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In an effort to locate the articles included in this special issue in relation to underlying assumptions related to disability, we believe a brief overview of the commitments of the field of disability studies is useful for readers. The nascent field of interdisciplinary, disability studies is described by the Society for Disability Studies as . . . challeng[ing] the view of disability as an individual deficit or defect that can be remedied solely through medical intervention or rehabilitation by “experts” and other service providers. Rather . . . should explore models and theories that examine social, political, cultural, and economic factors that define disability and help determine personal and collective responses to difference . . . stud[ies] national and international perspectives, policies, literature, culture, and history with an aim of placing current ideas of disability within their broadest possible context and . . . encourag[ing] participation by disabled students and faculty, and ensuring physical and intellectual access. (Society for Disability Studies, n.d.) In this way, disability studies has served to recast disability and disabled identities, while calling for and producing activist oriented scholarship and displaying a commitment to intersectional and layered analyses. We believe that our purposes in bringing together this special issue reflect these commitments, while advancing qualitative methods and methodological possibilities for more deeply understanding how disability is (re)constructed across contexts. We argue that centering (Kerschbaum & Price, 2017) and reclaiming disability (Linton, 1998) is timely for the qualitative research community and serves to directly challenge often taken-for-granted practices, structures, and discourses that have pervaded qualitative work. Indeed, historically qualitative researchers have frequently privileged particular ways of being in the world (e.g., people who use spoken and/or written language), with much of the language produced by research participants being presumed to fall within the confines of expected patterns of ablebodiness. Even in moving disabled individuals from subject/object to participant, research that focuses on insider perspectives of everyday experience has frequently excluded disabled people beyond participation in research about them, and, at times, has been grounded in ableist structures and practices. Consequently, much of the early research surrounding disabled people has been grounded in deficit-based perspectives aimed at “fixing” individual pathology versus working to understand the being of another individual, as well as the social/cultural construct of disability more broadly. There are certainly exceptions to this. For instance, some early, critical special educators advanced qualitative methods as related to disability in ways that advocated for an interpretivist approach to understanding the disability experience (see, for example, Biklen & Duchan, 1994; Bogdan & Taylor, 1976, 1994; Ferguson, Ferguson, & Taylor, 1992). And currently, within the growing field of critical disability studies, researchers are working to expand definitions of ways of being in the world, reframing how they make sense of who should and can participate in and conduct a research study, and how this participation might take place (see Goodley, 2012, 2017). Furthermore, Berger and Lorenz (2015) have contended that there are few, if any, specific disability-methods courses in institutions of higher education—let alone qualitative methods courses with such a focus. Thus, there is a critical need to advance methods and methodological discussions in the human/social sciences beyond being “about disability,” as is seen in the advancement of feminist research methods, as well as in humanities-based disability studies work. We believe that this special issue responds, in a way, to Berger and Lorenz’s (2015) assertion, and, we argue, turns this assertion inside-out, so to speak—to create a space in which disability advances the use of critical qualitative methods and methodologies to more specifically attend to and develop new meanings about disability. In this sense, we are reclaiming disability and, we suggest, that the articles in this special issue advance “ . . . epistemological structures that both generate and reflect current interpretations of disability” (Linton, 1998, p. 10). Indeed, beyond the articles included here, there is a growing body of scholarship that is doing the work of centering and “reclaiming” disability. For example, this centering of disability is exemplified in the work of Kerschbaum and Price (2017). In their manuscript, Centering Disability in Qualitative Interviewing, the authors not only drew from their experiences as disabled researchers interviewing self-identified disabled faculty members, but they also emphasized (“centered”) disability as a “form of embodied experience” that, if assumed, unsettles theoretical and methodological assumptions and uncovers taken-forgranted and normative practices in the traditional, qualitative interview. Similar to Linton’s (1998) and Kerschbaum and Price’s (2017) call to “center” disability, Minich (2016) asserted the primacy of disability and disability studies, not as a field of study, but rather as a methodology, noting methodological concern about the separation of the study of marginalized locations and those who occupy them, as they relate to disability. In his text on critical, qualitative methods and methodologies, Kuntz (2016) relatedly argued that much of qualitative research has become devoid of the recognition of context, power, and material impact and offered . . . an articulated vision for alternative spaces of possibility, places where we might act and be as other than we currently are . . . often such spaces of possibility extend from the recognition that previously legitimated forms of knowing and being (epistemological and ontological assumptions, respectively) misrepresent others’ lived realities. (p. 14) And, it is with a commitment to revisiting, questioning, critiquing, and even resisting “legitimated forms of knowing and being” (Kuntz, 2016, p. 14) that we crafted this special issue. In doing so, we encouraged the contributing authors to not simply describe what is, but consider what could be (Noblit, Flores, & Murillo, 2004). Through such a consideration, we suggest that what these articles offer are new and varying “spaces of possibility” (Kuntz, 2016, p. 14)— spaces where disability is centered and reclaimed in qualitative research.
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