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Abstract 

Dobbs (2012) conducted a critical discourse analysis of music education and disability-

focused research in the Journal of Research in Music Education (JRME) from 1990-2011. She 

found that most scholarship relied on a medical/deficit model that reinforced ableist ideologies, 

which perpetuated exclusionary practices by reinforcing normative assumptions about who can 

or should participate in music-making. Dobbs called for a paradigmatic shift in music education 

research to include more embodied and socially grounded models of disability. This thesis 

replicates and extends upon this study, examining how disability has been constructed, invoked, 

and implemented in JRME articles published between 2011 and 2025. Employing a critical 

discourse analysis (CDA) framework, this study interrogates the extent to which disability 

discourses have evolved since Dobbs’s (2012) research, and how music education research can 

evolve in the future. 

Articles were selected if they directly addressed disability or included disabled 

participants as a central focus of the research. Nine articles met the inclusion criteria and were 

analyzed using CDA strategies (Fairclough, 1989; Wodak & Reisigl, 2003; Rogers, 2004) 

focusing on referential strategies (how disabled individuals are named), predicational strategies 

(traits and characteristics attributed), and intensification or mitigation of language. Theoretical 

analysis was guided by five disability models: the medical/deficit model, the social model, the 

theory of complex embodiment, the cultural model, and the affirmative model. By tracing the 

discursive shifts over the past decade, this research provides a necessary reflection on the current 

sociopolitical implications of music education scholarship and a renewed commitment to 

affirming and intersectional approaches to disability. 
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Introduction 

“I love my body – it’s the only one I got 

I love my body – and that relationship means a lot 

My body’s got what yours has 

But there’s something else it’s got 

My body’s got self-dignity 

My body’s got self-respect 
 

No one can take that away from me 

In this world or the next” 

(Johnny Crescendo, 2013) 

The Disability Arts Movement emerged primarily in the United Kingdom in the 1980s as 

a response to the deficit-based discourse surrounding disability, and as a means of reclaiming 

power over disabled people’s experiences, lives, and choices (Cameron, 2009). Disabled artists 

and musicians created accessible events to share stories, ideas, perspectives, and artwork. In his 

song, “I Love My Body”, Johnny Crescendo, a disability rights advocate, affirms “the right to be 

different” (Cameron, 2009, p. 385) and rejects cultural norms about how one should look or feel. 

At its core, the Disability Arts Movement sought to shift away from deficit-based thinking by 

highlighting and affirming disabled people’s experiences and perspectives. 

In the past 15 years, advocacy for disability studies in educational research has grown 

significantly, both within special education (Valle & Connor, 2019) and music education 

(Dobbs, 2017). Disability studies research is led by educators and scholars with disabilities, 

presenting new theories that disrupt the deficit-mindset (Baglieri et al., 2011). The stereotype 

that disability is solely a negative, harmful deficit aligns with the medical model of disability, 
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where a disorder, dysfunction, or deformity needs to be cured in an individual (Oliver, 1996; 

Smart, 2009). The medical model is common throughout music education practices and research 

(Dobbs, 2012; bell, 2017). Dobbs argued that reliance on the medical model of disability limits 

all students, not just those with disabilities, by restricting their opportunities to experience music 

learning fully. Analyzing the perceptions, discourse, and research on disability in music 

education is “potentially emancipating for disabled people” (bell, 2022, p. 25). Shifting the field 

toward a more affirming perspective may expand access to music education for all people (bell, 

2022). 

In a 2012 content analysis of research pertaining to disability in the Journal of Research 

in Music Education, Dobbs found an overarching prevalence of the medical model. Dobbs called 

for a shift in music education research to distance itself from the deficit model towards a more 

embodied, humane model. Dobbs found that most of the music education research published also 

upheld discourse of ableism as a “hegemony of normativity” (p. 19). Framing disability in a 

deficit perspective perpetuates ableist thinking, acting, and teaching. It can further isolate 

disabled students from participating in and learning music. The disabled community has fought 

for full inclusion for decades, yet music education research seems to still be far behind their calls 

(bell et al., 2020). 

Music educators’ perceptions of inclusion generally trended towards more acceptance 

and integration since the passage of educational legislation in 1990 (VanWeelden & Whipple, 

2014). Since then, there has been increased preservice teacher classes, public school-wide 

workshops, and policies, which may have influenced these shifts in perceptions (Hourigan, 2009; 

VanWeelden & Whipple, 2005). Despite these developments, there remains a significant lack of 

music education research that highlights disabled voices and identities within a non-medicalized 
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framework (bell et al., 2020). Linton (1998) explained that despite the cultural shift of more 

inclusive laws (e.g., the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990), music education research lags 

behind advocates’ calls for change. bell et al. (2020) further argued that music education research 

is largely being conducted by White, nondisabled people, where race and ethnicity, gender, 

sexuality, class, age, and other identity constructions are not accounted for. This oversight 

perpetuates societal structures that enforces “ideal” or “average” ideas regarding bodies, 

behaviors, and identities, also called the hegemony of normativity, as described by Dobbs (2012). 

In the intervening years since Dobbs (2012), scholars have identified a continued 

prevalence of medicalized frameworks in disability research within music education (bell 2017; 

bell et al., 2020). In this study, I examined whether this trend persisted or if the research 

published since Dobbs (2012) reflects a shift towards an inclusive, affirmative model of 

disability. To investigate the extent to which this call has been taken up by researchers in the 

field, the purpose of this critical discourse analysis (Fairclough, 1989; van Dijk, 2003; Wodak & 

Reisigl, 2003) was to replicate and extend Dobbs (2012) to determine how disability was 

invoked, constructed, and implemented in studies published between 2011 and 2025 in the 

Journal of Research in Music Education. Theoretical analysis was guided by five disability 

models: the medical/deficit model, the social model (Oliver, 2004), the theory of complex 

embodiment (Siebers, 2008), the cultural model (Snyder & Mitchell, 2006), and the affirmative 

model. The following research questions guided this study: 1. In what ways are the models 

operational in the research articles from 2011-2025? 2. How is disability discussed and portrayed 

throughout these articles? 3. How has the discourse and representation of models changed since 

Dobbs’ (2012) analysis? Understanding how researchers have responded to Dobbs’ call as they 

describe, research, and discuss disability can offer insights into the perceptions of disability 

within the broader music education field. Such awareness may offer opportunities to reshape 
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future music education research, pedagogy, and practice.  
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Theoretical Frameworks: Models of Disability 

To maintain continuity with Dobbs (2012), I included the four models of disability 

(medical model, social model, complex embodiment, and cultural model) used in that study. 

Additional theories beyond these models exist to conceptualize disability across time, societal 

shifts, and lived experiences (Dobbs, 2012). I also included the affirmative model (Swain & 

French, 2000) in this study to account for the limitations in the other models. Cameron (2014) 

stated that the affirmative model recognizes that living with disability is not inherently tragic, but 

can also be valuable and meaningful. This perspective does not invalidate potentially negative 

experiences. It adds a dimension overlooked by the other models (Swain & French, 2000). 

Therefore, this model is included as an additional theoretical framework to reflect ongoing shifts 

within disability communities. 

Medical/Deficit Model of Disability 
 

The first theoretical model discussed in the Dobbs (2012) article is the medical/deficit 

model, which remains pervasive across many aspects of society through ableist practices and the 

marginalization of disabled people (Brinkman et al., 2023). In the United States, disability is 

defined as, “a physical or mental impairment that substantially limits one or more major life 

activities” (ADA, 1990). Within the medical model, disability is understood as a challenge or 

deficit within a person, framing disability as an individual problem (Cameron, 2015). The 

eugenic and discriminatory history of disability in America, along with the current diagnosis 

process required by law to receive accommodations for school, work, and other areas of public 

life, reinforces this deficit-oriented view (Zaks, 2023). Although federal laws mandate that 

institutions provide accommodations, these medicalized processes place responsibility for 

“treatment” on the individual rather than addressing the social conditions and policies that create 
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disabling environments (Linton, 1998). This framework also reinforces distinctions between 

what is “normal” and what is “unnatural” or “abnormal” (Davis, 2006). As a result, the medical 

model perpetuates the “outcast” stereotype of disability, positioning people who are disabled as 

needing to be cured in order to become normal. Consequently, society then has a stigmatized 

perspective of the person with a disability, which is typically associated with negative qualities 

or abilities (Goffman, 1963). Previous scholars have noted that the field of music education 

frequently reflects this medical model thinking in both research and teaching practices, further 

contributing to the stigmatization and isolation of disabled people from music (bell, 2017; 

Dobbs, 2012). 

