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The Representations of Disabled People in Elementary School Textbooks in
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Abstract

Many research studies have investigated the representations of class, gender,
ethnicity, and sexuality in textbooks. However, few studies focus on the
representation of disability in the education system. This paper uses content analysis
to explore the frequencies, categories, naming and portrayal of disabled people in
elementary school textbooks in Taiwan, from 1952 to 2003. From a disability studies’
viewpoint, we explore the ableism ideology in the textbooks. First, disabled people
are underrepresented in the textbook. The disabled people represented in the
textbooks were mostly people with physical disabilities; people with mental illnesses
were ignored. Second, the naming of people with disabilities change from “the
handicapped” (can féi ) to “the disabled people”(zhang ai zh¢€). Third, people with
disabilities were usually viewed as “the other,” who needed to be helped or who
inspired “normal” people. Fourth, disability was defined as an individual problem
instead of a social problem. Finally, disabled people represented in textbooks were
mostly voiceless. There was no discussion on the world view of disabled people or
disability, and there were very few discussions addressing the diversity and

multiculturalism of disabled people.

Keywords: disability studies, content analysis, textbooks, social model of disability,

ableism



Introduction

In terms of sociological perspectives, disability is regarded as a physical-medical
state, as well as a social condition. What is a stake within the dominant frame of
social values, disability is assumed as individual tragedy and incomplete personality.
From this ideological bias, the related issues of disabilities as social problems give
rise to the importance of social welfare (Fine & Asch 1988a; Oliver 1990; Helldin
2000; Barnes & Mercer 2003). The rights movement of disability and critical
disability studies- developes recently have challenged against with the ideologies of
disability as individual tragedy and the misunderstanding of bodily damage as ability
differences. Within the perspectives of social model of disability, and the appeal to the
conception of the individual physically or mental functional limitation is not equal to
the limitation of individual ability, some researchers suggests that disability is not
physical or mental problem, rather than is deeply affected by ableism and disabling
social context, which leads to individual physical-mental ability is restricted (Oliver
1990; Barnes, Oliver, & Barton 2002; Barnes & Mercer 2003). By the suggestions of
social model of disability, disability researchers are further to study the significances
of social construction, culture, representation and social connotation (Zola 1993;
Shakespeare 1994, 1999; Davis 1997; Hevey 1997; Robillard 1999; Snyder &
Mitchell 2001, 2002; Brown 2003, 2004).

In Taiwan society, the cotemporary discourses, even public polices, frequently
ignore the heterogeneity of disabled people. The disabled people are identification
with people unable to mange their daily lives and need to be helped. It is prevailing
mode of thinking. With the framework of ideologies, the state has defined the support
system of disabled people as private sphere -the responsibility of family. Further,
some Medias use the otherness discourse to descript the disabled people as inhuman
categories. The social discrimination frequently excluded the disabled people from
mainstream society; aliened in the school, rejected in the community, even distorted
their identity.

The disabled people right consciousness is increasingly awakening in Taiwan,
media discourses, the relevant prejudiced law and regulations have been continually
amended. By contrast, the stereotype and discrimination on the disabled people still
obviously find in the daily practice, speech and writings etc., the related sociological
analyses on the social realities and construction of disability are very rare. Thus, in
terms of historical analysis, critically examination on the public discourse and the
process of cultural production of related disability is the significant sociological

1ssues.



Education is one of the noticeable processes of socialization; it is also the
hegemonic machine of state. In the light of hegemonic project, the textbook is not
value-free media of teaching; it is strongly impacted and shaped by political, social,
cultural and economic contexts. Through textbook transmitting, school becomes as a
site of reproducing state hegemony and consolidating the existing power relation.
Concerning the critically exploration on inequality of gender, ethnic relation, class in
Taiwanese textbook, has achieved fruitful results. Several studies have indicated that,
special education has become one kind of significant social machine of producing
inequality (Tomlinson 1982; Slee 1997; Powell 2003). However, the reflectively
critical studies on disability images in textbook are so rare. The notion of special
education needs reconceptionalizing.

