Running head: INVISIBLE DISABILITIES RESEARCH PROJECT

Identifying First Nations Students with Invisible Disabilities

by

Gina Marie Knelsen Schall

A Thesis submitted to the Faculty of Graduate Studies of
The University of Manitoba
in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY

Faculty of Education
University of Manitoba

Winnipeg

Copyright © 2017 by Gina Marie Knelsen Schall



INVISIBLE DISABILITIES RESEARCH
PROJECT 2

Abstract

Countless studies have employed the term disabilities as an all-encompassing umbrella
for both visible and invisible disabilities. Scholars and practitioners have relied on medical
criteria and corresponding diagnostic tools as the standard for verification of all disabilities.
However, invisible disabilities are difficult to identify, not only because they are not obvious, but
also because they represent a wide range of characteristics, fall along continuums of severity for
certain disabilities, and lack the verification criteria and diagnostic tools available for visible
disabilities. In addition, difficulties and obstacles for students with invisible disabilities are
experienced daily in the educational environments of First Nations schools, and little is known
about these students and their experiences. Are teachers working in First Nations schools able to
identify students with invisible disabilities? Are the teachers cognizant of invisible disabilities?
Do the teachers understand the impacts of invisible disabilities on students’ identity, learning and

socialization?

This study focused on establishing a baseline of teachers’ knowledge of invisible
disabilities. One goal was to develop a protocol for identifying First Nations students with
invisible disabilities. Teacher questionnaires and resource teacher interviews were employed to
gather data. As this study explored a new area, great care was taken to record all aspects of the
research with the hope that other researchers will further explore the connection between
identification of First Nations students with invisible disabilities and appropriate educational

programming for them.

This study’s findings exposed the presence of a vast gap in teachers’ understandings of

exactly what invisible disabilities encompass. Something as seemingly simple as consensus on
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the categorization of disabilities as visible or invisible, by the teachers in this study, was absent.

Other areas connected to identifying invisible disabilities were equally blurred.

Many avenues for future research were suggested by the data collected, but the
recommendations based on this study’s findings focus on: (a) what actions are needed to develop
and implement an early identification protocol for students with invisible disabilities, (b) how to
create better teacher awareness of all aspects of invisible disabilities, from definition to barriers
to presenting characteristics, (c) how to organize professional development to improve FN
teachers’ awareness of invisible disabilities as well as knowledge of effective adaptations and
accommodations, and (d) how to implement regular basic screenings that can assist in identifying

FN students with invisible disabilities.
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Chapter 1 Introduction

Purpose

As an educator with an invisible disability working primarily in the area of special
education, | observed the steady increase of First Nations (FN) students being referred to First
Nations schools’ resource programs. A large number of these students displayed no observable
disabilities but many experienced one or more invisible disabilities such as learning problems,
mild to moderate hearing loss, Irlen Syndrome, culture shock, or other conditions that had not
been diagnosed. | also observed that the end result for such students was often either wrong,

inappropriate or no supports throughout their educational career.

In order to design a study investigating the topic of invisible disabilities, the term needed
to be defined first. Originally, three sources were selected to review for their definitions of the
term invisible disabilities. These three sources were: Invisible Disabilities Association, Disabled
World Association and Canadian Medical Association. They were chosen because of their direct
working connection to people and their disabilities. But as the search for an all-inclusive
definition for invisible disability progressed, other sources like the Diagnostic and Statistical
Manual of Mental Disorders V (DSM V) were also examined to for their definitions of invisible
disabilities. Even the less than scholarly Wikipedia was examined for its definition of invisible
disabilities. It summarized the term invisible disabilities briefly but very concisely as
“disabilities that are not immediately apparent. Invisible disabilities are chronic illnesses and

conditions that significantly impair normal activities of daily living” (Wikipedia, 2015).
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The Invisible Disabilities Association stated,

The term invisible disabilities refers to symptoms such as debilitating pain, fatigue,
dizziness, cognitive dysfunctions, brain injuries, learning differences and mental health
disorders, as well as hearing and vision impairments. These are not always obvious to the
onlooker, but can sometimes or always limit daily activities, range from mild challenges
to severe limitations and vary from person to person. (Invisible Disabilities Association,

2015)

The Disabled World described invisible disabilities as,

...an umbrella term that captures a whole spectrum of hidden disabilities or challenges
that are primarily neurological in nature. ...Invisible Disabilities are certain kinds of
disabilities that are not immediately apparent to others. ...Invisible disabilities can
include chronic illnesses such as renal failure, diabetes, and sleep disorders if those

diseases significantly impair normal activities of daily living. (Disabled World, 2015)

Unfortunately, there was no universal definition for the term invisible disabilities. When
definitions for invisible disabilities were stated, they were as varied as the invisible disabilities
themselves and seemed to depend upon the definer’s own limiting paradigm, rather than one
comprehensive concept of what exactly constitutes invisible disabilities. This was the case with
the Canadian Medical Association. It provided no definition for the term invisible disabilities
while the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders V (DSM V) did not use the
term, invisible disabilities, but rather dealt with medically identifiable conditions individually
(American Psychiatric Association, 2013). Therefore, as there was no universal medical or

academic consensus regarding a complete and all-encompassing definition for invisible
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disabilities, the closest to a comprehensive and inclusive definition for invisible disabilities was
given surprisingly by Wikipedia (2015), a source considered to be non-scholarly. It encapsulated
in the briefest but clearest terms of any of the reviewed sources, the elements involved in

invisible disabilities.

Despite the diversity of definitions proffered, none of the researched sources referenced
the cultural or social aspects of disabilities for FN students caused by traumatic historical events
and the intergenerational effects of factors such as residential schools, segregation and poverty.
Extenuating issues associated with such disabilities often manifest themselves in FN students in
countless forms of mental disabilities other than those of a purely cognitive nature. As Berube
(2015) stated in his article, “Depression, anxiety, family violence, suicidal and homicidal
thoughts and addictions are some of the behaviours our mental health therapists see when
working with clients who have experienced direct or intergenerational trauma” (p. 1).
Regrettably, the impact of these invisible disabilities is the same as all other invisible disabilities.

The importance of negative impacts such as depression, low self-esteem, high dropout
rates and un-employability, caused by invisible disabilities, needs to be taken seriously by
everyone, and especially by teachers. All students with invisible disabilities face as many
difficult challenges daily as those students with visible disabilities (Roman, 2009). FN students
with invisible disabilities face even more barriers. All FN students must navigate between two
worlds where cultures, traditions, languages, and even teaching and learning styles are very
distinct from each other (Medina, Jones & Miller, 1998). When an FN student has an invisible
disability, additional barriers arise that demand more time and effort by the student. Yet, little to
nothing is known about invisible disabilities by most people, including teachers (Mullins &

Preyde, 2013).
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For beginning and experienced teachers, who have not studied or personally experienced
invisible disabilities and their negative social, psychological and educational impacts, the lack of
comprehension regarding invisible disabilities’ issues can severely limit the type of
accommodations and adaptations they provide (Boer, Pijl & Minnaert, 2011; Brady & Woolfson,
2008; Parasururam, 2006). It is for this reason that the aim of this study is to answer two
questions. What are the factors that influence teachers’ perceptions of invisible disabilities? How
does teachers’ knowledge and attitudes about students with invisible disabilities impact the

educational programming they provide to those students in First Nations’ schools?

Despite this study being small in terms of the number of participating schools and
teachers, the importance of uncovering the relationships between invisible disabilities, teachers’
support, and students’ educational success demands immediate attention that is long overdue.
Research on the generic topic of disabilities continues to verify the fact that early intervention is
preferable to later remediation and that early intervention is based on early identification
(Barnett, 2011). Research on practices, methods, and strategies for the early identification and
assessment of students with invisible disabilities in remote First Nations’ schools are exceedingly
rare and difficult to find. Yet, the issue needs to be investigated without delay in order to identify

and assist all FN students with invisible disabilities to reach their full academic potential.

Rationale

Over the past several decades, the social climate concerning individuals with disabilities
has progressed from pity and tolerance to acceptance and valuing. This evolution is clearly
evident in the educational environment where the inclusive paradigm has advanced from
mainstreaming to integration to inclusivity (Konza, 2008). For the majority of teachers, this

evolutionary progression no longer means that students with special needs simply attend some
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non-academic classes such as art or music in order to experience opportunities to socialize with
their peers. Instead, it means daily full time class attendance for all students, regardless of their
disabilities, where they can experience not only social opportunities but also participate in all

academic settings.

Teachers understand that students with officially recognized disabilities are entitled to
adaptations, accommodations and modifications, not only by society’s norms, but also under
society’s enacted laws such as Bill 13, Manitoba’s Appropriate Educational Programming
Amendment to the Public Schools Act (Manitoba Government, 2005). Despite the legislated and
legal mandates to provide the adaptations, accommodations and modifications for students with
visible disabilities; when administrative authorities fail to provide adequate funding or other
supports, teachers are still expected to carry out those responsibilities (Fuchs, 2010). But as a
result of inadequate supports, many teachers experience frustration and burnout (Antoniou,

Polychroni & Kontroni, 2009).

Unfortunately, not all disabilities are readily or easily identifiable by teachers. These
types of disabilities often are referred to as hidden or invisible because they remain unseen.
However, the behaviors and learning difficulties that arise from them may be very observable
and often are interpreted negatively. The general populace, including teachers, frequently
exhibits skepticism and disbelief about the existence of invisible disabilities (Beyene & Tizazu,
2010; Davis, 2005; Dukmak, 2013). In addition, the limitations caused by the environmental and
learning barriers that such disbelief inevitably presents to students with invisible disabilities
compounds the problem. This occurs despite the fact that many individuals, at some time in their

lives, may have experienced an invisible disability firsthand. At that point they may have
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experienced the doubt and cynicism they once expressed towards others. As Henning (2007)

stated,

Increasing our awareness of those with invisible disabilities will allow us to provide
better service to all our students. These students face challenges that we may never think
about. Each of us can assist student with invisible disabilities. The first step is to sensitize

ourselves. (p. 29)

Invisible disabilities are not delimited by age, gender, race, economic status, geographic
location or cultural heritage. As Anastasiou and Kaufman (2012) stated, “Disabilities are not
comparable to ethic, gender, sexual, or ‘race’ difference” (p. 143). Rather they are present in
every demographic possible, along with the accompanying confusions and misunderstandings
that surround the meaning of invisible disabilities. Invisible disabilities are extremely difficult to
formally diagnosis since the identification procedures rely so heavily on the Western medical
model even though most invisible disabilities reside in other domains (e.g. learning, sensory,
emotional, etc.). This is particularly problematic for anyone working in the area of education.
Many students with invisible disabilities go unidentified or are misidentified leaving a huge and
negative wake for both the students and their families. It is vitally important that teachers
develop awareness, appreciation and acceptance of students with invisible disabilities and the
enormity of the impacts on their success in all domains of school life (e.g., academic, social,
behavioral, etc.). Teachers need to consciously and continuously work towards identifying and

supporting students with invisible disabilities in their classrooms.

Based on how students with visible disabilities are supported by school administrations

and their teachers, a natural assumption might be that students with invisible disabilities would
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receive the same types of services. Regrettably, this supposition is not the case. Based on an
analysis of available research literature and my personal encounters and work experiences,
students with invisible disabilities do not receive the same types of services. The reasons for the
differences between the provision of services to students with visible disabilities and students
with invisible disabilities need to be ascertained. Then those reasons need to be thoroughly
examined and analyzed in order to develop a systematic approach for the early identification of
invisible disabilities in FN communities. Only once that understanding has been acquired, can

effective supports for students with invisible disabilities be established.

As long as the under-identification and non-identification of students with invisible
disabilities persists in FN schools, leading to a lack of appropriate supports, students will
continue to be referred to resource programs for behavioral misdeeds (e.g., low attendance,
displays of resistance, social issues, etc.) and learning problems (e.g., low comprehension skills,
below grade placement reading writing and math skills, etc.). The resulting fallout from this
absence of identification and supports also can contribute to students suffering with mental
health issues. As Kariuki, Honey, Emerson and Llewellyn (2011) reported, “Young people with
disabilities have poorer mental health and are at higher risk of mental health problems than are
other young people” (p. 91). It also contributes to students choosing to drop out of school as

Wingert and Kantrowitz (1997) have reported,

Children humiliated by their inability to overcome their learning problems also tend to
develop behavioral and emotional disorders. Kids with learning problems are twice as
likely to drop out of school; a disturbingly high number end up with criminal records. (p.

59)
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Consequently, the benefits of early identification and the provision of appropriate
supports likely extend beyond the students with invisible disabilities to their teachers, parents
and the communities in which they live. In order to uncover as complete a picture as possible of
the connection between invisible disabilities and provision of appropriate teaching services in
First Nations schools, this project has been designed in accordance with a mixed methods

approach.

