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Disability theory

• Greater risk of exposure to 
adversities than their non-
disabled peers 

(Broberg et al 2009)

• A person with differences that 
are negatively perceived is at 
high risk of

• Devaluation

• Adversity

• Poor treatment

by the majority in that society. 

Wolfensberger (1998a) 



Wounding process 

‘the bad things that typically

get done to devalued people’

Wolfensberger 1998a, p.12

Detrimental to the interests 

and quality of life of the 

individual/s concerned 

(Schein, 2010). 



Common assets

• Assets people have can be 
lessened through degrading 
life circumstances inhibiting 
positive development and 
growth.

Wolfensberger 1988b



Disability theory has evolved 

From a 

• deficit focus

to a model 

• focussing on people’s 
capacities and strengths



A strength based approach

• Functioning cannot be 
understood only from a 
‘negative’ or ‘problem focused 
frame of reference’ 

(Sheldon & King, 2001, p. 261).

• Experiencing ‘a typical or valued 
life might overcome past 
adversity’ 

(Lemay, 2005, p.2)



Storytelling

• Part of life

• Intrinsic to most cultures 

• A major way of enabling people to 

make sense of their experiences 
(Wolfensberger, 2001;  Follett, 2005; 
Seidman, 2006). 

• Give voice to marginalized and 
disenfranchised individuals and 
groups (Little & Froggett, 2009). 



The history of people with learning disabilities 
• Is a hidden history 
• People’s voices have been 

ignored and overlooked. 

When documented, 
• typically from a professional

perspective
• lose the complexity, richness, 

uniqueness and empathic 
engagement 

• Invisibility and silence enabled 
living in contexts that were outside
the boundaries of humanity. 
(Rolph, cited in Atkinson, 2010) 



Recounting life stories 

• Centre of own story
(Angus & Bowen, 2011)

• Empowering 
(Angus & Bowen, 2011; 
Meininger, 2006).

• Clarifying
(Meininger, 2006).

• Enriches understanding
of experiences promoting 
a deeper sense of self
(Atkinson, 2004).



A relationship of trust and honesty 

• Between the story-teller
and listener/s

• Imperative if an integrated 
and fully informed story is
to unfold
(Ramanathan, 1995; 
Willams & Keady, 2006). 



Storytelling promotes 

• Development of personal 
resilience

• Recognition and celebration 

of the hardiness of individuals 
who contribute to knowledge 
through retelling how they 
overcame adversity 

(East et al, 2010). 



Resilience research 

• The ‘ordinary magic’ 
(Masten 2001)

• Everyday lives and experiences 
will support people to expand 
their resiliency capacity

• Has mainly focused on youth
(Luthar & Brown 2007; Ungar
2008).

• Resilience research  is beginning 
to  focus on in people with 
disabilities (Broberg et al, 2009).



Challenge to professionals

To “work with people using 

their expertise without  becoming 

the expert, and to know and care 

about someone’s struggle without 

becoming the fixer … using and 

sharing professional power to 

support  citizenship” 

(Kilbane & McLean, 2008, p. 19). 



Alison: 50 years under the system

• Celebration

• Testament to courage

Reminder

• Institutional practices can be 
present in community settings

• People can still be at risk of 
devaluation although 
institutions are now closed

www.youtube.com/watch?v=l4yM_-KxKIY



Methodology • Story captured 
– Documentary style approach 
– In-depth interviews
– Archive footage and photos

• Ethical approval

• Keeping Alison centre stage
(Angus & Bowen, 2011)

• Alison viewed draft of DVD

• Changes were made

• Final viewing and approval 



Since the DVD

Launch

Guest speaker at local and national conferences

Newspaper articles

Documentary screened on national TV 

Ongoing advocacy

Monitor of disability issues: Watchperson



Woman wrongly held in 
mental health facility 
presents research to 
Auckland Libraries 
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Alison Pascoe is donating the research to change peoples' attitudes around 
disability. 
 



Sir George Grey Special  Collections manuscript librarian Kate DeCourcy (left) 

says Alison Pascoe's research creates a one-stop shop.



"People say, 'Why don't you move on? It's over now.' 

I can't move on. They weren't in those places, they don't have any idea 

what it's like," she says.

Pascoe finds Spookers personally insulting, and feels the actors' 

performances mock Kingseat's former patients.

"I think it's really demeaning. I think it's evil, actually, 

and people should stop making fun of mental illness. Nobody knows 

what it's like until they're struck down with it," she says.



Abuse and neglect are not in the 

past (Roguski, 2013). 

Attention must be given to the 

services that have replaced 

institutions. 

Gaps remain that make it 

possible for abuse and neglect 

to go undetected. 

Act to prevent systemic abuse.
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