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Theoretical Background 

• Diversity perspective of disability 

• Disability as a social construction 

• Interpretation of social reality differs 

between people with disabilities and 

other social groups: 

 Insider versus outsider perspective  

 



Study relevance 

• Tendency for deinstitutionalisation and 

participation of people with disabilities 

• Health care professionals may influence 

or determine social arrangements for 

people with disabilities 

 



Study relevance 

• Educating health care professionals 

about social mechanisms is crucial to 

create an enabling environment 

• Providing them with tools to listen to 

insider perspective: social arrangements 

in line with clients wishes and needs 



Research Question 

1. How can we train students in the health 

care professions to listen to the insider 

perspective? 

2. What obstacles may occur during their 

communication with people with 

disabilities? 

 



Research Question 

3. What previous knowledge and skills do 

students have? 

4. Do processes of labelling and image 

formation play a role in the learning 

process? 

 



Method 

• Educational method: experiential 

learning (Kolb, 1984). 

• Four students examined representations 

of people with intellectual disabilities 

(ID) among 6 fellow students and 5 

people with ID. 

 



Method 

• They first interviewed each other 

• They developed a topic list 

• Transcriptions of interviews 

• Researchers viewed this interview 

setting as a narrative practice 

 



Analysis 

Transcripts were analyzed as a whole, and not 

deconstructed into parts. We analyzed: 

1.What representations were expressed about 

people with ID? 

2.How did students listen to insider perspective? 

3.Did obstacles arise for understanding the 

insider perspective? 

 

 



Table 1. Students: their role, field of study and familiarity with people with ID (N=10). 

  

Role Field of Study 
Met people with ID 

before their study 

SR1 Researcher Speech therapy No 

SR2 Researcher Speech therapy Yes 

SR3 Researcher Speech therapy No 

SR4 Researcher Speech therapy No 

SI1 Interviewee Nursing No 

SI2 Interviewee Occupational therapy No 

SI3 Interviewee Physiotherapy Yes 

SI4 Interviewee Speech Therapy No 

SI5 Interviewee Occupational Therapy Yes 

SI6 Interviewee Physiotherapy Yes 

Note. SR = student researcher, SI = student interviewee. 



Results 

Three themes emerged: 

-Unknown, unloved 

-Becoming a professional 

-Listening to the insider perspective 

 



Theme 1: unknown, unloved 

• Having no previous experience with people with ID: 

“I tend to avoid them (..) Since I do not know these people, and therefore do not know what 

their possibilities and limitations are, making contact is not easy” (SR3) 

“I would be scared about how to treat them because I do not have any experience (..)” (SI4) 

• Students who were brought up with people with ID: 

“they should be seen as individuals (..) who have wishes and purposes (..) and should be 

treated with respect (..) like any other human being” (SR2)  

“The boy next door (has an ID), I really find it normal (..) I know him my whole life, I was his 

baby-sitter as well. He is able to do a lot, and I like that”. (SI3) 



Theme 1: unknown, unloved 

• Learning to know people with ID: 

o took away feelings of uncertainty and discomfort 

o changed their image and allowed for a more diverse picture 



Theme 2: becoming a 
professional 

•  Change in attitude: 

“In the past perhaps I would have thought ‘gosh, he looks 

weird’. But now I am almost a professional and then one 

starts to think differently” (SI1) 

• Reflection on knowledge and skills needed 

“You have to approach them differently (..) with more 

patience (..)” (SI2) 

“make explanations better, or show how to do it, give more 

examples” (SI3). 



Theme 2: Becoming a 
professional 

• Coming to terms with feelings and values: 

“particularly if they really can do nothing anymore, then I 

start to think ‘what life do they have’ (she chuckles)” but 

on the other hand if with a few adaptations “they can 

have a fine quality of life, yes, then I see them really not 

differently” (SI1) 

“but I can put it in a proper perspective…well eh hey, 

someone was raised that way and doesn’t know better” 

(SI6) 



Theme 3: listening to the 
insider perspective 

Focus shift from: 

 - issues related to their professional role  

 - disability-orientation 

towards: 

 - issues relevant to daily life with a disability 

 - person-orientation 

 



Interviews with people 
with ID 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  1 The names given to the people with ID are not their real names 

 

Name1 Message Obstacles? 

Billy I am bullied and would rather not be 
handicapped 

Directing away from painful 
experiences 

Anna I have a nice life - 

Eva I am not showing my anger to other 
people 

Misunderstanding about impact of 
war experiences on social relations 

Marc An independent guy - 

Peter ‘Who am I’ and wishing to bridge the gap Unexpected turns 



Discussion 

Results in line with the theory of Goffman (1963) about the 

interaction between members of stigmatized groups and 

‘normals’: 

- Intense fear for stigma by contagion or association 

- ‘Master status’ or stereotyping of people with ID 

- ‘Good adjustment line’ 

 



Conclusion 

Training students requires several steps or phases: 

1. Learning to know people with ID: 

• Overcome feelings of fear or discomfort 

• Allow for a more diverse image 

2. Come to terms with own feelings/ideas & integrate 

these into their idea of good professional. 

3. Dual focus is needed: Instrumental knowledge and 

skills, and issues relevant to daily life with a disability 



Conclusion 

4. Potential obstacles and important issues: 

- Not to equate the person with his disability 

- Open to new and unexpected information 

- Learn to deal with painful side of stories 

- Reflection upon their own images, experiences and 

values  