Format

Following this chapter on the purpose and rationale for the study, I have provided a
literature review, in Chapter 2, of other projects and studies conducted on the topic of invisible
disabilities and related topics. In Chapter 3, | have explained the logic of the research
methodology, the data collection process and the analysis procedures that | followed. All the
data collected along with analysis of it and interpretation of the results has been reported in
Chapter 4. Lastly, in Chapter 5, | have summarized the findings from this study, drawn my
conclusions and offered recommendations for future research on this topic of FN students with
invisible disabilities including best practices in FN schools for early identification of invisible

disabilities, adaptations and accommodations for those students with invisible disabilities.
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Chapter 2 Review of Literature

Introduction

Research specifically centered on identifying, accepting and making academic provisions
for First Nations students with invisible disabilities proved to be exceedingly difficult to find.
My initial search for information on invisible disabilities began in September 2014. All
subsequent efforts at gathering information on invisible disabilities from the university’s
collection of journals, theses and textbooks met with minimal success. | also enlisted the
university’s librarian to personally assist me with a search for articles on invisible disabilities.

The end result culminated with little more than what had been found previously.

Another source, Manitoba First Nations Education Resource Centre’s (MFNERC)
documents regarding First Nations’ issues concerning students with special needs was also
unsuccessful. Their papers primarily focused on building a case for increased funding for
students with special needs or developing a response to Canadian Government’s guidelines on
special needs (Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada, 2006). None of their documents

specifically focused on invisible disabilities in either of those circumstances.

As an alternative avenue of exploration, I asked for information from Indigenous and
Northern Affairs Canada (INAC) in February 2015. Any documents pertaining to special
education and disabilities including the change from application to intervention based funding
were requested. | was then informed that the government was not willing to release any

information.

The majority of studies I did obtain on invisible disabilities focused on health concerns

that fell into three specific areas. The first area dealt with the identification and confirmation of
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the existence of invisible disabilities in children prior to school entry or at initial school entry
age. The second area centered on the relationship between invisible disabilities as medical
conditions and health risks. The third focus area concentrated on the relationship invisible
disabilities as medical conditions and employment obstacles or employability because of
invisible disabilities. However, some studies, such as Matthews’ (2009), Desjardins’ (2010) and
Roman’s (2009), detailed perspectives on invisible disabilities in relationship to educational

issues, such as acceptance and academic achievement.

Many of the most recent studies that have delved into the educational connection between
students with disabilities and teachers’ attitudes originated outside of North America. For
example, in the United Arab Emirates, Dukmak (2013) found “that teachers were more accepting
students with physical disability for inclusion than students with other disabilities such as
specific learning difficulties, visual impairment, hearing impairment, behavioral difficulties and
intellectual disability” (p. 28). In Ethiopia, Beyene and Tizazu (2010) discovered, “Attitudes,
which are largely negative, place limitation on students with special needs and inhibit the
responsibility for their success” (p. 92). Additionally, De Boer, Pijl and Minnaert’s (2010)
research findings, in Europe, found “that teachers’ attitudes are related to disability categories”
(p. 349). These studies strongly indicated that despite education’s universal trend towards
inclusion of all students regardless of disabilities, teachers have their own perceptions

concerning types of disabilities that result in negative biases towards some kinds of disabilities.

The articles that dealt with the existence of invisible disabilities at initial school entry
age, generally pertained to physical health issues such as: (a) mobility limitations and personal
safety in school environments (e.g., use of ramps, elevators, etc.), (b) medication schedules (e.g.,

who, where, when, etc.), or (c) handling life threatening medical conditions (e.g., diabetes,
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asthma, etc.) (Matthews, 2009; Miskovic and Gabel, 2012). These studies often were very
limited in their scope when it came to acceptance in the classroom and the resulting implications
for student academic achievement. Regardless of the issue, however, none of these articles

included First Nations students in First Nations schools.

When the discovery or disclosure of invisible disabilities came well after initial school
entry, researchers focused on the participants’ feelings, actions and attitudes that were a direct
result of having to deal with their teachers’ negative attitudes (Denhart, 2008; Dwyer, 2009;
Egan & Guiliano, 2009; Olney & Brockelman, 2003; Parasuram, 2006). The remainder of the
published articles concentrated on how “others” respond to invisible disabilities and were
focused on issues such as: (a) whether the invisible disabilities truly existed, (b) conflicts about
the use of the medical model versus social models to understand invisible disabilities, and (c)
minority rights and policy issues concerning invisible disabilities (Blandchett, Kligner & Harry,
2011; Davies, 2005; Matthews, 2009; Medina, Jones & Miller, 1998; Mullens & Preyde, 2013;
Paquette & Smith, 2001). In the majority of studies on disabilities and disclosure, the
experiences described and detailed by the participants occurred in work situations where the
participants were employed or in educational environments where the participants were students

enrolled in secondary or post-secondary classes.

The literature sources found to be the most pertinent to the intent of this research project
centered on the relationships between students and teachers in connection with educational issues
such as fairness in supportive accommodations for achieving academic success (Gaad, 2007;
Moore & Keef, 2004; Pearson, Lo, Chui & Wong, 2003). These studies that called attention to
this topic only involved participants in a post graduate environment. | was unable to find any

research papers that concentrated on either teacher attitudes in relation to First Nations’ students
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with invisible disabilities in First Nations’ schools or how the western medical model influences

educators’ mindset in First Nations’ schools.

Themes. From the relevant studies discussed previously, the findings identified several
reoccurring themes linked to the relationships between teachers and students with invisible
disabilities, including students’ feelings of: (a) low self-worth, (b) battle weariness, (c) isolation,
and (d) victimization. These themes began when students first experienced obstacles to learning,
and later developed into barriers to acceptance and achievement with residual lifelong negative
effects. One example of one of these themes, victimization, was provided in an article by
Cornett-Deviot and Worley (2005). They reported a participant’s experience with an instructor.
The instructor had initially seemed less than enthusiastic with a student’s special education
learning disability status at the beginning of a course. At the completion of the course, the

instructor explained why he felt that student would be the worst one in his class,

His experience had been that students use disability as an ‘excuse’ or ‘they can’t do
anything’, or ‘they don’t want to learn.” Further he claimed that she was the first person

he’d known with a LD that was a decent student. (p. 325)

Despite the instructor trying to justify his rationale for his negative attitude towards students with
learning disabilities and declaring the student was the first ‘decent’ LD student, the instructor

displayed a basically unaltered attitude concerning students with invisible disabilities.

Students with invisible disabilities face a variety of barriers on a daily basis in schools.
The continual stress of having to navigate through and around attitudinal barriers eventually
causes battle weariness in students. Dwyer (2000) stated, “College and university students with

disabilities often encounter barriers to their education, including a lack of understanding and
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cooperation from administration, faculty, staff and other students, and a lack of adaptive aids and
other resources” (p. 123). The barriers Dwyer identified were either primary or secondary in

nature.

The primary barriers had a direct correlation with the invisible disability such as negative
or disparaging attitudes towards the student. The secondary barriers resulted from the failure to
develop strategies and supports to offset or minimize the original impact of the students’
invisible disabilities or the primary barriers they faced. The resulting physical, emotional, social
and academic impacts of these barriers on students with invisible disabilities were not fully
appreciated by either teachers or other students who had no personal experiences of tackling
these barriers daily. It was this lack of awareness that directly contributed and exacerbated
students’ feelings of: (a) low self-worth, (b) battle weariness, (c) isolation, and (d) victimization
(Egan & Guiliano, 2009; Henning, 2007; Kariuki, Honey, Emerson & Llewellyn, 2011; Mullins

& Preyde, 2013; Paetsold, Garcia, Colella, Ren, Triana & Ziebro, 2008; Riddick, 2000).

Identification

The major barrier all students with hidden invisibilities dealt with was the identification
of their particular invisible disability (Harrison, Green & Flaro, 2012). Often, the identification
came well after the students had entered the educational system. Usually, the identification
process began after teachers had begun reporting concerns, issues, and difficulties observed in
the classroom to resource teachers and parents; typically involving low academic success or
misbehaviors (Ball, 2012; Davies, 2005; Faigel, 1983). The parents of students with invisible
disabilities generally stated they were unaware of any problems and that they thought their
children appeared to be like all other children (De Boer, Pijl & Minnaert, 2011). Although some

parents, who had suspected their children were having learning issues, had expressed concerns,
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they felt that they were disregarded because they were not considered to be experts (Bevan-
Brown, 2013; Blanchette, Klingner & Harry, 2011; Pivik, McComas & Laflamme, 2002). This
negative mindset regarding parents’ requests for assistance and support for their children often
contributed to the delay in the identification process for invisible disabilities. As Riddick (2000)

stated:

What some educationalists seem to be objecting to is parents asking for a previously
unmet need to be met. In doing this they are seen to be arguing with professionals about
how a problem is defined and dealt with. This is not simply an argument about resources,

but an argument about the right to define a problem in a certain way. (p. 663)

As a result of the lack of identification of students with invisible disabilities, even more
barriers were established that added further complications for them as students. One of these
barriers was the students’ perceptions of their teachers’ acceptance and understanding of their
learning challenges and their need for academic supports. The lack of acceptance and
understanding regarding their invisible disabilities was seen as teacher skepticism. From the
students’ pessimistic perspective, this became a major contributing factor in creating barriers
(Chacala, McCormick, Collins & Beagan, 2014; Gill, 1999; Lingsom, 2008). Students with
invisible disabilities repeatedly expressed their belief that teachers not only questioned the
existence of invisible disabilities but also questioned the necessity for adaptations or
accommodations for something whose very existence was questionable because it was
unobservable. As noted in Fox and Kim (2010), “There are unique challenges associated with the
invisibility of persons’ disabilities. Requests for special needs often evoke skepticism” (p. 327).

The end result of this skepticism has been that these students with invisible disabilities also came
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to believe that their teachers’ doubtful and suspicious attitudes had influenced their classmates’

opinions in extremely negative ways.

Sparling (2002), Bunch and Valeo (2004), and Gaad (2007) also agreed with that position
that teachers’ skepticism would transmit itself in daily subtle classroom influences towards
students with disabilities, whether visible or invisible. These subtleties would include displaying
little to no personal tolerance and patience when interacting with a student with an invisible
disability to providing few if any adaptations and accommodations for students with invisible
disabilities. The subsequent ramifications of the teachers’ influences were that other students
exhibited similar attitudes and behaviors as the teachers. Therefore, students with invisible

disabilities fearing the skepticism of teachers often chose not to disclose their disabilities.

The laws on confidentiality must be adhered to when identifying a student with a
disability even when the disability is invisible. Information concerning an individual student and
his or her disability is limited to a small number of people until the decision to fully reveal the
diagnosis has been made by either the student or his or her parents or legal guardians. The
decision on whether to disclose the invisible disability also can be considered a barrier since
disclosure can directly contribute to undesirable reactions towards the student with the invisible
disability by others in and outside the classroom (Campbell and Missiuna, 2011; Kleege, 2002;

Olney & Brockelman, 2003; Rohmer and Louvet, 2012; Treby, Hewitt, & Shah, 2006).

Repeatedly, the willingness to disclose an invisible disability was not only based on
personal fear and other people’s skepticism but also involved the students’ own belief that if they
kept their difficulties hidden from scrutiny or chose alternate actions that are more readily

accepted as normal by others, their lives would be less problematic despite the daily academic
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challenges. Those students with invisible disabilities often decided that it is more appealing to be
viewed as normal person who failed rather than person who is not normal but succeeded

(Matthews, 2009).

As Valeras (2014) stated:

Persons with a “hidden disability,” one that is unapparent to the unknowing observer,
make daily decisions about which identity to embody. They are constantly negotiating
when, where, why, and how to disclose and adopt the disability identity to “pass” and

give society the impression of “able-bodiedness.” (p. 1)

Connected to the decision to choose not to disclose an invisible disability and to choose
to appear normal, were the varied educational experiences and opportunities that students missed
because they were apprehensive about how they would cope in different learning environments
and at tackling new tasks. Only as students with invisible disabilities matured, did they realize
the extent of the limitations that had been placed on their learning. Esmail, Darry, Walter, and
Knupp (2010) further explained, “Many people with invisible disabilities recognize the self-
limiting barriers they create to avoid the appearance of their disability. They noted their
reluctance to put themselves in situations where they might have difficulty because of their

disability” (p. 1153).

