students six months post adion research.
Explanatory I ntroduction of use of paper.

The following paper was presented in the form of a training package to the students of DARG six
months post research evaluation. The need for a training session around the research process, for
more clarity around the significance of the methodology, the role of critical theory and the part
played by Rees and Fay in an overall understanding of the process was identified in evaluation by
the students. I have critiqued the process of delivery of this kit in Chapter Nine and have stated that
in retrospect the session should have been held earlier. In the three hour session, I presented an
overview using the key points highlighted in the kit but there was not time to go through the material
in detail. I t was meant to be a record of the process they could keep and use in their own future
research. It was spiral bound and backed for each student. The paper summarises the research
process, takes extracts of the research diary, and attempts to define the research terms and the role
of theory. It has been written as an interactive text referring to the roles the students have played
including an analysis of my own role. During the research I had covered all of these points and they
had been recorded in the research diary. This kit simply aimed to bring them together and clarify
key points. The research diary itself is not contained in the appendix due to sheer volume of paper
so this acts as a substitute (providing a summary of key points for the benefit of students), with a
researcher commentary. In this way it has acted as a guide to a greater understanding of the diary
account of the research process which is a vast document of which all have a copy. I have discussed
in brief in Chapter Nine the student reaction to this paper as it is presented here as I prepared it
for them. Please refer to Chapter Nine for more details on its role in the overall research framework.
I will comment in a concluding paragraph on the value of this document as well as highlight some
limitations.
(The sections in bold relate to the key points raised during the workshop and the following is

written in the form of a lecture. I did however allow for interactive discussion and used visual aids.

Diary extracts and student evaluations are presented in italics while other literature is cited in
ordinary typeface).
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TH E D ISABI LITY ACTI ON RESEARCH G RO U P
YOU R RESEARCH PROCESS:
TH E DEVELOPMENT OF AN EMANCI PATORY RESEARCH MODEL
PAU Ll N E BOYLES

APRIL 1 996
Glossary of Terms in the context of the DARG research.
SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION: The extent to which society'S attitudes and practices impact on the
experience of people with impairments.

SOCIAL CREATION: The extent to which systems and institutions with their policies and
inflexible practices disable those who depend on them.

PRAXIS:

A

practice.

In this case emancipatory theory has been consistently demonstrated in practice.

method of carrying out research which ensures theory is consistently translated into

EMANCIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH: I n the context of disability, research which is designed
and carried out by disabled people at the level of setting objectives, deciding on ways to meet those
objectives and owning the outcomes.

OPERATIONALISATION: The way methods are implemented and plans are carried out in the
research context.

METHODOLOGY: The theory which underpins the research design and which guides the overall
plan and implementation of the research ..

EPISTEMOLOGY:

Reflects ownership of knowledge

-

in

the

context of disability

the

epistemological base lies with the stories of research participants - their knowledge and experience
has informed the research process.

POSITIVISM: is based on the scientific research tradition where the researcher maintains their
objectivity and claims to be value neutral. The techniques most often associated with positivism are
quantitative although qualitative research can be interpreted in a positivist way.

INTERPRETIVISM:

A

later research tradition which focuses more on participants subjective

experiences. The techniques most often associated with this are qualitative.

TRIANGULATION: This is where a number of methods are used to look at the same question. I n
positvist terms this is to ensure trustworthiness of data. This method can be used positively to make
the research process more accessible for participants.
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CATALYTIC VALIDITY:

The extent to which the research is literally a catalyst for change.

Emancipatory research most often aims at this category of validity since it is always designed to
accomplish change at an individual and social level.
FACE VALIDITY:

This is where individuals involved in the research provide corrective feedback

to each other -in the group context this is the ongoing evaluation of what is happening internally.
CONSTRUCT VALIDITY:

This concept (in the context of disability research) is based on the

development of research based on the social construction and social creation of disability. Where the
research process provides space to evaluate and re-evaluate outcomes based on these theories
ensures consistency in theory building and clarification of themes in the light of these fu ndamental
theories.
DIALECTICAL THEORY:

The research process is built on the premise of theory building based

on an interactive approach where all share insights and experiences from which to analyse data.
RESEARCH PARADIGM:

This is a model, a way of presenting the research for example an

emancipatory research paradigm is a model which is developed by and for participants.
ACTION RESEARCH:

Is research which is always applied in practice, actions a particular theory

and always aims to achieve tangible social change.
CRITICAL THEORY: A comprehensive way of building a

theory or picture of the world based on

a range of different theories relating to human activity (Fay, 1 987).
RECIPROCITY:

The process by which the researcher and the person participating gain equally

from the procedure. This is key to feminist research.
REFLEXIVITY:

The mechanism by which the research process is evaluated and by which the

researcher is forced by the structure to evaluate and self evaluate regularly. The self evaluation is
known as self-reflexivity.

This prevents or reduces the possibility of the imposition of the

researcher's ideals and ideological positioning

and the resultant manipulation the research

outcome.

The Work Of Darg: Defining And Naming The Research Process
PART O N E
Research a n d disa b i l ity
During this research we have consistently named what we have done and you have had access to
some of the literature on which the research has been built. However it is clear from the evaluation
process that some of the terms have been too difficult and that some clarification is needed to achieve
a greater understanding of the methodology. The following section looks first at precisely what we
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did followed by some definition of emancipatory research and its role in achieving change for
disabled people.

A summary of what we did:
We engaged in

a

process known as emancipatory action research. This means by our actions we

have challenged more traditional approaches to doing research where the researcher begins with a
problem identified by him/herself (or some funding body) and then sets out to prove or disprove it.
We as participants decided on the research agenda, acted as co-researchers in the process and
remained involved in all aspects of the unfolding research plan.
We in short designed the methodology, decided on the methods and techniques, collectively
engaged in data collection, allocated roles in action research and jointly evaluated the project.
Our thematic concern became the access on all levels at the University and this identification is key
to action research. There are four aspects to the cycle (Action research cycle supplied in original
document in diagrammatic form) forming a spiral of cycles (Kemmis and Mc Taggart, 1 988).
The steps we took can be summarised as follows:
•

Developed a plan of critically informed action to improve what is already happening.

•

Acted to implement the plan.

•

Observed the effects of the critically informed action in the context in which it occurs.

•

We reflected on these effects as a basis for further planning, subsequent critically informed
action and

so

on, through a succession of cycles.

As a final outcome of the research we are in the process of setting up a business. Now let us look at

the rationale and the theory:

The role of emancipatory research in the disability field
I began with the above explanation to answer your immediate questions about what exactly we have
done. It is equally important to understand the rationale and the theory and the rest of this paper
will outline the explanatory framework and analyse in detail your process.
Increasingly researchers in the disability field are debating the ethics and principles behind the
research process in relation to people with disabilities. What we achieved was to develop a model
based on emancipatory participatory principles. This booklet will serve as a manual to explain the
key terms, the role of student participants in the development of a methodology and a description
of an unfolding process. Included will be a briefliterature review to encourage further reading and
to ensure that any research you develop in the future will draw on a tried and tested theoretical
foundation.
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The research we have undertaken has aimed to be emancipatory. The definition below is just one
definition which can be a measure for you against which you can assess retrospectively the process
undertaken by DARG.
Emancipatory research

Research is like embarking on a voyage of discovery. As the voyage takes place. the researcher
maps or charts the process of exploration .... the rules you choose will both limit and enable
you to do your research (Mc Kenna & Kirby. 1 989: 43).
The above quote sums up quite well what is involved in setting out on emancipatory action research
and you will see as you reflect on the process how the methodology we have developed fits with this
analogy. Ward & Flyn ( 1 994) provide a theoretical explanation of an emancipatory research model
in the following manner:
One which places people with disabilities and their concerns central stage at every point in
a research process aimed at facilitating empowerment (Ward and Flynn. 1 994:3 1 ).
To link this therefore to the first definition. disabled people decide which region they wish to
explore. they draw the maps identifYing the most accessible route and they define the terms on
which the journey is undertaken. Non - disabled people play a necessary support role in assisting
the researchers on their journey. contributing their own research knowledge. creating accessible
routes where none previously existed and thereby empowering disabled people to meet their
research objectives.
The model which has been developed contains many aspects of traditional action research based on
collaborative principles where:
The people studied make decisions about the study format and data analysis. This model is
designed to create social and individual change by altering the role relations of people
involved in the process (Reinharz. 1 992: 1 8 1 ).
The aim is for the model to provide a framework for more positive participatory practices involving
disabled people in the evaluation and development of services built around their needs.
The rationale for such a paradigm within the area of disability is well documented (Oliver. 1 992.
Morris. 1 992; Zarb. 1 992; Ward & Flyn. 1 994). The practical problems involved in implementing
this are highlighted especially in relation to funding and other aspects of involving disabled people
in a research process. I wish to demonstrate how. on every level a piece of action research based on
participatory. collaborative principles. takes the definition of emancipation to a degree of depth not
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often seen as achievable by researchers. Action research is applied research undertaken by groups
of people with shared concerns. It can be defined as follows:
Action research is a form of collective self - reflective enquiry undertaken by participants in
social situations in order to improve the rationality and justice of their own social or
educational practices, as well as their understanding of these practices and the situations in
which these practices are carried out. (Kemmis and McTaggart, 1 988:5).
Action research has been seen by feminists as a more valuable means of achieving social change than
basic research (Reinharz, 1 992: 1 78) and in feminist terms is not "a particular set of arrangements,
but a process of continuous change" (Bologh, 1 985 cited Reinnharz, 1 992: 1 78).
The project cultivates the themes of participation, partnership, consultation and transformation by
validating the lives of individuals involved as well as by promoting political awareness of disability
within a powerful institution. More importantly the catalytic validity "the degree to which the
research process reorients, focuses and energises participants towards knowing reality in order to
transform it" ( Lather, 1 986: 452) of the research in the concrete changes being undertaken. The
success of this has depended solely on the motivation and ability of a group of students to empower
themselves first and foremost, without waiting for permission or funding from powerful bodies.
This has had the ultimate effect of inspiring support and the promise of funding from people in
positions of power; it is expected to have far reaching implications for disabled people everywhere.
However think what we could have achieved if we had been funded.
Disabled people who are traditionally excluded from and indeed exploited by the research process
( Finkelstein, 1 975; Morris, 1 992; Oliver, 1 992), are central to this p raxis oriented approach. The
legitimacy of the work derives from the richness of shared experiences and the role they play in
educating participants themselves and outsiders about disability.
If research is not about change at every level it cannot qualify as emancipatory.

Much existing

research you find will provide information for interested parties but will not necessarily accomplish
change. The uniqueness of emancipatory research is based on the fuct that the very process brings
about change at different levels.
All research is based on a theoretical framework which then underpins the whole methodology. So
for example if we began with the theory that disability occurred at the level of the individual and
change depended on fixing the individual the whole process would revolve around making
personal changes only - a self help model, or alternatively an identification of some medical or
psychological interventions.
I chose to present to you as a possible theoretical framework based on feminist theory and the social
construction (the way disability is maintained through peoples attitudes and practices) and social
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creation of disability (the way in which our systems create disabling inflexible policies). Combination
of all three elements ensures development of an emancipatory framework since feminist research
insists on reciprocity and starting off with the social construction ensures our perspective is focused
on changing our environment. Traditionally research has been based on the medical model - an
example of the effect of this on the research process is seen in Oliver's example: (see research
questionnaire). Another example of a questionnaire based on the social construction can be found
in Kate Lang's research , the results of which we published in the kit. The questions focused on the
environment - I will return to Kate's research later.
The project has been based on bi-cultural principles, an important emphasis for a group of New
Zealanders. The fact that two of you involved are Maori has ensured that the spirit of partnership
promoted by the Treaty has become an important foundation on which our action research is based.
Without them it would have been just theoretical. While disabled people see research can have
"oppressive consequences" (Oliver, 1 992 p. 8) Maori people have been similarly exposed to
exploitative research processes.

They criticise the research process as an exercise in control,

generally carried out by non-Maori, which meets the needs of Pakeha and which particularly
emphasises negative characteristics about Maori (Teariki & Spoonley, 1 992). Research has
compounded the grief associated with the loss of heritage which has deprived M aori people of the
fundamental right to self definition. Any exploration of research paradigms must address this
reality and this has become one of the central themes.
There is an increasing demand for consultative strategies in policy development particularly in this
changing political climate. It would seem an appropriate time to provide the services with a road
map for development of participatory practices where people whose experience is one of disability
can define the terms of those partnerships. One of the ways this could be achieved is for disabled
people to reclaim an area as powerful as research.
The title you chose for the kit has become the title of my thesis. A more common term is "Enabling
partnership through participation" - Your title "Enabling Participation through partnership"
underlines the emphasis we have placed on the fundamental philosophy of partnership and the
resulting potential for participation.

