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ABSTRACT 

Disability is under-explored in legal education research and disabled people are 

“unexpected” in high status occupations like law (Foster & Hirst, 2020). However, “disability 

is everywhere” (Heyer & Mor, 2019) with disabled students making up a significant 

proportion of the student population. Their data story includes growing numbers disclosing a 

disability, particularly in terms of mental ill-health; under-performance; poorer outcomes on 

graduation; and the need for more support and adjustments (Office for Students, 2019). This 

thesis takes us beyond that data story and presents the lived experience of disability, 

particularly non-visible disability, for law students as they transition through law school and 

imagine their possible futures in the legal profession. Disability features in few equality 

reports or diversity initiatives in the legal profession, despite patterns of inequality being 

widely researched and reported over many years (Sommerlad, et al., 2010; Bridge Group, 

2018; Friedman & Laurison, 2020). We have also come to know empirically that the 

profession law students seek to enter has a poor track record on disability (Foster & Hirst, 

2020) and mental health (Jones, et al., 2020), despite wellbeing narratives gaining 

momentum in recent years (Collier, 2016; 2019; The Law Society, 2019).  

In using phenomenology and Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) as the 

theoretical framework, methodology and method (Smith, et al., 2009), this thesis presents 

the meaning making processes of the participants as they explore their experiences of 

disability in law school.  This thesis contributes to our understanding of disability, visible and 

non-visible, in law school by offering important new insights into law students’ understanding 

of the law, the duty of reasonable adjustments, how they use disclosure strategically 

depending on the context and how they construct their identities as future lawyers. It also 

presents an innovative methodological contribution. Phenomenology and IPA are unusual in 

legal research, but they enable an appreciation of how topics regulated by law are 

subjectively lived, experienced and interpreted by actors in the legal process.  
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Chapter 1: INTRODUCTION 

“Among the least controversial claims that can be made about disability is that it is a 

complex phenomenon” (Wasserman, 2013, p. 269). 

1.1 The aim of this study  

The aim of this study is to explore and understand the lived experience of disability for law 

students as they transition through law school and contemplate their future professional 

lives. This research began with broad areas of interest in disability, legal consciousness 

(Ewick & Sibley, 1998) and ‘possible selves’ (Markus & Nurius, 1986) derived from my 

experience as an employment lawyer, law lecturer, and earlier research. The final thesis 

focuses on the meaning making processes of the participants as they explore their 

experiences of disability in law school. We deal with disability regularly as law tutors in one 

form or another, but there is a gap in our understanding as to how law students construct 

their identities as future lawyers whilst disabled and what disability means to them 

throughout their law degree.  This thesis asks, and answers, the following research question: 

What can the lived experience of disability for law students tell us about their 
transition through law school into professional employment?     

The research question is answered using three sub-questions: 

1. What is the perception and understanding of ‘disability’ as a phenomenon for law 
students with a disability? 

2. Does the disabled law student have any legal consciousness of their rights and 
available protection under the Equality Act 2010 (EA 2010)?  

3. How do disabled law students relate to their future ‘possible selves’ (Markus & 
Nurius, 1986) or ‘identity’ linked to their image or perception of their chosen 
profession and where do they see themselves ‘fitting in’ or performing in that role 
(Goffman, 1990, originally 1959; Butler, 1990)? 

In the sections that follow, I set out, the rationale, motivation, and context for my study.  

1.2 The need for this research on disability in law school 

Disability is not a marginal issue, although it is often described as such, and as a ‘social 

justice issue’ it continues to have a low profile in legal academia (Lawson, 2020, p. 29). It is 

estimated that 15% of the world’s population is disabled (World Health Organization, 2011, 

pp. 25-32) and there are 14.1 million disabled people in the UK, which accounts for one in 

five people who reported as disabled in the latest Family Resources Survey (Department for 
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Work and Pensions, 2020). In the most recent Labour Force survey, there are more than 4.1 

million disabled people in work (Office for National Statistics, 2020), but as Foster and Hirst 

suggest, recent social and employment policy in the UK has tended to concentrate on 

getting disabled people into ‘any work’ and that “disabled people are largely unexpected in 

higher status occupations” like law (Foster & Hirst, 2020, p. 7, italics retained). In the context 

of this study, that of higher education (HE) where we prepare students for ‘higher status 

occupations’ there has been a significant increase in the number of students disclosing a 

disability (Hubble & Bolton, 2021) and for law at undergraduate level, there is a growing 

presence of disabled students, with 12.9% of students disclosing a disability in 2019/2020 

(Advance HE, 2020, p. 100). Disability therefore has significant reach into many aspects of 

society, and it is advocated by disability scholars that there is a real need to “build disability-

inclusive professional cultures” (Lawson, 2020, p. 10). Disability is explored more fully in 

1.2.4 and 2.2.  

1.2.1 Rationale and motivation 

At Northumbria Law School (NLS), the site of this study, with the help of the University 

Careers Service, I ran several employability sessions during a career development week for 

disabled law students to find out whether as a law school, we could offer specific support for 

career planning to such students who wanted to enter the legal profession. At NLS, we knew 

we had a significant number of disabled law students.1 However, these sessions were poorly 

attended and the students who did attend were reluctant to share experiences, hesitant to 

divulge information about specific disabilities and often had little knowledge about their legal 

rights despite seeming to understand they were entitled to adjustments as part of their 

education. These encounters exposed a complex picture, and they provided the background 

to my study with the intended aim of exploring why barriers existed, why disabled law 

students were reluctant to openly discuss their disability in relation to future careers and why 

their knowledge about disability and the law was poor.  

1.2.2 Context for the research 

In Hardee’s study on the career expectations of law students, most respondents enrolled on 

law degrees in England and Wales in both her Cohort Study of 2012-2013 and her UKCLE 

study of 2012 intended to enter the legal profession as either a solicitor or barrister (Hardee, 

 
1 In 2016/2017 235 NLS students were registered as disabled, in 2017/2018 187, in 2018/2019 163 
law students were registered. These figures represent an average 12.7% each year.  
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2014). However, it is clear from the number of students entering law school,2 not all of them 

will be employed as a solicitor or barrister despite initial aspirations (Bradney, 2018) and 

some may change their minds during the law degree for a variety of reasons (Childs, et al., 

2014). There are fewer training contracts and pupillages available in comparison to the 

number of law graduates (the Law Society, 2019; Bar Standards Board, 2019), and unpaid 

internships, low-paid paralegal and legal assistant work (Chartered Institute of Legal 

Executives, 2017) have become a routine first career step.3 Many of these paralegal 

positions are situated within the “onshoring” sector of the profession, which have been 

described as “legally lesser” (Carroll & Vaughan, 2019, p. 4). Data for NLS students 

gathered as part of earlier research undertaken for a learning and teaching project called 

‘The Fairness Project’,4 revealed a cohort of students who appreciated the competitive legal 

jobs market,5 who were willing, capable and able but who understood that they may face 

difficulty in accessing ‘quality’ legal employment, irrespective of their individual merit and 

potential, fuelled by their perception that their trajectory into professional employment was 

impeded in some way by their diverse identities6 (McKee, et al., 2020, p. 7). The career 

development sessions discussed at 1.2.1 told me that disability might further impede this 

transition into professional employment.  As a law school I felt we had limited understanding 

of this ‘disability perspective’ and exploring disability with NLS students as they transition 

through law school became the focus for my study. Legal education and entry to the 

profession in general are explored in more detail in the section that follows. 