Another barrier related to having an invisible disability was accessing the adaptations or
accommodations necessary for students to reach their full potential and achieve academic
success. As per most educational institutions’ policies, students with disabilities must provide
proof before any specialized adaptations or accommodations are implemented. Educational

institutions’ policies also typically state that only expert clinical confirmations of disabilities will
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be accepted. For students with invisible disabilities acquiring the necessary proof becomes a
herculean task and is another barrier to overcome. In some instances, the existence of some
hidden disabilities, such as dyslexia or emotional behavior disorder, have been disputed by
experts (Mullins & Preyde, 2013). Then, there are times when the professionals from the medical
community are resistant to verifying conditions that do not fall clearly in their realm of expertise,
such as Irlen Syndrome, because there are no specific identification tests Davis, 2005; Matthews,

2009).

As a result of the experts’ reluctance to definitively confirm numerous hidden disabilities,
students with invisible disabilities struggled to deal with barriers without proper support. In some
cases, appropriate acknowledgement and supports were obtained only when students pursued
formal legal avenues. Konur (2006) stated, “Students have the burden of documenting their
disability” (p. 353) and further detailed that, “‘learning disabilities’ such as ‘dyslexia’,
‘dysgraphia’, dyscalculia’, attention deficit and hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), HIV, ‘visual
disabilities’, ‘hearing disabilities’, and ‘back and repetitive strain injuries’ have all been
considered by the courts and tribunals as an impairment over time” (p. 355). Despite favorable
rulings, it has remained a difficult process to gain recognition as being disabled and therefore
entitled to supports. Research also has indicated that the number of students with invisible
disabilities was larger than most educators have realized. Matthews (2009) stated, “Students
whose ‘hidden’ needs are ultimately declared to staff may be only a fraction of the number of

students whose impairments might never be formally disclosed or accommodated” (p. 230).

As previously reported, research on teachers’ perspectives concerning invisible
disabilities confirmed that the students with invisible disabilities were often correct in their

perceptions of their teachers’ negative mindsets regarding invisible disabilities (Dukmak, 2013;
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Gal, Schreur & Engel-Yeger, 2010). Further to those studies’ findings, several other studies have
examined the inclusion of students with disabilities and teachers’ attitudes. A difference of
feelings was documented between teachers in training and experienced teachers. Teachers in
training were very much in support of the inclusion of all students in the regular classroom,
regardless of their types of disabilities. But after working in classrooms, the more experienced
teachers displayed reluctance in accepting students with certain types of disabilities. In some
cases, teachers had even developed their own ideologies for successful inclusion of students with
various disabilities in spite of knowing the legal policies. The attitudinal change towards students

with disabilities was described by Avramidis, Bayliss and Budren (2000).

Education students favour the idea of integration and are willing to teach in regular
classes those students whose handicaps do not inhibit their own learning or the learning
of others. . . . Following student teaching, however, there was a significant decline in the

favourability of attitudes toward integration. (p. 279)

Hanson et al. (2001) found that the kind of disabilities and their presenting characteristics were

the reasons for the teachers’ change of attitude.

Child characteristics also played a role in determining the child’s access or maintenance
in an inclusive setting. These characteristics included the level and type of the child’s
disability, and the child’s personality and behavioral characteristics. Many families and
professionals alluded to the degree of the child’s “includability”. Particular disabilities
and certain behavioral characteristics were associated with this ability or desirability to be
included. Some children were considered more likely to succeed in inclusive settings than

were others. (p. 77)
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When the development of this resistance to total acceptance and support for students with
disabilities was examined, researchers found that teachers tended to supply one of two reasons
for it. The first reason was that they were already experiencing heavy workloads because of
curricular demands (Beyene & Tizazu, 2010; van der Veen, Smeets & Derriks, 2010) and the
second reason was that they were not sufficiently confident in their teaching abilities due to a
lack of appropriate training to meet the special needs of students (Beyene & Tizazu, 2010;
Mullin, 2001). Yet, when focusing specifically on invisible disabilities, such as learning
disabilities, researchers discovered that teachers’ perceptions of fairness also became another

reason for the resistance. Egan and Giuliano (2009) reported:

The results showed that granting accommodations to the individual was perceived to be
less fair than was not granting accommodations, suggesting that accommodations are
believed to give an unfair advantage to individuals with learning disabilities. Moreover,
their results indicated that accommodations were perceived to be especially unfair when
they helped the individual perform well on the task (Paetsold et al, 2008), even though
increased task performance is precisely the goal of granting accommodations. (p. 489)
Vogel and Sharoni (2011) noted that past personal experiences strongly influenced
teachers’ viewpoints and actions concerning disabilities and whether they were resistant to
including students with invisible disabilities in their classrooms. Teachers who had experienced
disability personally were more willing to accommodate. The primary motivation for entering
the teaching profession was the desire to provide pupils with the positive experiences that they
themselves had been denied as youngsters. The teachers perceived themselves as effective
teachers who understood the difficulties faced by their pupils. They had an ethos of caring and

were committed to making certain that their pupils did not suffer from shame or from lowered
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expectations. The teachers viewed their own disabilities as a tool for reaching their pupils (Vogel
& Sharoni, 2011).

The cascading negative impact of more barriers resulting from the lack of early
identification of the invisible disabilities has caused undue and unseen hardship for many
individuals with invisible disabilities, including FN students. Students with invisible disabilities
are burdened by their own fears, skepticism expressed by both clinical professionals and
classroom teachers, adverse influences projected either subtly, or not so subtly, by classroom
teachers, and the attitudes of other students. Perhaps the most difficult hurdle to identification
was and continues to be proving the existence of invisible disabilities. But this process of
proving the existence of invisible disabilities was, and continues to be, flawed because of the

unwavering reliance on a clinical format of assessment.

Assessment

Another common theme found in the research was inappropriate assessments, or the
inappropriate use of assessments tools, for confirming invisible disabilities. Historically, the
focus in educational assessments, to qualify for special education services, was centered on
determining either how far behind individuals were, compared to their peers; or how far below
academic outcomes they were. Shealey, Lue, Brooks and McCray (2005) affirmed this point,
“Special education was founded on the premise that individualizing instruction for children who
were experiencing education problems would help them to catch up to their schoolmates” (p.
114). While Villegas (2009) explained the flaw in the on-going misuse of assessments as,
“Education development is not about chasing some norm or bridging gaps, but instead becomes

as effort to make the best use of local capabilities” (p. 47).
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In order to verify the existence of an invisible disability and qualify for access to
adaptations or accommodations, some type of assessment was required. But many professionals
have questioned the use of intelligence quotient (I1Q) assessments to gage a student’s capability
or potential when cognitive ability was not the concern (Hahn and Hegamin, 2001). More
questions regarding the connection between the measure of 1Q and appropriate supports and
services required to assist students with learning needs also have been raised (Ruban and Reis,
2005; Brody and Mills, 1997). But the types of assessment available have been either medically
or psychologically based and did not cover other domains where so many invisible disabilities

often fall. Wolforth (2012) explained:

To receive disability related services and academic accommodations, a student must
present documentation signed by a suitably qualified professional that verifies that they
have a disability. In the case of visible disabilities and most medical and mental health
conditions, this is quite straight forward. In the case of those diagnosed with a learning
disability or attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, not only must the presence of an
invisible disability be demonstrated with results from standardized testing but also the

disadvantage experienced by the student must be documented. (p. 61)

In addition to the concern about assessments and assessment tools for invisible
disabilities, the qualification of the assessors also has been questioned (Cornish, Gorgen,

Monson, Olkin, Palombi, and Abels, 2008). As Gill (1999) described in her article:

Evaluators without direct disability experience may miss crucial information, may fail to
comprehend it, and may distort its meaning because of their unaware and/or

unacknowledged disability biases and the fact that they may not even know what they do
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not know. No matter how objective their treatment of the data is, no matter how rigorous

their methods, they may not have the knowledge to produce a useful evaluation. (p. 286)

The third issue in disabilities assessment is the potential conflict of interest between
assessors as student advocates versus their roles as institutional advocates. As Harrison and
Holmes (2012) explained:

Referrals for psychoeducational assessments in a school setting are often for the purpose

of determining the student’s eligibility for program accommodations and access to

assistive technology. Problems in making as accurate diagnosis of LD can arise when the
psychological service providers feel that their role when conducting a psychoeducational

assessment is to act as advocates for students. (p. 20)

This type of personal conflict among clinicians, whose reports were decisive factors in
confirming the existence of visible and non-visible disabilities, was not deemed acceptable
(Harrison, Green & Flaro, 2012) because only when there was a confirmation of a disability did
access to resources become available. Without the disability verification by certified clinical
professionals, the school would not receive any additional funding. Therefore, when future
assessments were required, schools would tend to select the clinical professionals who were seen

as being more accommaodating because of the funding ramifications.

Inappropriate assessments for invisible disabilities, professionals without the proper
qualifications, and a funding environment that fosters ethical conflicts all contributed to an
ineffective identification system for students with invisible disabilities. Thus, when the purpose
for assessment was the verification of a student as being disabled, confirming entitlement to

funding along with accessing services and supports, the appropriateness of every component in
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the assessment process became highly important. Unfortunately, as a result of these
aforementioned problems, students with invisible disabilities often go unidentified and

unsupported.

Supports for Students

Another barrier for students with invisible disabilities was whether to actually access
adaptations and accommaodations, after verification of the non-visible disability and recognition
of their entitlement to supports had been completed (Davis, 2005). Students with invisible
disabilities needed to decide if the proffered supports were really the most appropriate for their
disabilities or if the supports were simply the basic standardized ones that already exist in the
schools and that teachers find the easiest to implement. Students with invisible disabilities often
required flexibility in their supports that was dependent upon a variety of variables, such as
location, noise level, time of day, subject area, and pedagogical methods. Supports needed to be
seen as simply scaffolds that changed forms were contingent upon an array of circumstances and
conditions. In some cases, specific and set adaptations and accommodations would be
appropriate for certain invisible disabilities. But other invisible disabilities required much
broader and more malleable strategies and practices in order to provide suitable supports at

suitable times.

According to Eleftheriou, Stamou, Alevriadou and Tsakiridou (2013) the main reason for
the inappropriateness and ineffectiveness of supports was that “the presence of the medical
model is still evident in education practices, due to students’ classification on a kind-of-disability
basis rather than on a disabled-needs basis” (p. 663). But Pearson, Lo, Chui and Wong (2003)

believed that
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“the main problems were kinds of disabilities for example: sensory, physical, cognitive,
etc. and degrees of disabilities such as: some hearing loss or deaf, paraplegic or
quadriplegic, etc. Their levels of perceived support, and discrepancies between perceived
support and resources available, have been found to be related to factors such as types

and severity of disability” (p. 491).

Cornett-Devito and Worley (2005) pointed to a third possible problem. The problem of
teachers’ failure to understand that the need for support services was as critical for students with
invisible learning disabilities as it was for students with physical disabilities. “Students reported
that other instructors did not understand the need to accommodate to invisible learning
disabilities in the same manner as they might understand the need to accommodate students with

visible physical disabilities” (p. 325).

There was also consideration of the degree to which adaptations and modifications aided
or hindered students’ lives, not only academically but also socially. As Paetzold, Garcia, Colella,
Ren, Triana, and Ziebro (2008) stated, “Peers saw an accommodation as less fair when the
person with a disability who received the accommodation outperformed others. Further, peers
fairness perceptions were the lowest when the confederate was granted an accommodation and
was the top performer” (p. 32). Paetzold et al. (2008) also went on to say, “These unfairness
perceptions could lead to negative treatment for the person with the disability. Additionally,
because of the potential for negative consequences, persons with disabilities, particularly hidden
ones such as learning disorders, may decide not to request needed accommodations” (p. 34).
Egan and Giuliano (2009) concurred, “accommodations have negative social consequences when
used successfully, students with learning disabilities may be faced with a “no-win” situation

when deciding whether to use academic accommodation” (p. 496).
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Even when the lack of appropriate support barrier was removed, many students with
invisible disabilities still faced other obstacles. Despite achieving higher academic success when
accommodations and adaptations were employed, students with invisible disabilities often
experienced adverse attitudes and opinions from both their teachers and peers. As a result of their
resistance to accepting the concept of invisible disabilities fully, students with invisible
disabilities often choose not to utilize their accommodations or adaptations in order to blend in

with their classmates.

Indigenous Perspective

As mentioned previously, little research was found on indigenous perspectives of either
invisible disabilities or other disabilities. However, numerous authors pointed out that indigenous
peoples have always maintained that indigenous thinking did not involve the categorization or
quantification individuals’ abilities. Everyone was considered as a contributor to the
development of the community as a whole. Everyone was thought of as unique with attributes,
regardless of type or nature, which were viewed as essential components of the community’s

survival and success. As Thompson (2012) explained:

Although there is no definitive First Nations/Metis/Aboriginal definition of disability,...
there is a general belief with these cultures that tends to locate disability communally.
Accordingly, disability may be taken up as a gift to, and responsibility for, the greater
community. ... Thus, ‘a child with a developmental disability may not be viewed as
deficient but as someone able to be part of the community in his or her own way.’ (p.