Adopting the disability studies, I investigate the problems of representation and
interpretation of disabled people in the textbook of Taiwanese elementary school. Is
the disability presupposed as individual problem? In which the images of disabled
people are represented pitiful or inspirational person? Is it deviation behavior or is
inclined to criminal easily? Through the analytic reflection on the textbook, I will
outline the constructed image of disabled people and the ideological definition of

healthy and normal ability in the textbook of Taiwanese elementary school.

Literature review, Research method and Data Collection

In the inspiration of deconstructionism, feminism and new social movement,
disability studies are committed to focus on the issues of cultural representation and
social construction. Liggett ( 1988 ) points out that, social mode of disability and
historical analysis of social construction of disability put the emphasis on the
production of disability as the process of classification, not the interpretation of
social-cultural significance of disability. As far as the cultural representation of
disabled people concerned, Shakespeare (1994) recognizes, the social bias and
discrimination of disabled people need to be deconstructed.

Using content analysis in American TV programs, Zola (1985) finds that, in the
mainstream media, disabled people neither exist, nor play trivial role. The role played
by disabled people is one-sided-dependent, without productive force, or need to be
take care. The same analysis in British TV programs carried by Barnes (1992), he
argues that the images represent in media can be classified into some types: pitiful, a
victim, specific style, super-cripple, mock-cripple, and few normal disabled people
(Barnes 1992; Barnes & Mercer 2003).

Johnson (2006) and Johnson and Nieto (2007) adapt content analysis to examine

special education textbooks as well as multi-culture textbooks, for them, normal



people is represented in the textbooks, and lack of deaf culture as well as
mutil-culture viewpoint of disabled people as subject. Erevelles (2005) indicates
argues that, most arguments about disable people lack of the viewpoint of disability
studies are scarcely surprising.

Fine & Asch (1988b) consider that exuberant sexual desireor naive, without the
sexual desire, the polarized image of female disabled people are usually represented
in the literatures. Because of disability, female characters are constrained. In the
analysis of film texts, Snyder and Mitchell (2001) have indicated that, disabled people
are frequently treated as the deviant and social potential treat. In some films and
photos, disabled people are accordance with inhuman, pseudo-animal, such as The
Elephant Man (Hevey 1997; Drake 1994; Shakespeare 1999). In terms of the text
analysis of pop photos, Thomson (2001) indicates that, the images of disabled people
are displayed as queer, impatient, weird or realistic. The queer image makes the
viewers keeping a distance of them. The impatient image makes the viewers showing
sympathy to them. The weird image make the viewers to regards them as the other.
The realistic image makes the viewers inspecting the difference with them. The
representation of images of disabled people in the films and photos constructs the
social impression of disabled people.

Several discourse analyses of disabled studies have argued, disabled people is
regards as deviant in public media, literatures and films. Shakespeare (1994) indicates
that, the works of charitable enterprises make disabled people like the pitiful other,
and encourage ‘normal people’ to give a donation to them. On the other hand, the
donation to the ‘pitiful other’ become the way to manifest the superiority of ordinary
people. By the way of donation, disabled people become the other; normal people
construct the identity and superiority of normal people. That is, people with the sound
mind and body by the way of donation to do good and merciful thing. By degrading
disabled people, normal people construct their hegemonic status. Similarly, the
developed countries donate contribution to the developing countries, as the same time,
strengthen the colonialism and imperialism of core countries. In the word, the social
constructed image of disabled people, are frequently acknowledged as the pitiful,
piteous, horrible or deviant. By the 1990s, several approaches of disabled studies
emerged, begin to promote the disabled culture and advance the new social movement
of disabled identity. The disabled culture approach has suggested that, disabled people
have experienced with various social oppression, the promotion of disabled culture
can provide the opportunities for disabled people to organize the disabled
communities. The disabled people can not be excluded socially and become the object
of bestowment-giving, they need to be recognizing as social diversity and one of the
multiculturalism (Gilson and Depoy 2000; Jakubowicz & Meekosha 2002; Brown



2003, 2004; Pfeiffer 2004).