1.2.3 Legal education and entry to the profession 

Entry to the profession(s) is controlled by the relevant regulatory body. For solicitors this is 

the Solicitors Regulation Authority (SRA) and for barristers, the Bar Standards Board (BSB). 

 
2 The statistics are discussed in more detail in 2.4. 

3 Exact numbers of paralegals are not known but estimates vary from 60,000-300,000. 

4 The study was a three-year project between NLS, The University of Central Lancashire and the 
University of Sheffield. The study concerned the pervasive and long-standing structural inequalities 
which exist in the legal profession and how we as legal educators can try and support our law 
students to navigate the barriers to entry and progression (McKee, et al., 2018; McKee, et al., 2020). 

5 This information exchange on the realities of the legal jobs market at NLS starts as early as year 1 
as part of a compulsory employability module. The Fairness Project was conducted as part of this 
module.  

6 As state-educated, working-class students geographically isolated in the North East of England - 
80% of our undergraduate cohort identified as white, three-quarters attended state school, half were 
first in their family to go to university and 40% described themselves as working class (McKee, et al., 
2018, p. 190). It was significant that few students ticked the ‘disability box’ in the questionnaires that 
were distributed as part of this research. 
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For both professions the route to qualification consists of an academic stage (which is a law 

degree, or non-law degree plus conversion course), a vocational course (the Legal Practice 

Course (LPC) for solicitors or Bar Course for barristers) and finally a period of work-based 

learning, through a training contract for solicitors which is two years, or pupillage for 

barristers, which lasts for one year. At NLS, there is a combined master’s qualification 

(MLaw Exempting Degree) which incorporates both the academic stage and the vocational 

stage for both solicitors and barristers. On the solicitor route at NLS, students complete a 

year working in the Student Law Office (SLO), advising real clients as part of a clinical legal 

education programme. Students gain credits in the SLO which contribute to their overall 

award (Hall, 2016). Whichever way a law student completes the route to qualification, there 

is a linear trajectory associated with the transition through law school into the profession, 

and law schools infuse their law degrees with not only the legal content required to practice 

as a lawyer (QAA, 2019) but also multiple career development opportunities at strategic 

points to enhance the student’s chances of gaining either a training contract or pupillage.  

In the last few years, there has been “an unprecedented transformation in the legal 

profession and legal education” (Sommerlad, et al., 2015, p. 1). The Legal Services Act 2007 

and the Legal Education Training Review (Solicitors Regulation Authority, Bar Standards 

Board and ILEX Professional Standards, 2013) which followed have enabled and 

necessitated such change. There have also been changes in the “the supply side” 

(Sommerlad, 2007)  in terms of those seeking entry to the legal profession(s): 

“How a person will experience and respond to recent developments in legal 
education and the legal profession and that person’s take on the futures of the legal 
profession and education, will inevitably be shaped by their position in the field” 
(Sommerlad, et al., 2015, p. 1). 

There are pre-determined barriers which demarcate entry into the elite profession of law 

which each law student has to navigate depending on their own position in ‘the field’ 

(McKee, et al., 2020). Neoliberal thinking and individualised responsibility for progression 

have imbued law degrees with tensions between advocates of the employability/vocation 

narratives and those who promote a liberal arts education (Sommerlad, et al., 2015, p. 4). 

This study sits in the context of these changes to legal education (for more on this see Guth 

& Ashford, 2014; Ching, et al., 2018) with subsequent potential changes to law schools 

(Bradney, 2018), the marketised neoliberal university (Thornton, 2012) and a growing 

employability agenda (McKee, et al., 2018). As argued by Morrison and Guth (2021), many 

of the problems that universities and their students face can be linked to the impact of the 

marketisation of HE and the influence of neoliberalism.  
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Goodley suggests “the marked identity of a neoliberal citizen is a worker: willing, capable 

and able” (Goodley, 2014, p. 52). For all of us capability is a capacity to learn and develop 

and is often assessed on initial employment and, for the law student seeking employment in 

the legal profession(s), this process can start as early as year 1. Law student capability will 

be assessed by law firms or barristers’ chambers during the law degree or on graduation, 

depending what stage the student is at on their trajectory. Ability is contextual, temporal and 

is often unclear but is assessed at various stages during the law degree through a series of 

examinations and coursework assessments. Whilst many graduates in social sciences and 

humanities acquire many general qualities and abilities during a degree, law students also 

gain knowledge, skills and qualities that are intrinsic to the practice of law. These, according 

to the QAA Subject Benchmark Statement on law include, “an appreciation of the complexity 

of legal concepts, ethics, rules and principles, a respect for context and evidence and a 

greater awareness of the principles of justice and the rule of law to the foundations of 

society” (QAA, 2019). Above all law students need to have excellent communication (oral 

and written) and research skills, they need to be able to work in teams and they need to be 

curious about the world around them and have an ability to acquire substantial amounts of 

detailed, complex knowledge. Law students must master the basic skills of legal writing, 

practical legal research, interviewing and advocacy. Willingness, which Goodley rightly puts 

first, is the neoliberal devolution of responsibility to the individual. Willingness is both what 

can drive individuals to overcome barriers of capability and ability, but unfortunately can be 

used to criticise those same individuals when they cannot overcome those same (often 

structural) barriers. The aim of this study is to explore the willingness, capability, and ability 

as a reality for the disabled law student as they transition through law school and 

contemplate their future selves in the legal profession(s). 

1.2.4 Introducing disability and related definitional issues   

The phenomenon of disability is an important subject for academic inquiry and as Heyer and 

Mor suggest “disability is everywhere” and “important research emerges when socio-legal 

studies is placed in conversation with disability studies” (Heyer & Mor, 2019). Disability 

Studies is a relatively young academic discipline and “is not just about the study of disabled 

people in society, but about the way difference is used to define the boundaries of what is 

considered normal” (Cameron, 2014) and offers “a critical perspective with which to think 

differently about the way disability is constructed, created, and related to in everyday life” 

(Cameron, 2014).  Disability Legal Studies in the USA is an emerging academic discipline 

which “helps us to see disability as part of human experience and to understand how the 

law, and society, in general, views difference as deviation from an ‘unstated norm’” (Kanter, 
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2011, p. 403). Lawson’s call to action for the strengthening of Disability Law as an academic 

discipline in the UK urges socio-legal scholars to: 

“interrogate the relationship between law and disablement, challenge ableism, and 
contribute to the development of law and justice systems that are inclusive of people 
regardless of their ascribed ‘impairment’ or body/mind difference” (Lawson, 2020, pp. 
1-2).  

Disability is therefore “a productive theoretical prism that can shed light on central questions 

animating socio-legal research” (Heyer & Mor, 2019). My study is not just an academic study 

of disability alone, but combines aspects of Disability Studies, with Disability Law, Equality 

Law, legal education, and socio-legal research.    