It seems fitting in the New Zealand context that an

emancipatory project should emphasise partnership and then set out to demonstrate how that
works in practice. boratively.

The Theoretica l Framework
All research is based on a theoretical foundation which is drawn from literature. This gives the
research its credibility. You have read extracts of Michael Oliver's work on the social construction;
of disability. I looked at a range of disability research projects done with a view to looking at the
methodologies used. I also examined what literature there exists about research itself. There is a
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growing body of people critiquing research - Maori people especially want research which is done
by them.
In this part I will briefly describe the theoretical framework on which the research is based, define
emancipatory research and clarify the underlying principles. The need for the development of new
research paradigms has been well documented; disabled researchers such as Morris ( 1 992) and
Oliver ( 1 990) are two writers who have called for an emancipatory approach to research. Writers
through the years have analysed the value and importance of social research and although many
different themes have emerged, there is general consensus that it has much to contribute to
improving the quality of life for everyone in late capitalist society in its capacity to inform social
policy (Oliver, 1 990). Oliver attributes the failure to achieve change for people with disabilities to
the "social relations of research production" where the research design serves only to emphasise the
needs of the researchers or policy makers (Oliver, 1 992: 1 0 I ). The development of a dialectical
paradigm (a research model which emphasises dialogue, an interactive process and shared
experiences) for research would resolve some of the problems encountered; this requires a synthesis
of the old and new social science models of research and a recognition of the way different styles and
traditions of social science research relate to one another (Heron, 1 98 1 ). In other words we do not
throw out the baby with the bath water - even quantitative methods have their place and it is good
to value the positive elements of work already done. I will now briefly refer to the ones I consider
relevant specifically to this discussion. Feminist writers in the last two decades have led the way in
advocating research which provides the necessary formulae for outcomes relevant to the needs of all
participants (Oakley, 198 1 ; Mies, 1 983).

In addition, feminist research is premised on the

oppression of women and is committed to changing it (Stanley and Wise, 1 983; Roberts, 1 98 1 ).
These basic principles characteristic offeminist philosophy are central features of the emancipatory
paradigm which will be described. The feminist approach to research has much to offer in terms of
a non-exploitative relationship between researcher and researched based on in Oakley's terms: the
principles of collaboration, co-operation and mutual respect (Oakley, 1 98 1 ). Reference to the work
of many feminists has been reflected in and has positively informed the underpinning philosophy
and method and methodology of the research (Hooks, 1 983; Graham, 1 984; Reinharz, 1 992
Munford. 1 995). I also acknowledge the work of Keith Ballard and the Otago family Network whose
creative approach to methodology has significantly influenced my own work (Ballard et

ai,

1 992).

In my PHD thesis the writings and research of a number of social scientists will be critiqued in order
to provide a broad framework for my chosen methodology and this will be available to the research
group when completed.
Some writers in the disability field have incorporated similar principles in their call for a socio
political perspective on disability (Barton, 1 988; Fulcher, 1 989; Ballard, 1 99 1 ). I n this context the
medical model of disability is attacked and the exclusion of people with disabilities from the 'official'
and academic discourses concerning disability is highlighted. Disability has been a rich source of data
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in the medical and research fields but one can see how scientific measurement has dominated. For
example the many assessment systems which have been developed to "measure" the potential of
disabled children. Furthermore the ecological models of research developed by writers such as
Bronfenbrenner ( 1 979) and Glossop ( 1 988) are important to this discussion in their inclusion of
both of the above mentioned perspectives. They claim that the complexity of inter-related systems
if implemented within a dialectical paradigm would benefit disability research and better inform
social policy. In other words research undertaken from a holistic perspective rather than looking at
people in a limited context. Ballard claims this type of approach is resisted by the research
community and cites its dismissal

by Salzinger, Antrobus and Glick ( 1 980) as "messy, time

consuming and expensive" (Ballard, 1 99 1 : 1 9). While researchers debate the relevance and value
of different perspectives, marginalized groups such as disabled people, oppressed indigenous
people and other ethnic minorities have increasingly identified the central importance of power
and politics in their lives (Ballard, 1 99 1 ). It is clear that if researchers valued and implemented the
different perspectives in their work, they could direct resources they control towards emancipation
through empowerment and partnership in action research.

Research as a l ienation
Many of the experiences I have had of medical research have alienated me. What some of you have
described as well as others outside of this group, demonstrates a level of alienation as a direct result
of non-participatory research processes. What you give in a research process is a gift to the
researcher, is often an important part of yourself and it often contributes to someone's prestigious
degree. Researchers owe their participants some of that benefit.
The concept of alienation has been a feature of most social research (Oliver, 1992). Rowan argues
that this occurs when individual experience is fragmented by putting a person into the role of
'research subject' and using their experience for the purpose only of fulfilling research objectives
(Rowan, 1 98 1 p 93 ). He asserts that: "the person's actions do not belong to that individual, but to
the researcher and the researcher's plan" (ibid).
Heshushius refers to "alienated consciousness" ( Heshushius, 1 994 p. 1 6), to reflect the traditional
approach to research and the notion of subjectivity and objectivity which is characteristic of both
positivist and interpretive models of research.

She has described an approach known as "a

participatory mode of consciousness" (Heshushius, 1 994 p 1 5) where the focus is predominantly on
people's total involvement with one another including the relationship between researcher and
participants. She states:
The recognition of kinship and therefore of ethics is at the core of a participatory mode of

consciousness (Heshusius, 1 994: I S).
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This raises a considerable challenge to the research community but develops the analysis of eminent
researchers within a range of disciplines whose methodologies can be described as participatory.
These include the work of Patti Lather ( 1986) based in a feminist tradition, and Eisner and Peshkin
( 1 990) who take a critical approach

to

educational research. The most recent piece of research

carried out within a tertiary educational environment (McKay, Rowlands, Ballard et al, 1 995) goes
some way to using these concepts in their participatory approach to methodology and promises
much for the future development of emancipatory paradigms in the disability field.
The examples of the alienation of people with disabilities from the design and implementation of
expensive research projects indicate a crisis within the research community. For example much of
the evaluation research undertaken by such agencies as Standards and Monitoring services is based
on a medical model. While it uses triangulation (a range of methods to evaluate a service) this never
involves consultation with the people who use the services. Research clearly ignores the important
personal and political issues of oppression affecting disabled people. As Oliver asserts: " Disabled
people have come to see research as a violation of their experience, as irrelevant to their needs and
as failing to improve their material circumstances and quality of life" (Oliver, 1 992: 1 05).Other
oppressed groups experience similar alienation ( Finch, 1984; Bourne, 1 98 1 ) which leads to the
need for the examination of the wider research crisis and how this has developed historically.

The research tradition
It will be helpful here to define the shifts in research approaches over the years. Oliver's model
demonstrates the way social science has developed and the way we are moving towards a more
emancipatory framework for research. We could be described as being in a "postpositivist" era.
Disabled people have recognized the medical and individual ideologies underpinning this
approach and have sought to demonstrate that disability cannot be abstracted from the social world
which produces it. Research is a key to change and empowerment as it represents a legitimization
of knowledge which is a source of power. People are defined as powerful in society, not only in
societal resources, but as producers or participants in the creation of knowledge, "ways of knowing"
themselves and the social structure within which they live" (Felske, 1 990). People with disabilities
have been excluded and even alienated from the research process to the extent that their needs and
their very identity are defined by non disabled researchers. Social Science research has been
dominated by the positivist paradigm. Positivism is difficult to define but there appears to

be

a

consensus about the main elements of what constitutes mainstream empirical social science.
Rosenman and Ruckdeschel define these elements as follows:
(i)

that scientific knowledge must be definable, measurable and testable;

(ii)

that there is a basic logical unity between natural and social sciences;

(iii)

that empirical knowledge must be separated from the pursuit of moral aims;
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(iv)

that the observer must be value neutral about what s/he is observing ( 1 98 1 :37).

The interpretive or qualitative paradigm has different fundamental principles:
(i)

that there can be no unity of method for the social world is a meaningful place, a world full
of active subjects not passive objects;

(ii)

that research should attempt to understand the meanings of events, not their causes;

(iii)

and that research is a product of the values of researchers and cannot be independent of
them (Oliver, 1 990).

Researchers in the disability field are now struggling to employ more emancipatory methods in their
research. Much of the more recent research has been based on an interpretive model in that peoples
stories are now being used increasingly. A criticism by Zarb (a disabled researcher) is that they are
then often interpreted in from a positivist perspective (Zarb, 1 992). I t will be useful at this point to
refer to Kate Lang's analysis of her own research in order to demonstrate the difference between
that model and the one we developed:
She says that she cannot claim that her research is emancipatory in the real sense because:
I had ultimate control over what is included in the report and what is not. There were
opportunities for some students to critique the report, and they will have control over what
happens to the research product, but this does not apply to all respondents to the survey.
Furthermore the question of how the research has contributed to the empowerment of
students can only really be answered by the students themselves (Lang, 1 994: 1 28).
It is important to understand this distinction since so many research projects you will witness contain
elements of an emancipatory approach but to qualify as emancipatory it must contain all elements.
This in no way negates the value of work such as Lang's and that of other researchers who have
provided invaluable information and served to make visible a variety of experiences.
The challenge to those of us wishing to undertake research is to use our skills and expertise in a way
which would create a situation which would enable people with disabilities to acknowledge and
develop their own resources (Oliver, 1 990).
There is however a gap in the literature in terms of truly emancipatory research directly involving
disabled people in the process; furthermore if one refers to the active inclusion of people with
intellectual disabilities in the research process there is some difficulty in conceptualising how this
would be possible. Our goal has been to prepare a path for such endeavours and show that where
research is conducted by disabled people the bond which builds up between co-researchers is unique
and productive. Equally important is the role of partnership in this context between disabled and
non-disabled people.
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The six emancipatory principles of the research are based on critical theory, fundamental feminist
philosophy and the recommendations of Jenny Morris ( 1 992) and Michael Oliver ( 1 992) in their
discourse on disability research. They can be summarised as follows:
1. The Role of Emancipatory Research in Personal Liberation.

Any research undertaken must be in response to the needs, wishes and experiences ofdisabled people.
A forum must be created where all are partners in the research process and arejointly responsible for
the identification of group priorities.
2. The Personal Experience of Disability

Emancipatory research must highlight the fundamental contradictions in the experience and
understanding of disability. In the disability context particularly the concept of partnership is
crucial in that reciprocity involves sharing skills, energy and varying abilities. Also the promise of
biography is acknowledged. By relating their stories in the way that they wish, the daily lived
experiences of disabled people become visible and the process of story telling is valid on a personal
level.
3. Research as an Educational Experience and the Role of Non-disabled Researchers.

The research itself must be the basis for widespread education and the process will facilitate truly
reciprocal partnerships between disabled people and non-disabled researchers. Research projects
should highlight disability in the context of power dynamics which operate on several different
levels: in personal relationships as well as through social, economic and political institutions.
4. Research by/for the Disability Community

It is essential that the personal experience of disability is made political and that research is used to
accomplish this. The new paradigm for research in the context of disability must be social action
based and funding for any undertaking must not in any way interfere with the concept of ownership
or influence the aims and objectives of the research. The questions will be set by the disability
community and will reflect the concerns and priorities of a cross-section of its members. They will
become social action researchers and their research will accomplish concrete change based on the
priorities identified.
5. Empowennent through Education Within the Research Process

Disabled people will have access to the necessary training to ensure:
•

effective collaboration in the research process and their active development of new research
paradigms as models ofconsultation.
active participation in the establishment, monitoring and evaluation of services
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the ability to become effective advocates, managers and group facilitators.

6. Research as a Catalyst for Change and Partnership

Finally the research process should be defined and initiated by people with disabilities in
parmership with non-disabled allies. It should be based on its commitment to the long term
ideological struggle to transform social inequalities and thus enhance the quality of life for disabled
people.
These principles have underpinned our process as you can see and should form the framework for
any work undertaken in the disability field. The next section will link into Rees's steps and
incorporate extracts from your diary and evaluation session.