In conventional social sciences, disabled people are classified in the relevant
domain of medical, social sciences and special education professions. The pioneer of
disabled studies, Oliver (1997) has challenged against with the significances of
production of objective scientific knowledge, and address new disabled paradigm. He
suggests that disabled studies have to reconsider the relationship between researcher
and the researched, and to liberate the disabled. Barnes, Oliver and Barton (2002)
indicates further, like race/ethnic studies, feminism, queer theory, disabled studies is a
new social and political movement, the disabled is the problematic of social, cultural
and political, not medical and medical. In other word, disabled studies are to
challenge against with hegemonic status of normal ability, and to liberate the disabled.

The theoretical and methodological inspiration for this case study is the disabled
studies. As such, I collect the textbooks of Taiwanese elementary school from 1951 to
2003, edited by National Institution for Compilation and Translation (NICT). The
textbooks can be sort out into nine editions (eight revised editions and one new
edition). Each edition as one research unit, I collect three kids of textbook, including
Chinese, Living and Ethics and Social Studies. As to the analytic method of data, I
attempt to analyze the represented images of the disabled people in those subjects of
nine editions. Are the images represented as the characteristics of pity, determination,
personal problems, deviant or criminalization? In the light of evidences, I attempt to
discuses with the hegemonic ideologies of normal ability and cultural implications of

the disabled people in the Taiwanese textbooks.

.The Cultural Implication of the Images of the Disabled in the
Elementary School Textbooks

Analyzing the implicit contents of the textbooks concerning the disabled suggests that
the disabled are viewed as ‘the other’. The way that they describe treats the disabled
as ‘the other’. The image of the disabled usually displayed in two types: First, the
disabled students are ‘poor’ and ‘in need of help’, and the students are encouraged to
help them; second, the disabled are shown as examples of inspirational stories for the
students to learn. The stories usually tell us how the disabled overcome their obstacles
to be able to lift up their life. The ways that the stories were told are how ‘normal

people’ can learn to help the disabled or the disabled can be our example.
a. The Poor and Help-Needed Image of the Disabled

Before the enactment of 1980 ‘The Law of the Welfare of the Disabled’, the textbooks



of elementary school commonly showed that the disabled were in need of help. A
picture in the 1975 textbooks illustrated ‘students help a disabled students with
walking stick” (B T74m==26E 1979: 8) For example, a story, ‘the words from a father’,
in the Lesson 21 of the 1952 national textbooks, showed a father’s teaching to a son
with vernacular language by the conception derived from The Book of Rites, ‘widows
and widowers, orphans, the old and childless as well as the sick and disabled are all

well taken care of” and expecting the son can help the weak. The father said:

Jianhua! You shall not forget to help the elder, the poor, the disabled, the
person carrying heavy loads, mourner, and women with kids, and always

yields them if you are on their way. For them, we all have to show our
sympathy and express our kindness. (B = $:¥4 1961: 54)

Similarly, the story of ‘Accompanying a Blind Home’ basically assumes that the
people who can’t walk needs help to back home safely. ([EI74m:2EE 1967: 66) It
reveals an image of the disabled is helpless, and their impairment is a tragedy. The
damage of their body represents they are lack of capability and in need of help. The
‘normal’ people shall be sympathetic to them and help them. The end of the stories

always leads to a moral teaching to the ‘normal students’.

After 1968, beside of the Mandarin curriculum, the new compiled Health Education
textbook started to concern with the disabled. For example, in the Lesson 16 ‘the
Social Welfare Institutions’ of the Health Education curriculum textbook of the sixth
grade was having a picture of the disabled. The picture showed an old lady helped a
kid with walking stick. The kid was taken care of by a social welfare institution (5% 17.
4mE=EE 1970: 35-36). In other words, the disabled were isolated outside the normal
schools. The content coincided with the situation before the enactment of 1984 ‘The
Special Education Law,’ that the school could easily reject the disabled from school

entrance.

Elementary education was major mechanism reflecting the mainstream value in
socialization. The critique of ‘sympathy’ ideology of the disability researches
indicates that the construction of the ‘sympathy’ discourses is for the establishment of
the middle-class ideological value of ‘ableism’ by helping ‘the other’, the disabled.