In terms of the language used, ‘disabled people’ or ‘disabled law students’ will be used 

throughout this thesis rather than ‘people with disabilities’, unless necessary for the context 

of the literature. This speaks in part to the development of the social model of disability 

which is explored further in 2.2 and is a recognition that these are the terms favoured by the 

disabled people’s movement. As Oliver and Barnes suggest “to accept the label ‘people with 

disabilities’ is to accept that disability is an individual rather than a social problem…’disability’ 

is a social creation. Whilst impairment may be a human constant, disability is not and need 

not be” (Oliver & Barnes, 2012, p. 6). Lawson comments that it is “illogical to refer to people 

as having ‘disabilities’” (Lawson, 2008, p. 12). It is however, acknowledged that ‘people with 

disabilities’ is a term favoured by many disability campaigners outside of the UK and has 

been influential in the drafting of international human rights instruments, and essentially it 

positions ‘people’ before the disability or impairment (Lawson, 2008). It is further 

acknowledged that many disabled people do not see themselves as disabled as defined by 

the medical or social model and so position themselves as a person with a disability rather 

than a disabled person and do not identify as disabled within the disabled people’s 

movement (Shakespeare & Watson, 2002). Language in this context is important and this 

thesis will try to remain truthful to the disabled people’s movement in the language that it 

uses. 

Disability Studies scholarship locates ‘disability’ as a social problem or phenomenon 

(Lawson, 2020, p. 6). In legal terms, ‘disability’ is oriented as a phenomenon “located within 

individual bodies or minds calling exclusively for responses in the form of correction, cure, or 

compensation … and not for social change” (Lawson, 2020, p. 6).  The terms ‘disability’ and 

‘disabled person’ have a specific legal meaning in the EA 2010 and therefore it is accepted 

that, “statutes have given the term ‘disabled’ different and quite particular meanings” 

(Lawson, 2008, p. 12). The legal framework is discussed in more detail in 2.3.  
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Non-visible disabilities became the specific phenomenon explored in this study, although I 

did not start out with this intention. Non-visible disabilities are those that are not immediately 

noticed by an observer (Valeras, 2010). These types of disabilities are given different 

designations by scholars working in this field, namely nonapparent disabilities, hidden 

disabilities, or invisible disabilities. I prefer non-visible disabilities as Olney and Brockelman 

(2003) point out, ‘hidden’ suggests the disabled person is concealing the disability or 

‘passing’ or that disability is a less permanent state and ‘invisibility’ suggests disabled 

individuals are fully in control if they reveal or conceal the disability (Thompson-Ebanks & 

Jarman, 2018, p. 287). Some scholars use the terms interchangeably (Goldberg, et al., 

2005, cited in Thompson-Ebanks & Jarman, 2018) and others suggest the semantic 

differences between these terms are ambiguous (Gilson, et al., 1997, cited in Thompson-

Ebanks & Jarman, 2018). In this study ‘disability’ is located within the law and as a social 

phenomenon, and non-visible disabilities are explored with the participants in whichever way 

they understand the phenomenon, but this is set against the backdrop of these definitional 

issues and the label ‘disability’ which is explored in the literature in more depth in 2.2.    

1.3 Research methodology and approach 

The research adopts a socio-legal approach combined with an empirical inquiry to explore 

the lived experience of disability for law students. The student voice is incorporated through 

phenomenology, as part of uncovering meaning, which sets out to articulate ‘essences’ of 

meaning in law students’ lived experiences of disability in law school. The research question 

and sub-questions set out in 1.1 are underpinned by the following four research objectives: 

1. Critically explore disability as a phenomenon for law students. In doing this 

disability is explored from a variety of viewpoints in the literature to set the 

framework for the research and explains why disability is an important subject for 

socio-legal and legal education research. 

2. Conduct a qualitative phenomenological inquiry with law students to investigate, 

analyse and critically explore, through semi-structured interviews, the following 

concepts: 

• The lived experience of disability whilst studying law  

• The disabled law students’ consciousness of equality laws  

• The impact disability has on the future becoming of law students as they 

contemplate their professional lives.  

3. Critically analyse the data using Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) 

to identify key themes to gain a better understanding of what it is to be disabled in 

law school. 
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4. Discuss the findings alongside the extant literature to offer new insight and 

understanding into the lived experience of disability for law students as they 

transition through law school into professional employment.   

The interpretative phenomenological focus of this study facilitates knowing the disabled law 

students’ everyday realities, concerns, and motivations as they transition through law school 

and imagine their possible futures in the legal profession. Semi-structured interviews with a 

small sample of undergraduate law students (n=7) supported the methods of inquiry. The 

students interviewed were at various stages in their undergraduate law degree and 

presented with mental ill-health (n=3) and dyslexia (n=3), and one had a physical 

impairment. The data from these interviews was analysed using IPA (Smith, et al., 2009) and 

a detailed explanation of IPA is provided in Chapter 3. 

1.3.1 Parameters to the research 

The research had to be achievable and certain limitations were put in place to guide the 

research process. These included: 

• Limiting the study to one Higher Education Institution (HEI). Whilst this may limit the 

study to an extent which will be discussed further in Chapter 3 and Chapter 6, it did 

enable access to the relevant cohort, and successful management of the ethical 

issues of conducting such sensitive research. This would have been more 

problematic across multiple sites with variable cohorts. 

• The sample size is small, which is usual in IPA studies where the emphasis is on 

depth of analysis and was recruited at two separate moments in time and by two 

slightly different methods, which was ultimately about practicality and gatekeeper 

access when data protection rules changed. The reasoning and appropriateness of 

both aspects of this are discussed further in Chapter 3. 

• When recruiting participants, no particular disability was requested as part of the call 

for participants. This study is not about any one particular kind of disability and I was 

open to any possibility of the phenomenon. Specific disabilities in the context of HE 

are explored in other literatures and whilst it is acknowledged that certain disabilities 

may cause specific issues, this specificity was not relevant to my study.  

• Limiting aspects of the literature. My study stands at the juncture between law and 

legal education, sociology, social psychology, and disability studies. In developing an 

inter-disciplinary approach to this research, attempting to master the sheer volume of 

literature on each of these areas was daunting and gaps may be present. Bringing 
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these variable aspects together is a novel attempt to combine the literatures and the 

data together in a new space, that of disability in law school. 

• I did not limit myself to one particular kind of experience, although I was aware that 

issues of curriculum design and assessment in HE for disabled students had been 

explored in previous studies and literature (see 2.4). There are potentially multiple 

features of lived experience which could be relevant for disabled law students. If the 

conversations with the participants had revealed different experiences perceived as 

important to them, then this was incorporated. 

I had identified particular issues for us at NLS and I perceived there was a gap in the 

literature concerning a number of issues to do with disability and legal education and the 

research framework in 2.6 outlines what I was hoping to explore in this study. Consequently, 

the request for participants referred to these concerns. My aim with the research framework 

was to keep the study focussed, manageable and relevant to us as a law school, whilst 

hoping that the study might have wider implications for legal education. The data did reveal 

experiences that were not anticipated, and these are explored further in Chapters 4 and 5, 

but the scope of the study is inevitably limited because of the approach taken. 

1.3.2 A note on style 

“Writing is a creative process, and authors, just like participants, have voices which will 

come out in the constructing of the account” (Smith, et al., 2009, p. 108). 

 

Phenomenology is “the philosophical method for studying lived experience…a method for 

examining pre-reflective, subjective human experience” (Carel, 2016, pp. 2-3) and this 

Professional Doctorate in Law (DLaw) has become about the lived experience of disability of 

the research participants in this study alongside my own lived experience of being a disabled 

academic and lawyer. As Tembo suggests, “the phenomenologist is concerned with 

understanding human behaviour from the actor’s own frame of reference, the 

phenomenologist examines how the world is experienced” (Tembo, 2016, p. 8). In keeping 

with this philosophical underpinning and my own epistemological stance acknowledging the 

creative process throughout this thesis, I write in my own voice and my own reflexive 

account runs through the narrative. I want this thesis to be used, to offer us a process by 

which we can engage more easily with our disabled law students as individuals, to 

acknowledge the way the law operates in this space and to understand our own response 

and reactions to these issues. Phenomenology has allowed me to gain a better 

understanding of the ‘lifeworld’ of legal education for disabled law students and it has given 

me an avenue to explore the students’ emotional world. I have been drawn into their world 
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and I have engaged with the experience as they are experiencing the phenomenon of 

disability (Van Manen, 2002). 