PART TWO
Explaining the concept of praxis: I ntegrating the l iterature
Our work is described as "praxis-oriented" - in other words theory is taken into practical action in
the research field and describes an ongoing process of theory and practice interlinked.
The purpose of this section will be threefold: I will link the literature base, which will facilitate
understanding of the integration of critical theory into a dialogic research design; I will briefly
describe the research context and I will demonstrate the unique way in which Rees' steps to
empowerment have become a central framework within an emancipatory research methodology
(Rees, 1 99 1 ). Integral to this process will be a description of the changing research priorities
identified by participants and the ongoing monitoring and evaluation of these priorities. Aspects of
our own evaluations and analyses of the process will be woven through this to underline the
collaborative nature of our work.
The research has been influenced by the work of Freire ( 1 972) and subsequently Rees ( 1 99 1 ) who
has identified a plan in his work "Achieving Power" which translates the scheme of empowerment
into social work practice. The project is based on action research principles similar to that ofOtago
Family Network where researchers worked " alongside parents and professionals on issues they, the
participants identified as important" (Ballard et al, 1 992: 22). The structure follows closely the
methodology described by John Heron in his paper on experiential research methodology ( 1 98 1 )
(see Appendix Four) methods advocated by other writers as emancipatory have been integrated
within this structure. For example Opie in her research claims that where the researcher does not
use rigid interview schedules the participants can be empowered in the following ways: firstly by
taking part in the study they contribute significantly to the description and analysis of a social issue;
in this context they lift the veil of invisibility from their everyday lives; secondly there was a built in
therapeutic dimension to the process which Opie characterises as empowering in that participant
have been able to reflect and re- evaluate their experience as part of the interview process; thirdly
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the research has a politicizing effect in the incorporation of marginalized voices (Opie, 1 992). Opie's
work meets Reinharz's definition of particpatory or collaborative research where the construct
validity lies in the fact that the people studied made decisions about the format and data analysis
(Reinharz, 1 992: 1 8 1 ). Furthermore the work of Freire has significance in deciding on this format,
in that in his research with adult populations in the Third World the researcher's role is clearly
redefined as that of a catalyst in enabling research participant to fonnulate the problems, discuss
solutions and interpret findings (Freire, 1 972). The research ideally involves the participants in
every aspect of the process (Rowan, 1 98 1 ).

The participants are co-researchers who: discuss

research propositions and agree on basic phenomenal categories which apply and how to map
them; agree on each person's individual skills and potential for change and growth including what
can develop these capacities; what can encourage and restrict them and how they can achieve this;
and finally they focus on what developmental procedures they can adopt. In other words we, as a
research group have developed a research plan based on the range of issues we have identified and
used our mutual skills to design a research methodology which accomplished change at an
individual, group and social level.

My role as facilitator
In this type of research it has been essential to be very clear about my role. I am the principal
researcher have at each phase acknowledged, evaluated and re evaluated my own ideological
changes with reference to the research process using a variety of media. I recorded my reflections
in full in the research diary which I made available lO the whole group. By doing so I encouraged
feedback on my performance as facilitator and ensured that I provided the opportunity for the
group to challenge the record of the research process. This is to prevent theoretical imposition and
textual appropriation which can contribute to disempowerment (Opie, 1 992). In other words to
prevent my own ideas, ideals and values being imposed on the group process, the recording of data
and on individuals. As the facilitator I have explained that my aim is to develop a method of
consultation which empowers and enables people to gain a greater degree of autonomy in their own
lives and to clarify all that may

entail. Reflection on what my role should be has required

considerable negotiation with you and one of the key mechanisms for self reflexivity is the diary as
described above. It has been made available to the group to maintain open dialogue about roles and
changes occurring. It is often considered that fully partic;patory research requires handing over
total responsibility for the work to the group and this has been attempted for short periods of time

by many researchers. It is my assertion that to leave a group without a facilitator is totally counter
productive. I have chosen to use Rees's framework as a foundation and to provide a structure. The
group had the opportunity to discard this had you so wished. I will discuss in Part Two the initial
problems groups can have in taking such responsibility and relate events which have occurred.
However I will say that the facilitator must respond to the needs of the group and interpret
sensitively the more invisible demands for structure. Growth can only occur if appropriate support
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and structure are provided. Participants need space to explore their own skills, knowledge and
expertise and to grow confident in taking responsibility and leadership. The challenge to the
facilitator is to provide this structure without manipulating the situation in any way and to have the
ability and even humility to fade out as the role loses its significance and importance. As a disabled
person, the power differentials are removed in the context oflife experience. However it would be
unwise to deny the real power I possess

as

a senior lecturer in a higher education establishment.

While denial in itself is potentially abusive, to use ones power and credibility constructively is a real
asset to the research group. In the project chosen my own experience

as

a disabled student and a

lecturer has been particularly pertinent and has served to illustrate a number of contradictions in
the education system. For example as a worker in a disabling system I become part of the social
construction of disability while being subject to that system myself. I have consistently used my
personal and professional experience in the context of the group process to illustrate points, to
educate where necessary and to participate in the research on the same terms as everyone else. At
no time have I set myself apart from the rest of the group except that I have taken most of the
responsibility for recording and sharing data, group reports and for passing on training skills. At
an early stage in development of our project the sense of ownership was such that it had a life of its
own and would have continued without me. As students you have been clear in your evaluation
about what I personally have offered the group in the same way as you have given each other
feedback about your mutual contributions. It is very important for the principal researcher to
honestly solicit feedback on how the group feels about ones performance. I have also with the
group's permission discussed my role with supervisors and other disabled people to monitor the
extent to which emancipatory principles have been adhered to. Just a final word about my role and
a

summary of what that is from my perspective. This type of research exposes one as a person and

inevitably I have become a friend and developed a unique and individual relationship with each
group member. This has been reinforced by doing in depth individual interviews with each person
which have also provided a mechanism for the identification of personal, practical, professional and
academic problems being experienced. This relationship has been constructively used to explore
such issues as funding sources for meeting individual needs, reflect on difficulties in writing essays
and/or just to talk things over. I must say this has also worked both ways since the group has been
particularly supportive to me personally. Research

can be

an intense time and life inevitably

complicates that!
As I describe the research methodology unfolding within Rees's steps to empowerment I will
identify the relationship of each stage to emancipatory theory reflecting the basis of dialectical
theory building, a key feature of emancipatory methodology (Lather, 1 986).

Background and Context for this Research
[ have made available my own research proposal to explain the background to the approach I have

taken. It seemed a logical move given my own experience as a student and as a lecturer t of
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dialectical theory building, a key feature of emancipatory methodology (Lather, ( 986). 0 explore the
ground of the tertiary system as a possible focus for radical change - also universities and colleges are
the keepers of research and to challenge this on their ground is powerful.
I will briefly discuss here the problems facing disabled students who wish to gain equal access to
education. Considering the large and growing numbers of disabled people in society including
children - it is not good policy to have a potential work force uneducated and forced into
dependency. They are usually excluded from positions in key professions such as teaching,
community work and social work. Within these environments particularly in the latter two they are
traditionally the "clients". Not only does that mean true partnership cannot exist it fails to recognize
and facilitate the contribution people with disabilities can make to our community and work force.
It is essential therefore that students across a range of professional and academic disciplines should
be empowered to have a voice to protect their own interests and those of others within the
environment. There is a high failure rate among disabled, Maori and Pacific Island students and the
reasons for this are complex. My research will address some of the more fundamental issues
involved as well as clearly identify them for data collection purposes.
When I invited you to join my research you were introduced to the social theories of disability and
you acknowledged the ways in which the social construction and creation of disability are evident
in the education system (Oliver, 1 990) reflecting societal concerns and priorities. In our initial
discussions we examined what these concepts meant for us in practice. This was the first time some
of you had the opportunity to name the theory in this way and translate it into reality for yourselves.
I was determined not to pre-empt the outcomes or to take any part in setting the agenda for our
action ; handing over power and responsibility in this way raised fears and a level ofconfusion since
we are more familiar with direction and lack of control. The ensuing vagueness is a potential
obstacle in this type of research particularly if working within set time frames; however sensitive,
supportive facilitation overcomes this and the outcome is a research agenda genuinely decided by
the group. I as facilitator took responsibility for the structure by introduction of Rees' steps to
empowerment (Rees, ( 99 1 ) as a discussion tool and the process is subsequently described below.
While the concept of steps is a helpful one in understanding different stages, it must be clarified that
the process can in no way be a linear one if it is to be truly emancipatory. Each stage is integral to
the next and in diagrammatic form would appear as a series of overlapping circles with interlinking
feedback loops where the evaluation would be central to the model. This reflects the integral nature
of the steps to empowerment and the challenge to participants to constantly critically reflect and
evolve as individuals and as co-researchers.
The most useful way to now proceed is to explain the process loosely based on the steps to
empowerment. Some extracts from the research diary are linked through to ensure you can see the
way your voices have been incorporated - this includes parts of your research evaluation. If you

Appendix Eight
327

check back

to

your research diary you will see that this is simply a summary of what we have

recorded.

Understanding Themes/ Evaluating Self Image And Knowledge
The research process has been evolutionary as is the identification of themes but I will show how the
first two steps laid the foundations of our enterprise and allowed us to set initial objectives.
From the beginning the group took on the nature ofa support group since everyone had equal time
to begin to discuss their own experiences of the education system. This is in keeping with Rees's
notion of themes as:
those aspects of biography which depict experiences of power and powerlessness, explained
perhaps with reference to relationships of relative equality or those characterised by feelings
of being dependent or controlled (Rees, 1 99 1 :.90).
The amount of common ground was remarkable but the uniqueness of individual experiences also
enriched the group. My own role at that time was to share my knowledge of research and to enable
you to identify and share your own.

I

talked firstly about the importance of research in terms of

ownership of knowledge including the importance of participants taking charge of and
understanding the research process. I identified the analysis/action/reflection/evaluation cycle as a
method we should use in order to maintain the "emancipatory" ideal of the process. It was
important that students recognized at this early stage the value of the learning experience involved
in living with a disability and the value of this to contribute to change in their own environment. The
confidence and self respect which accompanies such realisation not only changes their own self
image but also the perceptions others have of them. The diary records are as follows:
I began Uyfacilitating discussion around Rees 's steps to empowerment and identified the meanings ofeach
step in terms of my DUm experience of disability in order to set the scene. In this way I entered the process
completely and attempted to dismantle any power barriers reflecting afeminist approach. The steps became
central to the group discussion. One personfocused on "Acquiring and Using Lang;uage" (Rees, 1 991 :95)
and its importancefor our project. Extensive discussion ensued regarding the power oflang;uage including
the necessityfor us to monitor our own tendency to exclude each other as well as otherpeople Uy our insensitive
use of complex or alienating lang;uage.
Maintaining use of the steps as a discussion tool, the group entered into identifuation of thefoundations
ofthe experience ofthe social construction ofdisability and named different examples in terms ofRees' steps
as

they fitted with their DUm experience.