Social Model of Disability 
 

The social model of disability emerged out of resistance to the medical model and its 

deficit-oriented view of people with disabilities (Oliver, 2004). In 1975, the Union of the 

Physically Impaired Against Segregation (UPIAS) in the UK released a statement in the 

Fundamentals of Disability that “it is society which disables physically impaired people” through 

barriers of access in society (UPIAS, 1975, p. 3). Building on this statement, Oliver (1996) 

developed the social model as a framework to articulate disabled advocates’ demands for a more 

inclusive understanding of disability. Within this model, impairment is understood as a physical 

limitation and disability as a social construct (Shakespeare, 2010). Rather than locating disability 

within the individual, the social model defines it as “the relationship between people with 

impairments and a disabling society” (Shakespeare, 2010, p. 270). 

Siebers (2008) further argued that all bodies (disabled and nondisabled) are socially 

constructed, suggesting that how individuals move, act, and think is shaped by societal 

expectations. Many advocates have therefore called for a shift towards an inclusive normalcy in 
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which diversity is not inherently “abnormal,” but as an expected part of human society (Davis, 

2006). Despite this reframing, disabled people continue to encounter barriers embedded in 

educational systems, physical buildings, city planning, and various other institutional structures. 

While relocating disability from the individual to society is the key strength of the social 

model, it also represents one of its primary limitations. Disability scholars and advocates have 

emphasized that for those whose impairments do not cause medical complications, or whose 

impairments are static, disability may be more easily understood as socially constructed 

(Shakespeare, 2010). However, for those with variable, complicated, or painful conditions, it can 

be difficult to separate disability from lived bodily experiences, as pain and medical challenges 

may create negative aspects of life (Oliver, 2004). This tension can produce a more complex 

relationship with disability for people, shaped by both societal barriers and embodied 

experiences. In such cases, the social model does not fully capture the realities of disability when 

impairment itself presents significant challenges (Shakespeare, 2010). The social model has been 

critiqued for insufficiently addressing intersectional identities and the full spectrum of human 

experiences, such as joyful and emancipating experiences of being disabled (Siebers, 2008; 

Cameron, 2015). 

Theory of Complex Embodiment 
 

The theory of complex embodiment (Siebers, 2008) offers one approach to addressing 

limitations of the social model. Expanding on this framework, Siebers (2008) incorporated the 

lived experiences of people with disabilities alongside social structures. He described the theory 

of complex embodiment as drawing attention to both the effects of disabling environments (as 

emphasized in the social model) and embodied factors such as physical pain and aging (Siebers, 

2010). These embodied experiences are not framed as defects, but “rather, they belong to the 
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spectrum of human variation” (Siebers, 2010, p. 284). Together, these dimensions are understood 

as reciprocal and interdependent. Siebers further argued that complex embodiment provides 

more agency to disabled individuals across multiple aspects of their lives, including intersections 

such as race, gender, sexual orientation, and/or socioeconomic status. This perspective 

challenges the binary distinction between impairment and disability by framing bodily 

experiences and social barriers working in conjunction with each other. 

Although Siebers (2010) suggested that by adopting the complex embodiment 

framework, individuals may view disability more positively, he failed to discuss how people 

with disabilities can also internalize ableism throughout this process. Scholars have critiqued that 

Siebers conceptualized disability too broadly as a collective identity (Abrams, 2021). Abrams 

(2021) contended that disability should be understood both as a shared societal reality and as 

dynamic, individualized experience, allowing for greater fluidity while still supporting collective 

actions for disability rights. 

Cultural Model of Disability 
 

Snyder and Mitchell (2006) further extended the social model by calling for a more 

complex and historically grounded understanding of disability. They focused on the cultural 

locations of disability in American history, which they described as “sites of violence, 

restriction, confinement, and an absence of liberty for people with disabilities” (p. x). They 

traced these conditions back to 19th-century eugenic practices that led to the sterilization, 

isolation, and killing of disabled people through the pathologization of disability. In the 20th 

century, public perceptions shifted from isolation and “exotic monstrosity” to “investments in 

normalization” (Snyder & Mitchell, 2006, p. 64). Snyder and Mitchell highlighted how 

institutions of power have constructed disability as the “other,” not only through medical 

practices and laws, but also 
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through media representation. They were particularly critical of modern diagnostic practices for 

accommodations, arguing that the “excessive diagnosis and the evaluation of bodies within 

categories of pathology…” have become a “characteristic form of oppression in the modern 

period” (Snyder & Mitchell, 2006, p. 193). Disability is framed as a “site of cultural oppression” 

(p. 6), particularly when it is positioned as something that must be cured. 

These forms of cultural oppression operate across fields, including education, 

government, medicine, and therapy (Snyder & Mitchell, 2006, p. 20). Snyder and Mitchell 

further argue that disability research itself can perpetuate oppressive systems, particularly 

through people-based approaches such as participatory or client-based research, which often 

require disabled individuals to repeatedly recount and justify their lived experiences for the 

benefit of researchers. They contend that shifting the focus toward critical analyses of texts, 

policies, and institutional practices can reduce this burden, arguing that “textually based 

analysis is the only absolute remedy to the exhaustion of people-based research practices" (p. 

201). They also highlight how institutional contexts, including special education and therapeutic 

services, can perpetuate the marginalization of people with disabilities through practices such as 

segregated educational placements, deficit-oriented assessments, and interventions designed to 

normalize disabled individuals rather than accommodate diverse ways of being.  

A central aim of this model is to challenge these systems of power while also 

empowering disabled communities to enact change. In doing so, this research can shift 

perceptions of disability away from deficit-based views and toward recognition of disability as a 

valuable and integral part of society. 

Affirmative Model of Disability 
 
The affirmative model grew out of the Disability Arts Movement and disabled advocates who 

called for a non-tragic view of disability (Cameron, 2015). Swain and French (2000) coined the 
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term affirmative to describe an approach that frames disability as a positive aspect of life, 

building upon the liberating aspects of the social model. They argued that while society may 

generally accept the social model at a basic level, it often struggles to recognize that individuals 

can find joy and fulfillment in being disabled. Whereas the social model thinking focuses on 

how society disables individuals, the affirmative model shifts the focus away from deficit and 

toward the celebration and valuing of disability (Cameron, 2015). Cameron (2009) explored this 

perspective through disabled artists, who celebrate their lived experiences while also 

acknowledging challenges and calling for systemic change. 

A key aspect of the affirmative model is the recognition of potentially negative 

experiences around being disabled. Embracing both the positive and negative, Cameron (2015) 

suggested that this framework can serve as a practical tool for developing critical self-awareness 

and working toward liberation in an oppressed society. In contrast to critiques of the social 

model for insufficiently addressing personal and embodied dimensions of disability, the 

affirmative model centers lived experience and identity. This focus may help explain its growing 

prominence in in contemporary disability scholarship (Cameron, 2015). 
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Method 
 

As in Dobbs’ (2012) study, I employed a critical discourse analysis (CDA) approach 

(Fairclough, 1989; van Dijk, 2003; Wodak & Reisigl, 2003) to examine each textual reference to 

disability. Critical discourse analysis is an analytical approach that investigates how social 

inequities, power structures, and power abuse are perpetuated or resisted within language in 

political and social contexts (van Dijk, 2003). In educational research, CDA provides a lens for 

examining the relationship between language use and the social configurations of educational 

spaces (Rogers, 2004). Dobbs (2012) selected CDA based on the premise that social power is 

“enacted, reproduced, and resisted through talk and texts” (p. 12). CDA also positions scholars to 

critically examine their own roles in exposing and resisting social inequity (Dobbs, 2008; van 

Dijk, 2003). As van Dijk (2003) noted, scholars need to interrogate their own discourse and 

practices as “theory formation, description, and explanation, also in discourse analysis, are socio-

politically ‘situated,’ whether we like it or not” (pp. 352–353). A key distinction of CDA is to 

focus on how power operates, rather than presuming it is inherently embedded in language. 

While revealing inequities is an important aim, CDA primarily seeks to analyze the mechanisms 

through which power functions, not to demonstrate its existence (Rogers, 2004). 

I applied CDA to selected studies published in the Journal of Research in Music 

Education (JRME) between 2011 and 2026 The JRME was selected to maintain continuity with 

Dobbs (2012), who chose JRME due to “its attendant social power as a premier source of expert 

knowledge for the dissemination of peer-reviewed research within music education” (p. 8). The 

JRME remains a leading journal in the field, making it an appropriate site for examining 

discourse surrounding disability in music education. 

Sampling 
 

Articles for this study were identified through a keyword search for “disability” and a 
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hand search of the JRME via the Indiana University Online Library. Since Dobbs (2012) 

included articles published through 2010, this study examined publications from 2011 through 

January 2026. This timeframe captured research published after Dobbs’ (2012) analysis through 

the completion of this study in spring of 2026. Articles were included if they (a) specifically 

discussed disability, (b) included participants with disabilities, or (c) addressed individuals with 

disabilities as a central component of their research questions or subject matter. 