100)



INVISIBLE DISABILITIES RESEARCH
PROJECT 32

This holistic and community ownership of abilities and disabilities was counter to the
educational system operating in provincial school divisions and even in many indigenous
communities. In the present educational system, special needs services were and continue to be
financed through various funding formulas dependent upon labeling processes based on
individuals’ deficiencies. Various assessment tools, including intelligence and achievement tests,
were (and still are) used to determine these deficiencies. Such tests were deemed fair because

they were developed and standardized by experts.

To be considered reliable and valid, 1Q tests must be both criterion and norm referenced.
But minorities such as FN people have not been adequately represented in the normative
samples. The content used for criterion referencing often requires correct responses or solutions
that depend on unfamiliar experiences or values. The language used to administer the 1Q tests
has been English, a second language for the majority of FN students. As Wingert and Kantrowitz
(1997) have pointed out, “Many critics of 1Q tests believe they are culturally biased and
underestimate the intellectual potential of poor and minority children” (p. 60). This puts FN
students, especially those with visible and invisible disabilities, at a disadvantage when taking 1Q

tests. The accuracy of the results remains, at best, highly questionable.

Teachers and other professionals working in indigenous schools or with indigenous
students needed to be cognizant of this indigenous and non-indigenous philosophical difference,
and to adjust their interactions with students who have invisible disabilities and their parents to
reflect respect for the communities’ cultural beliefs and goals. As Schissel and Wotherspoon
(2001) stated, “In school settings, this involves in part sensitivity to how educational
environments may damage students who are placed in situations built around expectations and

practices dependent on specified conceptions of normality” (p. 331).
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By simply ignoring the labels and focusing on solutions in response to indigenous’
perspectives on abilities and disabilities, other dynamics were created in the classroom that

required teachers to further evaluate their practices. As Wishart (2009) stated in her article:

Deemphasizing labels and emphasizing diagnosis is clearly not enough. Underlying the
complexity of this issue is a paradox. Labels are needed in schools in order to define a
particular problem and develop policy, yet these labels create tensions for educators in

practice. (p. 472)

In order to achieve a necessary label required by educational policies, classroom and
resource teachers were required to obtain full support from parents and students in what was
often considered to be a self-demoralizing process that is just a revamped practice held over from
residential school days. Unfortunately, many teachers were not aware of historical and
educational atrocities experienced by their students’ families and made incorrect assumptions
about families’ reasons for not wanting a label. Stairs and Bernhard (2002) clarified, “Parents’
alienation based on their own assimilative, abusive, or otherwise negative schooling experiences
must be perceived and dealt with slowly and carefully -not with unreflective critical judgments.”

(p. 319)

The issue of labeling a student in order to be included more positively in the
community’s school generally, and in a certain teacher’s classroom specifically, when there had
been no previous attempts to increase acceptance and belonging, contributed significantly to
widening the disconnect between teachers, parents and schools in FN communities. Kanu (2002)

explained this disconnect as:
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No special effort is made to make them feel part of the life of the school, and the vast
majority of teachers in these schools belong to the dominant mainstream culture. The lack
of Aboriginal cultural knowledge among these teachers has generally resulted in
pedagogical and interaction patterns that have resulted in negative learning experiences

for Aboriginal students. (p. 101)

Regardless of ethnicity, students with invisible disabilities frequently tried to assimilate into their
environments and to hide their disabilities resulting in their true selves being buried and denied.
(Davis, 2005; Olney & Brockelman, 2003; Shah, 2007) Consequently, it is little wonder there
was conflict between the educational methods used in the institutionalized Western system and
by indigenous parents and communities. As Matthews (2009) expounded, “The medical model
with its focus on diagnostic labels presents a number of educational and political problems. From
a practical point of view, it falsely implies that students with the same impairment have the same
learning needs.” (p. 231) The conflict between western categorical beliefs and the holistic
indigenous beliefs was elucidated by Stairs and Bernhard (2002), “Indigenous teaching focuses
as much on learning with the heart as on learning with the mind...Indigenous facilitates learning

how to see who one really is, rather than an image manufactured.” (p. 317)

Even to this day, the Western medical model dominates society. This domination has
resulted in a limited view of disabilities as a whole and invisible disabilities in particular. The
impact of this view has dramatically influenced the education system, especially special
education. This view also has no commonalities with Indigenous perspectives. The discord
between the Western medical model and Indigenous perspectives has only added to the barriers

for identification of FN students with invisible disabilities.
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Conclusion

Based on the literature reviewed, a major deduction was reached: before a protocol for
appropriate early identification of students with invisible disabilities can be developed, several
important elements needed to be examined more thoroughly, and then planned for accordingly,
in order to achieve a successful implementation of the protocol. Therefore, the first element that
needs to be addressed was the stakeholders’ perspectives; in particular, the teachers’ viewpoints
on invisible disabilities. As Peterson (2006) explained, “Teachers and administrators, shaped by
their own personal beliefs and experiences, often bring into the classroom misguided prejudices

that influence their interactions with students” (p. 729).

Shannon, Scheon and Tansey (2009) further described the influences the stakeholders’
misconceptions could impose, noting that, “unfavorable attitudes toward persons with disabilities
contribute to the development, reinforcement and solidification of barriers that prevent full
societal inclusion” (p. 12). Since the success in early identification of students with invisible
disabilities and the provision of appropriate supports primarily is very likely to be contingent on
the whole-hearted commitment of teachers; the amount of promotion and encouragement given
to teachers by school administrators, regarding invisible disabilities, may need to be clarified.
Thus, along with the establishment of an identification protocol for students with invisible
disabilities, a continuous awareness program on invisible disabilities for school staff and other

stakeholders may have to be developed simultaneously.

The second element requiring consideration was the determination of the extent of the
problem. This included what types of invisible disabilities there are, along with their continuums
of severity, and the appropriate supports that need to be provided for academic achievement and

social acceptance by others in the school environment. Determination of an invisible disability
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cannot simply be based on the Western Medical model that only used physical standards to
verify disabilities. The mental, emotional, social and sensory connections or disconnections to
the physical state of individuals need to be recognized and considered when defining what
comprises invisible disabilities and determining the supports necessary for students with
invisible disabilities to succeed in school. Consequently, as Miskovic and Gabel (2012)

explained in their article, the social model for any disability identification should be used since:

The social model focuses attention on the structural features of society and illuminates
the ways in which structural features determine who will and will not be fully included in
all aspects of social life. Within the social model this structural exclusion, or the barriers
to being included, are what disable people rather than their individual impairments. (p.

234)

The third element must address the diversity of First Nations in culture, language,
geography and history. Because of these diversities, it may not be possible to design a ‘one-size
fits all” protocol for the early identification of students with invisible disabilities in First Nations’
schools. The differences amongst First Nations necessitates the development of a flexible
identification process that includes the collection of foundational information on teachers’
perspectives, which are essential to building and maintaining the value of the identification
process. As Anastasiou and Kauffman (2012) stated, “Meeting the learning needs of all children
with disabilities requires thinking about the multifaceted needs of children and the demands of

social inclusions” (p. 144).

Still, the importance of the identification of invisible disabilities was continually

reinforced in the literature reviewed. If the status quo was allowed to continue, then less than
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optimal outcomes would also continue without any positive changes to those outcomes for
students with invisible disabilities and the concept of inclusion would remain illusionary for all
stakeholders. As supported by Shah (2007), “The reality is that a great deal of change is required
within ‘mainstream’ schools before disable children will actually experience inclusion” (p. 439).
Not only does the change within ‘mainstream’ schools have to happen but eventually within

those students with invisible disabilities. As Doubt and McColl (2003) explained:

The students seemed to aspire in assimilation rather than integration, attempting to adapt
to an environment which demanded uniformity, achievement and perfection, rather than
diversity—an environment in which they had limited potential for conformity and full

participations. (p. 14)

Students with invisible disabilities likely will continue to seek and settle for the most stress free
and non-confrontational existence possible, at least until they experience greater understanding,
appreciation and acceptance. As this awareness of invisible disabilities increases, other related
elements such as appropriate identification procedures, program adaptations, physical
accommodations, ands self-advocacy skills also will need to be developed. These elements are
essential for students with invisible disabilities to reach their full potential and no longer accept
the assimilation paradigm of the ‘mainstream schools’ as the best way to survive in a hostile

environment.

As stated in this chapter, the literature review showed that students with invisible
disabilities were poorly served by the mainstream education system. Students with invisible
disabilities were not identified in timely and valid ways. Adaptations and accommaodations for

students with invisible disabilities were severely lacking due to the poor identification process
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and teachers’ lack of awareness surrounding invisible disabilities. The intent of this study was to
establish an information baseline on teachers’ knowledge and training regarding invisible
disabilities in order to develop a protocol for early identification of students with invisible

disabilities in First Nations schools.



INVISIBLE DISABILITIES RESEARCH
PROJECT 39

Chapter 3  Research Methodology

Framework and Assumptions

In his article, Kovach (2010) stated:

Conceptual frameworks make visible the way we see the world. Within research, these
frameworks are either transparent i.e., through form, or not, yet they are always present.
The rationale for explicit representation of one’s conceptual framework itself assists in
illustrating the researcher’s standpoint, thus giving the reader insight into the

interpretative lens that influences the research. (p. 41)

The theoretical framework | used for this study was grounded theory. As | have neither
outlined a tentative theory nor uncovered a closely related theory on the early identification of
invisible disabilities in FN contexts that could be verified, | anticipated that a theory would
emerge from the research findings. By searching for similarities, patterns or themes that surfaced
from the participants’ views, as expressed in their responses, | hoped to organize the data into
meaningful categories. After analyzing that data, | expected to be able to design a process for the

early identification of students with invisible disabilities in First Nation’s schools.

Personal background. Because of my past involvement over many years in First
Nations’ schools in various capacities such as classroom teacher, resource teacher, student
advocate, parental advisor, special education and administration facilitator, I have an established
relationship of respect and trust with the communities and their members both in and out of the

educational arena. | comprehend and appreciate the statement in Denzin and Lincoln (2005):

For indigenous and other marginalized communities, research ethics is at a very basic

level about establishing, maintaining, and nurturing reciprocal and respectful
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relationships, not just among people as individuals but also with people as individuals, as
collectives and as members of communities, and with humans who live in and with other

entities in the environment. (p. 97)

With this awareness of First Nations’ sensitivities to past research transgressions, |
planned to make every effort to avoid disenfranchising the school, staff, parents and community
before the research began, during the research and after the research was complete. To achieve
this goal, | followed closely the Code of Research Ethics (see Appendix A) developed by
MFNERC based on the First Nations Centre’s Considerations and Templates for Ethical
Research and Practices (see Appendix B). | began my study only after consent had been received
from Chief and Council or their designated representative (i.e., Education Director) (see

Appendix C).

As | planned on conducting this research study at schools in two First Nations’
communities which | have been connected to for over ten years, | believed that | and this study
would be received more openly by the participants and the First Nations’ community members
than if | was someone simply conducting a research project from the “outside’. | felt that | would
be able to gather information that is more reflective of reality since | would be viewed as an
insider and someone who is non-biased. This familiarity provided and promoted an atmosphere
in which all teachers felt they could be more open and honest in the sharing of their feelings and
attitudes on the topic of invisible disabilities as it related to their students. Other benefits to this
familiarity were awareness of First Nations’ cultures, languages and traditions and attentiveness
to the historical and recent past experiences of First Nations with non-First Nations concerning
schools and testing. With this background, | was better be able to organize, analyze and deduce

from the study’s data, insights that led to a clearer understanding of teachers’ perceptions of
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invisible disabilities in FN communities and eventually on to how best to identify students with

invisible disabilities in order to improve their academic success in First Nations schools.

At the same time, | took care when conducting the resource teachers’ interviews to
remain neutral and not to allow my previous work experience as a classroom or resource teacher
to influence, in any way, the resource teachers’ responses. Only their thoughts and opinions
freely expressed to me in confidence were documented. During the analysis and interpretation of
the data, | was vigilant that all the findings were based just on the participants’ responses without

my sway.