( Shakespeare 1994; Longmore 1997 ) In other words, behind the ‘poor’ and
‘needed’ images of the disabled, the textbooks implicitly show the inferior status of
the disabled with the bias of the help-needed disabled.



B. Inspirational Image of the Disabled

Until 1975, the poor and needed images of the disabled in the elementary school
textbook have been changed. The story of Liu Hsia in new edited textbook changed
the image of the disabled to be more positive and inspirational. The story showed how
Liu Hsia fought the barriers of her disability with a strong will and healthy mind to
become a successful writer and social activist. In the textbook, it was said: ‘In despite
of the disability, her mind is healthy and strong. Reading her works can inspire the
lazy, encourage the depressed, strong the weak, and lift the fallen. This is a good book
worth reading.” (E|174mz26E 1983: 31-33) Moreover, the story also showed that Liu

can overcome her disability and help others.

The 1985 revised edition of the textbook went further to the story of US President
Franklin Roosevelt with poliomyelitis. It showed that the poliomyelitis is remediable
if diagnosed earlier (F| 1747268 1988: 61-65). In other words, poliomyelitis was not
only can be prevented but also the society has to accept the people effected by
poliomyelitis and treated them as normal person. The disabled is treated as enable

person begin to be appeared in the textbooks.

Having drawn more attention to the media by the appeal of the welfare of the disabled
people, the government started to recognize the legal status of the disabled. After
1989, the elementary school textbooks had more ‘aspirating’ stories rather than ‘poor’
stories of the disabled. In the curriculum of ‘Life and Ethics’, Cheng Feng-hsi’s A
Lone Boat in the Vast Ocean as the model story to be the example of the replacement
of the ‘poor’ stories. In the story, the disabled, Cheng Feng-hsi, became ‘the people
from whom we can learn for their courage to overcome the disability.” ([5] 17 4F=%6E
1991: 14-21) The images of poor and help-needed ‘the other’ are disappeared in that
time of textbooks. The disabled are no longer the target object to be helped in the
society.

If we go further to analyze the implicit propositions of these inspiring stories, we can
ask: why can a story of overcoming a person’s disability be inspiring for ‘normal
people? Brown (2006) analyzes the inspiring stories and criticizes by questioning the
implication of why a disabled do things that normal people can do become ‘inspiring’
in the discourses of the public culture. The idea behind these stories is that the
disabled are inferior and assumed that they can’t do the things that the normal people
do. If the disabled do the things like normal people, it will be regarded as an
achievement. In other words, if the disabled can do these things, so can the normal
people.



Therefore, the successful stories of the disabled always become inspiring stories.
Overcoming the disabilities is the model that we can learn from. That’s why the
textbooks showed Cheng Feng-hi getting into the school and eventually becoming a
teacher is inspiring and, similarly, a mouth and foot painter is inspiring. (FF#Thix
1998: 66-67)These imply that the disabled can’t achieve normal things unless they do
something extraordinary. When they go to school, become a writer or painter, and

graduate from colleges, their stories inspire people.

In these stories, the disabled are ‘the other’ to the normal people. The way that the
disabled are represented in the textbooks suggested the bias of ableism. It assumes
that the school students are ablebodied individuals and the disabled are ‘the other’.
This bias haven’t been changed until that the textbooks were allowed to have other
compilations by the private publishers; we started to see that some of the illustrations
of the textbooks ‘naturally’ displayed the disables with normal students as part of the
school life and discourses about the disabled are ‘normalized’ as well.

3. Disability as a Personal Problem

The stories about the disabled in the elementary school textbooks regarded disabilities
as personal problems. In the contents of the earlier edition of the textbooks, the
disabled were considered as objects to be helped. After the 1989 with the appearance
of inspiring stories, the meaning of disabilities was turned over, but the disability is
still being seen as a personal problem. The substantive restriction of the social
environment and cultural biases are the personal problems that the disabled have to

deal with. That’s why overcoming these personal problems become inspiring stories.