1.4 Thesis Organisation  

I have organised this thesis in line with IPA as methodology, method, and mode of analysis 

(Smith, et al., 2009). When I started to write this thesis after an initial dive into the disability 

literature, I turned to the large amounts of data I had collected, and the other sections were 

written around the data. The literature review, for example, developed over time and was re-

fashioned once I encountered the data. The literature in the context of an IPA study is 

explored in Chapter 2 and the second look at the literature is incorporated into Chapters 4 

and 5 where it forms part of the discussion. IPA is normally presented with the analysis 

before the discussion of the extant literature (Smith, et al., 2009, p. 109), but the literature 

which framed this research is presented in its more conventional placement in a thesis as a 

separate chapter foregrounding the analysis and informing the research, the researcher, and 

the reader. The reasoning for this approach is explained further in 2.1. The analysis chapter 

itself follows the usual IPA format, exploring the themes which developed from the data. In 

the following section, I provide a summary of each chapter and how each of the research 

objective links to the structure of the thesis.  

Chapter 1 

In this introductory chapter, I have provided the context and rationale for the study which 

was motivated by my practice as an employment lawyer and law lecturer. I have presented a 

broad outline of the research methodology and approach adopted to conduct this research. I 

explain why this study is needed and why disability, although complex, is an important 

subject for socio-legal and legal education research and I set out the related definitional 

issues. The context of this study sits within legal education and barriers to entry and 

progression into the legal profession were introduced. I finish this chapter below by 

presenting the significance of my study, as I see it.  

Chapter 2 

Chapter 2 provides an exploration of the literature as a framework for the research and 

analysis which follows in Chapter 4. As disability underpins this study, a guide to the 

literature on disability as a phenomenon both in general, in HE and in the legal profession is 

provided. Time itself and future possibilities played a key part in this exploration as I 

discovered the past, present, and future realities of the human condition (Adam, 2004, p. 64) 

with the participants. The concepts of ‘possible selves’ and an emerging graduate identity 
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and legal consciousness are explored. Chapters 1 and 2 cover the first research objective in 

1.3. The chapter ends with a visual representation of the research framework, which 

underpins this study. 

Chapter 3 

Chapter 3 provides an explanation of IPA and the methods used to answer the research 

question. The philosophical underpinnings of this phenomenological inquiry are explained, 

the rationale for why IPA was used as opposed to alternative qualitative methods, and how it 

was appropriate to my research question and the phenomena under investigation. Details of 

the research design are provided. I use Chapter 3 to ‘out’ myself as a disabled academic 

and explore what influence this has had on the research process and my position within this 

study. There is never an easy way or a good time to do this, but professional doctorates are 

highly reflexive, and IPA requires acknowledgement of the researcher in the research 

process, and therefore Chapter 3 includes my own personal narrative of my own lived 

experience of disability. Chapter 3 deals with the second research objective in 1.3. 

Chapter 4 

In Chapter 4 the data is presented alongside a detailed interpretative analysis. The Chapter 

is split into four sub-sections exploring each of the four super-ordinate themes that 

developed from the analysis. These sub-sections are further broken down into sections 

exploring the sub-themes within each super-ordinate theme. In this chapter, there is a brief 

introductory discussion between the themes constructed and the wider context of the study 

through the extant literature as first explored.  Chapter 4 deals with the third research 

objective in 1.3.  

Chapter 5 

The interviews and the analysis have inevitably thrown up issues that were not explored in 

the introduction to the literature set out in Chapter 2 and this final chapter deals with the final 

research objective in 1.3 to explore where this study fits into this wider literature and how 

well the findings relate to the research questions. Emerging themes of possible futures are 

explored. This chapter contains a reflection on how this thesis has contributed to knowledge 

and practice.  

Chapter 6 

A concluding chapter offers remarks on the implications of this study for practice and makes 

recommendations. I offer a reflection on the contributions this thesis makes as against the 
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research objectives as a means of answering the research question. Limitations to the study 

are discussed alongside issues of validity, and suggestions for future research are offered.  

1.5 Significance of this research 

This critical examination of disability with this cohort is unique. Disability is largely under-

explored in legal education research or research about the legal profession, despite the 

development of research about wellbeing and mental health in both fields in recent years 

(Collier, 2014; 2016; 2019; Jones, et al, 2019; Jones et al., 2020). The data story of disability 

in law school often reports: the presence of growing numbers of disabled students 

particularly in terms of mental ill-health, under-performance, poorer outcomes on graduation, 

the need for more support and increased disclosure to gain accommodations for assessment 

(Office for Students, 2019). However, my study takes us beyond the data story of disability in 

law school. Through engagement with appropriate literature in related fields, primary 

research using semi-structured interviews, and analysis using IPA (Smith, et al., 2009),  my 

study is about the gap in our knowledge, about what it is like to be disabled in law school.  

In the following chapter I explore the literature on the various concepts explored in my study. 

I review models and definitions of disability, disability as a protected characteristic within the 

legal framework and how knowledgeable disabled law students are about this protection, 

and how disability has been researched within the context of HE and in the legal profession.   
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Chapter 2: THE FRAMEWORK FOR THIS STUDY THROUGH THE 

LITERATURE 

“I experience myself as the Here over against which 

everything else is There”  (Toombs, 1995, p. 10). 

2.1 Introduction 

When using IPA, primary research questions and then subsequent interview questions are 

not theory driven (Smith, et al., 2009, p. 42) but as with any PhD/professional doctorate, it is 

imperative to identify the gap in knowledge or the contribution to practice, which has driven 

the research. The IPA approach to data collection should be done with a degree of open 

mindedness, to enable participants to express their own concerns in their own way free from 

any preconceptions the researcher might have from the literature (Smith, et al., 2009, p. 42). 

Nevertheless, this initial review of the literature justifies how my study contributes to the way 

we develop, include, and acknowledge disability in law school and contextualises the lived 

experience of disability for law students. This is a situated literature review exploring the 

concepts in my study and it provides a framework for the research subject (Fry, et al., 2017).  

My study captures the lifeworld7 of disabled law students using first person accounts of lived 

experience. To illuminate the research, I read personal narratives and stories of disability. In 

2016 The New York Times published a “Disability” opinion series which has since been 

brought together in an edited collection. About Us offers a collection of first-person essays,8 

narratives, and stories about being disabled, taking as its inspiration the “motto of inclusion 

and representation of the disability rights movement” (Catapano, 2020, p. xix) ‘Nothing about 

us without us’. Catapano (2020) discusses why he chose disability as the topic for this new 

opinion series, which partially speaks to why disability was chosen for my study:  

“I was familiar with the significant flourishing of journalistic and literary voices from 
historically marginalized groups – the gay rights and marriage movement, Black 
Lives Matter, the LTBTQ and women’s rights movements – but found no equivalent 
presence in the disability rights movement. In a very basic editorial sense, it was an 
area that needed coverage” (Catapano, 2020, p. xxi). 