Type of Research

Qualitative research. | approached this research from a postmodern interpretivist
perspective (Kroese, 2012) by deconstructing prevalent negative beliefs concerning individuals
with invisible disabilities in order to right the social injustices of unfairness and intolerance that
individuals with invisible disabilities experience, to varying degrees, on a daily basis. I also
adopted a disability rights perspective (Parekh, 2015) of accepting individuals with invisible
disabilities; not as less than normal, but as a variation of normal. Qualitative research methods
were often considered the superior choice when these perspectives were involved (Finlay, 2006;
Mack, Woodsong, MacQueen, Guest and Namey, 2005). Creswell (2009) further explained:

We conduct qualitative research because a problem or issue needs to be explored. This

exploration is needed, in turn, because of a need to study a group or population, identify

variables that can then be measured, or hear silenced voices. ... We also conduct
qualitative research because we need a complex, detailed understanding of the issue. ...

We conduct qualitative research because we want to understand the contexts or settings in

which participants in a study address a problem or issue. ... We use qualitative research
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to develop theories when partial or inadequate theories exist for certain populations and

samples or existing theories do not adequately capture the complexity of the problem we

are examining. (p. 40)

This qualitative research included collected quantitative data. By using quantitative results to
support or refute the qualitative findings, the findings of this study provided a clearer and more
accurate answer to the question of the relationship between teachers’ identification of students
with invisible disabilities and provision of needed support.

The approach used in this qualitative study is derived from a pragmatic position. Despite
pragmatism being strongly associated with mixed methods, that association is not exclusively
restricted from other research aspects and methods. As Denscombe (2008) explained:

Nor is the mixed methods paradigm alone in its use of pragmatism as its philosophical

underpinning. Pragmatism provides a recurrent theme underlying forms of research that

can be traced back throughout the last century through the works of symbolic

interactionists such as Dewey, Mead, Blumer, and Goffman (Cherryholmes, 1992;

Maxcy, 2003), and there are aspects of pragmatism involved in grounded theory,

ethnomethodology, conversational analysis, and discourse analysis of people such as

Glaser, Strauss, Garfinkel, Cicourel, and Foucault (Guignon, 1991; Rorty, 1982, 1991).

(p.275)

Using the pragmatic approach provided me the freedom to employ methods, techniques and
procedures from both qualitative and quantitative research to explore deeply for more insightful
information on the question of what is the relationship between teachers’ identification of
students with invisible disabilities and their provision of needed supports. As Johnson and

Onwueguzie (2004) stated:
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Pragmatically inclined philosophers and researchers also would suggest that we can reach
some agreement about the importance of many (culturally derived) values and desired
ends, such as, for example, preventing the dropping out of school by adolescents,
reducing the use of illicit drugs by children and adolescents, finding effective teaching
techniques for different kinds of students, educating children and adults (i.e., increasing
their knowledge), helping to reduce discrimination in society, and attempting to eliminate
or reduce mental, learning, and other disabilities. In other words, pragmatism takes an

explicitly value-oriented approach to research. (p.17)

Overview of Research Design

The design of this qualitative study used the grounded theory approach in order to
construct a possible theory that may assist in the early identification of FN students with
invisible disabilities. Through a systematic process of designing and implementing the study, and
collecting and evaluating data, a clearer understanding of possible themes related to early
identification become clearer. This systematic process included a review of questions for the
resource teachers’ interview and the teachers’ survey by a panel of experts, an adherence to all
ethical guidelines and procedures, an organized delivery and collection of the interviews and

surveys, coding and correlation of data, and interpretation and summarization of all data.
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Ethics Approval

When the study’s design was completed, | then followed the protocol as outlined by the
University of Manitoba, to receive approval from the Education / Nursing Research Ethics Board
(ENREB) (Appendix D) to conduct my study. In the request for approval, all the components of
the study were described including dispersion of the study’s findings and templates for cover
letters detailing the study’s purpose, protection of participants’ confidentiality and for
participants’ approval and consent. The approval certificate was received November 2016. A
change the design of the study involving the number of school participating and the removal of
the student resource files review as one of the study’s data collection methods was later
requested and the amendment approval for those changes was received February 2016 (Appendix
E). As the progress of the study was slower than anticipated, there was a third approval sought

from ENREB for a time extension which was approved in October 2017 (Appendix F).

Participant Recruitment and Selection

As this qualitative study involved some quantitative methods so that comparisons and
contrasts could be examined, the participant selection process was based on two prerequisites.
The first requirement was the geographical location of the school where the participants were
employed. The second condition was that schools have similar instructional staff numbers and
student populations. A call for volunteer schools and their staffs was sent out to FN schools
explaining the purpose and description of the study including the responsibilities of all those

involved along with a tentative time line for the study.

Unfortunately, unanticipated difficulties can arise in any research study. In this study, the
difficulty was obtaining the initial consent to begin my research from the Chiefs and Councils in

a timely manner. This delay was the result of the Chiefs and Councils’ extremely heavy
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workloads (i.e., dealing with a wide range of responsibilities that include very major concerns
such as housing, fuel shortages and flooding). Because of their limited time, Chiefs and Councils
prioritized the issues and wherever possible delegated requests and decisions to their
appropriated expert personnel (i.e., educational directors). As a result of these demands on the
Chiefs’ and Councils’ time, my request for permission to conduct my study had to be forwarded
on to the educational directors for approval. This meant that there was a long lapse of time before
I could begin my research, as I had to resend all the paperwork to the First Nations’ education
directors for their approval (see Appendix C).

Initially, the participation of only two schools was planned for and required. But as the
progression of the study unfolded, three schools from three different geographical regions and
three different student populations volunteered to participate in this study on invisible
disabilities. This required ENREB Amendment Approval (Appendix F) which was sought and

received, as mentioned in the preceding section, before the data collection began.

The first school was situated in a remote northern Manitoba First Nations community. It
could be reached year-round by air service but only by road during the winter. The school
consisted of one main building with additional classroom space provided by portable huts in one
location. The physical structure consisted of classrooms, a resource room, a gym, a hon-

functioning science lab, a computer room, a kitchen and an administrative office.

There were fifteen teachers, ten educational assistants, one resource teacher and one
principal employed by the Band Council. All the educational assistants were from the
community, while half of the teachers were from other areas in the province or from outside of
Manitoba. Teachers from outside of the community fell into one of two categories. The first

category was beginning teachers who were looking for teaching experience, while the second
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category was made up of retired educators who, despite retiring in their home province, felt they
still wanted to work in the classroom. The new teachers generally stayed for a year or two while
the retired teachers tended to stay longer, for four or more years. The teachers from the
community had all received their graduate degrees from one of Manitoba’s universities via a
specially designed program for individuals from First Nations’ communities. The resource

teacher was from the community and has been in that position for over ten years.

The school covered all grades, from Kindergarten to twelve. But the high school offered
only the minimum, mandatory subjects required to meet the province’s requirements for
accredited graduation certificates. Because of this factor, the option for high school students to
leave the community and attend other schools with more subject choices was afforded.
Equipment, materials and resources were limited and very basic due to the funding agreement
between INAC and Chief and Council. Internet services often were limited or not available for

students and teachers to access.

The school’s total student population was three hundred and thirty-six. Two thirds of the
students, two hundred and twenty-six, were in the elementary and junior high grades. The
remainder of the student population, one hundred and ten, was in high school. There has been a
large on-going yearly drop-out rate between grade eight and grade nine. Of the overall student
population, there were twenty-five students identified as high cost special needs according to
INAC’s guidelines; while there were another forty-five students who fell into INAC’s low cost
category (see Appendix G for INAC’s specifications for high cost identification). The resource
teacher coordinated all special needs services with both community agencies and outside
agencies in accordance with INAC’s administrative conditions. These duties limited her time

providing direct student resource services to a small pull-out program.



INVISIBLE DISABILITIES RESEARCH
PROJECT 48

The school had a formal referral protocol in its school policy. Unfortunately, the resource
teacher had to continually deal with the issues of classroom teachers not wishing to adhere to it.
When the referral protocol was followed, she proceeded with diagnostic services that led to
services ranging from informal remediation to formal and alternative interventions. The
community services that the resource teacher could access were extremely limited. The only
regular support from an outside agency came from the Manitoba First Nations Education
Resource Center (MFNERC). All clinical support that was needed had to be purchased through

INAC’s Special Education Plan (SEP).

The second school was in a more centrally located First Nations community in Manitoba.
It could be reached year-round by both air and road. The school consisted of one main building.
The physical structure consisted of classrooms, a resource room, a gym, a kitchen and an

administrative office.

There were eleven teachers, five educational assistants, one resource teacher and one
principal employed by the Band Council. All the educational assistants were from the
community, while half of the teachers were from other areas of the province or outside of
Manitoba. The teachers from outside of the community also fell into one of two categories. Like
the first school, one of the categories was beginning teachers who were looking for work
experience and who did not stay for a long period of time. However, the second category of
teachers was different from the first school, in that these teachers were not of retirement age and
wanted to work in a school within driving distance of a large urban center. The teachers from the
community had all received their teaching degrees from one of Manitoba’s universities via a

specially designed program for individuals from First Nations’ communities. The resource
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teacher was from the community and had been in that position for over ten years, not only at this

school, but also at several other First Nations’ schools.

The school provided educational services from Kindergarten to grade nine. The only
option for high school students was to leave the community and attend high school in the nearest
urban center. Equipment, materials and resources were limited and quite basic due to the funding
agreement between the INAC and Chief and Council. Internet services were generally good and

the staff utilized technology as much as possible.

The school’s total student population was two hundred. There has been a large on-going
yearly drop-out rate in the junior high and high school grades. Of the overall student population
at the school, there were twenty students identified as high cost special needs according to
INAC’s guidelines; while there were another thirteen students who fell into INAC’s low cost
category (see Appendix G for INAC’s specifications for high cost identification). The resource
teacher coordinated all special needs services with both in-community and outside agencies in
accordance with the INAC’s administrative conditions. The resource teacher was also the acting
principal for a large portion of the year. These combined duties had severely limited her time in

providing direct student resource services.

The school had a formal referral protocol in its school policy. Initially, the resource
teacher had to continually deal with classroom teachers not wishing to adhere to it. But, over
time, the teachers have accepted and now follow the school’s referral protocol. After referral, the
resource teacher proceeded with diagnostic services that led to educational services ranging from
informal remediation to formal and alternative interventions. The community services that the

resource teacher could access were extremely limited. The only regular support from an outside
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agency came from the Manitoba First Nations Education Resource Center (MFNERC). All
clinical support that was needed had to be purchased through INAC’s Special Education Plan

(SEP).

The third school was situated in a remote northern Manitoba First Nations community
that has an all-season highway. Like the second school, it could be reached year-round by both
air and road. The school consisted of one main building located separately from the other school
building in the community. The physical structure consisted of several wings comprised of
classrooms, a resource room, a life skills room, a gym, a computer room, a kitchen and an

administrative office.

At this school there were twenty teachers, twenty educational assistants, three resource
teachers and one principal employed by the Band Council. All the educational assistants were
from the community as were the majority of the teachers. The teacher turnover at this school was
very low. The teachers from the community had all received their undergraduate degrees from
one of Manitoba’s universities via a specially designed program for individuals from First
Nations’ communities. The resource teachers were from the community and only one of them

was in her first year in the position of resource teacher.

This school was a middle years’ school and only provided grades five to eight. When
compared to many other First Nations’ schools, the equipment, materials and resources were
abundant due to the funding agreement between INAC and Chief and Council and to the
combined efforts of school and community fund raising. Internet services were excellent and

available for students and teachers to access.
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The school’s total student population was eight hundred. There continues to be a large
yearly drop-out rate after the transition from this middle school. Of the overall student
population, there were one hundred students identified as high cost special needs according to
INAC’s guidelines while there were another eighty students who fell into INAC’s low cost
category (see Appendix G for INAC’s specifications for high cost identification). The resource
teachers coordinated all special needs services with both inside and outside community agencies
in accordance with the INAC’s administrative conditions. Due to the large number of students,
one on one direct service to special needs students by any of the resource teachers, was limited
and these services generally fell into the category of problem solving with a teacher for a

situation that had arisen with a student.

The school had a formal referral protocol in its school policy that was adhered to by the
teaching staff. All diagnostic services were based on information collected by the resource
teachers, and led to interventions ranging from informal remediation to formal and alternative
interventions provided by teachers and parents. The community services that the resource
teachers could access were limited but utilized as much as possible. The only consistent support
from an outside agency came from the Manitoba First Nations Education Resource Center
(MFNERC). All clinical support that was needed had to be purchased through INAC’s Special

Education Plan (SEP).

All ten of the teachers’ questionnaire responses were used from this data collection.
Interviews with the three resource teachers were conducted. To optimize the speed of return of

the questionnaires, a chance at a draw for a prize was offered to the teachers.
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Data Collection

For this study, concurrent data collection techniques from both qualitative and
quantitative research methods were planned. This meant that the information was gathered
simultaneously rather than qualitative data collected first followed by the quantitative data or
vice versa. As one component of the data collection, participants were asked to complete a
questionnaire (see Appendix H) with questions that enabled me to categorize a variety of
variables such as ethic affiliation, years teaching, previous interactions with disabled children,
etc. In order to achieve this goal from the questionnaire, | attended carefully to the wording of
the questions and the number of questions | asked.