In these ‘inspiring stories of the disabled’, the impairment of the functions of body are
always seen as a personal problem without revealing the true ‘impairments’ of the
social institutions and structure put upon the disabled. Cheng Feng-hsi’s A Lone Boat
in the Vast Ocean is a good example to show how the disability be regarded as a
personal problem. In the story, the disability of Cheng Feng-hsi was emphasized. With
his diligence and help from others, he went through all the challenges and difficulties
to become a teacher. What we were told was that Cheng ‘was eager to go to school.

Because he can’t walk and school is too far away from home, he can do nothing about
it.” ( BIZ4maEEE 1991 15)

The discourses like this show that the disabilities were regarded as a personal problem.

Hence, the schools used various ways to reject the disabled of their entrance to the



school, the public spaces were less concerned about the improvement to the facilities,
and the state institutions did not provide the needed environments for the disabled (for
example, barrier free spaces for the disabled and subsidies for the transportation). The
protection of the educational right of the disabled was omitted in these discourses;
Cheng’s outcry of injustice of the restriction of the system and social bias is not
mentioned. The original book title, A Broken Boat in the Vast Ocean meaning how
dangerous environments is to the disabled, was suggested to be changed to A Boat in

the Vast Ocean for serving the purpose of being inspirational to normal people.

Moreover, the success of the disabled in these stories is mainly due to the help of
other benevolent people. In Chang’s story, ‘the teacher was surprised by his strong
will and encouraged him to register the school” (F]17.4F26E 1991: 16). The right to
education for the disable became merely as a matter of a personal charity. In the Helen
Keller story, her success was by ‘the care and love of the teacher to help her overcome
the deafblind and to be able to go to the university.” (TR 1999: 57) The
substantive impairment of the disabled and how the disabled faced the challenges of

the body and social restriction were not been mentioned in the textbooks.

4. Normalization of the Image of the disabled

Along with the rights of the disabled being proposed and the textbooks opening up to
the private publishers, the textbooks became normalized on the images of the disabled.
It began to incorporate the disabled to the normal school life rather than excludes
them as handicapped who needs help and care. In textbook of the Society curriculum,
‘normalization’ appears in the texts. The eleventh lesson of the third grades in the first
semester, ‘Respecting Others’, shows a girl in a wheelchair in a normal presence with
other students. The image of disability is appearing but without any pity or
help-needed implications. It seems that she is a normal part of the students ( [57] 17 4%
fE 1998: 76). In other words, while activists for the disability right urge the
communitization, incorporation and normalization of the disabled people, the
elementary textbooks concurrently reflect the relevant discourses; as in this example,

the disabled in wheelchair is the normal part of school life of the students.

1993 was the year that governments lift the ban for private publishers to compile
textbooks for elementary students. Due to the variety of compilations of the textbooks,
we take two most popular editions, T and F§—, and last edition of national
textbooks for comparison. Due to the disabled rarely appears in the textbooks and any
comparison in numbers are not practical, we can still notice that the 8} and Fg—

textbooks have more description in length about the disabled than the last national



compilation. In terms of contents, we also can find out the subtle differences: FFH#T
uses ‘handicapped’ to name the disabled and the contents are more on the ‘overcome
of the disability’ while §§— is more on the independence of the disabled (for example,
the self-support of the intellectual disabilities) (F§— 2002: 46-49), and acceptance of
their disabilities (‘The Chess Master with Red Face’) (F§—Hhk 2001: 90-92).
Comparing to the last national edition, both FF# and F§— textbooks have more
description on the disabled and design several activities for incorporating and
normalizing the disabled in the school. For example, the activities of F§— textbooks

have included role playing for the normal students in order to let them to experience
the challenges of the disabled in their everyday life. (F§—fk 1998 : 13-15) »

After 2000, the textbooks of elementary school were open to private publishers and
national textbook was ended. In F§— and FFH#i textbooks, the appearances of the
disabled in the texts are more diversified. For example, F§— textbook includes the
self-reported experiences of the disabled (F§—Hh 2003: 46-49> F5—fx 2004: 38-41).
In the 2000 compilation of the textbooks for Society curriculum, eight different types
of roles of the disabled have been presented through out the textbooks. It is the very
example of the ‘normalization’ and ‘mainstream’ concurrence of the changes on the
image of the disability. On the contrary, FF#T textbooks remain in the old-fashioned
inspiring stories on helping the disabled or overcoming the disability; It is lack of

viewpoints of normalization and multicultural diversity.