Of approximately 370 articles published between 2011-2026, ten initially met these 

criteria. One article (Jellison & Draper, 2015) was excluded as the researchers conducted a 

content analysis of previous research on inclusive music learning practices from research 

published from 1990-2013.The remaining nine articles (Gerrity et al., 2013; Hash, 2015; 

VanWeelden & Whipple, 2014; Parker & Draves, 2017; Draper, 2021; Draper & Bartolome, 

2021; Weimer & Vaughan-Marra, 2023; Parker & Sweet, 2025; Draper et al., 2026 were 

included as the authors contributed original research directly related to disability. 

Four articles (Draper, 2021; Draper & Bartolome, 2021; Gerrity et al., 2013; Parker & 

Sweet, 2025) generated data from school-aged students with disabilities, as well as stakeholders 

such as special education teachers, parents, mentors, and peers. Three articles focused on specific 

disability identities: Draper (2021) focused on students with autism spectrum disorder, Parker 

and Draves (2017) highlighted the experiences of visually impaired preservice teachers, and 

Hash (2015) documented the history of music education at the New York Institution for the 

Blind from 1812 to 1863. Additional studies included VanWeelden and Whipple (2014), which 

investigated music educators’ perceptions of inclusion, and Draper et al. (2025) which analyzed 

the proportional representation of disabled students in U.S. high school music courses. 

I also included the study by Weimer and Vaughan-Marra (2023) which examined the 

experiences of music educators with chronic illnesses although the researchers and participants 
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did not explicitly identify as disabled. Chronic pain, like many disabilities, may function both as 

a medical diagnosis and as a form of self-identity that individuals may choose to adopt or 

disclose (Dunn & Burcaw, 2013). Although the authors and participants did not use the label of 

disability, their perspectives offer unique insights into experiences that may be overlooked, 

particularly those involving “invisible” conditions. Further, as a researcher and teacher with 

chronic pain, this study held particular relevance to me, which informed my decision to include it 

within the broader consideration of the complexities of disability identity, diagnosis, and 

labeling.  

Analysis 

Fairclough’s (1995) three-dimensional model guided the analysis through three primary 

stages: 1) linguistic text analysis 2) interpretation of the text within discursive processes, and 3) 

explanation of how the discursive processes work with and contribute to sociocultural practice 

(see Figure 1). In the first linguistic step, I examined the grammatical construction and use of 

specific words and phrases. I highlighted specific descriptors such as “students with disabilities,” 

“disabled students,” and distinctions between terms like “impairment” versus “disability.” I then 

identified and examined the following three discursive elements: 1. referential/nomination 

strategies or how social actors are named (e.g., “student with disability” or “student with special 

needs”), 2. predicational strategies which are traits, characteristics, features, or qualities 

attributed to social actors (e.g., “student is nonverbal”), and 3. intensifying and mitigation 

strategies meaning modifiers that increase or soften statements (e.g., “student with severe 

emotional disturbance”) (Wodak and Reisigl, 2003, pp. 385–386). 

In the second stage, interpretation, I considered why researchers used particular language, 

including whether they provided justification for their terminology, applied specific theoretical 

frameworks, or were influenced by the time period in which the study was conducted. I also 
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examined literature reviews and findings within each article to better understand how disability 

was framed. These insights informed the third stage, explanation, which situates discourse within 

broader social practices. In this step, I analyzed how discursive patterns relate to larger 

sociocultural contexts, which is further developed within the discussion and implications 

sections. 

Figure 1: Diagrammatic representation of three-dimensional model of discourse analysis 

(Fairclough, 1995, p. 98) 

 
 

Replicating Dobbs (2012), I first created tables based on emergent disability referents 

across all nine articles. These tables categorized predicational strategies (e.g., “typically 

developing students” and “disabled students”) as well as intensifying and mitigation strategies, 

which capture how authors strengthen or soften their claims about disability. For example, 

“music education scholars must commit to a more systematic approach to research on music 

education for students with disabilities…” (Draper & Bartolome, 2021, p. 279) were coded as 

intensification because the modal verb must convey a strong sense of obligation. An additional 

table documented the theoretical models used, both explicitly and implicitly, within each article. 

Together, these tables informed the explanation stage of Fairclough’s (1995) model. 
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I conducted the text analysis and interpretation stages three times for each article 

throughout April 2025 to January 2026. This iterative process allowed for a more extensive 

analysis of each article, allowing multiple opportunities to deeply understand the text (Dahlborg 

et al., 2024). For the text analysis, I adopted questions from Dahlborg et al.’s (2024) suggestions 

for CDA in nursing research and applied them to this music education research: “(a) How is the 

text linguistically and grammatically built? (b) Which words and disability identities are used? 

(c) How can phrases, labels, and grammar be understood” (pp. 181-182)? For the interpretation 

of the text, the questions I considered were: “(a) For what purpose has the article been produced? 

(b) Who produced it, and why? (c) What might be some consequences of the text” (pp. 181-

182)? After the interpretation, these were contextualized within recent cultural and educational 

shifts, and societal practices to answer this study’s research questions. 
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Findings 

Across the nine studies, researchers employed a variety of research methods to examine 

disability in music education contexts. Gerrity et al. (2013) used a mixed methods approach, 

while Hash (2015) employed a historical methodology. Two studies, VanWeelden and Whipple 

(2014) and Draper et al. (2025), used solely quantitative methods. The remaining five studies 

used qualitative inquiry (Parker & Draves, 2017; Draper, 2021; Draper & Bartolome, 2021; 

Weimer & Vaughan-Marra, 2023; Parker & Sweet, 2025). 

In the following sections, I first examine the use of theoretical frameworks. Then, I 

analyze the discourse across all articles in relation to the fitting theoretical model: medical, 

social, complex embodiment, cultural, and affirmative. I have highlighted the ways language, 

methodological approaches, and descriptions of disability align with these frameworks. 

Applications of Models of Disability 
 

The purpose of CDA is to analyze how specific frameworks emerge within discourse, 

rather than to identify their explicit use. However, it is notable that following Dobbs’ (2012) 

publication, two studies in the JRME explicitly engaged with critical disability frameworks. 

Parker and Draves (2017) were the first to foreground the social model, using it as a lens to view 

disability. This marks an important shift toward conceptualizing disability as a holistic identity. 

Draper and Bartolome (2021) provided the only other example of engaging with a framework by 

employing the social-relational model (Reindal, 2008). Although most of the nine studies were 

not explicitly grounded in disability studies frameworks, these two articles represent early 

instances of such approaches within music education research. 

Medical Model 

Due to reliance on the medical model in the education system as a whole (Hogan, 2019), 

most articles situated in educational contexts (Parker & Draves, 2017; Draper, 2021; Draper & 
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Bartolome, 2021; Draper et al., 2025) reflected the medical model to some extent. In particular, 

earlier articles (Gerrity et al., 2013; Hash, 2015; VanWeelden & Whipple, 2014) more strongly 

exhibited elements of the medical model through language, disability diagnosis, and medically-

leaning research questions. 

The evolution of disability terminology, or what is considered “acceptable” language, 

alongside a more expansive understanding of disability is evident across articles published 

between in 2011 and 2025. Earlier studies (Gerrity et al., 2013; Hash, 2015; VanWeelden & 

Whipple, 2014) relied more heavily on medicalized language, particularly in their use of 

diagnosis labels, references to “level” of disability, and the framing of research questions. 

Students in these papers were described as “special needs” (Gerrity et al., 2013; VanWeelden & 

Whipple, 2014) or as students “with exceptionalities” (Gerrity et al., 2013; Hash, 2015), terms 

that are now widely critiqued or rejected in the disability communities (Andrews et al., 2022; 

Corbett, 1996). Such terminology perpetuates the “othering” of disabled students and can 

contribute to perceptions of them as a “burden” to the teacher with “special” accommodations 

(Gernsbacher et al., 2016). Additionally, several studies (VanWeelden & Whipple, 2014; Hash, 

2015; Draper, 2021; Draper & Bartolome, 2021; Draper et al., 2025) employed language 

distinguishing “typical” versus “disabled” peers, which further sustains normative assumptions 

about “typical development” which reinforces the othering of disabled students. 