 
7 The concept of ‘lifeworld’ was popularised by Edmund Husserl who emphasised its role as the basis 
of all knowledge of lived experience.  
 
8 I used one essay in particular (Garland-Thomson, 2020), to explore my own chronic illness 
alongside the research for this study (Griffiths, 2020). This positionality became part of the narrative 
for my DLaw.  
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Alice Wong (2020) edited a collection of essays by disabled people in time for the thirtieth 

anniversary of the Americans with Disabilities Act in the USA. It celebrates disability and the 

visibility of disability in everyday life, but particularly culture and media, and it outlines the 

“lived experience of ableism in very real terms” (Wong, 2020, p. xx). Wong writes: 

“Disabled people have always existed, whether the word disability is used or not. To 
me, disability is not a monolith, nor is it a clear-cut binary of disabled and 
nondisabled. Disability is mutable and ever evolving. Disability is both apparent and 
nonapparent. Disability is pain, struggle, brilliance, abundance, and joy. Disability is 
socio-political, cultural, and biological. Being visible and claiming a disabled identity 
brings risks as much as it brings pride” (Wong, 2020, p. xxii) 

These edited collections and personal anthologies support the ‘Nothing about us without us’ 

(Charlton, 2000) argument that the disabled person’s lived experience and voice is important 

to any research on disability, a position supported throughout my study.  

The next section analyses more traditional academic literatures. First, I review disability and 

the meaning of disability from a phenomenological point of view followed by the more routine 

standard definitions of disability from the ‘medical’ model which frames the legal definition of 

disability and the ‘social’ model which is advocated by most disability rights activists and 

forms the basis of the multi-disciplinary academic subject of Disability Studies. I also 

evaluate the legal framework on disability. This chapter considers disability in HE in general 

(the law school specific experience is largely missing from the literature), and in the legal 

profession as the sites of current and possible future interaction for the research participants.  

Second, I explore ‘possible selves’ (Markus & Nurius, 1986) and an emerging graduate 

identity, or ‘becoming a lawyer,’ which is an idea developed from ‘The Fairness Project’ (see 

1.2.2). In exploring the impact of disability on the future becoming of law students 

contemplating what it means to ‘be a lawyer’ or what the students imagine a lawyer to be is 

also examined in the literature. Finally, my study is about gaps in knowledge as I realised the 

students had limited understanding of the impact of equality laws on their own position as 

disabled students looking towards the future, although they understood what adjustments 

they had for their studies. There is a complexity in these perspectives which are discussed 

further in Chapters 4 and 5. 

2.2 Disability: Definitions, models, and labels - phenomenology 

First this review explores why phenomenology is valuable for the study of illness and 

disability. This takes us beyond the medical, scientific, or social and environmental models of 

disability and concentrates on how disability is experienced by the individual. Disability is 

other things too, which will not be ignored, but my starting point is phenomenology and the 
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treatment of disability as explored through philosophy (Carel, 2016; Toombs, 1987 and 

1995; MacIntyre, 2009 (first published in 1999)). Whilst the focus of these philosophical 

works is often on individual illness, parallels can be drawn between long-term illness and 

disability.  

Carel takes the work of Husserl, Merleau-Ponty, Heidegger and Sartre, who all offer a 

phenomenological framework for understanding human experience and adapts it to offer a 

philosophical account of illness and designates illness as lived experience (Carel, 2016, p. 

14). Phenomenology is a philosophical approach that “focuses on phenomena (what we 

experience and perceive) rather than on the reality of things” (Carel, 2016, p. 20). 

Phenomenology, Carel continues, “examines the encounter between consciousness and the 

world” and aims to provide a “philosophical description of consciousness and its 

engagement with the world” (Carel, 2016, p. 20). This phenomenological method is explored 

in other literature to view disability through a phenomenological lens to produce a 

phenomenological model of disability (see for example, Martiny, 2015). 

Carel acknowledges that illness (and disability) is a complex phenomenon that is diverse, 

varied, socially and culturally situated (Carel, 2016, p. 35). She attempts to ascertain 

whether it can be characterised by certain essential features suggesting that illness (and by 

this she means serious and life-altering conditions akin to the legal definition of disability) is 

a “complete transformation of one’s life” (Carel, 2016, p. 14). She suggests that “illness is 

the experience of disease” and while disease is a medical and scientific phenomenon, illness 

(and one could argue disability) is the lived experience of that disease (Carel, 2016, p. 17). 

Although Carel does question whether illness can be abstracted to core features that are 

experienced by all and only in cases of ill health and she offers a survey of the literature on 

the phenomenology of illness (Carel, 2016, p. 35). Illness is not necessarily disability, but it 

can mean disability especially in the sense that Carel writes about, which is illness as a life 

changing phenomenon. 

Carel takes as her starting point the work of Toombs who suggests that all illnesses (and 

disability) have certain features in common: “loss of wholeness, loss of certainty, loss of 

control, loss of freedom to act, and loss of the familiar world” (Toombs, 1987, p. 229). Can 

these features be translated into how all illnesses are experienced, and for the purposes of 

this thesis, can these features also explain disability? In criticising the medical or biomedical 

model of illness, Toombs recommends that an expanded phenomenological model “will 

focus not simply on the illness itself but on the illness-as-it-is-experienced by this particular 

patient. In such an expanded model, the primacy of the person is rendered explicit” 

(Toombs, 1987, p. 235). This person-centred approach of lived experience is important to 
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consider when talking to individuals about their disability and how they perceive themselves, 

and this approach became significant in this study. Toombs (1995) and Carel (2016) argue 

that phenomenology can provide a powerful mechanism to improve our understanding of the 

experience of illness and disability, which does not reduce these phenomena to the purely 

medical or social.  

Toombs argues that whilst disability can be reduced to a biomedical account of the relevant 

physical or mental impairment or chronic illness, this approach does not explain the human 

experience of disability and a phenomenological account of disability is capable of disclosing 

the emotional dimension of disability (Toombs, 1995, p. 10). Phenomenology can explain the 

everyday world of those living with disability and is essential in determining how best to 

address “the personal, social and emotional challenges posed by chronic disabling diseases” 

(Toombs, 1995, p. 10). Toombs (1995) explores the idea of “seeing through the body”9 in the 

event of disability which “renders explicit one’s being as being-in-the-world” (Toombs, 1995, 

p. 13).  

Toombs explores what it is to feel ‘shame’ as being an integral element of disability or 

‘disordered body style’ and that one inevitably sees oneself and one’s ‘disordered body’ 

through the eyes of the ‘Other’ and that it is predictably a negative. Because there is usually 

an emphasis on the ‘ideal’ and ‘normal’, and the person who is in some way bodily 

disordered is far from that ideal (Goffman, 1990, originally 1963). Shame or stigma are not 

always just about how others see you as a disabled person, it can also be about how you 

see yourself in this context and the internalised ableism experienced when one encounters 

the ‘disordered body’ when judged by the ‘Other’. Disability can disrupt one’s experience of 

space, corporeal identity, affects one’s relations with others and causes a change in the 

character of temporal experience (Toombs, 1995, p. 20). Suddenly the future is different and 

how that future is experienced changes, this in turn affects the disabled person’s existence 

in the world, it can take longer to do things, and this can impact on relationships with others.  

A diagnosis of impairment can alter interactions with the future “the actual present is forfeited 

and transposed into an imagined future” (Toombs, 1995, p. 20). Uncertainty about what 

might happen can be debilitating and the future can assume “an inherently problematic 

quality” (Toombs, 1995, p. 3).  