The other components of the study, the review of students’ resource files (See Appendix
I) and resource teachers’ interviews (see Appendix J) were to be done at the same time to collect
both qualitative and quantitative information. This meant that, because of the timing of the
collection of statements and statistics, this study can be considered a concurrent mixed method
research project. Creswell (2009) defines concurrent mixed methods as:

The researcher converges or merges quantitative and qualitative data in order to provide a

comprehensive analysis of the research problem. In this design, the investigator collects

both forms of data at the same time and then integrates the information in the
interpretation of the overall results. Also in this design, the researcher may embed one
smaller form of data within another larger data collection in order to analysis different
types of questions (the qualitative addresses the process while the quantitative, the

outcomes). (p. 14)
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Questionnaire.

To ensure that this study’s questionnaire would be garner data that would provide insights
into teachers’ knowledge, training and attitudes regarding students with invisible disabilities, the
questionnaire’s development undertook specific steps to safeguard reliability and validity.

Questionnaire Development. In developing the questions on the classroom teachers’
questionnaire, | drew on past experiences, both as a person with an invisible disability and as a
teacher and a resource teacher working in FN communities. Based on the themes that emerged
from the literature review and my experiences, both personally and professionally, | was able to
determine what | needed to know, why | needed to know it, and what insights might be gained
from the questionnaire. The purpose of this questionnaire was to ascertain the reasons for the
lack of early identification of FN students with invisible disabilities and to explore why there has
been an insufficiency of appropriate accommodations and adaptations for them. This meant that
teachers’ knowledge, skills, attitudes, practices and their perceptions of knowledge, skills,
attitudes and practices had to be questioned. The selection of participants was inclusive - all
classroom teachers, regardless of their age, education level, or years of experience were invited

to complete the questionnaire.

The next step in development of the questionnaire, after defining the purpose and the
participants, was selecting the measurement scale, scoring procedure and the data collection
method. A rating continuum using a Likert-type scale was chosen because teachers’ workloads
and the demands on their time. | also decided that the most effective and confidential way of
distributing and collecting the questionnaires was to personally visit the participating schools to

distribute and collect them.
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The third step was the drafting of the questions to be asked on the questionnaire.
Following recommended guidelines for development of research questions (Diem, 2002), plain
language was used. In addition, questions that were open-ended, too personalized or considered
to be double-barreled were avoided. A balance of negative and positive answers was
incorporated into the scale. Clear instructions for completion of the various sections were
included. Finally, answer choices corresponded to the questions and a neutral answer choice
were purposefully included on the scale. Upon completion, to establish content validity, a panel
of experts from MFNERC’s Special Education Team reviewed the questionnaire to determine if
the questions being asked were in fact going to illicit answers directly related to the purpose of
the study. The panel of experts stated they felt the questions on the questionnaire would bring
forth answers clarifying teachers’ knowledge, skills and attitudes regarding FN students with
invisible disabilities. The last step, completing the cover letter (see Appendix K), explaining the
purpose of the questionnaire and the teachers’ option of not completing it if they chose not to,
was then included along with the final copy of the questionnaire in my thesis proposal was sent

to ENREB for approval.

Questionnaire Administration. The questionnaire consisted of fifty questions. At a
general staff meeting, prior to the distribution of the questionnaire, | explained the intent of this
research study, the confidentiality rules that | adhered to, the approval process followed, the
types of data collected, and how the findings from the study would be shared. | answered any
questions the teachers raised during the delivery of the questionnaires. | also explained, both in
the cover letter and in person, that they had the right to not answer the questionnaire, should they

choose to do so.
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To ensure | received the answered questionnaires, | distributed and collected the
questionnaires from each of the teachers after allowing time for completion during the scheduled
staff meeting. Each teacher was also given an envelope to place his or her completed
questionnaire in so he or she could then seal before it before returning it to me anonymously.
Since | had previously obtained the support and approval from the Chief and Council or the
Chief and Council’s representative and the school administration, | felt it gave the teachers an
added level of trustworthiness regarding my presence and my request for completing the
questionnaire. | did not encounter any resistance to completing and returning the questionnaires.

The advantages of using a questionnaire for me as the researcher were:

1. it provided some insights in regards to direction of the interview questions with the
resource teachers,

2. itallowed comparisons of the interviewees’ answers and descriptive variables,

3. it provided some descriptive statistics that were used in the data analysis.

There were two disadvantages to consider when using a questionnaire and they were:

1. 1would be unable to observe and record an individual’s body language or facial or oral
expressions in reactions to the questions,

2. 1 would be unable to probe why questions were answered as they were.

The advantages of utilizing the questionnaire method for data collection were
considerable since | would be able to acquire a larger amount of useful data in timely fashion. By
using the developed questionnaire, | was able to gather general baseline data such as educational
background, teacher experience, gender, ethnic affiliation, and the teachers’ views on adaptations

and accommodations for students with special needs.
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Review of student resource files. Unfortunately, this data collection component was
removed from the study, with approval from ENREB (see Appendix E), out of consideration and
respect for the resource teachers’ concerns regarding student confidentiality. In the original
research plan, a random selection from resource files of both the low and high cost students,
during the same time frame as the resource teachers’ interviews, was to be conducted. Once the
selection had been done, parental cover letters and consent forms (see Appendix M) would be
sent to the parents or legal guardians for their approval to be part of the study.

From the randomly selected group, information such as: (a) medical history, (b) teachers’
referrals, (c) informal and formal assessments’ observations and conclusions, (d) formal
diagnose, and (e) remediation services provided by the classroom teacher or resource teachers
would have been gathered. It was my intention to cross-reference this information with their
cumulative files to further develop descriptive information such as: (a) specific marks in the
subject areas, (b) promotion comments, and (c) teachers’ anecdotal summary comments.

| felt the three advantages in conducting file reviews were:

1. the ability to gather supplementary details regarding the schools’ students with visible
and invisible disabilities,

2. the ability to obtain a fuller description, from previous years, of schools’ histories
regarding visible and invisible disabilities,

3. the ability to collect data on the students’ past and current status and conduct deeper
analysis of relationships between visible and invisible disabilities.

| also realized that the two disadvantages of the file review process were:

1. the considerable amount of time required to gather the appropriate signed consent forms

by the students’ legal guardians,
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2. the considerable amount of time needed to read both the students’ resource files and
their cumulative files.
As a result of the removal of the review of the student resource files, the data from the two
remaining components, the resource teachers’ interviews and the teachers’ questionnaires, were
the only data sources used in this study.

Interview.

As with the questionnaire, steps to secure trustworthiness for the study’s resource
interview component were also undertaken.

Interview Questions Development. | scheduled interview dates and meeting times with
the resource teachers to coincide with the distribution and collection of the teachers’
questionnaires. This allowed me time to quickly review their colleagues’ answers and make
slight changes to the interview questions if | thought it was necessary. To add to the resource
teachers’ comfort, I let each one determine where they would like to have the interview take
place. The resource teachers were also given cover letters and consent forms to complete prior to
their interview taking place (see Appendix L).

The interview questions (see Appendix J) were developed with input from several
sources: (a) background research on invisible disabilities (Mullins & Preyde, 2013; Stone, 2005),
(b) my own personal experiences as a resource teacher, and (c) the teachers’ responses on the
questionnaires. The interview questions touched on the following topics: (a) knowledge about
invisible disabilities, (b) personal definitions of disability and invisible disability, (c) experiences
of teaching students with visible and non-visible disabilities, and (d) what types of adaptations
and accommodations used for lesson design, lesson delivery, learning tasks, class assignments,

and assessment methods and tools. The interview questions were formulated to gather data with
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more depth than the questionnaire. | obtained the resource teachers’ permission to audio record
the interviews with the clear understanding that the recordings would be treated as confidential
material. By having these audio recordings, | was able to review and compare them with my
written interview notes for accuracy.
As the researcher in this study, | felt there were three advantages for conducting
interviews with the schools’ resource teachers. They were as follows:
1. itallowed me to establish deeper connections with the resource teachers,
2. itallowed me to gather more detailed information by asking questions that clarified
responses, and
3. itallowed me to determine, from an insider’s point of view, how the questionnaires’
responses and interview responses were reflective of each other.
There was one disadvantage for using the interview method and that was because:
1. itrequired a longer period of time to complete the study because the interviews required
more personalized attention and time.
Since there were more advantages than disadvantages and those advantages would
provide me with more in-depth understanding of the resource teachers’ thoughts, knowledge and

experiences, | chose to conduct the interviews.

Data Analysis

Upon completion of the data collection, | began my analysis, looking for trends and re-
occurring themes. Finally, when all data had been integrated and studied, | compiled the results
in a draft report and sent the draft copies to the schools and band councils for their review. | also
did follow-up school and community visits where | shared my findings with the participants and

those community members interested. During those meetings, | asked for any feedback that they
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thought should be added into the report. Final copies of the report were then sent to the school
and band council for distribution to teachers, parents and community members.

For qualitative data component of my mixed methods study, | selected a grounded theory
approach with the handling of the data proceeding in a hierarchical line. | began by tabulating the
questionnaires’ answers from each of the communities’ schools separately. Then | combined the
tabulations for an overall summary and record with both the separate and combined data on a
summary sheet. | then transcribed the resource teachers’ interviews and used open coding on the
comments provided. Once the open coding was complete, | followed up with the axial coding to

establish a possible central phenomenon as outlined by Creswell (2007).

In open coding, the researcher forms categories of information about the phenomenon
being studied by segmenting information...In axial coding, the investigator assembles the
data in new ways after open coding...identifies a central phenomenon...explores causal
conditions...identifies the context and intervening conditions...delineates the
consequences...In selective doing, the researcher may write a “story line” that connects
the categories....Finally, the researcher may develop and visually portray a conditional
matrix that elucidates the social, historical, and economic conditions influencing the

central phenomenon. (p. 67)

With the development of a conditional matrix, | was able to formulate a theory from

which | was able to construct possible implications.

For the quantitative data component, | began with a summarization of the number of
participants by gender, age, ethic group, educational training, and number of years of teaching

experience, along with both professional and personal experiences with individuals who have



INVISIBLE DISABILITIES RESEARCH
PROJECT 60

disabilities. I also included information on the geographical locations and ease of access to the
world at large for the participants. Following that, | compiled a descriptive analysis of the data’s

variables and finally organized the results in tables with explanations and possible implications.

As the final step in the convergence of the data, | utilized concurrent triangulation and
combined the findings from both the qualitative and quantitative data onto a matrix with the
trends and themes (qualitative) on the vertical axis and the category and number (quantitative) on
the horizontal axis. I also included further descriptions, explanations and possible implications

based on the amalgamating of both types of data.

Qualitative Trustworthiness

A qualitative study could often be considered by some to be inferior to its counterpart, the
quantitative study. But as numerous authors, such as Creswell (2007), Cohen and Crabtree
(2006), and Gube and Lincoln (1998), have explained in great detail; a qualitative study’s
trustworthiness is the equal counterpart to quantitative study’s validity and reliability. Therefore,
it was essential when planning a qualitative study to design one that provides the maximum
degree of trustworthiness through embedding: (a) creditability, (b) dependability, (c)
transferability, (d) confirmability, and (e) authenticity throughout all the stages of the study. As

Billup (2014) explained:

Trustworthiness, a concept adapted and promoted by Lincoln and Guba (1985), is
considered the quintessential framework for evaluating qualitative research, but receives
minimal attention from many institutional researchers, especially those predominantly
oriented to quantitative methods...Four elements comprise the original trustworthiness

framework: credibility (truth), dependability (consistency), transferability (applicability),
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and confirmability (neutrality). Authenticity, a fifth element added since the original
discussion, is endorsed by some qualitative researchers as an equally important evaluative

element (Polit & Beck, 2011). (p.1)

By ensuring highest level of rigor, confidence in the trustworthiness of the study will be
achieved. Therefore, upholding trustworthiness throughout this qualitative study was always of

the utmost importance.

Credibility. One of the elements of trustworthiness, credibility, often is considered the
most important factor in qualitative research (Shenton, 2004). Its purpose is to accurately
measure how truthful the results of the research instruments were. In other words, were the
findings from the study’s measures accurate, beyond reproach, and thus able to provide the
certainty necessary for confidence in the research results. As Cutcliffe and McKenna (1999)

clarify:

Perhaps the most useful indicator of the credibility of the findings produced is when the
practitioners themselves and the readers of the theory view the study findings and regard

them as meaningful and applicable in terms of their experience. (p. 379)

In this study, unbiased sampling and triangulation were employed as methods for establishing
creditability. Triangulation involves the collection of data from various sources. By using three
different schools, with two different source groups at each school, and two different methods of
data collection, not only did corroboration of findings occur, a wealth of comprehensive and rich
data, which might otherwise have been missed, was collected. This was consistent with

Creswell’s recommendations (2007).
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The selection of the FN schools and their staffs for participation in this study was strictly
on a volunteer basis. | had no influence on the decision by the FN schools to participate. They
may have chosen to be involved because of their interest in identifying students with invisible

disabilities.