The nuance in how disability diagnosis and identity are described may be partly 

influenced by the time in which studies were published. For example, VanWeelden and Whipple 

(2014) described disability as having “special needs” based on the categories from education 

laws at the time (pp. 150-151). In contrast, Draper et al. (2025) offered a more nuanced disability 

definition that aligns with current preferences within disability communities regarding labels and 

language (Janiszewski et al., 2025). They explicitly adopted the “broadest possible sense” 
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(Draper et al., 2025, p. 3) to describe disability, and drew on multiple data sources including self-

reports, parent reports, and educational plans. 

Gerrity et al. (2013) used a mixed methods design, with qualitative data contextualizing 

quantitative findings. However, students who did not communicate verbally were not included in 

the interviews, and it was not evident that their perspectives were represented through other 

qualitative means. This exclusion suggests a bias toward spoken communication. Although the 

researchers stated they aimed to “accurately depict the lived experience of all the participants” 

(p. 152), they provided limited evidence of disabled students’ perspectives in the findings. 

Only two students with disabilities were directly represented, while the voices of teachers and 

parents dominated the findings. The overrepresentation of nondisabled perspectives in research 

about disabled individuals fails to fully capture their lived experiences and may inadvertently 

reinforce ableist practices (Ferguson & Nusbaum, 2012). 

The “othering” of students with disabilities is evident across multiple articles. For 

example, VanWeelden and Whipple (2014) asked, “How frequently do music educators address 

musical versus nonmusical objectives as their primary teaching focus?” (pp. 149-150). Notably, 

this question was posed only in relation to students with disabilities, despite the relevance of 

nonmusical goals vs musical goals being an appropriate discussion for all students. Similarly, 

Hash (2014) stated that this research can “continue to reveal the value and possibilities of music 

instruction for this population” (p. 379). Such framing positions students as separate from their 

nondisabled peers, reinforcing normative comparisons. Statements such as students with 

disabilities can “learn music under the right pedagogical conditions...” (Hash, 2015, p. 378) or 

“can be very musical and capable of learning various skills...” (Gerrity et al., 2013, p. 157) 

implicitly suggest that these outcomes are exceptional, even though they apply equally to 

nondisabled students. In reality, all children require supportive conditions to learn music, not 
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just those with disabilities. In Hash (2015), the language generally implies fixing and serving 

students with visual impairments. For example, “typical peers...could help peers with visual 

impairments...” (p. 378) with no acknowledgement of reciprocal relationships in which students 

with visual impairments may also support their nondisabled students. This one-directional 

framing reinforces assumptions of dependency and contributes to the broader “othering” of 

disabled students. 

In all the articles except Parker and Sweet (2025), there is a reliance on diagnoses to 

categorize students based on disability, or the absence of one. Parker and Sweet (2025) did not 

outline each participants’ specific disabilities, instead focusing on musical growth, advocacy 

needs, and potential challenges. This approach may be influenced by their work in a community 

program, which was designed to be fully accessible. Within some articles (Draper, 2021; Parker 

& Draves, 2017), researchers centered specific disability identities, which allowed for a deeper 

exploration of a particular disability experience through participant input. However, these studies 

still relied on a formal diagnosis of a disability. All five qualitative articles (Parker & Draves, 

2017; Draper, 2021; Draper & Bartolome, 2021; Weimer & Vaughan-Marra, 2023; Parker & 

Sweet, 2025) also failed to acknowledge varying intersections of identities with disability. Only 

one article was written by scholars who shared a similar identity with their participants (Weimer 

& Vaughan-Marra, 2023). While Parker and Draves (2017) and Weimer and Vaughan-Marra 

(2023) highlighted the need for more visibility of music teachers with disabilities in classrooms, 

none of these studies addressed the need for more visibility of music education researchers with 

disabilities. 

Social Model 
 

Despite the presence of the medical model in this collection of scholarship, elements of 

the social model were also evident across all nine articles. All studies employed person-first 



CDA DISABILITY JRME 

 

20 

language, with five articles (Hash, 2015; Parker & Draves, 2017; Draper, 2021; Draper & 

Bartolome, 2021; Draper et al., 2025) specifically stating “student with disability” or “student 

with visual impairment/autism spectrum disorder/blindness.” One article (Draper et al., 2025) 

incorporated both identity and person-first language (e.g., “student with disability” and “disabled 

students”), reflecting the current trend of varying preferences by the disability community 

(Janiszewski et al., 2025). 

While language is important to note, it is not the defining feature of the social model 

framework. Some articles explicitly framed society and/or the classroom as disabling for 

students, aligning with the social model of disability (Parker & Draves, 2017; Draper & 

Bartolome, 2021; Draper et al., 2025). For example, Draper and Bartolome (2021) stated, “as 

music educators, we must recognize and disrupt the socially imposed disabling conditions that 

may limit students with disabilities, we imagine a more accessible music education, one that 

serves and fosters the musical development of every student” (p. 280). This sentiment is 

expressed through three articles (Parker & Draves, 2017; Draper & Bartolome, 2021; Draper et 

al., 2025) and demonstrates a clear awareness of disabling conditions that may be present in 

music classrooms. 

Disability Studies in Education scholars often use qualitative research methods to explore 

lived experiences and disabled perspectives (Cosier, 2012). The qualitative studies (Parker & 

Draves, 2017; Draper, 2021; Draper & Bartolome, 2021; Weimer & Vaughan-Marra, 2023; 

Parker & Sweet, 2025) generally presented a model of inclusion and support. The research 

questions and findings tended to foreground participants’ perspectives more holistically, with 

two studies centering disabled participants’ voices exclusively (Parker & Draves, 2017; Weimer 

& Vaughan-Marra, 2023). Draper (2021) framed research questions to highlight the disabled 

students’ voices, asking, “What are the music education experiences of these two students with 
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Autism Spectrum Disorder?” (p. 135). Similarly, Parker and Draves (2017) used narrative 

inquiry to re-tell the experiences of two pre-service teachers with visual impairments and 

blindness. 

Three of the qualitative articles focused on both the perspectives of students with 

disabilities and their teachers, families, and volunteers (Draper, 2021; Draper & Bartolome, 

2021; Parker & Sweet, 2025). While the focus was not solely on disabled students’ perspectives, 

family and teacher input was helpful for contextualizing students’ learning and growth. 

Importantly, students’ direct voices, both verbal and nonverbal communication methods, were 

frequently highlighted throughout the articles’ findings and implications. Parker and Sweet 

(2025) also incorporated many ways of collecting responses from interviews, including verbal 

response and “physical movement, facial expressions, and social interactions in interviews and 

rehearsals” (p. 7) to more holistically capture the participants’ responses. This approach shifted 

the focus away from a student’s deficits, and instead highlighted how their environments 

supported or hindered them. 

Hash (2015) conducted a historical study to examine past methods of instruction for 

students with visual impairments. Hash (2015) used person-first language when describing 

students, even when historical documents reflected different terminology. Hash described a rich 

history of music education at the New York Institution for the Blind (NYIB), highlighting both 

the successes and potential areas for growth with developing students’ musical skills. However, 

the historical trajectory generally centered the teachers and program administrators, leaving out a 

critical perspective—that of the students—who were directly impacted by these practices. This 

limitation may be attributed to the available sources, which consisted of primary sources such as 

“annual reports of the institution, documents from the New York Legislature, published and 

unpublished materials from the NYIB, and numerous articles from newspapers and periodicals” 
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as well as secondary sources of “biographies of prominent instructors, books related to educating 

people with visual impairments, contemporary research, and professional literature” (Hash, 2015, 

p. 365). Notably, these sources do not explicitly incorporate first-hand accounts from disabled 

students. 

Advocacy for more inclusive teaching was evident across all articles, highlighting the 

need for more teacher preparation (VanWeelden & Whipple, 2014; Hash, 2015; Draper et al., 

2025), the adoption of an ability-mindset (Draper & Bartolome, 2021), and for schools and 

programs to expand their systems to be less disabling (Gerrity et al., 2013; Parker & Draves, 

2017; Draper, 2021; Weimer & Vaughan-Marra, 2023; Parker & Sweet, 2025). As Gerrity et al. 

(2013) described, “these strategies represent good teaching and should not be reserved for use 

with students (with disabilities)” (p. 156) as all students benefit from a more accessible 

classroom. 

Complex Embodiment 

Two articles (Draper & Bartolome, 2021; Weimer & Vaughn-Marra, 2023) framed 

disability by addressing both disabling environments within music education contexts and 

physical symptoms individuals with disabilities may experience. Weimer and Vaughan-Marra 

(2023) described chronic illness not as a disability label, but as a medical diagnosis, while also 

acknowledging how specific environments and situations can be disabling. This aligns with the 

social model in recognizing that teaching contexts may exacerbate disabling symptoms. 