 
9 Toombs considers a narrow passageway that is encountered as a “restrictive potentiality” because 
one might have to adjust one’s body in some way to get through the passageway. This she describes 
as “seeing through the body”. 
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These changes are explored as part of my study in terms of the impact disability could have 

on professional identity construction and a possible future in the legal profession for the 

disabled law student, particularly for example if anxiety means a social situation becomes 

challenging when networking with potential clients or future employers or an assessment 

becomes almost impossible because of dyslexia. This uncertainty came to the fore in the 

analysis of the data in this study and is explored further in Chapter 4. Hughes and Paterson 

argue for the potential merits of a phenomenological theory of disability, suggesting that: 

“The impaired body is a ‘lived body’. Disabled people experience impairment as well 
as disability, not in separate Cartesian compartments, but as part of a complex 
interpenetration of oppression and affliction.” (Hughes & Paterson, 1997, p. 334). 

Disability as a phenomenon is at the heart of this research and the participant stories have 

the individual experience of disability front and centre. However, it is not always easy for 

those stories to be told and disability as a descriptor, is not always the explicit word at the 

centre of those stories. The word disability itself can be problematic for a variety of reasons 

and labels inevitably play a part in the exploration of disability as a phenomenon.  

 “Being disabled can be a complex identity: for some it is concealed and rejected, for 
others to identify as disabled is a political statement. Disability is much more than a 
medical diagnosis or a state of health and …this needs to be better understood and 
appreciated by listening to the views of disabled people themselves” (Foster & Hirst, 
2020, p. 8). 

This study provides a platform for the voices of disabled law students to be heard, to explore 

a disabled identity if one exists, and to discover what impact it has as they transition through 

law school to graduate employment. It is acknowledged that realities and experience can 

never be grasped completely, but the liminal space between the first-person account of 

disability and my interpretation of that experience exists within these stories.  

Whilst a phenomenological account of disability provides the theoretical foundations for this 

study, two essential ‘models’ of disability prevail in the disabled people’s movement and the 

literature on these models needs to be incorporated into the evaluation of disability. Both the 

‘social model’ and the ‘medical model’ have been theorised, questioned, criticised, and 

debated, and both have been expanded and rewritten to some extent. Disability as a 

phenomenon, first entered political and social consciousness through the work of the 

disability activist, Paul Hunt (1937-1979). In 1966, Hunt edited a collection of essays on 

Stigma: The Experience of Disability, which comprised of essays written by twelve disabled 

people who had written to Hunt while he lived in institutional care, about their lived 

experience of disability in Britain in the 1960’s. Using the experience of the USA civil rights 

movement, he attempted to use these first-person accounts to kick-start a movement for 
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social and political change for disabled people and called for the formation of a consumer 

group to put forward the personal views of those living in residential institutions. 

Consequently, along with Vik Finkelstein the disability activist and writer, Hunt formed the 

Union of Physically Impaired Against Segregation (UPIAS) in 1974 and put forward the 

British version of a social model of disability which stated “in our view, it is society which 

disables physically impaired people. Disability is something imposed on top of our 

impairments, by the way we are unnecessarily isolated and excluded from full participation in 

society” (UPIAS, 1976, p. 3). UPIAS was political, with Marxist leanings, and some would 

argue excluded those without physical impairments, a division which continues in disability 

discourse (see Barnes & Mercer, 1996). 

Oliver (1990) in his influential work, The Politics of Disablement and repeated again in the 

second edition (Oliver & Barnes, 2012) The New Politics of Disablement, advocated for a 

social model of disability, “it was the coming of capitalism that created disability as an 

individual problem and that it was not until the latter half of the twentieth century that this 

came to be challenged, largely by politicized disabled people” (Oliver & Barnes, 2012, p. 3). 

Oliver, continuing the work of UPIAS, emphasised the need for a new way of looking at 

disability (Oliver, 1983; 1990) to counteract the medical/individualised/’personal tragedy’ 

model of disability, positioning disability as a collective issue, suggesting that disabled 

individuals were not disabled by their impairments but by the disabling barriers faced by 

them in society. As re-stated recently by Oliver and Barnes the social model is “a simplified 

representation of a complex social reality” and “a practical guide to action” (Oliver & Barnes, 

2012, p. 22). The social model, however, has garnered some controversy amongst 

academics because it is suggested that it does not focus on the entirety of disability and has 

been criticised because it ignores the reality of the symptoms of particular impairments 

(Shakespeare, 2014). Oliver and Barnes argue the social model does not ignore impairment 

but challenges disablement within society and concentrates on the socially constructed 

barriers faced by individuals who happen to have a physical or mental impairment, 

suggesting that it is society’s responsibility to accommodate individuals with a range of 

abilities: 

“The ‘reality’ of the impairment is not denied but is not the cause of disabled people’s 
economic and social disadvantage. Instead, the emphasis shifts to how far, and in 
what ways, society restricts their opportunities to participate in mainstream economic 
and social activities rendering them more or less dependent” (Oliver & Barnes, 2010). 

Despite the criticism, the social model has become the focus of the disabled peoples’ 

movement in the UK and it has played a significant role in sociology and education policy 

(Oliver & Barnes, 2010). Oliver (2013) reflecting on the development of the social model and 
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the equality rights that had been gained as a result of the disabled people’s movement, 

suggests that in some areas of society, the social model has enabled increased access and 

participation for disabled people, for example access to transport and public buildings. 

However, Oliver goes on to suggest that the social model has not necessarily challenged 

disability discrimination sufficiently in the labour market where solutions offered to avoid 

discrimination are based on individual medical models of disability (Oliver, 2013). This is 

certainly the argument often pitched at the law on reasonable adjustments, which is about 

individualised, reactive support once disability is disclosed (Lawson, 2008). The social model 

is widely accepted as the most effective way that HEIs can respond to the needs of disabled 

students (Barnes, 2007; Office for Students, 2019) and whilst the social model offers a 

useful insight into the way disability is socially constructed, its usefulness for my study is 

limited. Whilst there should be more inclusion of disabled students through curriculum 

development, assessment, accommodation, and academic services (Office for Students, 

2019), these structural issues are not the sole focus of this study and whilst the significance 

of the social model is acknowledged, this study looks beyond the social model.10   

The body and the impairment of the body associated with disability are crucial in the 

experience of what it is to be disabled. For Hughes and Paterson, “the shift to a social 

oppression model of disability consigns the bodily aspects of disability to a reactionary and 

oppressive discursive space” (Hughes & Paterson, 1997, p. 328). The ‘medical’ model of 

disability, on which the legal definition of disability in the EA 2010 is based, concentrates on 

the physical and mental impairments associated with a disability and has as its focus what 

the individual can or cannot do because of the impairment/disability. It arguably sets 

disabled people apart from others because of the need for diagnosis of an impairment and 

subsequent requests for reasonable adjustments to counteract the disabling features of the 

impairment which can prevent the individual from studying or working. Bury (2000) argues 

that disability is caused by impairment but acknowledges that disability is also influenced by 

context and culture. Bury disputes the social model of disability and argues that its continued 

denial that disability has any causal connection to impairment is unhelpful and overly 

political. How society treats disabled individuals is crucial particularly for the legal debate on 

disability discrimination, but the individual experience of the impaired body or mind has to be 

 
10 Lawson and Beckett (2021) suggest there is the potential for confusion with the social model of 
disability as there are significant inconsistencies in its articulation and usage, which are often 
exacerbated by a lack of explanation as to how a particular author has used it in the context of their 
writing (Lawson and Beckett, 2021, pp. 2). 
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acknowledged as individuals can be disabled by their own experience of impairment as 

much as they can by the society in which they operate.  