The triangulation of data was scaled down from the originally planned three sources to
two sources. For one source, the resource teacher interviews, each resource teacher received a
copy of the transcript of their interview for verification of the exactness of what was shared and
to edit anything that was incorrect. All of the resource teachers were satisfied with the transcripts
and no further revisions or second reviews for verifications were needed. The second source,
teacher questionnaires, used quantitative validation methods prior to the comparison with the

resource teacher interviews.

Dependability. Since this study was the first of its kind for First Nations’ schools in
Manitoba, the best approach was to follow the prototype model for dependability. A prototype
model meant that all aspects of the study were recorded in precise detail so that replication of the
study can be done exactly with confidence. The prototype model often used when the measure
was only used once with the study’s participants. As this project involved a one-time only
measure, | followed the prototype model and fully documented all details of the study. As

Shenton (2004) clarifies:

In order to address the dependability issue more directly, the processes within a study will
be reported in detail, thereby enabling a future researcher to repeat the work, if not
necessarily to gain the same results. Thus, the research design may be viewed as a

‘prototype model’. Such in-depth coverage will also allow the reader to assess the extent
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to which proper research practices have been followed. So as to enable readers of the

research report to develop a thorough understanding of the methods and their

effectiveness, the text will include sections devoted to:

(a) the research design and its implementation, describing what was planned and executed

on a strategic level,

(b) the operational detail of data gathering, addressing the minutiae of what was done in

the field, and

(c) reflective appraisal of the project, evaluating the effectiveness of the process of

inquiry undertaken. (p.71)

This study followed the prototype model criteria, as outlined above, from beginning to
end.

Transferability. The degree of generalization that can be derived from a study’s findings
would be described as transferability. Transferability could also fall under the umbrella of
trustworthiness. As Billups (2014) explained:

While the goal of qualitative research is not to produce results which are statistically

generalizable, the intent is to produce findings which other researchers can interpret for

similar settings, even to the point of applying the research design for their own purposes.

(p-3)

One possible outcome of this research study may be further research by others on the
topic of FN students with invisible disabilities. Again, to that end, every aspect of the design,

implementation and completion of the study have been detailed.
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Confirmability. Another element of trustworthiness is confirmability. It refers to the
extent that the results of the study could be corroborated by others; or as Tobin and Begley
(2004) have explained, confirmability...

...Is concerned with establishing that data and interpretations of the findings are not

figments of the inquirer’s imagination, but are clearly derived from the data. (p.392)

As | adhered to these research guidelines for trustworthiness, a documented paper trail on
all aspects of the study, in precise detail, was maintained. Consequently, future researchers can
replicate the methodology for the selection of participants and data collection to determine if the
results would be the same as in this initial study.

Authenticity. To meet the qualitative study’s criteria for authenticity, the researcher must
be honest, impartial and objective in describing the participants’ experiences. All views
expressed need to be respected and documented by using ethical and appropriate methods. Milne
(2005) clarifies: “A focus on authenticity would not only ensure that our methods of collecting
data are pristine but that our data is also faithful to the constructions of all stakeholders” (p.3).
Billups (2014) concurs:

The intended value of a study, the implied benefit to many stakeholders, and the

assurance that as many voices as possible were considered are all issues that must be

addressed when presenting the findings (p.4)

Fairness is the key component to authenticity and was constantly present throughout the study.

Quantitative validity and reliability

One component of this study, the teachers’ questionnaires, was quantitative in nature and

necessitated that validity and reliability were present.
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Validity. Heale and Twycross (2015) define validity “as the extent to which a concept is
accurately measured in a quantitative study” (p. 66). To ensure measure accuracy, there must be
no variations to any portion of a study. Any variation can bring into question the validity of that
study. Variation refers to any form of deviation from the original design of the study. Some of

the most common deviations are:
(a) any undocumented alterations to the study’s design,
(b) involvement of more than one researcher,
(c) any selection bias regarding who participants, and
(d) length of time it takes to complete the study.

In this study, alterations with respect to timing and one data source (students’ files) were
documented and ENREB approval was obtained, only one researcher was involved, and the

researcher knew of no selection bias.

However, for one component of the study, the questionnaire, | needed to focus on three
particular threats to validity: (a) face validity, (b) content validity and (c) construct validity. Both
face validity and content validity concerns, with respect to the questionnaire, were addressed
through the use of MFNERC’s Special Education panel of experts. They reviewed the
questionnaire for how well it covered the concept the study was purporting to investigate along
with how well the questionnaire measured what it was intended to measure. However, construct
validity could be a limitation as the term “invisible disabilities” remains poorly defined and

contested as determined from the literature review for this study.
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Confounding was another subcategory of internal validity and appears when there is a
change to a dependent variable because of the manipulation of another variable. This
manipulation could include the any form of deviation from the design of the study and is often
the result of there being more than one examiner in a study. Since there was only one examiner
in this study, who followed the same First Nations protocol agreement established with each of
the communities prior to the commencement of the project, there were no changes to the delivery

and collection of the questionnaires.

Another subcategory of internal validity is selection bias. This was of minimal concern
for two reasons. | had no input into the hiring of teachers to work at the schools and I also had no
influence on which schools participated in the study. Therefore, internal validity was not at risk

because there was no selection bias influencing this study.

History is another threat to internal validity. There was a possibility that historical
influences such as residential schools, deficiencies in funding by the government, poor
infrastructure, or high migration of teachers might influence the outcome of the questionnaire.
These events still have an effect, to varying degrees, on all First Nation individuals including the
teachers employed at the schools. This means that there may be some questionnaire responses

that were affected by historical incidents.

A final internal validity subcategory is maturation. Maturation refers to changes in the
participants during the research project. This study’s design as a one-time data collection event
eliminated the mortality issue. Also, this project did not involve any instrument change,
compensation for participation, or direct interactions between the participants and the researcher

during the questionnaire session.
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External validity. When considering the external validity of the questionnaire
component of the study; consistency, meaning dependability and uniformity are the important
factors. Despite the fact that the First Nation schools selected were in different geographical
locations and were from different cultural and linguistic tribes, the schools can be considered
classic representatives of the educational institutions found in Manitoba because many variables
(i.e. geography, accessibility, language, services, culture, etc.) were encompassed in those two
schools. Unfortunately, while the data and the summary findings from the data from this project
can be considered most relevant to First Nations’ schools in Manitoba, how the results relate to
other First Nations’ students with invisible disabilities in other parts of Canada may be
questioned as this project was conducted only in Manitoba First Nations’ communities and on a

limited scale.

Reliability. Reliability is just as essential as validity in every research study. Reliability
is defined by Heale and Twycross (2015) as “the consistency of the measure” (p. 66). So, to
ensure that there was consistency in the measure used for this study’s questionnaire, the split
half technique was employed. | divided the questions in the questionnaire into two groups, odd
and even numbered, and then computed the scores for the two sets to check the correlation score
between them. Due to time constraints and concerns for validity consistency, the project had only

one guestionnaire form.

Although this was a qualitative study, one source of results came by way of the teachers’
questionnaire, which was quantitative in nature. Therefore, validity and reliability had to be

considered when reviewing the data.
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Protocols, Procedures, Permission, Ethical Considerations

| wanted the participants in this research project to feel safe and comfortable. In order to
achieve that, | took every measure to ensure that confidentiality was maintained throughout
entire study. It was of utmost importance to me that confidentiality was respected at all times. As

Mack, Woodsong, MacQueen, Guest, and Namey (2005) state in their field guide,

Whenever we conduct research on people, the well-being of research participants must be
our top priority. The research question is always of secondary importance. This means
that if a choice must be made between doing harm to a participant and doing harm to the

research, it is the research that is sacrificed. (p. 8)

As the sole researcher, I was the only one to carry out the collection, storage and
interpretation of the data. All data, field notes and back-up copies were locked in my office until
completion of the research project. Then, the storage of materials from the study followed the

agreements with the Education Directors.

The Education Directors from each of the three communities participating in this study
agreed to the following conditions without requests for amendments to or alternatives for the
storage of data. These conditions were that all data, consent forms and other materials, whether
electronic or hard copy, related to the study and the communities be kept for a maximum of one
year following final completion of the research project and the publication of the final report
locked in my home office. At that time, all paper data including consent forms, questionnaires,

transcripts of interviews, file review analysis, researcher's notes, etc. will be shredded and
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burned. The electronic data, including audio-cassettes and memory sticks, will be destroyed by
smashing them with a hammer and then all the remnants will be incinerated.

The letters of invitation to participate included: (a) background information explaining
the reasons behind the study, (b) an explanation of the importance of the study, including what
and how the data would be collected, (c) permission and approval letters, and (d) assurances
about how confidentiality would be honored and how the study’s findings would be shared. They
were faxed to all the First Nations’ schools serviced by MFNERC in late November 2015. This
was in keeping with the study’s timeline in Chapter 3. In January 2016, an amendment approval
was sought and received from Research Ethics and Compliance (see Appendix E). As a result of
waiting for the amendment approval, the data collection began at the beginning of February,
2016, when all the consent forms were completed from the three First Nations schools

participating in the study.

Although the participating schools had agreed to all the study’s components: the teacher
questionnaire, the resource teacher interviews and student resource file reviews, the researcher
felt there was a degree of concern surrounding the use of data gleaned from the resource files.
When the researcher spoke with the resource teachers to confirm dates for interviews, they
expressed some concerns relating to information contained in the resource files and parents’
fears and apprehensions, despite confidentiality laws and protocols. The three schools who
agreed to the study’s three components may have agreed because of their past professional work
experience with the researcher through MFNERC. To alleviate this trepidation for the resource
teachers, their schools and communities, the researcher sought approval to eliminate the resource
file review from the project from the ethics board. At the same time, the researcher also included

the request to increase the number of participating schools from two to three for this research
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project. This adjustment was also granted. Research Ethics and Compliance approved both

changes in the amendment approval letter (see Appendix E).

As this was an educational research study, the Chiefs and Councils deferred the final
decision regarding participation to their Education Directors. Once the Education Directors gave
their consent (see Appendix C), the study’s information and consent letters were circulated to the
resource and classroom teachers. It became apparent early on in the study’s progression that
amendments were needed. So, | again sought and received approval for changes to the study (see
Appendix E). Once all the approvals had been obtained, I met with administrators from the three
schools, their resource teachers, and the classroom teachers to explain the purpose of the study,
to reaffirm how I would collect and store the data and to answer any questions that arose. Then,
arrangements for data collection from the three schools were finalized. The data collection

started in late February 2016 and finished in early May 2016.

The study’s design followed the guidelines developed by the Manitoba First Nations
Education Resource Centre (MFNERC) to safeguard the rights of First Nations (see Appendix
A). MFNERC’s research guidelines are adapted with permission from the First Nations Centre’s
(2007) Considerations and Templates for Ethical Research Practices (see Appendix B) and
clearly define the protocols to be honored by researchers, all of the stakeholders’ responsibilities,
ownership rights of all data and subsequent reports, and long term storage plans for all of the
research data and reports. | based my behavior in conducting my research on MENERC’s
recommended templates on ethical conduct, including all presentations with the communities’

leaderships and their schools’ administrations.
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As mandated by the University of Manitoba, | also sought and received approval for this study

from Research Ethics and Compliance Committee (see Appendix D). Upon receiving this

approval, letters of interest in participating in the study were distributed to the First Nations’

schools serviced by MFNERC. The information and consent letters were then sent for approval

to those schools’ Chiefs and Councils and Education Directors who had shown interest.