We identifzed a range of themes: the disabling effects of tile

educational system; the advantages of solidarity but not to the exclusion of others; and the importance of
identifying the difference between autonomy and segregation. (Diary entry, january, 1 995)
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I
Specifying Problems
People with long experiences of powerlessness are likely to have had their problems defined
for them (Rees, 1 99 1 :92).
Typically researchers have defined the questions and therefore the problems for disabled people;
this process has provided the forum for analysis of the problems encountered and the prioritisation
of a range of issues which were summarised in the research diary as follows:
t

The needfor clarity around definitians of impairment and disability. Students wished to address the real
concerns stafffaced by acting in an advisury role and by facilitating an educational process around
disability awareness.

t

The needfor in built mechanisms within the system such as disability contact peaple within

departments

to pkLy a proactive role. It was clear that assessment procedures potentially discriminated against disabled
peaple and would need to be tackled at individual and institutional level.
t

The invisibility ofthe disability experience facilitates the exclusion ofpeaplefrom every

aspect of Univer

sity life. The research process could provide a mouthpiece whereby individuals could rekLte their own stams
of the positive and negative aspects of the educational system. This would include details of tlte impact of
inflexible procedures in course processes and assessment systems.
The financial canstraints preventing change should be addressed. Students acknowledged those diffICUl
ties and identifzed changes which pkLced no new demands on Universityfinances. This inclu.ded improved
mutual accountability between lecturers and students with disabilities for negotiation of approaches to
study. Greater accountavility of the University was also required to educate and support lecturers in their
understanding of disavility as an equal educational opportunities issue.
t

The need to explore whether staff have sufficient practical skills or knowledge of resources to support
disabled students.

t

We all agreed that the action research chosen should address all of these issues and that the group could
fonn an educational cansultative body. Clearly participation and partnership between studenJ.s and lectur
ers remained a cansistent theme and pruuided the foundation for the development of disability equity
training which we unanimously agreed on as our central research focus. The group agreed that parallel
to our group action we would begin the process ofcolkLting our stories which would be told in whatever way
'
peaple chose. We pkLn to make them available as an anthology presented in a range Of creative ways in
order to be accessible to all di5abled peaple.

t

The group at all times are defining and reviewing the methodology, methods and are addressing issues
involved in data collection. They are aware of the need to regukLrly acknowledge their mutual skills and

abilities since disabled peaple do tend to kLck the confidence to do this for themselves. It is common far
disabled peaple to measure their worth and ability according to the assessments of others since many have

had a lifetime of attempting to live u:p to the expectations ofparents, teachers, doctors and other signifuant

peaple. This wmpliance to the wishes and views ofothers means that true identity and sense ofselfworth is
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often denied. It is clear thai the group process offers the opportunity for a reassessment of ones pers011al

priorities and individuality while making a contrilndion to that process. The result has been rapid pers011al

growth; it is clear also thai the group has the potential to be a cohesive and powerful force in terms of
achieving change within the education system. Dealing with previous negative experiences of research
was also important in order to move on. As Christine stated:
Taking part in the action research group has been a poweiful rewarding personal experience. This
contrasts sharply with another research project [ took part in several years ago which involved two inter
views and then nothing. [felt deflated and deceived. This has not been my experience this time.
(Christine).

The challenge to the structures of the University and the attempt to achieve the writing and
implementation of new criteria to empower disabled students in concrete terms, challenges the
social creation of disability (Oliver, 1 992). This means the commitment to change as a group not
only on an attitudinal level but also at the level of institutional structures.
As we have gone along you have been learning about the technical aspects of the research and I as
principal researcher have attempted to take responsibility for defining the language of critical
theory, disability theory and research methodology. This paper will now serve to explain the process
in full and you can use this as a reference for the future. Since all of you are or will be involved in
other research projects, the knowledge on an academic level is invaluable while it demystifies the
research process in which you have participated. You have been involved in critiquing and
changing the methodology and methods as the project unfolded. This has been done by review of
the group processes, sharing roles, identifying changes of course of action and constant evaluation
of our actions. The very nature of action research implies change in its objective to achieve change
at the level of the person, the problem and the method. As Reinharz describes in her demystification
framework:
The very act of obtaining knowledge creates the potential for change because the paucity of
research about certain groups accentuates and perpetuates their powerlessness (Reinharz,
1 992: 1 9 1 ).
Objectives have been formulated in your own terms and language. All the goals originally set were
your own concerns derived from your experience as students in the tertiary sector. There is no
doubt that the concept of ownership has been quickly taken on board and has been integrated into
a formalised group philosophy. There has been no need for compromise so far in terms of
construction of emancipatory methodology. We have proceeded from here to define and review
action and methods. We as co-researchers have set our own questions and identified our own
research agenda thus ensuring the validity of the results. Heron ( 1 98 1 ) speaks of the "indeterminate
validity" of research results based on questionnaires designed by researchers without consultation
with participants.
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At the early stage in the process only disabled people were involved but we planned on building on
the partnership theme and gradually defining the nature of the relationship with our non-disabled
allies. Of central importance however in emancipatory terms is the extent to which we as disabled
researchers direct the process and the role of partnerships in enabling us to maintain a genuine
leadership role.
To summarise the elements of emancipatory methodology: the research begins to act as a catalyst
for cultural transformation where an educative process results from this mutually reciprocal
relationship. The fundamental dialogic nature of this enterprise challenges the status quo and
enables all involved to identify areas of oppression as well as the potential for change.

Developing Awareness of Policies
The predicament of powerless people is likely to be affected by social and economic policies
and the professional services which are delegated the responsibility of implementing those
policies (Rees, 1 99 1 p.92).
At this stage in the process (and indeed this continues) clearly we have been developing new political
awareness arui an ability to specifICally identify the disabling aspects of rigid educatioTud policies arui

structures such as assessment procedures. It has been essential to acknowledge my own learning curve both

in terms of the research process arui personal changes as well as the complex Universitystructures and
policies. Having established the methodology and become familiar with the concept of dialectical theory

building in relation to the specifIC themes, thefocu.� for the action research has evolved. Clearly the range

ofproblems we encounter as disabled students in a competitive environment stems from inflexibility of ntles
as well as the lack of understanding and resulting fears of both academic and non-academic staff OuT

growing visibility challenges them to confront these iSS1.leS in a practical way. It has been essential to wOTk

where possible through existing mechanisms in order to ensure access to appropriate channels arui also
accountability of existing systems to disabled people. Added la this it ensures use of existing funds arui
furuiingstructures to avoid disability issues beingseen as special, separate or an extra expense oflow priority.
We have recognized the integral needfor attitude change in conjunction with action on access and that
disability equity training could be a tool in achieving this. For this reason we have developed a disability

equity training package which will target lecturers and administrative staff initially arui will be adaptable

to a range oftraining needs. We as a group will share responsibilityfor this training and at the same time
be trained to deliver a training package. In this way people will be building on their existing skills. We have
named our group as the Disability action research group (DARC). A meeting ofkey Universitystaffat an
early stageformed the beginning ofa disability equity working party which will monitor this as a long term
project. We have since successfully implemented thefirst training course the report ofwhich will be central
to another paper. Our approach has inspired commitment and practical supportfrom people who are in
a position to achieve real change.
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We are constantly evaluating our actian, ourgroup process and ourprioriiies; to achieve this we are actively

applying the developmental procedures laid out at thefirst stage using all correctivefeedback loops, " with

ideas influencing actions and experience, with actian and experience influencing ideas, both intra and

interpersanally" (Heran, 1 981: 157 ). In a concrete sense this means maintaining open dialogue with each

other, rrwnilDTing the manageamlity of the project and equal sharing of responsimlity which prevents the

familiar burn out associated with disability action groups. It is important at this point to say that while

everything we do energises us, our aims are realistic and we see cancrete results, we can maintain
momen

tum. One of tlu! reasons groups of disabled people often hand over responsibility to nan-disabled

people and professionals, is lack of adequate co-operatian, planning and mutual support. We are thus
addressing this cancern at every stage.(Diary entry: March, 1 995).

Developing the Notion of Choice
Since disability is often seen as low priority people with disabilities and their allies must move
from "the assumption that there is no alternative to accepting one's lot, to deliberation over
what might be possible (Rees, 1 99 1 :93).
To achieve this the notian of choice has been created an a number of levels: the amlity of each of us to
challenge the system rather than simply be passive recipients of it; the right to ownership of knowledge and
the amlity to create choicesfor others Uyfacililating change through the training package. Most importantly
tlu! research process is serving to provide the choice to discover and reach anes maximum potential. This is
partly being achieved, through the opportunityfor practical and emotional support as well as training and
personal Iprofessional development. We arefinding that some of the barriers identifll!d are a result of the
problems emanatingfrom a lifetime of oppressian such as low selfesteem and consequent inability to speak
an anes own behalf. This can be addressed Uy encouraging students to fully participate in the planned
exercise and Uy ensuring they have whatever training they need to do this canfidently. At an early stage tlu!
disability equity sub group attended a course design workshop alangside academic staffat Victoria. Within

till! group interactian ilselfduring this training staffare acknowledging the extent to which the students are
teaching them about addressing tlu! meds of heterogenous groups. (Diary entry: March, 1 995).

This aspect of emancipatory research includes a practical component; a similar process was
documented by the Otago Family Network at a middle stage:
Practical action has been reflected in Network involvement In areas of information
exchange, individual support and advocacy with parents, and in actions on policy and
education, health and social welfare that impact on families and children with disabilities.
Emancipatory action has occurred in many of these practical areas for individual parents who
have gained knowledge and skills and been empowered to bring about changes in their own

lives (Ballard et ai, 1 992: 23 1 ).
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No similar work is documented in terms of action research h¥. people with disabilities; much of the
best research has been carried out involving caregivers. (Munford, 1 989; Opie, 1 99 1 ).
The incidental outcame of the process we are undergoing is heightened self esteem, a safe forum for self
expression and true acce-ptance. Our daily experiences consistently inform the research agenda. While the
group continues to identify priorities for action I, as facilitator, am constantly wary of ignoring important
issues raisedfor different individuals which may not be group priority. This requires sensitivity to the needs
ofand changes occurring in all you. The open reciprocal relationship ensures this and I am careful to spend
time with individuals as and when it is required whether that be as a researcher or a frierul and colleague.
I in this sense have been privileged to get close to so many uniquepeople who have given me so much. In this

sense though maybe I have gained more than anyone since other group members may not know each other
quite as well. Your own evaluations confirmedforme that this process works: Lather asserts that the response
of the participants is a major factor in proving validity of data (Lather, 1 986). The true test of the

emancipatory quality of the research is de-pendent on the ability of each person to freely and consistently
express theirfeelings, concerns as well as to identify their own personal and intellectualgrowth. (Diary entry,
March, 1 995).

The research model not only stresses the participants' own voices, each person involved is both
researcher and subject where each is a co-researcher a method given credibility by Heron ( 1 98 1 ) and
Rowan ( 1 98 1 ). These models have been previously introduced and are referenced.

Experiencing Solidarity with Others
The support group which brings together people experiencing the same predicament can be
a means of education because it reveals a common grievance and encourages a sharing of
ways to respond to such problems (Rees, 1 99 1 :94).
During this process group solidarity has been growing and people have been building relo.tionships. There
is reciprocity built in as people are learningfrom each other including non disabled allies. Information
sharing is a consistent theme as information is power and is often hard to access. (Diary entry: April, 1 995).

This includes information on aU leveJs. As Heron states:
Research is a way of exercising political power. Knowledge fuels power; it increases the
efficacy of decision making. Knowledge about persons can fuel power over persons or fuel
power shared with persons; and the moral principle of respect for persons is most fully
honoured when power is shared not only in the application of knowledge about persons but
also in the generation of such knowledge" (Heron, 1 98 1 :35).
The group diary demonstrates the way the group process has encouraged you to constantly clarify
and re-evaluate your own role and what you aimed to gain from the process. You have each taken
a specific role for example dissemination of information, acting on and informing others of
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outcomes of meetings, facilitating contact between members and liaison with key people in the
university.
Avenues ofpolitical action in terms ofconsultation and advocacy are now beingfocused on:for example we
have held planning meetings with representatives of decision making bodies in the university. Disabled
students are often excludedfrom traditiOTUll student political activities and as a way ofincreasing visibility
some are now taking more active roles.(Diary entry: April, 1 995).

The Otago Family Network also worked on this principle: they stated in their report:
Action research involves collaboration among all participants and a striving for shared understandings
that may guide action. In this context information should be democratic - that is available to all .. it should
not be necessary to have specialised knowledge to use information gained infamily and community settings
(Ballard et al, 1 992:24).

In terms of solidarity the work of Maria Mies who stresses the importance of the collectivisation of
women's experiences has significance. She asserts that women are equipped to work with other
exploited groups and that the 'double consciousness' they have is a positive tool in emancipatory
research (Mies, 1 983). There is a clear parallel in our research where both researcher and research
participants are bringing "their own experience of oppression and discrimination into the research
process" (Mies, 1 983 p. 1 2 1 ).