5. Lack of the Voices and Worldviews of the Disabled

Lastly, the textbooks discourses about the disabled are almost without the voice
and worldview of the disabled. The disabled in the textbooks appear to be voiceless.
Whether are they the object to be helped or a character to inspire people, there are no
viewpoints from the disabled concerning the society and the disability for that the
disabled shall be the subject in the textbooks. How do the disabled think about their
disability and impairment? How do they realize the world full of the bias of ableism?
These are the questions that haven’t seen in the current textbooks. Moreover, the
textbooks are lack of the reflection and discussion on the cultural barrier put upon the
disabled, and the ideas that sees the disabled as a subject and the disability as a part of

our multicultural society.
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Conclusion

In terms of disabled studies, the damaged body is no longer the main factor that
hinders disabled people to participate social activities. In contemporary society,
disabled people not only have confronted with the hindrance of social institutions and
circumstance, but also cultural discrimination and bias. In the present education of the
disabled people in Taiwan, mainstreaming education, inclusion education, and even
accessible design, is highest standards followed by special education experts and
initiators of the disabled people right. However, in practice, it is easily to find that the
disabled students are more or less discriminated and prejudged by government, school
principle, students’ parents, students and even teachers themselves. Besides of the
deficiency of government’ budgets and the unsuitable measures, the fundamental
reason is that the recognition and treatment of disabled people in Taiwan society.
From policy maker, teacher or ordinary people, they exclude the disabled people from
the members of mainstream society. This underlying problematic provokes me to
investigate critically the elementary school textbook.

Elementary education is the significant mechanism of socialization. The textbook
reflects the dominant ideology of society, and plays the significant role of
reproduction of ideology. I investigate the kinds of textbooks, one is edited by NICT
since 1993 and the other edited by F§— publication Co. and FF#} Group after 1993.
Firstly, in the light of the implicit content, we can find that the disabled people appear
in the textbook is rare. Later, the related content has increased; it focuses on physical
disability, hearing disability and the visual impaired, not mental disorders. It is lack of
the discourse on the heterogeneity of disability. While the policy about disability
changes, the denotation of disability has changed from a cripple, the handicapped to
‘the disabled’.

Further, the implicit images of the disabled people frequently represent as the
otherness in the mainstream society. By 1975, the disabled people are acknowledged
as pitiful and need to be helped object. After 1989, the teaching materials are intended
to edit the stories of disabled people as the main way to inspire normal students. The
normalized disabled people actually appeared since 1993. In the case of the discourse
of the disabled people as the deviant and the criminal that found in western public
culture are not found in elementary teaching materials.

Finally, I investigate the ideology in the textbook based on the disability studies.
The disabled people is defined as the otherness, that is common feature that can be
found in the textbook since 1951. The functional limitation of body is regards as
individual problem, which ignore the social assistance and discrimination. Meanwhile,
the content is lack of the disabled’ stance, even at that time, the right of the disabled is

11



become as the centre of the law and in the official discourse. The discourse of the
disabled in the elementary textbook still regards the disabled as the individual
problem. The disabled is a person who accepts helpless, the disabled people’s voice is
silence.

In the social mode of disabled theory, disability is conceived as the social
limitation, the hindrance of circumstance to the disabled people. Recently, this
viewpoint has been challenged by cultural approach of disability. The cultural
approach argues that the social bias and discrimination is main factors of social
exclusion of the disabled people. This approach makes me to reflect and challenge the
conception of normal ability in the hegemonic culture. If we inspect the content of the
Disability Protection Law in Taiwan, it is necessary to remove some of the ineffective
and unsuitable law. However, the change and amendment of laws, institutions can
really liberate the disabled people. We have to deconstruct the cultural bias and
discrimination, so that the transformation of the social bias and discrimination is
possible. Through continually criticize the teaching materials in the textbooks; the
cultural bias implicated in the hegemonic ideologies in the state apparatus can be
deconstructed. Perhaps change is necessary to remove the cultural bias and the
liberation of the disabled people is possible.
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