However, the authors extend this perspective by also describing the physical impairments that 

may be present with some medical conditions. These medical conditions present real challenges 

for disabled people, as they usually include physical pain in the body. Yet these impairments can 

be mitigated and potentially reduced if the environment are designed to support rest and varied 

forms of physical engagement. This dual focus most closely aligns with the complex 
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embodiment model of disability. 

Similarly, Draper and Bartolome (2021) described disability through the social-relational 

model (Reindal, 2008), where some students may have physical impairment, yet “the reduced 

function did not automatically cause a sense of disability” (p. 277), but rather disability emerged 

primarily through societal barriers. The authors highlighted that the music community 

simultaneously “acknowledged impairments of students” (p. 258) and the barriers produced by 

musical learning. This framing closely reflects the complex embodiment model, as it positions 

disability as arising from the interaction between embodied experience and external disabling 

condition. In this view, both social barriers and the body may present challenges, while also 

offering unique perspectives on music-making and teaching. 

Cultural Model 

Draper (2021) and Parker and Sweet (2025) described disability identities through a 

cultural lens. For example, Draper (2021) illustrated how classrooms and school cultures 

expanded to become more welcoming and open to students with disabilities. These communities 

empowered both disabled and nondisabled students to learn and grow together, expanding its 

doors to various disability communities, perspectives, and ways of thinking. This directly aligns 

to the cultural model as it is not only a change of environmental factors (such as the social 

model) but also values and narratives. Similarly, Parker and Sweet (2025) also described two 

choral programs that fostered classroom cultures in which diverse ways of communicating, 

participating, and learning music were normalized and valued. While both studies highlighted 

music education classroom culture that celebrated disability, none of the articles explicitly 

framed disability identities or communities as a cultural entity in itself. 

Affirmative Model 
 

Four articles demonstrated some evidence of the affirmative model of disability (Draper, 
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2021; Draper & Bartolome, 2021; Parker & Draves, 2017; Parker & Sweet, 2025). In these 

studies, authors actively rejected the medical model and critiqued the notions of inclusion that 

position disabled students as needing to conform to a normative standard (Parker & Sweet, 2025, 

p. 3). Parker and Sweet (2025), for example, adopted a more nuanced approach to disability 

labels by not requiring disclosure, instead allowing space for students to describe their interests, 

challenges, medical difficulties, and musical goals/preferences.  

The affirmative model is also represented in the ways these studies centered participants’ 

perspectives, acknowledging both the positive and challenging aspects of their music 

experiences. Parker and Draves (2017) foregrounded the holistic experiences of disabled 

preservice teachers by “negotiat[ing] and co-writ[ing] narratives” (p. 390) resulting in 

collaborative storytelling that amplified disabled participants’ voices. Similarly, Draper (2021) 

described the ethic of hospitality (Ruitenberg, 2011) as a means for welcoming all students, 

where the culture of the school is expanded to all diverse students. Students with disabilities in 

the study were not only described based on their disability but there was also a focus on their 

strengths. Draper and Bartolome (2021) called for music educators to adopt an “ability 

mindset...to challenge their implicit beliefs about students’ capabilities” (p. 280). Although these 

studies also reflect elements of other models, the authors’ emphasis on nuance, agency, and 

amplification of disabled voices illustrate how the affirmative model can be enacted in practice. 
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Discussion 
The purpose of this study was to replicate and extend Dobbs (2012) to determine how disability 

was invoked, constructed, and deployed in studies from 2011-2025 from the Journal of Research 

in Music Education. Findings from this analysis suggest a gradual shift towards the social and 

affirmative model of disability. Authors called for more scholarship on inclusive music teaching 

(Gerrity et al., 2013; Hash, 2015; Draper et al., 2025; Parker & Sweet, 2025), greater emphasis 

on student voice (Draper, 2021; Parker & Sweet, 2025), stronger alignment with the social 

model in music teaching contexts (Parker & Draves, 2017; Draper & Bartolome, 2021; Parker & 

Sweet, 2025), and increased visibility of teachers and students with disabilities in the classroom 

and research (Weimer & Vaughan-Marra 2023). Dobbs (2012) emphasized the importance of 

framing disability identities within a cultural model (p.15). However, none of the articles in this 

sample fully engaged with disability through this framework. Culture was present only through 

educational settings (e.g., the culture of a music classroom), rather than disability as a cultural 

entity. Dobbs (2012) also identified a lack of connection between music education research and 

disability studies (p. 23). To a degree, this was still evident within recent research, especially 

since none of the articles explored intersecting identities. While some articles followed a 

disability framework, Dobbs (2012) called for a more substantial shift in music practice and 

pedagogy from a focus on inclusion towards actively anti-ableist approaches that address 

“systemic ableism that persists throughout classrooms, schools, and community contexts” (p. 

23). Encouragingly, authors of more recent articles (post-2015) have begun to shift, critically 

examining how music contexts may be disabling for participants, as well as interrogating 

assumptions of the “able” body in music-making. Overall, while a gap between music education 

and disability studies research persists since Dobbs (2012), there are clear signs of growing 

alignment and progress. 

While more scholars are adopting a social model of disability, there remains some 
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reliance on a hegemony of normativity and disability disclosure. These findings are similar to 

Dobbs (2012), particularly given the continued dependence on diagnosed labels within 

educational systems to access accommodations. However, since Dobbs’ (2012) study, there is a 

stronger overall presence of the social model. Articles with a theoretical framework tend to 

portray disability more holistically. Additionally, more recent articles generally reflect a more 

affirming perspective, celebrating disability in music education contexts. These articles (post-

2015) begin to engage more meaningfully with disabled participants’ input and perspectives. 

Evidence of the affirmative model within four out of the nine articles shows signs that 

researchers are beginning to align with calls from the disability studies research. Authors of all 

articles advocated for further preservice and/or in-service teacher preparation of inclusive 

education, which aligns with disability studies’ research focusing on stronger teacher preparation 

(Ashby, 2012). While there is greater evidence of the social model within music education 

research since Dobbs (2012), the broader shift that Dobbs advocated for, where music education 

embraces human variation and moves beyond inclusion towards engaging in anti-ableist 

practices, is not fully present within these JRME articles. 

Implications 
 

Engaging with interdisciplinary and disability-informed theoretical frameworks 

strengthens both the relevance and inclusivity of music education research. The use of critical 

frameworks developed by disabled communities clearly demonstrates to the reader that the 

participants with disabilities are valued as a part of the research process. In this analysis, the 

articles that employed such frameworks described disability in a more holistic, affirmative 

manner (Draper & Bartolome, 2021; Parker & Draves, 2017). Theoretical frameworks also 

support researchers in interpreting data in relation to musical experience and provide essential 

grounding for addressing complex topics (Miksza & Johnson, 2012). Scholars can remain current 
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on significant theoretical frameworks by exploring both American and international music 

education journals. Disability studies frameworks enhance understanding and help inform future 

research by offering tools to ascribe meaning from the data and contextualize disability identity 

(Cosier, 2012). 

Quantitative researchers should critically examine the underlying systems that shape the data sets 

used in their analyses (Menon et al., 2025). Statistical research cannot be decontextualized; 

however, many quantitative methods reveal a disconnect between the priorities of the disability 

community and the reliance on medical diagnostic practices. Disabled peoples’ views on legal 

diagnoses should be considered if using datasets created from practices that rely on deficit 

processes. Adopting a more expansive definition of disability may provide deeper insights into 

how disabled students are represented. Incorporating self-identifying labels and framing analyses 

through social, cultural, and/or affirmative models may help challenge deficit-based 

interpretations of quantitative data. Additionally, researchers may consider methodological 

approaches that acknowledge varying intersectional identities and the broader social and political 

contexts shaping disabled individuals’ experiences. 

Reliance on legally diagnosed disabilities may contribute to a predominantly 

medical/deficit view of disability (Zaks, 2024). Discourse surrounding diagnosis often 

emphasizes deficits to be “cured” and the objectification of disabled individuals, rather than 

recognizing them as whole persons (Baglieri et al., 2011). These findings are similar to those 

from a content analysis of JRME research related to other marginalized identities such as race 

and gender (Menon et al., 2025). Menon et al. (2025) found that demographic categories in 

quantitative studies in the JRME often relied on data that fail to capture nuanced identities. 

Within disability studies, scholars call for education researchers to acknowledge and 

integrate the “plurality of perspectives about the nature of disability” (Baglieri et al., 2011, p. 
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265) to ensure all students are treated with dignity. While diagnoses can provide significant 

funding, accommodations, and support, they may also leave individuals “worse off as a direct 

result” (Gillman et al., 2000, p. 406). Gillman et al. (2000) described dominant diagnostic 

discourse as framing disability as “deviance” (p. 406) and relying on “thin descriptions” (p. 407) 

that prioritize limited criteria and often privilege family perspectives over those of the individual. 