Acquiring and Using Language
A test of the value of acquiring and using new language lies in the evidence that the users are
making connections between one context of power and another (Rees, 1 99 1 :95).
In contrast to other methods of conducting research where language is analysed from "the one-sided
perspective of particular individuals" (Garbutcheon and Singh, 1 988: 1 6), the process ensures the
recognition that human beings are social beings and that language, activities and social relationships
are socially constructed" (ibid). In the educational context theoretically informed practice demands
knowledge of the language of educational theories and policies as well as developing the ability to
enter into dialogue with key people within the system.
We are all learning the importance of respecting as well as demystifying the language of the institution.
Language is one powerful method of exclusion whether that be in a verbal2 , ideological or a cultural
context. We are gaining the necessary respect through our own ability to analyse the problems and enter into
dialogue with key players.
We have explored the current debate within the disability community around appropriate terminology
including the powerful impact ofand ownership oflanguage. This process together with defining access on

a physical and attiiudinal level including education and employmentfor people with disabilities has helped
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raise our poLiticaL consciousness as individuals and as a group. J feeL this is invaLuable personally and
poLiticaLLy. ItfaciLitates our iruLividuaL growth and abiLity to challenge the disablingfactors in our lives as
weLL as act in soLidarity and pride with other people of Like mind. At the same time we have acknowLedged
the richness of ou'r varied experiences and the strength of these in conjunction with our commonaLities.
The anaLysis of language is compLex and goes beyond words - in this sense the whole methodoloffJ facilities
understanding ofthe language ofexperience, often one oflifelong disability, as weLL as a deeper connection
to ones culturaL roots.
I have felt that this has been particularLy signiflCantfor CaryL and Buleau being Maori and Thai as the

onLy Pacific Island students (even though he rareLy was here, when he was he always had an impact). Their

contribution to the training package has strengthened the theme ofpartnership. It is up to them to expLore
the extent this has brought them closer to their awn heritage.(Diary entry: March, 1994).

Resisting a Return to Powerlessness
At some point in a process of growing stronger, some people may experience doubts about
the action they have been taking (Rees, 1 99 1 : 96).
The following discussion was presented in diary reflections March, 1 995:
DisabLed peopLe are not expected to break out of dependent mode but those in power often expect passivity
even if they do not respect it. Powerlessness is a sad and degrading experience but it invoLves a security of
a kind where Life is predictable and centered around the decisions made by others. The feeLing of being
responsiblefor oneselfand the uncertainty ofchange can producefeeLings ofvuLnerabiLity. DisabLed peopLe

are traditionaLLy caredfor by others and the expectations can be Low. Expectations have been raised by the
processfrom the beginning and it is my roLe as thefaciLitator to ensure this is a chaLlengingyet unthreatening
experience. Positive action often provokes negativity and hostility from others. We have acknowledged the
inherent dangers ofthis and we are providing mutuaL support accordingly. Creating opportunities to have
dialo{!;!te ensures an analysis ofevents as well as a necessary level of objectivity and avoids the temptation
to return to the more secure state of invisibility.

This theme raises the question about the role of the facilitator: Mc Taggart and Garbutcheon and
Singh note that many action research projects have relied on a facilitator from outside to "empower"
oppressed group members. The researchers involved with Otago Family Network raised concerns
about dependence when it appeared at one stage that parents were reluctant to "take over" the
Network project. However it transpired that given time and where the partnership role was
clarified, the issue of dependence did not become a major concern ( Ballard et ai, 1 992, p. 235). The
co-operative nature of this process has ensured that the group take gradual responsibility for the
facilitation role.

It is acknowledged that a sudden transition would be harmful and indeed

disempowering. The issue of false consciousness is a central theme raised by Fay and has been

Appendix Eight
335

discussed in the course of the research. It has been addressed in the recognition that there is an
element of security inherent in the image society holds of disabled people which is internalised by
them and requires:
abandoning self conceptions and the social practices they engender and support, things
people cling to because they provide direction and meaning in their lives ( Fay, 1 987:98).
In the research process a safe environment has enabled people to engage in 'ideology critique' (an
examination of their ideas and beliefs). Furthermore, "there is a dialectic between people's self
understandings and researcher efforts to create a context which enables "a questioning of taken for
granted beliefs and the authority that culture has over us" (Bowers,1 984, quoted in Lather, 1 986:
446).
The forum for conscientisation has been created ( Freire, 1 972) through a process of value analysis
of theoretical and conceptual formulations.

Developing Interadive and Political Skills
Rees sees skill development in a social and community work context as an essential stage of
empowerment. He emphasises
the value of workers seeing themselves as assertive, powerful and able to take risks (Rees,
1 99 1 : 1 1 3).
This is in recognition of the disabling effects of some services on support workers and social
workers.The research process has thus sought to provide similar opportunities for professional
training and skill development.
As a result we as participanis are develo-ping essential political and interactive skills. For example we are
all gaining confidence and expertise to liaise with chairpersons ofdepartments, to represent other students
in Equo.l Educational Oppo-rtunities negotiations with academic board, to contribute to the Learning of
academics in training; most impo-rtantly DARG has credibility and is achieving concrete results (Diary
entry: May, 1 995).

Evaluation
This section is presented in two parts. The first reflects participant evaluation and provides an
introductory summary of group methods. The second more specifically clarifies and recapitulates
the research techniques employed.
Rees refers to the importance of evaluation at the beginning middle and end of a research project
as a kind of stretching exercise to .. prepare the athlete and dancer" (Rees, 1 99 1 : 1 2 1 ) We have been
working collaboratively, analysing the process, negotiating meanings, recycling descriptions. These
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practices facilitate deeper probing of research issues. At the same time we have engaged in "a
maximal approach to reciprocity" which has involved the group in "a collaborative effort to build
empirically rooted theory" (Lather, 1 986: 446)
Consistency in this method of evaluation has ensured the validity and quality of our work. The
research process adhered to in this way stimulates the beginning of a theoretically guided extended
plan of action (Fay, 1 975). With this aim participants are keeping diaries, recording the processes
and their own reflections on events. Extracts of your own evaluations enhance the validity of this
theoretical approach. Malcolm speaks of the theme of partnership:
I saw a caption recently that said "Partnerships that Work". It struck me how relevant this was to our
disability equity training. There are many partnerships which do not work: relationships which break down;

marriage partnerships where one party has domination and control over the other; partnerships where there
is inequity. In fact these are not true partnerships at all.
What is so different about our training is th.at it practices what it preaches. It both talks about and models

an equitable partnership between disabled pe()ple and non-disabled pef1Jle. It demonstrates that having our
suppm needs met on our terms, with()ul extinguishing our choice and control, is not only an exciting
challenge but entirely possible.
Who we are is O.K. We cannot change our impairments, but we can change the things which happen to

disable us. And that i� a process which involves all of us.
(Malcolm )

Other questions you have asked
How did we conduct data analysis? Naming the process.

The data analysis was carried out on an ongoing basis within the research diary and I will summarise
here some of the key issues of importance:
We have ensured full participation by taping all meetings and making these available to all members
including those absent. Extra effort has been made in co-ordinating action and facilitating dialogue
with respect to the varying energy levels and access difficulties faced by disabled people in such an
environment. We also have a central audit file where all records of actionlcommunication are kept.
These are being used to reflect on changes made, the progress achieved in meeting identified goals
and recording developments. At each meeting, space is made for analysis and reflection around
each stage of empowerment and the records reflect our findings. The aim of this is to present a
model not only of successful emancipatory research but to provide a practical model of consultation.
With a group this size democratic dialogue is possible' . Like the researchers of the Otago Family
Network, what Grundy and Kemmis ( 1 988) call "symmetrical dialogue" (329) is being employed;
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this is where each participant has equal say in generating ideas and that decisions will be genuinely
made by the group. Part of the evaluation process is a corrective feedback press where there is
ongoing reflection on partnership, control and quality of dialogue. This approach is built on
Lewin's concept of action research as proceeding in a spiral of steps "each of which is composed of
planning, action and the evaluation of the result of the action" ( Kemmis and Mc Taggart, 1 988: 8).
The "action - reflection-action" model (Ballard et al, 1 992:.229) is central to the methodological
framework. The research is practical, collaborative and emancipatory; collaborative reviewing of
problems facing participants is systematic within the framework of the group process. Through this
interactive approach to research, the creation of emancipatory theory becomes possible; dialectical
theory has been developed in an empowerment process which invites reciprocal reflexivity and
critique. By rigorously adhering to this method, the danger of theoretical imposition and reification
on behalf of the facilitator is lessened (Lather, 1 986). I have attempted within this process to describe
reciprocity in practice in terms of the reality of the research process for a group of disabled people.
The evaluative process I have

described has been adapted from the combination of

recommendations of writers previously cited and can be summarised as follows:
t

The design is based on interactive dialogic interviews requiring intermittent appropriate
self disclosure on behalf of all participants including the facilitator.

t

Regular evaluation meetings/interviews of both individuals and small groups facilitate the
collaborative process and a deeper probing of research issues.

t

Joint consultation to define and interpret data with an appointed working group who repre
sent a sub sample through whom data is recycled. (The training programme itself was
planned in a small working party of disabled students and their allies.) In this project I as
facilitator have taken responsibility for maintaining a true emancipatory framework through
ongoing collaboration with all research participants to build "empirically rooted theory"
(Lather, 1 986: 446).

t

Reciprocity is ensured through ongoing discussion of the key issues for the participating
group. I have identified the need for the researcher to create a safe context for the enhance
ment of the conscientisation process (Freire, 1 972).

The following diary entry was made October, 1 995:
Ourfindings suggest that the successful implementation ofsuch training is paving the wayfor the building
of staff and student networks who will ensure greater participation for all. The partnership between both

disabled and non-disabled people as well as between staff and students is enhancing every aspect of the
working and learning environment. We are already seeing evidence that the consultation processes we have
modelled and subsequently exercised in our negotiations and in our training have positively impacted on the
culture of the institution. This is reflected in their increased consultation with us in implementation ofnew

policies and practices. The student services co-ordinator supporting our work has taken on board our
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recommendatians. The key message is tlult

mMe

empowering policies and practices which benefit a

marginalised group such as disabled students, will achieve greaterparticipationfor all students, irrespective
of their background or ability.

Coral's evaluation of the process reinforces this statement weaving through the partnership theme:
we can now pass on what we Iulve learnt as a group with the same enthusiasm and dedication we Iulve
experienced to others; by doing so we will Iulve opened anotherpathway ofunderstanding and broken down

some of the barriers tlult stand in our way (Coral).

Jan's evaluation would be appropriate to conclude this section:
DARC provided the apportunity to meet like minded yet different individuals. Many wonderfulfriendships

Iulve beenformed. Believing in a purpose and Iulving a common goal has helped bring us closer together.
Working with a group ofpeople with disabilities in partnership with University staffhas been a real slulring

of interests and talents. It has highlighted the true value ofpeople working together in partnership tofind
solutians, to overcom.e the odds and to achieve something positive and worthwhile. No one person can hope

to do it all alone, but together everything is possible.

Personally the supportive environment within DARC gave me the necessary inspiration, encouragement
and motivation to pursue a research project within disability policy, practice and language issues ofEEdO.
This has become an integral part ofmy MA degree.

There has also been a ton of learning about myself about others, about life, about the nature ofdisability

issues and about different multiple perspectives to all things. Tt has all been great (fan).

Summary of methodological techniques
For the purposes of your future studies you have requested more concrete explanation of what we
have done in terms of the methodology and the part you have played.
The thoroughness of the project evaluation and data analysis has been ensured by the blending of
methodological techniques which can be described as multiple triangulation (Denzin, 1 989). The
complex process described involves: use of more than one method of data collection; multiple
investigators (in this context co-researchers); the theoretical framework has been approached from
a multi-dimensional perspective; finally "between-method" triangulation (Denzin, 1 989, p 244) has
ensured more than one methodological approach. The concept of validity in the context of
emancipatory research is discussed in the next section. This complex approach to research is seen
as a more reliable way to examine certain phenomena and has been chosen to ensure that research
participants have the maximum opportunity to gain a voice through the research process as well as
to achieve real social change. I t is important to recognise that this has involved borrowing, as advised
by Reason and Rowan ( 1 98 1), some accepted traditional research methods including in part the
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notion of validity. They caution praxis orientated researchers to revise and expand those concepts
to develop in their terms "interactive. dialogic, logic" ( Reason and Rowan,

1 98 1 : 240).

Your own observations offered during the group process have been recorded. The emerging
themes have been shared with the research group combined with those categorised in the group
research diary. Croup meetings have been recorded from the beginning and transcripts prepared
by myself as group fucilitator which include my own reflection and evaluation. These are
automatically circulated to all research group members. This has provided the opportunity for all
participants to comment on emerging themes, the group process and the planned actions. Space has
also been made at each meeting for co - researchers to comment critically on data summary, analysis
and interpretation in order to establish how this has fitted with reality for them. This technique is
known as " member checks" (Cuba

&

Lincoln,

1 98 1 ).