Shakespeare and Watson (2001) suggest that the social model of disability has outlived its 

usefulness and argue for a new social theory model of disability which accounts for disabled 

people’s experiences more effectively (Shakespeare & Watson, 2001, p. 9). Shakespeare 

and Watson argue that there are three main criticisms with the social model of disability. 

First, it ignores the impairment, becoming entirely bracketed much as sexual difference was 

for the early feminist movement. Shakespeare and Watson propose that disabled feminists 

have argued that impairment must be accepted as part of the daily experience of disabled 

people. “We are not just disabled people, we are also people with impairments, and to 

pretend otherwise is to ignore a major part of our biographies” (Shakespeare & Watson, 

2001, p. 11). Second, the experience of impairment, pain and limitations caused by 

impairment are a reality for many disabled people and different impairments have different 

implications for health and individual capacity. Some impairments are static and visible, 

some episodic or invisible. Some trigger social reaction others can ‘pass’ as ‘normal’ 

(Goffman, 1990, originally 1963).  Third, Shakespeare and Watson argue that many disabled 

people do not want to see themselves as disabled as defined by the medical or social model. 

Many see themselves as a person with a disability rather than a disabled person and do not 

identify as disabled within the disabled people’s movement. There might also be a 

recognition that being disabled is just one part of a person’s identity and that there is a 

multiplicity of other aspects of personal identities that affect their lives.  

“Disability is the quintessential post-modern dichotomy, because it is so complex, so 
variable, so contingent, so situated. It sits at the intersection of biology and society 
and of agency and structure. Disability cannot be reduced to a singular identity: it is a 
multiplicity, a plurality” (Shakespeare & Watson, 2001, p. 19). 

This third criticism is therefore a criticism of both the medical and social model, both of which 

fail to recognise disabled people as gay, or a person of colour, or female. To be defined 

simply by a medical impairment or societal barriers is to ignore intersectionality. This is 

discussed further below. 

Thomas (1999) suggests, “Disability is a form of social oppression involving the social 

imposition of restrictions of activity on people with impairments and the socially engendered 

undermining of psycho-emotional wellbeing”. In arguing this, Thomas (2004) develops the 

social model advocated by Finkelstein (2001, p. 6) and Oliver (1990) and the criticism of this 

model advocated by Shakespeare and Watson (2001), balanced against the medical model 

suggested by Bury (2000) to argue for a social relational view of disability. Thomas argues 
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that disability is a form of social oppression on a par with the oppression associated with 

gender, race, sexuality, and class (Thomas, 2004, p. 581). Whilst the meaning of disability is 

associated with the impairment itself, the experience of that impairment as linked to illness 

and the social oppression imposed by a society that values what it is to be ‘normal’ rather 

than ‘Other’. Thomas’s account helps us place disability within the legal context of 

discrimination on a par with other protected characteristics such as sex, race, and sexual 

orientation in the EA 2010.  

Chronic illness as disability as advocated by Carel (2016),  is often left out of the disability 

discourse, being understood as ‘medical’ and therefore falling outside the province of 

Disability Studies. It could be suggested that the voices of the chronically ill, who “weave in 

and out of disability” (Pinder, 1996, p. 153) have been relatively muted in the disabled 

people’s movement. “The contradictions inherent in relying primarily on a social model of 

disability to explain the difficulties the chronically ill and disabled people face at work cannot 

be ignored” and “the experience of difference within difference needs to be acknowledged” 

(Pinder, 1996, p. 153). Pinder usefully suggests that feminists have already paved the way 

for this and the differences between women are crucial, just as the differences between 

disabled people are important.  

In developing his arguments and criticisms of the medical model of disability, Shakespeare 

acknowledges the impact of impairment and the experience of the reality of living with 

disability. He offers a critical realist approach to disability suggesting that: 

“‘social-modellists’ would claim that so-called ‘medical-modellists’ assume that 
‘people are disabled by their bodies’, whereas they say instead that ‘people are 
disabled by society, not by their bodies’. I would argue that ‘people are disabled by 
society and by their bodies’” (Shakespeare, 2014, p. 75).  

Shakespeare, like Thomas (1999; 2004) and her relational interpretation of the social model 

incorporating ‘impairment effects’ to account for difficulties caused by medical conditions and 

impairments, argues for an alternative approach to the social model, that of interaction 

between individual and structural factors (Shakespeare, 2014, p. 74). Shakespeare 

acknowledges similarities between Thomas’s relational approach and his own interactional 

approach. Both are relational in that disability is a “relationship between intrinsic factors 

(impairment, personality, etc.) and extrinsic factors (environments, support systems, 

oppression etc.)” (Shakespeare, 2014, p. 76). Shakespeare disagrees with Thomas’s 

approach in her definition of disability in terms of ‘social oppression’ (Thomas, 1999, p. 60). 

Shakespeare suggests that “to define disability entirely in terms of social oppression risks 

obscuring the positive dimension of social relations which enable people with impairment” 
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and goes on to define “disability as the outcome of the interaction between the individual and 

contextual factors, which includes impairment, personality, individual attitudes, environment, 

policy, and culture” (Shakespeare, 2014, p. 77). An approach previously advocated by 

Williams, “endorsement of disability solely as social oppression is really only an option, and 

an erroneous one at that, for those spared the ravages of chronic illness” (Williams, 1999, p. 

812). All aspects of disability should be incorporated into definitions of disability and lived 

experience is important to our appreciation of how disability is understood by the individual.  

My study considers theoretical constructs of disability as stigmatised and ‘Other’ as opposed 

to ‘normal’ (Davis, 2017). Disability has had a long association with stigma, particularly in 

relation to mental ill-health (Sayce, 1998). Goffman’s work on disability as a ‘stigmatised’ 

negative identity (Goffman, 1990, originally 1963) has lingered long and hard in studies of 

disability (Tyler, 2020) and in Goffman’s view, members of this group are assumed to be 

tainted or inferior in some way, which prevents the individual from being included in society. 

In considering this stigmatised identity Loja and others write that “the concept of normality, 

embedded in the medical model, has been at the core of the othering process that has 

shaped the understanding of disability as a physical, moral, emotional, mental and spiritual 

deficit” (Loja, et al., 2013, p. 198). Campbell states that “inscribing certain bodies in terms of 

deficiency and essential inadequacy privileges a particular understanding of normalcy that is 

commensurate with the interests of dominant groups (and the assumed interests of 

subordinated groups)” (Campbell, 2009, p. 11). Therefore, this acknowledgement of ‘normal’ 

and ‘difference’ is problematic and contributes to the ‘Othering’ of disability. All the 

participants in this study had non-visible disabilities and for those with non-visible disabilities 

this ‘Othering’ does not always materialise until disclosure. Controversially in some ways, 

those with non-visible disabilities can choose who they are in front of others, they can ‘pass’ 

and decide whether to assume a negative identity (Brune & Wilson, 2013).  