In music education research, practices such as requiring formal diagnoses or documentation (e.g., 

Individualize Education Programs or 504 plans) reinforce this medicalized system (Gillman et 

al., 2000). Although labels can create opportunities (Lauchlan and Boyle, 2007), students with 

diagnoses are often requested to disclose personal information in ways that nondisabled peers are 

not. This dynamic results in an objectification of disabled people by categorizing them based on 

their labels. 

When replicating earlier studies, as in VanWeelden and Whipple’s (2014) replication of 

Gfeller et al. (1990), it is essential to critically examine medical-leaning research questions, 

disability labels, and practices to ensure relevance for contemporary music education. 

Acknowledging the impact of the medical model within the data, recoding outdated labels to 

reflect current preferences within disability communities, and using analysis to promote social 

and political change may provide meaningful ways to incorporate Disability Studies in Education 

frameworks into quantitative research (Cosier, 2012). 

Historical researchers should consider both the eugenic, ableist past, and the holistic 

experiences of disabled people (McGuire, 2024). Confronting harmful histories is essential for 

understanding the present and shaping more equitable futures. However, when discussing 

present practice, it is important to challenge previous deficit views. For example, language such 

as, “helping individuals with visual impairments reach their full potential” (Hash, 2014, p. 379) 

operates with the ableist understanding that students with visual impairments are not whole 
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people living full lives. While it is critical not to erase the lived reality of ableist treatment of 

disabled people, researchers must move beyond historical narratives that exclude disabled 

perspectives. Recent developments in disability studies field suggest alternative ways to 

examine medicalized histories, including addressing ableist practices, incorporating advocacy 

and disabled voices from the historical period, and applying disability studies frameworks where 

appropriate (Connor, 2020). Disability histories have often been written by medical 

professionals, contributing to ableist views about people with disabilities (McGuire, 

2024). Disabled advocates’ motto, “nothing about us without us,” affirms their agency which 

remains fundamental to shaping disability historical research in the future (McGuire, 

2024). Moving forward, historical research in music education should center disabled 

perspectives and be grounded in affirming representations of disabled students. 

The music education classroom has the potential to benefit all students, not only those 

with formal diagnoses. Churchill (2015), reflecting on his experience as a music educator who 

identifies as hard-of-hearing, critiques the field’s assumption that those who hear are inherently 

superior to other modes of communication. Rather than asking “How can we help the disabled?”, 

Churchill proposed, “How might understanding the music making of [Deaf and hard-of-hearing] 

musicians benefit music education?” (p. 34). In contrast, research questions such as, “Do 

conditions that facilitate music learning have an effect on the musical ability of students with 

special needs?” (Gerrity et al., 2013, p. 147), risk reinforcing ableist assumptions by implying 

disabled students’ capabilities are contingent upon specific contexts. Such framing positions 

disability as a limitation to be accommodated rather than an opportunity to expand 

understandings of music-making. Instead, the focus should shift towards challenging how the 

music education itself may be structured in ways that exclude or disadvantage individuals. 

For all Disability Studies in Education research, advocacy is often inseparable from 
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scholarship (Ferguson & Nusbaum, 2012). If the research is being conducted by a nondisabled 

scholar, it should move beyond positioning disabled students solely as beneficiaries and instead 

emphasize opportunities for co-learning (Parker & Sweet, 2025). Ferguson and Nusbaum (2012) 

described this approach as adopting an “emancipatory stance” (p. 78), in which participants are co-

researchers, rather than subjects. Framing disabled individuals as needing nondisabled people is 

objectifying and fails to reflect the holistic perspective of their experiences (Sensoy & DiAngelo, 

2017). Centering disabled voices is therefore essential, particularly when researchers do not share 

the same identity as their participants. This also includes providing many ways for participants to 

engage with the study, rather than relying on ableist norms of participation. For example, in choir 

and band, requiring students to sit and/or stand for long periods of time or requiring students to 

perform instruments with standardized instruments or techniques. Further, researchers must remain 

attentive to participants’ initial intents when interpreting data, ensuring that individual identities and 

perspectives are not misrepresented or erased (Smith-Chandler & Swart, 2014). 

A recent shift within some disability communities involves reclaiming and affirming 

disability labels. For example, within the Autism community, there is growing advocacy for 

embracing Autistic and/or disabled identities as a way to affirm neurodiversity as a natural part 

of human variation (Grinker, 2019). While preferences vary by individual, many within the 

Autism community emphasize that discussing autism traits, identities, and ways of thinking 

highlight disability as an integral part of hegemonic norms (Grinker, 2019). Therefore, full 

dismissal of disability labels is not necessarily the solution; framing disability as “less-than” 

nondisabled identity upholds ableist assumptions and practices. The affirmative model aligns 

with this ideology by reclaiming the word “disabled” and rejecting notions of “otherness”. 

Within music education research, scholars have called for the removal of ableist practices and for 

practical changes within music settings (bell, 2020). However, there remains limited research 
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exploring affirmative, empowering practices of disabled students in music classrooms. 

Disability studies scholars Ferguson and Nusbaum (2012) argued that, just as it would be 

inappropriate for women’s studies programs to be led primarily by men, disability research and 

teaching should be led by scholars with disabilities. Accordingly, music education research with 

students with disabilities must not only include diverse perspectives, but also actively center 

researchers with disabilities, as similarly seen within the Disability Studies in Education field. 

Within music education research, bell et al. (2022) is one example where the participants are also 

included as coauthors. bell, a nondisabled White researcher, noted that this approach more 

effectively centered the disabled and racialized perspectives of participants throughout the study. 

When conducting research with a person with a disability diagnosis other than one’s own, or as a 

nondisabled researcher, the disability studies field may offer guidance on respecting and learning 

from the knowledge gathered through centering disabled voices. 

Music education scholars should consider incorporating a wider range of disability 

perspectives, as relatively few disability identities and communities were represented in this 

analysis. Disability hierarchies are a common experience amongst the disabled through the 

preference for a physical diagnosis rather than an intellectual or mental diagnosis label (Werner, 

2015). Historically, those with intellectual or developmental disabilities are typically not 

included in the research (Ferguson & Nusbaum, 2012). This is evident within educational 

contexts as well, as students are more likely to sit with another student with a physical disability 

like diabetes, asthma, or a mobility impairment, rather than a student with an intellectual or 

cognitive diagnosis (Werner, 2015). Music education research can begin to address these 

disparities by intentionally highlighting experiences of people across a broader spectrum of 

disability diagnoses. Music educators should adopt the mindset that impairments are an expected 

and normal part of their diverse classrooms, in line with the social, cultural, and affirmative 
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models of disability. None of the articles examined the intersections of disability with other 

identities. Future music education research should consider how disability intersects with race, 

gender, socioeconomic status, age, and sexual orientation. bell (2022) explored the intersection 

of race and disability in music through DisCrit, Disability Studies and Critical Race Theory, a 

framework often underutilized within music education research (bell, 2022). Applying DisCrit 

may support more nuanced analyses of disability, race, and social class, while providing a more 

intentional foundation for examining intersecting identities. Music education scholars have 

implemented this framework to critique ways racism and ableism operate in schools (Hess, 

2026; Knapp, 2025). Music education research should focus on intersections between disability 

and other identities to determine what the music education field can learn from diverse 

experiences of musicians of across multiple identity backgrounds. 

A shift toward the social model is evident in some capacity across all articles published 

since 2011, particularly in more recent articles. However, this shift reflects a significant delay 

given that disability advocates have called for a social model shift as early as the 1970’s (Oliver, 

2004). Furthermore, due to the limited scope of music education research in this area, the field 

continues to rely on scholarship published prior to Dobbs (2012), much of which reflects a 

medical/deficit perspective. Music education research must “catch up” to the calls and research 

within the disability community (Cameron, 2015). Similar to conversations surrounding race 

and gender, disability-related research has also been comparatively slow within the music 

education field (Menon et al., 2025). Moving beyond a sole focus on the social impacts of 

disability toward a positive, affirming perspective is essential for fully representing all students 

in music education research. 
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The cultural model may provide a strong foundation for research involving individuals 

who align with a disability culture, such as students who identify with d/Deaf culture. 

Researchers should consider the cultural dimensions of disability, particularly as they relate to 

participant’s identities and lived experiences. Churchill (2015) described the ableism faced by 

Deaf and hard-of-hearing musicians who embrace music-making practices that do not rely on 

hearing. The Deaf community exemplifies how a shared identity can shape distinct cultural 

experiences within music education, and therefore cannot be overlooked within research. This 

aligns with Dobbs (2012) call for educators to ask, “Do [music teaching] practices disable 

students culturally? How is the music ability socially and culturally constructed in classrooms, 

schools, or communities?” (p. 22). Music education research must continue to grapple with these 

questions, as the field has yet to fully embrace the socio-cultural aspects of disability and 

disabling conditions. 