The main research diary has provided a

central framework for data analysis and the opportunity for what our group named as the formation
of a critical reflective community. This again resembles Lewin's approach to action research by the
establishment of "self-critical communities of people"

who finally succeed in "emancipating

themselves form the institutional and personal constraints which limit their power." ( Kemmis and
Mc Taggart,

1 988: 23).

The diary has formed a vital corrective feedback mechanism since whoever

writes up the research it " must be the fruitful discussion of all co- researchers" ( Heron,

1 98 1).

The

records of meetings, the outcome of discussion and training seminars, all letters and memos written
as well as recorded dialogue with key U niversity staff have provided the ongoing account. This has
became a form of "audit trail" ( Miles and H uberman, 1 984:

28) similarly

used by the Otago Family

Network to check trustworthiness of data. Each participant has undertaken individually a form of
final evaluation by completing a task agreed by the group to be shared in a process of critical
reflection in the group context.
Other aspects of this validation of findings and material must include the two stage evaluation
process of the training package by staff and students. The first evaluation measured the immediate
effect on the perceptions and attitudes of staff in training as well as of facilitators. The second stage
ensured measurement of the impact of the training on the University environment. In this way the
construct and catalytic validity (Lather,

1 986)

have been addressed. Finally the emancipatory goal

ofthe project has been furthered by the use of topical life history ( Denzin,

1 970:222) where students

have told their stories of struggle with the education system. The material gathered will be
eventually used to consolidate the positive ou tcome of the research, increase the visibility of disabled
students and further validate the assertions made at the completion of the project.
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I
Enabling Participation Through Partnership
H ave we achieved this?
Kia Whakamara Puta Noa Whakatioa Tahi
O u r evaluations explored the extent to which w e have achieved this a n d your reflections have been
recorded in the research diary. The above is the theme of our training package and it is fitting at
this stage to return to this. There are many complex strands to the research project all with their own
significance.

I will briefly highlight these and comment on the extent to which each has been woven

into the growing tapestry of the research. You can assess for yourselves the extent to which we have
achieved our goals on reflection.
The first is the theme of emancipatory research, the development of research methodology and the
synthesis of approaches.

The student group has maintained ownership of the methodology and

Rees' steps to empowerment have been the key to development of the methodology.

I as principal

facilitator consistently provided the structure for the process but the focus of the action research has
at all times been defined by the group. The process in many ways is inextricable from the outcome
and this is illustrated within the article. Both are equally important in the emancipatory process and
together challenge the social construction of disability the theory upon which the research is
constructed. By adhering to participatory principles and maintaining group ownership over the
research the process qualifies as emancipatory.
The second strand is tllat of the precise method of meeting research objectives outlined in the
section "Specifying Problems".

The research is still in process and full evaluation has not yet

occurred but evidence suggests that change has been achieved on a number of levels:

t

A submission

has been sent to the U niversity committee from staff and student participants

in training. Because of the source of the recommendations the findings have credibility and
are being actioned.

t

The training has been budgeted for

1 996

and the training group has an established base

fund.
The student group is recognized as a consultative and educational body which will be called
on to work alongside University staff.

t

Staff contact persons have been appointed in each department.

t

Assessment procedures are being reviewed and individually negotiated with disabled stu
dents.

A working party is

looking at methods of delivering lecture material including the issue of

copywrite over taped lectures and lecture notes.

Appendix Eight

t

34 1
Disability is being integrated into all aspects of U niversitypolicy rather than being addressed
as a separate and low priority issue.

The third strand of this process is the effect on the lives of individual participants (staff in training).
I will summarise some of what people have reported as follows:

t

Rather than feeling drained by the amount of work undertaken all have identified feeling
energised by the experience.
We have all learnt about development of research methodology and have new found confi
dence to use this to constructively challenge the system.
All have reported feeling empowered by the opportunity to tell their stories and make our
e xperience visible and are finally benefiting from the concrete change the research has
achieved.

I personally have been inspired by the commitment of the group to the research, the loyalty and
consistency with which they have participated and I have learnt the true definition of participation
through partnership.

We can

now

pass on what we have learnt as a group with the same enthusiasm a1Ul dedication we IULVe

experience to others; by doing so we will have opened another pathway oJ u1Ulersla1Uling a1Ul lJroken doum
some oJ the barriers which sla1Ul in our way (Coral).
The report of work in progress I have outlined is an example of reciprocity used not only as a means
to empower people but to actively involve them in theory building in a disability context.

The

debriefing sessions where concepts and explanations are scrutinized by all facilitates theoretical
exchange - "the collaborative theorizing at the heart of research which both advances emancipatory
theory and empowers the researched" (Lather,

1 986: 449).

Conclusion
In this paper I have described a working definition of emancipatory research where the theme of
partnership and full participation has been central.
The steps to empowerment have provided a clear framework for a project which totally involves
people with disabilities in the process. While the setting has been an educational environment there
is no doubt that such principles could be constructively applied to other work settings with people
with disabilities. The glossary of terms will help clear up any confusion as you come across research
language either in the context of this process or any other aspect of your work. We as a group can
now look to the future to ensure that what we have achieved will of lasting value for disabled people
everywhere.
friendship.

Kia Kaha

I want to thank you all for being part of my research and for the richness of your
[ am truly privileged. I hope this paper will clarify for you everything we have done.
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The following list incorporates some of the above references and provides others which you may
find useful in your own research.
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A Concluding com ment to Appendix Eight.
The two hour session was insufficient to cover all this information and I have offered follow up time
and individual tutorial time to students who wish to pursue this type of approach to research within
their own studies. The reference list represents what I consider the most accessible works to form
a baseline explanation to the work they have achieved. The session did act as a kind of closure to
the main research process and an opportunity for each person to reflect on their own academic
development as opposed to their personal development which was the focus of the previous
evaluation.
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MASSEY

U N IVERSITY
Pnv,)t" e�1t 1 1 222
r.,'merslon North
New Z".I�nd

T"kphone 0-1)· J�6 '10<)<1
Fdcs. milc

0'0' J�O �627

FACUl..TY OF
SOCIAL. SCIENCES

INFORMATION SHEET :

-

DEPARTMENT OF
SOCIAL. POLICY
A N D SOCIAL WORK

RESEARCH TITLE :

ACTIVE PARTICIPATION OF PEOPLE WITH D I SABILITIES IN THE RESEARCH
PROCESS .
THE RESEARCHERS :

The princ ipal researcher/ f ac i l i tator

is

P a u l i n e Boyles who i s

submittt ing a proposal f o r work f o r h e r PHD .

However the nature

of the research means that each part ic i pant has an active part
i n the research process i t s e l f and wi l l i n e f f ect have the r o l e
o f co-researcher a,l ong w i th other part i c i pants . I n agreement with
a l l part i c i pants a contact l i st wi l l be made ava i lable so each
member can be eas i ly contacted at any t ime .
Pau l i n e Boy les can be contacted at the f o l l owing bases :
We l l i ngton Col l ege of Educ a t i on : department o f Spec i a l Educa t i o n .
Tel :

476-8699

or
9F Mako View
Titahi Bay .
Tel .

236

You a s

-

6505

part i c i pants mus t not hes i tate to make contact w i th the

pr i n c i p a l researcher at any t i me if you need to .

WHAT IS THE STUDy ABOUT?

The

true

nature

part i c i pants .
a)

of

the

study

wi l l

be

determ i n ed

the

The key themes are as f o l l ows :

active i nvo l vement o f peo p l e with d i sabi l i t i e s

about na ture ,

by

format and outcome o f researc h .

Thi s

i n dec i s i ons
i s known a s

action research .
b ) The ongo ing deve lopment o f equal opportun i ties for peo p l e with
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d i s ab i l i t ies

in tert i a ry education and in the

work force .

WHAT WILL PARTICIPANTS HAVE TO DO?
For

the

f i rst

group and

three

months

you

wi l l

be

a

member

of

research

make dec i s ions about the key themes to be explored .

You wi l l be supported to achi eve your goa l s within the res e arch
process .

Where pos s i ble the research a c t i v i t i e s may be used for

the purposes o f person a l s tudy goa l s . Res earch may take the form
o f a ques t i onna i re ,

a wri tten or taped i n terv i ew ,

a reques t f o r

a persona l story or any other appropr i a t e method .

You

wi l l not

be expected to do anyth i ng you do not w i sh to or do not feel a b l e
to .

The pro j ect i s i ntended to be product i ve and en j oyab l e for

all part i c i pants .
HOW MUCH TIME WILL BE INVOLVED?

At f i rst the o n l y comm i tment w i l l be to short mont h l y meetings .
As t ime progresses further tasks may be i denti f ied but you w i l l
not

be

expected

abi l i ty to

to

study .

spend

The t ime

t ime

which

and place

will

detract

set as ide

for

from

your

i nd i vi dua l

i ntervi ews wi l l be dec ided by yourse l f ; you w i l l a l s o decide o n :
the

format o f

the

i n terv i ew ;

the

que s t i ons

covered ;

tape recorder wi l l be used or other equ i pment ;

whether

a

who you w i s h to

conduct the i nterv i ew .
WHAT CAN PARTICIPANTS EXPECT FROM THE RESEARCHER?
Part i c i pants

can

expect

to

be

kept

fully

i nformed

progress o f the research and to have i nput i nto how
is conducted as we l l as the outcome .

about

the

the research

The researcher must f u l l y

i nvolve each part i c i pant i n pro j ec t dec i s i ons

and be ava i l ab l e

to provide support o f a prac t i c a l or emo t i o n a l nature a s a r e s u l t
o f i s sues ari s i ng from t h e research .

I f p l an s a r e changed a t a n y

stage y o u w i l l b e i nf ormed w ith good notice . T h e researcher mus t
b e prepared and ava i lable to discuss any aspect o f the r.esearch
which may be caus i ng d i s s a t i s f action .
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IF Y OU TAKE PART IN THE STUDY YOU HAVE THE RIGHT TO :

*

Re fuse to answer any part icu lar q u e s t i o n and to wi thdraw from

the s tudy at any t ime .

*

Ask any further questi ons about the s tudy tha t occur to you

dur i ng your part i c i pa t i o n

*

Provide i n forma t i on o n the understanding t h a t i t i s comp l e t e l y

conf idential t o t h e researchers .
anonymous ly and i t wi l l

Al l

i nf orma t i o n

i s co l l ected

not be pos s i b l e to ident i fy you i n any

reports that are prepared f rom the s t udy .

*

Be g iven access to a summary of f i nd i ngs f rom the s t udy when

it is concluded .
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M AS SEV

U N IVERSITY
Private Bai 1 1 22 2
Palmerston North
New Zealand
Telephone 0-6·356 Q(Jqq
Facsimile 0-0-350 5621
FACULTY OF
SOCIAL SCIENCES
."..

CONSENT FORM

DEPARTMENT OF
SOCIAL POLICY
AND SOCIAL WORK

PROVISIONAL PROJECT TITLE :
INVOLVEMENT OF PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES IN THE RESEARCH PROCESS
IN AN EDUCATIONAL SETTING :

I have read/or have had read to me the in f o rmat i o n sheet for this
s tudy and have had the deta l s o f the study e x p l a ined to me .

My

questions about the s tudy have been answered to my s a t i s faction ,
and I unde rstand that

I may ask further questions at any t ime .

I a l so understand that I am free to wi thdraw from the study at
any t ime , or to dec l i ne to answer any parti c u l ar que s t i ons in the
study .

I agree to provide information to the researchers on the

understandi ng that it i s comp letely conf ident i a l .

I agree/do not agree to tap ing of i ntervi ews .

I w i s h to part i c i pate in t h i s s tudy under the cond i t i ons set out
on the in formation sheet .

Signed :

Name :

Date :
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M ASSEV

U N IVERSITY
Private

Bag I

1 222

Palmerston North
New Zealand

Telephone 0-6-J�6 90'19
Facsimile 0-6-)�O �627
FACULTY OF
SOCIAL SCIENCES
-

DE CLARATIO N FOR SupPO RT PEOPLE

CONFIDENTIALITY

ASSISTING

DEPARTMENT OF
SOCIAL POLICY
AND SOCIAL WORK

WITH

INTERVIEWS .

I agree that any i nformation d i s c l o s ed i n my presence during t h i s
i nterview wi l l b e e n t i r e l y conf ident i a l .

S igned

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

In the Presence of
Dated

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

.

