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IMPLICATIONS FOR COOPERATIVE EXTENSION: The prevalence of developmental disabilities (DD) among US children is on the rise. In 2008, 1 in 6 children had a DD: a 17% increase from 1997. Developmental disabilities represent a diverse group of severe chronic due to mental and/or physical impairments (e.g., Intellectual Disability, Cerebral Palsy, Blindness, Seizures, Autism).
    This study explored the self-concept of adolescents with DD. Study results reveal that while over half of the adolescents interviewed self-identified as having a disability, there was a lack of constructive language used to describe the disability and some shame observed in the discussion of it. Adolescents appeared to define their disability in terms of exclusion and limitation. Recommendations for teachers and parents include use of media role models with disabilities as a starting point for conversations about disability and as a tool for identifying examples of self-determination. 

Overview: Over the years, research regarding DD has neglected to address the unique and formative time period of adolescence.  Recognizing the need for adolescent specific research, this study focuses on how persons with DD in their adolescent years understand and identify with labels of disability. It also explores the association among adolescent perception of parent support, self-determination and self-concept.   

Method:
Sample: The sample consisted of 51 adolescents with DD as well as their parents (n=50) and their special education teachers (n=12).  Of the 51 adolescents ranging in age from 11-20 years, 38 were male and 13 were female. Participants involved in this study were identified by their teachers as having mild-moderate disabilities.   

Measures: An open-ended interview was used to assess adolescent knowledge of self and disability, along with measures of self-determination, self-concept, and perception of parent support. 

Results:
Qualitative: The purpose of this study was to learn more about how adolescents with DD perceive themselves in regards to disability labels and the factors which contribute to their self-concept. The results from this study showed that a little over half (55%) of the participants identified with a disability label (e.g., learning disability, special needs).  Participants showed strong negativity towards the term “mental retardation (MR)” and several participants expressed feeling socially isolated.  One participant that stated she “was MR” expressed her feelings about that label by saying “I hate MR because people make fun of me. They call me names and laugh and talk behind my back. I also hate MR because I have to ride a special bus and I do not function in the right classroom like others…” There were also a number of participants (20%) who expressed their desire to change their disabling condition. The following comment from one adolescent articulates this desire by saying, “I would be with no disabilities and actually get to be in regular classes and play football. Sometimes my disabilities just get old.” Individuals’ internalization of these feelings seems to compound feelings of difference and social isolation. 

Quantitative: Adolescents global self-worth and social acceptance were measured alongside variables such as adolescent verbal age, family income, maternal education, adolescent gender, and parent marital status. When it came to the gender of the adolescent and their parent’s marital status, there were no significant differences in the adolescents’ report of self-worth. Family income and parental support are the two variables that were the strongest predictors of global self-worth and social acceptance. Adolescents who perceived their parents as supportive reported more feelings of psychological empowerment. Self-realization was also significantly correlated with adolescent perception of social acceptance.  

Discussion:
The results from this study are helpful in determining how adolescents with DD view themselves in terms of self-concept and social acceptance. One young man stated, “I don’t like the way I walk. That’s why I don’t like to look in the mirror or go dancing. People try to convince me that I’m just like everyone else and get my confidence up, but I tell them I’m not and that I do have disabilities.” Adolescents’ responses such as this are reason enough to explore just how these individuals view themselves. One adolescent stated that he had a disability “sometimes, but not all the time.” This response can parallel studies conducted with younger children and older adults showing that although an individual with DD may deny their disability, it does not mean they do not face and feel the difficulties that everyday life may bring.  This study showed that parental support and family income might help with some of the difficulties experienced by these adolescents.  This study has important implications for the future such as working towards helping adolescents with DD during this formative time in their lives gain a better understanding of disability in order to enhance their overall self-concept.  Future research could help strengthen the current study by looking at additional family factors and educational classroom placement.  Realizing how individuals with DD perceive themselves, addressing disability awareness more often and coming up with resources to implement this awareness will help further our work towards empowering and supporting individuals with DD.