For those with complex impairments or conditions, the theory of complex embodiment 

offers a more holistic perspective of disability than the social model alone. Churchill and 

Bernard (2020) advocated for music educators to embrace the complex embodiment framework 

within their classrooms. They critiqued the use of “best practices” for specific disability labels, 

which can sometimes result in superficial accommodations. Instead, they called for music 

curricula that move beyond disabling ideologies. They further suggested that music teachers 

should affirm students’ “complex embodiments and recognize their interests, limitations, and 

abilities as a part of their musical experience” (p. 37). Applying the theory of complex 

embodiment to examine underlying discourses in teaching practices, ideologies, and curricula 

may help music educators challenge ableist assumptions. While the most appropriate theoretical 

model may vary depending on the participants and context of the study, all research should aim 
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to represent disability through an affirming lens rather than a deficit-oriented one. In this regard, 

the affirmative model may offer a particularly stronger foundation for capturing the full scope of 

disabled individuals’ lived experiences. 

  



CDA DISABILITY JRME 

 

35 

Conclusions 

It is important to acknowledge the challenges involved in conducting research that 

centers disabled voices. Researchers may need to rely on data grounded in medical frameworks 

that do not account for the whole person. Determining whether to rely on legal diagnoses also 

presents difficulties, as educational systems often require formal diagnoses to provide classroom 

accommodations. While this provides a practical and legal label, it can limit more expansive or 

self-defined understandings of disability. Additionally, identifying appropriate music education 

settings that meaningfully include disabled students can be difficult. Individuals and 

communities also hold diverse perspectives on disability, with some questioning whether they 

are “disabled enough” or “too disabled” to participate in certain music spaces. 

Given these complexities, it is understandable that research remains limited. Especially 

during recent administrations, with various language and laws under scrutiny, people may feel 

more hesitation. However, expanding this body of research holds significant potential for 

meaningful change for all students and the broader music education field. Since Dobbs (2012), 

there has been a gradual shift towards a more affirming, social model of disability in the 

research. Despite this progress, reliance on the medical model persists through research methods, 

teaching practices, and educational systems. 

The goal is no longer simply to “include” students with disabilities, but to celebrate and 

affirm their identities and contributions within music classrooms. Conducting music education 

research with a disability studies perspective can allow scholars to interrogate ableist practices 
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within both themselves and overall music education contexts. In doing so, the field can begin to 

challenge enduring preferences for the “normative music-making body” (Dobbs, 2012, p. 24). 

Ultimately, critically examining how disability is perceived, discussed, and enacted in music 

education can support the development of more equitable classrooms. Moving beyond inclusion 

toward a sustained commitment to dismantling ableist structures allows for the reimagining of 

music-making spaces in which all forms of participation, expression, and performance are 

genuinely valued. 

  



CDA DISABILITY JRME 

 

37 

References 

Abrams, T. (2021). Crawling upstairs: Identity and ideology in Tobin Siebers's Disability Theory. In 

J. B. Kim, J. Kupetz, C. Y. Lie, & C. Wu (Eds.), Sex, identity, aesthetics: The work of Tobin 

Siebers and disability studies (pp. 79–102). University of Michigan Press. 

https://doi.org/10.3998/mpub.11769364.cmp.8 

ADA.gov. (2013). ADA.gov homepage. https://www.ada.gov/ 
 
Andrews, E. E., Powell, R. M., & Ayers, K. (2022). The evolution of disability language: 

Choosing terms to describe disability. Disability and Health Journal, 15(3), 101328. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.dhjo.2022.101328 

Ashby, C. (2012). Disability studies and inclusive teacher preparation: A socially just path for 

teacher education. Research and Practice for Persons with Severe Disabilities, 37(2), 89–

99. 

Baglieri, S., Valle, J. W., Connor, D. J., & Gallagher, D. J. (2011). Disability studies in 

education: The need for a plurality of perspectives on disability. Remedial and Special 

Education, 32(4), 267–278. 

bell, a. p. (2017). (dis)Ability and music education: Paralympian Patrick Anderson and the 

experience of disability in music. Action, Criticism, and Theory for Music Education, 

16(3), 108–128. https://doi.org/10.22176/act16.3.108 

bell, a. p., Bonin, D., Pethrick, H., Antwi Nsiah, A., & Matterson, B. (2020). Hacking, 

disability, and music education. International Journal of Music Education, 38(4), 657–

672. https://doi.org/10.1177/0255761420930428 

bell, a. p., Dasent, J., & Tshuma, G. (2022). Disabled and racialized musicians: Experiences and 

epistemologies. Action, Criticism, and Theory for Music Education, 21(2), 17–56. 

https://doi.org/10.22176/act21.2.17 



CDA DISABILITY JRME 

 

38 

Brinkman, A. H., Rea-Sandin, G., Lund, E. M., Fitzpatrick, O. M., Gusman, M. S., Boness, C. L., 

& Scholars for Elevating Equity and Diversity (SEED). (2023). Shifting the discourse on 

disability: Moving to an inclusive, intersectional focus. American Journal of 

Orthopsychiatry, 93(1), 50–62. https://doi.org/10.1037/ort0000653 

Cameron, C. (2009). Tragic but brave or just crips with chips? Songs and their role in disability 

identity. In J. Swain, S. French, C. Barnes, & C. Thomas (Eds.), Disabling barriers – 

Enabling environments (3rd ed., pp. 145–152). SAGE Publications. 

Cameron, C. (2015). Turning experience into theory: The affirmation model of disability. In C. 

Barnes & G. Mercer (Eds.), Exploring disability (2nd ed., pp. 100–118). Polity Press. 

Churchill, W. N. (2015). Deaf and hard of hearing musicians: Crafting a narrative strategy. 
 

Research Studies in Music Education, 37(1), 21–36. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1321103X15589777 

Churchill, W. N., & Bernard, C. F. (2020). Disability and the ideology of ability: How might 

music educators respond? Philosophy of Music Education Review, 28(1), 24–46. 

https://doi.org/10.2979/philmusieducrevi.28.1.02 



CDA DISABILITY JRME 

 

39 

Connor, D. J. (2020). “I don’t like to be told that I view a student with a deficit mindset”: Why it 

matters that disability studies in education continues to grow. Canadian Journal of 

Disability Studies, 9(5), 20–41. 

Cosier, M. (2012). “The road less traveled”: Combining disability studies and quantitative 

analysis with medium and large data sets. Research and Practice for Persons with Severe 

Disabilities, 37(2), 81–88. https://doi.org/10.1177/154079691203700203 

Corbett, J. (1996). Bad-mouthing: The language of special needs. Falmer Press. 

Dahlborg, E., Boman, Å., Eriksson, H., & Tengelin, E. (2024). Encircling discourses: A guide to 

critical discourse analysis in caring science. Scandinavian Journal of Caring Sciences, 

38(1), 177–184. https://doi.org/10.1111/scs.13194 

Davis, L. (2006). Constructing normalcy: The bell curve, the novel, and the invention of the 

disabled body in the nineteenth century. In L. Davis (Ed.), The disability studies reader 

(2nd ed., pp. 3–16). Routledge. 

Dobbs, T. (2008). Discourse in the band room: The role of talk in an instrumental music 

classroom. In L. Thompson & M. Campbell, Diverse methodologies in the study of music 

teaching and learning (pp. 137–160). Information Age Publishing. 

Dobbs, T. L. (2012). A critical analysis of disabilities discourse in the Journal of Research in 

Music Education, 1990–2011. Bulletin of the Council for Research in Music Education, 

194, 7–30. https://doi.org/10.5406/bulcouresmusedu.194.0007 

Dobbs, T. L. (2017). Equity in music education: Being “schooled” on disability. Music 

Educators Journal, 104(2), 51–53. https://doi.org/10.1177/0027432117732313 

Draper, A. R. (2021). Music education for students with autism spectrum disorder in a full 

inclusion context. Journal of Research in Music Education, 70(2), 132–155. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/00224294211042833 



CDA DISABILITY JRME 

 

40 

Draper, A. R., & Bartolome, S. J. (2021). Academy of Music and Arts for Special Education 

(AMASE): An ethnography of an individual music instruction program for students with 

disabilities. Journal of Research in Music Education, 69(3), 258–283. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0022429421990337 

Draper, A. R., Bartolome, S. J., & Elpus, K. (2025). Representation of students with disabilities 

in high school music courses in the United States. Journal of Research in Music 

Education, 73(?), 000–000. https://doi.org/10.1177/00224294251378477 

Dunn, D. S., & Burcaw, S. (2013). Disability identity: Exploring narrative accounts of disability. 
 