•

•

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

•

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

•

•

•

.

•

.

.

•

•

•

•

•

•

.

•

.

•

•

•

•

.

•

•

•

•

.

•

.

•

•

•

•

.

.

.

Appendix Ten

APPEN D IX TEN
The Disability Equity Training Kit

I

359

Appendix Ten
36 J

ENABLING PARTICIPATION
THROUGH PARTNERSHIP
KIA WHAI(AMARA PUTA
NOA WHAKA TIOA TAHI
A

DISABILITY EQUITY

TRAINING KIT

The Disability Action Research Group (Inc)
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A
DISABI LITY EQUITY
TRAINING KIT
by
TH E

DISABI LITY ACTION

R ES EA R C H G R O U P

(DARG I nc)

Supported by
THE EEO OFFICE
CO-O R D I NATOR FOR STUDENTS WITH DISABI LITIES
STUDENT S E R V I CES

VICTORIA UNIVERSITY OF WELLINGTON
r. Whar. Wanuga 0 t . Upoko 0 t. na a Maui
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C O NTENTS
I nt rod u ction

1

The d i s a b i l ity of language

2

Clearing up o u r language

3

Defi n itions

4

D i s a b i l ity equ ity

5

P o rt rayal issues

6

A b i c u l t u ral a p p roach

7

A d i s a b i l ity h i story

8

Myt h s and facts

10

Why do we need E EdO?

11

The d i s a b l i n g experience: its many voices

13

People's sto ries

14

Access

16

Barriers checklist

18

Stat i stics

20

Partici p ati on and ac h i eve ment of students

21

I nteraction with a student with a disabil ity

22

Disabi l ity Equ ity i n Actio n

23

Toward s f u l l p a rtici p ation

24

The H u m an R i g hts Act

26

Disab led Person's C o m m u n ity We lfare Act &
H ealth and D i s a b i l ities Services Act 1 992

27

D i s a b i l ity i nformation

29

See your supplementary kit for more information
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INTRODUCTION

T h i s k i t i s based o n the original kit Absolutely Accessible Welling

ton by J an P e rki n s & Pau l i n e Boyles, trainers at Welli ngton C o l 
lege of Educat i o n , and h as been adapted by mem b e rs of the D is
a b i l ity Action Researc h G ro u p ( D A RG ) .
The kit is integral to the Disabi l ity Equity Training P rog ramme and
should be used only by those who have participated i n this trai ning.

About the Disability A ction Research Group (lnc)
The D isabil ity Action Researc h G ro u p is now and i ncopo rated
soci ety. It evolved from a research p roject undertaken by a g ro u p
o f tertiary stu d e n ts a n d education p rofess ionals. T h e research
i nvestigated aspects of access to te rtiary ed ucation fo r students
with d is a b i l ities. Each m e m b e r of the g ro u p h as identified as h av
ing a d isabil i ty and is t h u s able to contri b ute th e i r own i nformed
and u n i q u e p e rs pective.

Members o f the Disability Action Research Group thank Jan Perkins for permission t o use her original material
and to acknowledge her contribution to this version.
We also wish to thank the following Victoria University of Wellington staff for their support in the development of
the original material for this kit: Gill Boddy. Director. Student Services. Hilary Smith. EEO Officer. Or Cedric Hall.
University Teaching Development Centre. and Erina Harding. Manager. Human Resources Policy Development.

C

The material of this resource book Is copyright to Paul/ne Boyles and the Disability Action Research Group.

For permission for its use. please contact Pauline Boyles at Wellington College of Education, PO Box

1 7-3 1 0,

Wellington.

ENABLING PARTICIPATION THROUGH PARTNERSHIPIKIA
A disability equity training kit. ISBN 0-908957-08-4. 1 995

WHAKAMARA PUTA NOA WHAKATlOA TAHI:
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THE DISABILITY OF LANGUAGE

MAINTAINING BARRIERS
We cal led them evil

And they were stoned

We called them a threat

And they were chained

We called them i diots

And we gave them p ity

And they were still i n chains

We called them handicapped

And they were deficient

We called them mental retardates

And they were trained

We called them clients

And they begged for services

A new chain

We called them disabled

Yet we were disabling

We called them challenged

And avoided o u r own

We called them by a label

And said "We h ave to call them
someth i n g .
Otherwise w e won't k n o w who we're
talking about"

And we were right

We have to call them something.

We have to call them people, members of the com m unity, sister and
brother, mom and dad - friend.

We call "them" Human - And We are One
Don Roth

Decem ber 1 990

NZ Disabled 1 992

E N A BLING PARTICIPATION THROUGH PARTN E A S H I P
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CLEARING UP OUR LANGUAGE
TO SAY OR NOT TO SAY?
THAT IS THE QUESTION
D i sabled

physically challenged

wheelehair person

handicapped
differently abled
I

people with d i s a b i l ities
heari n g i m pa i red

crazy

visually i m pa i red

deaf mute
d isabled person

spastic
Deaf

deaf and dumb

people with i ntel lectual i m pai rment

retarded

blind

erippled

mobi l ity i m pa i red
people with psyc h i atric d i sab i l ities

ENABLING PARTICIPATION THROUGH PARTNERSHIP
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D I SABILITY E QUITY
WHA T DO WE MEAN B Y THIS?
0

IT IS OK TO ACKNOWLEDGE
DIFFERENCE
,

0

EQUITY IS NOT ONLY ABOUT
ACI(NOWLEDGING DIFFERENCE BUT ABOUT PROVIDING THE
RESOURCES AND SPACE FOR ITS
INCLUSION

0

EQUITY IS ABOUT REMOVING
BARRIERS

0

EQUITY IS ABOUT ACHIEVING
CHANGE

0

EQUITY IS ABOUT VAL UING
DIFFERENCE!

0

EQUITY IS ABOUT PARTICIPATION
BY RIGHT!

ENABLING P A R T I C I PATION T H R O U G H PART N E R S H I P
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WHO WE ARE I S OI( WHAT HAPPENS T O US I S NOT
DEFINITIONS
IMPAIRMENT i s a physical , i ntel l ectual , psychiatric
or se n so ry l oss o r fu ncti onal d iffe rence which
often res u lts in . . . .

DISABILITY . "isn 't someth i n g that you have. I t is
.

.

. so m eth i n g that happe ns w h e n o n e g ro u p of
people c reate barri e rs by des i g n i n g the world
o n l y for th e i r style of l ivi ng".

(From 'Revolution ' in N e w I nte rnational ist, July 1 992)

SIMPLE R ULES TO APPLY
o

S peak of the person fi rst, then the i m pai rment.

o

E m p hasise abi l ities , n ot l i m itat i o n s .

o

D o not label people as part of a categ o ry - don't
say "th e d i sabled".

E N A B L I N G P A R T I C I P AT I O N T H R O U G H P A R T N E R S H I P

• ' ...UlINI IO'ft.U ' THI O"AlIlITY ACTION "' I I "!IIC H QiIIIO U '
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PORTRAYAL I S SUES
PLEASE CONSIDER THE FOLLOWING WHEN
REFERRING TO PEOPLE WITII DISABILITIES . . .
1 . Do you need to refer to the d i s ab i l ity at a l l if it i s not

central to the context of a specific situati o n ?
2 . Does it sensationalise a d i sab i l ity t o say "afflicted

with"? Consider u s i n g , for exa m p l e : "a p e rson who has
m u ltiple sclerosis" , "a person who had p o l i o" .
3. D o descriptions such a s "unfortunate", "pitiful", "it's

such a shame" emotionalise a disabil ity? Consider em
phasising pos itive abi l ities such as "uses a wheelchair" ,
"wal ks with crutches", "is partial ly-sig hted" rather than "is
confined to a wheelchair" , "is crippled", "is partially blind".
4 . Does p resent i n g d i sabled peop l e who s ucceed as

i n h e rently 'sai ntly' or u n i q u ely e n dowed with a special
ski l l due to t h e i r i m p a i rm ent i m p ly that they are "s uper
h u m an"? Does this i m p ly also that they h ave n o oth e r
talents or special g ifts?
5 . Do peop l e w ith disab i l ities h ave a disease? Are they

i l l ? ( Possi b ly, b ut not usual ly. ) T h e refo re , except i n a
medical situation , s h o u l d people with disab i l ities be
refe rred to as "patients" or "cases"?
(Adapted from '·We Can": Taking t h e D i s o u t o f Ability'
Resource book, Disabled Persons' Assembly)

ENABLING PARTICIPATION T H R O U G H PART N E R S H I P
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A B I CULTURAL APPROACH
Kia whakamara p uta noa whakatioa tah i

To enable educa tion through participa tion
There are many s i m i l a rities between b i c u ltural i s m and d isabil ity
equity in actio n . The b l e n d i n g of the two is part of the patte rn that i s
woven b y those who h ave a m aj o r role t o play i n the reach i n g of
educational goals for people with d i s a b i l ity.
Whateve r yo u r ro le in this tertiary i n stitutio n , you have a part to
play: by h e l p i n g students with disab i l ities to feel comfortable and
valued with i n the s p i rit of partners h i p which brings Maori and tauiwi
together. I t should e n h a nce the l i n k between you a n d d i sabled stu
dents.
It is in the knowl edge of who we are and through the exc hange of
mutual respect, that we will m a i ntain our d i g n ity. Desp ite the obsta
cles we face as d isab led p e o p l e , we can ac h i eve.
Yo u can work in an e n a b l i n g way, which reflects t h e partnership of
Maori and tau iwi . This part n e rs h i p is what we a re a i m i ng to ac h i eve
i n our wo rk. We wish to express more than goodwi l l to each other.
As it i s with the b l e n d i n g of two cultures, so it s h o u l d be betwee n
non-disabled a n d d isabled people. T h e experience s h o u l d be e m 
powe ring and e n abl i n g f o r everyone concerned.

N au te ro u ro u naku te ro u rou
Ka o ra ai te iwi

With your basket and my basket we will ensure
the people will be well
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MYTHS :
DISABLED PEOPLE ARE . . .

Martyrs

�
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Children

FACTS :
DISABLED PEOPLE ARE . . .
Friends

la1�em

u®�<sIJi:l@(f�

�m1�ji

/;fOflOgers
Lovers
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D O WE NEED EQUAL
EDUCATIONAL OPPORTUNITIES
WHY

. . .

?

I n any society there are m i n o rities of people
who are deva l ued for a variety of reasons.
Wealth , i n te l l i ge n ce , p h ysical b e auty, p h ys ical stren gth a n d o ut
sta n d i n g a rt i stic a b i l ity are d iffere n c e s which are v a l ued , w h e reas
diff e re nce caused by i m pa i rm e nt , pove rty or i l l h ealth e n c o u rag es
rejecti o n .
Wit h i n tert i a ry educat i o n the fol lowi n g g ro u ps a re e i t h e r u n d e r
rep resented o r h ave d iffi c u lty i n p a rt i c i p ati n g f u l ly:

1.

Maori people

2.

Pacific I s l ands p e o p l e

3. P e o p l e w h o b e l o n g t o a m i n o rity c u l tu re
4.

Wo m e n

5. M atu re stude n ts
6.

S i n gl e p a re nts

7.

P e o p l e with p hysica l , psyc h i atri c , s e n s o ry o r i nt e l l ectual
i m pa i r m e nts

8. Deaf p e o p l e
9. P e o p l e w i t h specific l earn i n g d i s a b i l it i e s
1 0. Lowe r socio-ec o n o m i c g ro u p s

ENABLING PARTJCJPATION THROUGH PARTNERSHIP
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A CASE OF REAS ONABLE
AC C OMMODATI O N ?

n.�
\,\\,,���

"I MODIFIED YOUR ENTRA NCE
SO I COULD GET TO YO UR OFFICE!"
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THE DISABLING EXPERIENC E :
ITS MANY VOI C E S

Listen
I said - "this is wha t I need to enable me to participa te "
They thought they had to find o ut how
A n d they were scared
and did nothing
A n d I said-"this is wha t I need to participate"
Th ey decided there was a better way
A nd they too k o ver
A n d I was alienated.
I said - "this is wha t I need to enable me to participate"
And they thought I was ungra teful and demanding
They suggested counselling and support
A nd I was misunderstood
I said - "this is wha t I need to enable m e to participate "
A nd they listened
We talked
A n d together it worked
- for partnership

ENABLI NG PARTICIPATION THROUGH PARTNERSHIP
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GETTING THERE?