Timeline to Complete Study’s Steps

71

Steps Date Activity
1 November 2015 Obtained formal research approval from Research
Ethics Compliance
Sent out call to schools who might be interested
in participating this study
2 November 2015 Collected consent forms from Education Directs
December 2015 Arranged dates for any information or pre-
research collection meetings
3 December 2015 Third school requested to participate in this study
4 January 2016 Amended the research proposal with Research
Ethics and Compliance to remove the Review of
Student Resource Files from study and to include
the third school
5 February 2016 Received amendment approval from Research
Ethics Compliance
Collected consent forms from resource teachers
Set dates for collection of research data from
resource teachers and classroom teachers
6 March 2016 Conducted resource teachers’ interviews
April 2016 Distributed and collected the classroom teachers’
May 2016 questionnaires



INVISIBLE DISABILITIES RESEARCH

PROJECT

72

Steps

Date

Activity

7

10

11

June 2016
July 2016
August 2016

September 2016
October 2016
November 2016

December 2016

February 2017

March 2017

Transcribed resource teachers’ interviews
Verified accuracy of transcriptions

Coded transcriptions and analysis

Tabulated results from the teachers’
questionnaires

Analyzed the tabulated results

Triangulated the data from the resource teachers’
interviews and the teachers’ questionnaires
Summarized the results

Wrote, revised and edited the study’s report
Applied for and received an extension deadline
from Research Ethics Compliance for completion
of the study (see Appendix F)

Continued with revisions on the study’s report

Submitted to advisory committee for their
approval

Submitted to external reviewer for approval
Submitted to U of M for approval

Shared research report with the three participating
schools and presented copies of the research
report to the stakeholders

Costs

The costs for this research project covered refreshments and snacks for the school

teaching staff during the initial meetings at which the purpose of the study was explained,

questions were answered, the study’s questionnaires were distributed and collected; the follow-

up meetings where the findings and recommendations from the study were shared and finally, at

any community meetings requested to share the study’s conclusions. An opportunity to win a
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draw prize for handing in a completed questionnaire was also provided to the teachers. These

costs were covered by the researcher.
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Chapter 4  Research Data and Analysis

Introduction

In this chapter, the information from the resource teachers’ interviews and the teachers’
questionnaire will be presented and analyzed. The methodology design chosen for this project
was grounded theory using a mixed methods approach and the study’s data collection procedures
were both explained in the previous chapter. As outlined in chapter three, the initial procedural
steps regarding the approval acquisition from ENREB (see Appendix D) for the research, letters
of invitation to participate, consent from educational authorities and resource teachers were

carried out as planned.

Prior to obtaining Research Ethics and Compliance’s approval (see Appendix D), a panel
of experts from MFNERC’s Special Education Unit reviewed and critiqued the teachers’
questionnaire to ascertain that the questions would elicit the responses relevant to the study’s
purpose. Based on the panel’s recommendations, revisions were made where necessary and, once
the review was completed, the questionnaire, along all other pertinent papers and forms, was sent
to the ethics board for final approval. Only when that approval was received, did the research
project begin by sending of the letters of invitation to participate in this research project on

invisible disabilities to First Nations schools.

However, what was not planned or anticipated was the keen interest of a third school. In
the initial design for this research study, the researcher had intended to invite only two First
Nations’ schools to participate. But after showing such a strong disappointment at not being part
of the study the researcher allowed the third school to participate in the study too. This change

was approved by ENREB (see Appendix F). So instead of two, there were three First Nations’
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schools with varying geographical locations, differing student populations, and differing

numbers of teaching staff involved in the study.

The school without an all-seasons access road was the first to have both the resource
teacher interview and teacher questionnaires completed. This school’s resource teacher also had
extensive personal experience with disabilities as her adopted son has FASD without many of the
physical characteristics. The second school to complete the data collection process was the
smallest of the three schools. This school’s resource teacher had limited personal experiences
with disabilities and those experiences had been only in professional situations. The largest
school was the last to finish the resource teacher interviews and the classroom teacher
questionnaires. Two of school’s resource teachers each had over fifteen years of experience in
the resource program. They also had extensive experience with various disabilities through work
and personal circumstances. One of these two resource teachers’ personal experiences with
disabilities extended as far back as childhood memories because of relatives with severe
disabilities that required extensive clinical services and supports. The second resource teacher
also had experiences with family and friends with various disabilities that were not solely
physical in nature. The third resource teacher had worked in the resource position for less than a
year, but had over ten years of experience as a classroom teacher. She, too, had had some
personal experience with disabilities, although to a much lesser degree than her either of her

colleagues.

Of these three schools, only the third school had a majority of classroom teachers who
were under the age of thirty-five with under ten years of teaching experience. At both the first

and second schools, the age of the majority of classroom teachers was over forty-five years and
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with ten or more years of teaching experience. At all three schools, at least fifty percent of

employed teachers were of First Nations affiliation.

Resource Teachers’ Interviews

The researcher met privately with each resource teacher for interviews at his or her
school. There were eight questions (see Appendix J) covering the following topics: (a) defining
disability terminology, (b) types of disabilities, (c) experience with disabilities of any type, (d)
adaptations and accommaodations for all types of disabilities, (e) early identification of struggling
students with invisible disabilities and, (f) how to help both teachers and student deal with
invisible disabilities. Signed written consent for the interviews to be recorded and permission to
contact them for follow-up communication, should any questions regarding clarification of their
statements be required, was obtained from all resource teachers prior to the interviews. The
interviews were conducted during the same time frame as the teachers’ questionnaires in each of
the schools. The follow-up school visits for the sharing of the final reports was scheduled at the

convenience of the schools and their communities in the late fall of 2016.

After the interviews were completed, transcriptions were made from the audio
recordings. Each resource teacher received a copy of his or her own transcription to check for
accuracy and edit any errors. Once confirmation for the accuracy of the transcribing was
received, open coding was used to form categories of information contained in the transcripts.
Six categories developed from the initial coding: (a) no definitive definition of either visible or
invisible disabilities, (b) two types of educational training (i.e., formal and informal), (c) the
implementation of adaptations and accommodations (i.e., strategies, practice, availability), (d)
personal opinions on topic of individuals with invisible disabilities, (e) reasons for student

referrals, and (f) supports for increasing classroom teachers’ awareness of invisible disabilities.
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Upon completion of the open coding, axial coding then followed. From it, four themes
emerged when further analyzing the resource teachers’ interview data. These themes were: (a)
the complexity surrounding the definition of invisible disabilities, (b) identification of students
with invisible disabilities, (c) adaptation and accommodation strategies employed by teachers
working with students with invisible disabilities, and (d) professional development to increase
classroom teachers’ awareness and knowledge on the topic of invisible disabilities. These four

themes were also identified in the teachers’ questionnaire responses.

Summary of resource teacher interviews. All five resource teachers, Agnes, Bernice,
Donna, Ethel and Frances (pseudonyms), from the three schools took part in the interviews.
Their years of experience in the position of resource teacher/resource coordinator ranged from
less than one to ten plus years. Work and life experiences involving any type of disabilities also
varied greatly amongst these five resource teachers: from close personal family or friends’
circumstances to situational or chance encounters. Throughout all of the interviews, it was
observed that the resource teachers’ background wealth of experiences provided them with a
deep understanding and appreciation for students with disabilities especially invisible ones and
the difficulties they encountered. One resource teacher, Donna, described her personal
experience of visiting a close relative with profound disabilities in St. Amant Centre in

Winnipeg,

There was lots of quadriplegics and you had people screaming in there. It kind of scared
me but it kind of intrigued me too. A nurse came there and said we’re going to take ......
and she has to go to school. Where does she go to school? | have questions. And then she
said do you want to come? | said yeah | want to come. Well you can come with ..., okay

I’ll come ....... So we went to this big room with a set of tables it was very clean. And
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we went and they had all sorts of things that we use in the resource or the classroom, the
manipulatives and everything. | was like wow and | saw these teachers in there. The
helpers, the nurses and there was three, four maybe around. They were so nice to her.
They treated her like a human being not somebody with a disability. Like this is
somebody’s child. You know this is somebody’s heart. You know let’s take care of this
heart. And that just made me wow. You know like they teach her like they teach me. By
singing they would raise their hand, you know things like that. And it just did something

to me.

Yet, at the same time, there was a nuance within the resource teachers’ opinions that seemed
contradictory to the expertise they had gained from their experiences. This nuance was reflected
in their opinions on their knowledge of disabilities, regardless of category, and their lack of
confidence in their skills for working effectively with students who have invisible disabilities,
that seemed almost self-effacing. Another resource teacher, Ethel, when asked if she felt she had

received sufficient training on invisible disabilities at first said,

No, not at all, not at that time. But I do now...... after I finished my graduate in special

education and I continued on to my masters, | took courses in counseling. From then on
going through those courses | figure that anxiety [and] other mental disorders are a part
of a disability that kids have. They have to deal with this daily and we don’t even know

it, it’s invisible, we don’t know it and they’re suffering and tormented by that.

They expressed doubts in their capabilities in meeting the needs of the students with invisible

disabilities and the need for more training and professional development for themselves. Another
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resource teacher, Frances, shared an example of one her experiences where she was left feeling

overwhelmed because she could not meet the needs of a student and his teacher,

One time there was this boy that takes Ritalin, he’s in the classroom and this teacher
came up to me, ‘I’m so tired of this boy, I need help.’ I didn’t know what she wanted
from me. | think she wanted me to take that boy but I couldn’t take him. | have other
students here. That’s what the teachers are doing to me, they want me to take students
that are low academic and they just want me to take them. They don’t want nothing to do

with them.

Perhaps, this was because of their experiences with a wide range of disabling conditions, the
diverse characteristics within and across disabilities, and the magnitude of the challenge of
teaching students with visible and invisible disabilities in FN schools. Bernice summed up her
uncertainty and challenges involving invisible disabilities by first identifying in order to provide
the appropriate services when she stated, “I just don’t know because it’s so hard to say if there
are (disabilities) unless I’m trained in it.” Frances, gave a valuable example of learning and skill

growth over time that she experienced working with students with all kinds of disabilities,

“When | first became a teacher, I didn’t know how to take care of the students that
were...the low learners. I had a hard time with them. But then I got to know. For
example, there was going to be a boy coming to school here with Downs Syndrome and |

got ready for him. | got everything ready, | got the room ready, I got an EA ready.”

Despite the varying work and life experiences amongst the resource teachers, the first
theme: the complexity surrounding the definition of invisible disabilities was strikingly evident.

All the definitions given were as different as the resource teachers themselves. There was no one
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common definition for any of the terms, invisible disability, visible disability or disability. When
asked to give a definition for an invisible disability, three resource teachers struggled with the
task. The resource teachers with the most personal experiences demonstrated more awareness on
the topic. As Agnes stated, “It’s hidden but you can see it. If you know the student like someone
in your family, you can notice it right away.” While Bernice explained, “It’s a term that is new to
me. It is something that I can’t say what it is.” And Donna described, “Invisible disability if |
was a regular (if I wasn’t a teacher, wasn’t in special ed.), I wouldn’t know. As a teacher
working with kids every day that are so diverse and we catch on. And you [don’t see it] but the
teacher in you knows.” Ethel defined, “Invisible disability could be something; for example, the
child doesn’t have the physical features but shows other symptoms of FASD. That could be an
invisible disability because the features are not there, we don’t know what’s wrong with the

child, but we know that there is something.” And Frances expounded, “Nobody can quite see it .

Surprisingly, even when | asked the resource teachers to define the term visible
disabilities there was little agreement. Donna said, “Somebody in a wheelchair. Somebody who’s
using crutches, somebody using a walking stick.” Ethel stated, “it’s what we can see, what we
can determine through assessment”. Inconsistency in the definition for the term disabilities was
evident again by the statements from the resource teachers. Donna said, “Is blue sticker in my car
because | have a passenger who uses that,” Frances said, “He can’t go around doing things for
himself.” There was no overall, solid conformity on any of the terms, disabilities, visible
disabilities or invisible disabilities, just wisps of commonalities such as the necessity of teachers
really knowing their students in order to appreciate that they were experiencing difficulties.
Agnes said, “Maybe it’s because they don’t talk to the parents. They’re scared to talk to the

parents. I know some teachers don’t, they leave it alone and they’ll come to me and say, ‘That’s
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your job.”” Donna said, “...come out from your text books. Get out of the box. Listen to this one
(student) and if it’s a red flag ask the senior teachers.” In addition, the feeling that teachers
preferred to concentrate on curriculum and outcomes rather than on their students’ difficulties
was expressed when Frances stated, “They have to really focus on the students; they have to try
to find out what’s wrong”. The resource teachers believed the classroom teachers needed to
increase their awareness of, and appreciation for, the limitations experienced by individuals with

all types of disabilities and the impacts of those limitations.

The responses regarding the second theme, the identification of students with invisible
disabilities, was more consistent amongst the resource teachers. They believed that there were
students with invisible disabilities in their schools who had either not been identified or had been
identified incorrectly under the umbrella of unspecified learning difficulties. It was felt that the
number of unidentified students with invisible disabilities was greater than anyone thought.
Resource teacher 4 went so far as to state. “I think one out of every ten students have some kind

of invisible disability in our student population because they come across me.”

The resource teachers stated that the majority of student referrals fell into one of two
classifications: academics and behavior. They thought that such students were not achieving
academic success, primarily ind