Rehabilitation Psychology, 58(2), 148–157. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0031691 

Fairclough, N. (1989). Language and power. Longman. 

Fairclough, N. (1995). Critical discourse analysis: The critical study of language. Longman. 
 
Ferguson, B. A., & Nusbaum, E. (2012). Disability studies: What is it and what difference does it 

make? Research & Practice for Persons with Severe Disabilities, 37(2), 70–80. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/154079691203700201 

Gerrity, K. W., Hourigan, R. M., & Horton, P. W. (2013). Conditions that facilitate music 

learning among students with special needs: A mixed methods inquiry. Journal of 

Research in Music Education, 61(2), 144–159. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0022429413485428 

Gernsbacher, M. A., Raimond, A. R., Balinghasay, M. T., et al. (2016). “Special needs” is an 

ineffective euphemism. Cognitive Research: Principles and Implications, 1, 29. 

https://doi.org/10.1186/s41235-016-0025-4 

Gillman, M., Heyman, B., & Swain, J. (2000). What’s in a name? The implications of diagnosis 

for people with learning difficulties and their family careers. Disability & Society, 15(3), 

389–409. https://doi.org/10.1080/713661959 



CDA DISABILITY JRME 

 

41 

Goffman, E. (1963). Stigma: Notes on the management of spoiled identity. Penguin Books. 

Grinker, R. R. (2019). Autism, “stigma,” disability. Disability Worlds, Current Anthropology, 

61(S21). https://doi.org/10.1086/705748 
 
Hash, P. M. (2015). Music education at the New York Institution for the Blind, 1832–1863. 
 

Journal of Research in Music Education, 62(4), 362–388. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0022429414555983 

Hess, J. (2026). The voices in our heads: Interrogating and unsettling internalized ableism in/for 

music education. Visions of Research in Music Education, 48, Article 3. 

Hogan, A. J. (2019). Moving away from the “medical model”: The development and revision of 

the World Health Organization’s classification of disability. Bulletin of the History of 

Medicine, 93(2), 241–269. https://doi.org/10.1353/bhm.2019.0028 

Hourigan, R. M. (2009). Preservice music teachers’ perceptions of fieldwork experiences in a 

special needs classroom. Journal of Research in Music Education, 57(2), 152–168. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0022429409335880 

Janiszewski, C. M. S., Friedel, E., Skvarc, D., Koller, D., & Grech, L. B. (2025). The relationship 

between disability identity and use of person-first and identity-first language. Rehabilitation 

Psychology. Advance online publication. https://doi.org/10.1037/rep0000631 

Jellison, J. A., & Draper, E. A. (2015). Music research in inclusive school settings: 1975–2013. 

Journal of Research in Music Education, 62(4), 325–331. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0022429414554808 

Knapp, E. J. (2025). “I want to be a better person and a better teacher”: Exploring the constructs 

of race and dis/ability in a music educator collaborative teacher study group. Journal of 

Music Teacher Education, 34(3), 9–28. 

Lauchlan, F., & Boyle, J. R. (2007). Is the use of labels in special education helpful? Support for 



CDA DISABILITY JRME 

 

42 

Learning, 22(1), 36–42. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9604.2007.00443.x 

Linton, S. (1998). Claiming disability: Knowledge and identity. New York University Press. 

McGuire, C. A. (2024). What is disability history the history of? History Compass, 22(6), 

e12813. https://doi.org/10.1111/hic3.12813 
Menon, S. A., Martin, A., & Bohn, A. (2025). The case for QuantCrit: An analysis of race and 

gender in the Journal of Research in Music Education, 73(3), 281–304. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/00224294241308231 

Miksza, P., & Johnson, E. (2012). Theoretical frameworks applied in music education research: 

A content analysis of the Journal of Research in Music Education, 1979 to 2009. Bulletin 

of the Council for Research in Music Education, 193, 7–30. 

https://doi.org/10.5406/bulcouresmusedu.193.0007 

Oliver, M. (1996). Understanding disability: From theory to practice (2nd ed.). Red Globe 

Press. 

Oliver, M. (2004). The social model in action: If I had a hammer. In C. Barnes & G. Mercer 

(Eds.), Implementing the social model of disability: Theory and research (pp. 18–31). 

The Disability Press. 

Parker, E. C., & Draves, T. J. (2017). A narrative of two preservice music teachers with visual 

impairment. Journal of Research in Music Education, 64(4), 385–404. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0022429416674704 

Parker, E. C., & Sweet, B. (2025). A multiple case study of safe place within two choirs for 

children and adults with disabilities. Journal of Research in Music Education, 74(1), 89– 

109. https://doi.org/10.1177/00224294251362756 
 
Reindal, S. M. (2008). A social relational model of disability: A theoretical framework for 

special needs education? European Journal of Special Needs Education, 23(2), 135–146. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/08856250801947812 



CDA DISABILITY JRME 

 

43 

Rogers, R. (Ed.). (2004). An introduction to critical discourse analysis in education. Lawrence 

Erlbaum Associates. 

Ruitenberg, C. W. (2011). The empty chair: Education in an ethic of hospitality. Philosophy of 

Education Archive, 28–36. 

Schroeder, S. R., Gertz, G., & Velazquez, F. (2002). Final project report: Usage of the term 

“mental retardation”: Language, image and public education. University of Kansas, 

Center on Developmental Disabilities. 

Sensoy, Ö., & DiAngelo, R. (2017). Understanding privilege through ableism. In Is everyone 

really equal?: An introduction to key concepts in social justice education (2nd ed., pp. 

121–138). Teachers College Press. 

Shakespeare, T. (2010). The social model of disability. In L. Davis (Ed.), The disability studies 

reader (3rd ed., pp. 266–273). Routledge. 

Siebers, T. (2008). Disability theory. University of Michigan Press. 

Siebers, T. A. (2010). Disability aesthetics. University of Michigan Press. 

https://doi.org/10.3998/mpub.1134097 
 
Smart, J. (2009). Disability, society, and the individual (2nd ed.). PRO-ED. 

Smith-Chandler, N., & Swart, E. (2014). In their own voices: Methodological considerations in 

narrative disability research. Qualitative Health Research, 24(3), 420–430. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732314523841 

Snyder, S., & Mitchell, D. (2006). Cultural locations of disability. University of Chicago Press. 

Swain, J., & French, S. (2000). Towards an affirmation model of disability. Disability & Society, 

15(4), 569–582. https://doi.org/10.1080/09687590050058189 
 
Union of the Physically Impaired Against Segregation, & The Disability Alliance. (1976). 
 



CDA DISABILITY JRME 

 

44 

Fundamental principles of disability: Being a summary of the discussion held on 22nd 

November 1975 and containing commentaries from each organization. Union of the 

Physically Impaired Against Segregation. 

Valle, J. W., & Connor, D. J. (2019). Rethinking disability: A disability studies approach to inclusive 

practices (2nd ed.). Routledge. 

U.S. Department of Education, Office of Special Education Programs. (n.d.). IDEA history. 

https://sites.ed.gov/idea/IDEA-History 

VanWeelden, K., & Whipple, J. (2005). The effect of field experiences on music education 

majors’ perceptions of music instruction for secondary students with special needs. 

Journal of Music Teacher Education, 14(2), 62–69. 

VanWeelden, K., & Whipple, J. (2014). Music educators’ perceived effectiveness of inclusion. 
 

Journal of Research in Music Education, 62(2), 148–160. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0022429414530563 

van Dijk, T. (2003). Critical discourse analysis. In D. Schiffrin, D. Tannen, & H. Hamilton 

(Eds.), The handbook of discourse analysis (pp. 354–371). Blackwell Publishing. 

Weimer, K. R., & Vaughan Marra, J. (2023). You don’t look sick: Voices of music educators 

living with chronic illnesses. Journal of Research in Music Education, 71(1), 49–66. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/00224294221118899 

Werner, S. (2015). Public stigma and the perception of rights: Differences between intellectual 

and physical disabilities. Research in Developmental Disabilities, 38(1), 18–27. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ridd.2014.12.030 

Wodak, R., & Reisigl, M. (2003). Discourse and racism. In D. Schiffrin, D. Tannen, & H. 

Hamilton (Eds.), The handbook of discourse analysis (pp. 372–397). Blackwell 

Publishing. 



CDA DISABILITY JRME 

 

45 

Zaks, Z. (2024). Changing the medical model of disability to the normalization model of 

disability: Clarifying the past to create a new future direction. Disability & Society, 

39(12), 3233–3260. https://doi.org/10.1080/09687599.2023.2255926 