�us
SloP

"I'M WA ITING FOR A N A CCESSIBLE BUS"
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AC C E S S I S NOT JUST AB OUT
B UILDINGS, IT' S AB OUT . . .

•

�

DISC RIMIN ATIO N

L..J �

ENTRY TO EMPLOYM ENT

SOCIAL ACCEPTANCE

��

COMMUNICATION

EQUITY

FULL
PARTICIPATION
I

ENABLING PARTI CI PATION T H R O U G H PARTNERSHIP
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ACCE S S
ORGANISING A . . . LECTURE?

. . . SEMINAR?

. . . TUTORIAL? . . . MEETING?

HA VE YO U THO UGHT ABOUT . . .

o

Can eve ryo n e i nvolved get i nto the ven u e ?

o

C a n eve ryo n e partici pate?

o

Can eve ryo n e u n d e rstand what's g o i n g o n ?

SOME THINGS CAN CREA TE BARRIERS:

r----___,

M O R E THAN O N E

STA I R S

P E R S O N TA L K I N G

1

I

I

LA N G U A G E

AT O N C E

SMALL

N O SO U N D

POOR

P R I NT

SYST E M

, L I G H TI N G

NO H EA RING LOO P

11

UNCOMFORTABLE CHAIRS

I
1

I N FL EX I B LE
TEAC H I N G M AT E R I A U
CO M M U N I C ATION

YOU CAN ACHIEVE FULL PARTICIPATION

E N A B L I N G PARTICI PATION T H R O U G H PART N E R S H I P
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ENROLMENT

E N AB L I N G P A RTICIPATION T H R O U G H P A R T N E R S H I P
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BARRIER S CHE CKL I ST
TICK IF YOU IDENTIFY A NEED FOR A CTION
COMPUTERS

DOORS

o W I DTH

o W E I GHT

TOILETS

o ACC ESS I B L E

o ACC ESS I B LE

POSITIONED

P OSITIO N E D

o A P P RO P RIATELY

o HAN DLES

o COLOUR CONTRAST

o A P P R O P R I ATELY

o ERGONOMIC

REFRES H M ENT

KEYBOARDS

FACILITIES

LIFTS

o ACCESSIBLE CONTROL
o S I G HT & S O U N D
SIG NALS

o B R A I LLE M A R K E R S
SIGNS

o INTER NATI ONAL
SYMBOLS
O S IZE

o G RA P H ICS

o EFFECTIVE

LIGHTING

o ACCESS I B L E

o A P P R O P RIATELY

o M E ETS D I ETARY

o FLEXIBLE

o ADEQUATE

N E EDS

POSITIONED

o NO G LA R E

CAR PARKS

o DI SABI LITY PAR K I N G

FURNITURE

o ACCESSIBLE ROUTES

o FUNCTIONAL

o COM FORTABLE

ADVERTISING JOBS

o ADAPTABLE

o EQUITABLE LANGUAGE

o ERGONOM I C

S ELECTION
TELEPHONE
SYSTEM

o ACC E S S I B L E

FLOOR LAYOUT

PROCEDURES

o ACCESS I BLE

o ACC ESS I BLE

GROUND & FLOOR

STAFF TRAIN I NG

o FLEXI B L E

o FLEXIBLE

O TTY

o FAX

o ACCESS I BLE

SURFACES

COMMUNICATION

o H EA R I N G LOOPS

o I NTER P R ET E R S

o INFORMATION SERVICE
o S U BTITLED V I D EOS

o FLEX I B L E

O FI RM

o STABLE

o ADDRESSES EQU ITY

o NON·SLlP

I S S U ES

AIR CONDmONlNG

o ROOM TEMPERATU RE
O AI R FLOW

o NOISE LEVEL

E N A B L I N G P A R T I C I P AT I O N T H R O U G H P A R T N E R S H I P

ASSESSMENT
PROCEDURE

o FLEXI BLE
O RIGID

•
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SOME VICTORIA STATISTICS
STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES B Y AGE & GENDER
Age

Male

Fe m a l e

Total

/0

No

%

No

%

5

12

15

17

20

15

20-29

19

44

41

46

60

45

30-39

10

23

13

15

23

18

9

21

20

22

29

22

0

No
U n der 20

40+
Total

43 1 00

89 1 00

1 32 1 00

(fro m : Kate Lang 'We CAN DO it' Report, VUW, 1 993)

DISABLING FACTORS IDENTIFIED BY STUDENTS
A rea of diff i c u lty

% of students with disabilities

who h av e experien ced
prob l e m s in t h i s area
Lectu res/tutorials

71

Exams/ass i g n m ents

69

E m otional/st ress

63

A b i l ity to study

60

Access

41

Fi nancial

36

Staff/students

28

H ealth - related

28

Form-fi l l i ng/e n ro l ment

27

S u p p o rt/assi stance

19

(from: Kate Lang 'We CAN DO it' Report, VUW, 1 993)

At Enrolment 1 995, 1 55 students identified as having a disability, long
term injury, i mpairment or chronic medical condition. Many more have
registered with the Co-ordinator for Students with Disabilities since.
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PARTI CIPATION AND
AC HIEVEMENT O F STUDENTS
HOW WELL DO YOU MEET THE EEdO
REQUIREMENTS? ,
o

I s y o u r co u rs e m at e ri a l c l e a r, w e l l - p re s e nt e d
a n d p rod u c ed i n a vari e ty of m e d i a ?

o

A re y o u f l e x i b l e i n y o u r p re s e ntati o n ?

o

A re l ectu re notes ava i l a b l e t o stu d e nts w h o
m i g ht req u i re t h e m ? S o m e i m p a i rm e nts m e a n
s t u d e nts a re u n a b l e t o take n ote s .

o

D o y o u rec o rd y o u r l e ct u res?

o

H av e y o u i d e nt i f i e d a lt e rn ative a s s e s s m e nt p ro
c ed u re s ?

WHAT STEPS lIAVE YOU TAKEN TO
ENCOURAGE STUDENTS �TH
DISABILITIES TO APPROACH YOU?

E N A B L I N G PARTICIPATION T H R O U G H PARTN E R S H I P
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INTERACTI ON WITH A
STUDENT WITH A DISABILITY
SOME POINTS TO CONSIDER
o

Be m atter-of-fact i n asking the person if they h ave specific
s u p p o rt n eeds .

o

Be clear about what yo u r expectations are .

o

Don't ass ume you u n d e rstand the person's i m pai rment, even if
yo u know someo n e with a s i m i l a r condition - re m e m b e r, every
i nd ividual is u n i q u e .

o

Don't foc u s o n t h e p e rson's i m pairment. Focus on t h e p u rpose
of t h e d i scuss i o n .

o

D o n ' t feel embarrassed o r g u i lty if yo u have d iffi c u lty under
stand i n g the perso n . D o n ' t p retend yo u h ave u n d e rstood , ask
the person to try ag a i n .

o

If t h e student b ri n g s a s u p port person , foc u s o n l y o n the stu
dent. The s u pport p e rs o n wi l l contribute if necessary.

o

S i t at the same l evel as t h e student. Ask if yo u can be h eard
clearly, or is it bette r to sit on one side rat h e r than the oth e r.

o

If yo u are o rgan i s i n g an a p po i ntment be s u re to find out if any
specific arrange m e nts are needed, eg, an I nterprete r.

o

Al low extra time. S o m e people take l o n g e r to exp ress them
selve s . Allow ti m e to c h ec k back over points.

E N A B L I N G PARTICI PATION THROUGH P A R T N E R S H I P
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TOWARD S
FULL
PARTICIPATION
D I SABILITY
E QUITY
IN ACTION
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TOWARDS FULL PARTICIPATI ON
- WHAT C AN YOU D O

.

.

.

?

NETWORKING . . .
Access and u s e avai l a b l e s u p port
m ethods and structu res

E n cou rage Equal E d u cati o nal
Oppo rt u n ity n etwo rks with i n
t h e i n stitution
Form a n etwo rk of res o u rce peop l e :
STU D E NT
SERVICES

OTH E R
O E PTS

STU DENTS

O UTSI D E
AGENCIES

ADMIN
STA FF

SET UP A BULLETIN BOARD, TO . . .
Ide ntify a n d d i scuss iss ues
P ost i nfo rmation
Send out and receive news
U se you r d i s a b i l ity kit
R a i s e aware n ess
Celeb rate progress
Displ ay l e g i s l at i o n req uirements

E N A B L I N G PARTI C I P A T I O N T H R O U G H P A R T N E R S H I P
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G O O D THINGS ALREADY
HAPPENING AT VI CTORIA
o
o
o
o
o

Appoi ntment of a Co-ordinator for Students with Disabilities
E n ro l m ent options - fast-trac k and posta l
Orientation fo r students with d i sab i l ities
Spec i a l exa m i nati o n arra n g e m e nts
Access Audit c o m p l eted a n d a commitment to conti n ue
to i m p rove access

o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o

Sutherland Room
Vic Vo l u nteers
E q u i ty-i n-Acti on card and poster

Students with Disabilities at Victoria - A handbook for staff
Planning for University: Students with Disabilities
Alternative Assessment a n d Tea c h i n g P o l i c y
I n c reased budget for student s u pport
Student Serv i ces S u bcomm ittee on Students with Dis
a b i l i t i es - with re presentati o n from stu dents, aca dem i c
a n d g e nera l staff, and t h e com m u n ity

o
o
o

S u pport for CAN-DO
D i s a b i l i t i es component i n staff tra i n i n g
D i sa b i l ity Equ ity Tra i n i n g

E N A B L I N G PARTICIPATION THROU G H PARTN E R S H I P
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THE HUMAN RI GHTS ACT
People w ith d i sa bi l ities a re protected from
d iscri m i n ation i n :

o

E d u cational estab l i s h m e nts

o

S e rvi ces for g rants and l oans

o

E m p l oyment

o

B u s i n ess partne rs h i ps

o

Vocational and q ua l ificat i o n autho riti e s

o

Access to p u b l i c p l aces

o

P rovi s ion of acco m modat i o n

o

P rovisi o n of goods and s e rvi ces

o

S e rvi ces provi ded by any p rofess i o n o r trade

What does this mean for you r department/facu lty?
What a re you r obl igations?
Do you know who you r disa b i l ity representative is?

Information on the Human Rights A c t is available from the
Human Rights Commission Infoline: 0-4-4 73 998 1

ENABLING PARTICIPATION THROUGH PARTN E R S H I P
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DISABLED PERSON ' S
C OMMUNITY WELFARE ACT
THIS ACT COVERS:
o

Assistance to v o l u nta ry a n d charita b l e
o rg a n i sati o n s

o

Vocational trai n i n g fo r people with disabi l ities

o

Fi n a n c i al ass ista n c e to app roved age n ci e s

HEALTH AND D I SAB ILITI E S
SERVI C E S ACT 19 92
THIS A CT COVERS:
o

G ra nts fo r and p rovi s i o n of aids a n d appl i a n c es

E N A B L I N G P A R TI C I P A T I O N T H R O U G H P A R T N E R S H I P
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APPENDIX ELEVEN
Resea rch meeti ngs May 1 994
First meeting

Ma rch 1 996
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4/5/94
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Third Meeting
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1 6/ 1 1/94
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.
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.

7/ 1 2/94

.........

.

1 8/ 1/95

.

1 2/4/95

Seventh Meeting . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

1 8/6/95

Fifth Meeting . .
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.

.
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20/7/94
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.

Fourth Meeting
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28/4/95

Eighth Meeting . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . ....... ........................ .............. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .....................

1 8/6/98

Training day for research group . . . . . . . . . . . . .

..

28/6/95

.......

28/6/95

Exploratory Presentation to staff . . .
..

....

...... . .... ...
.

..

Ninth Meeting

..

Tenth Meeting .

.
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.
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Evaluation of training meeting ( Research group) . . . . . . . . . . . . .
.

.

Follow up staff meeting (post training evaluation) . . . ..
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Both the research findings and the stories will be made accessible for example shortened simplified
forms and talking books similar as suggested by Ramcharan and Grant

( 1 994).

Dissemination of

research findings requires specific attention and would be central to another discussion.
None of the research participants is Deaf or hearing impaired and we are alerted to the importance
of raising issues pertinent to a range of different people.

As

hearing people we can create the

barriers.
Students are responsible for monitoring the equal participation of the group and share the
facilitation role in the group process.