Other models of disability exist. The human rights model (Kanter, 2015; Lawson and 

Beckett, 2021) which centres disability within international human rights instruments which I 

will discuss briefly below when discussing the legal framework. The affirmation model first 

suggested by Swain and French (2000) as an intervention in the ongoing debate on the 

social model, which was given further structure by Cameron (2008) who uses it to explore 

the everyday life experiences of 16 disabled people in Scotland and England and essentially 

explores ways of being that embrace difference. The affirmation model rooted in “the values 

of Disability Pride” (Cameron, 2014, p. 6) which is “essentially a non-tragic view of disability 

and impairment which encompasses positive social identities, both individual and collective, 
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for disabled people grounded in the benefits of a lifestyle of being impaired and disabled” 

(Swain & French, 2000, p. 569).  

Feminist disability scholars have argued for an all-encompassing and inclusive theory of 

disability. Crow for example, has criticised the social model for neglecting the individual 

experience of impairment:  

“As individuals, most of us simply cannot pretend with any conviction that our 
impairments are irrelevant because they influence so much of our lives. External 
disabling barriers may create social and economic disadvantage, but our subjective 
experience of our bodies is also an integral part of our reality. What we need to do is 
to find a way to integrate impairment into our whole experience and sense of our 
selves for the sake of our own physical and emotional wellbeing, and, subsequently, 
for our individual and collective capacity to work against disability” (Crow, 1996, p. 
59). 

Crow is at pains to point out that this viewpoint in no way supports the medical model of 

impairment, to support impairment as being nothing but ‘personal tragedy’, but rather to 

advocate for the experience of impairment as real, whilst arguing for social change. 

“Disability remains our primary concern, and impairment exists alongside” (Crow, 1996, p. 

71). Feminist disability studies follows the model for identity based critical studies, such as 

queer studies, race studies and gender studies (Garland-Thomson, 2011). Garland-

Thomson suggests that feminist disability studies can reimagine disability and “can offer 

profound insights, methods, and perspectives that would deepen disability studies” (Garland-

Thomson, 2011, p. 13).  

I come now to a discussion of critical disability studies (CDS) which requires an 

intersectional approach to disability. CDS advocates that people’s lives are made up of many 

aspects and asks us to consider the interrelationship between disability and gender, class, 

sexuality, race. ‘Intersectionality’ describes the way in which individuals may have more than 

one social identity that is subject to oppression, disadvantage, and discrimination 

(Crenshaw, 1989). For such individuals, the effect of prejudice is multiplied, and those 

individuals may find themselves particularly marginalised. Using a CDS model, Goodley 

(2014) asks us to consider a new academic pursuit, that of ‘dis/ability studies’ as a means of 

re-considering the phenomena of disability and ability which incorporates intersectionality. 

Goodley indicates that Disability Studies in the UK is in danger of backing itself into “a 

theoretical and political cul-de-sac” because of the ways in which race, gender, age, and 

sexuality intersect in complex ways with disability, and consequently are in danger of being 

side-lined in the study of disability.  Shildrik positions her research in the CDS domain 

(Shildrik, 2009) and provides important insights into disability theory that moves beyond the 

social model, which can be done by those who are categorised as non-disabled and offers 
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probing questions about the nature and structures of the societies which oppress disabled 

people and treat them as ‘Other’. This, and feminist disability theory, is of particular 

relevance to my study where the participants discuss not just their individual experience of 

disability, but their experiences of being disabled, working class and female, or disabled, 

working class and mixed-race (including never being able to be ‘white’ or experience ‘white 

privilege’ as a mixed-race individual). Others who write in this domain include Meekosha and 

Shuttleworth (2009) and CDS has been recently critiqued by Vehmas and Watson (2014) 

and Goodley, et al. (2019). 

Disability is complex and whilst several models exist to explain disability, for my study the 

lived experience is crucial. All the models explored above account for disability in various 

settings and understandings, but ultimately what it is to be disabled as an individual 

experience is vital in advancing our understanding of disability as a phenomenon. I do not 

deny that social barriers exist to full inclusion of disabled people in society, nor do I reject the 

medical model as it forms the basis of the legal framework and therefore has to be 

considered. However, I prioritise the phenomenological account of disability in my study. 

Having outlined the literature on disability, I now turn to consider disability as a legal 

concept.  

2.3 Disability: The legal framework and legal consciousness 

For most lawyers, the focus of their work on disability comes within the ambit of Equality Law 

in the EA 2010. The EA 2010, endeavours to legislate for the complex phenomenon of 

disability in work (and other areas such as education and transport) and attempts to draw a 

framework of anti-discrimination rights around the subject. The aim of the EA 2010 is 

principally equal treatment, the promotion of equal rights and non-discrimination. The EA 

2010 forms part of the law in England, Wales and, for the purposes of work and education, 

Scotland. Section 4 of the EA 2010 brings all ‘protected characteristics’ together into one 

piece of legislation, all separate ‘silos’ (Solanke, 2011) but in theory equal before the law, no 

one more important than the other. The anticipated consequences of bringing together the 

disparate pieces of anti-discrimination legislation and regulations introduced into the 

domestic legal framework by the Framework Employment Directive 2000/78/EC into one 

coherent piece of legislation, seems obvious and desirable to all, but especially for those 

individuals which the law intends to protect (Hepple, 2014). The streamlining allows for a 

more coherent domestic legal framework protecting the principle of equality and preventing 

discrimination because of a prescribed protected characteristic, accompanied by increased 

levels of protection across the different equality strands. A single body (the Equality and 
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Human Rights Commission (EHRC)) oversees promoting and protecting the codified rights 

and greater clarity and consistency in anti-discrimination law (Hepple, 2014). 

Disability is protected under international law by the United Nations Convention on the 

Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) and its Optional Protocol.11  The CRPD is the first 

international human rights convention to protect the rights of people with disabilities in 

international law. How the CRPD is used, to improve the lives of people with disabilities, 

depends entirely on how the CRPD is incorporated into domestic law. The intention of the 

CRPD provides recognition for people living with disabilities as individuals entitled to human 

rights on an equal footing, not just individuals who are viewed as victims entitled to medical 

care (Kanter, 2015, p. 2). As Kanter suggests, “One of the most significant aspects of the 

CRPD is that is seeks to change the way in which people with disabilities are viewed by their 

respective societies” (Kanter, 2015, p. 7). This has developed into a human rights model of 

disability complementing the social model (Lawson and Beckett, 2021). The CRPD does not 

define disability per se but rather seeks to include the social model of disability whilst 

acknowledging impairment. In Article 1, the CRPD seeks to protect the rights of those: 

“Persons with disabilities include those who have long-term physical, mental, 
intellectual or sensory impairments which in interaction with various barriers may 
hinder their full and effective participation in society on an equal basis with others.” 

The CRPD rejects the medical model of disability but suggests that it is the interaction 

between the impairment and the societal barriers faced by those with disabilities, which is 

important. The CRPD includes rights to “reasonable accommodations” and “inclusive 

education”.  

This contrasts with the legal definition of disability, in s. 6(1) EA 2010,12  which defines 

disability as a physical or mental impairment, which has a substantial and long-term adverse 

effect on the disabled person’s ability to carry out normal day-to-day activities. The legal 

definition concentrates on the medical impairment model and places all the emphasis on the 

disabled individual who must prove their disability to bring a claim for discrimination using 

medical evidence as to the nature and severity of the impairment and its long-term effects. 

Impairment is the defining feature of the individual and this invariably means that the 

 
11 81 countries and the European Union signed the CPRD, and 44 countries signed its Optional 
Protocol (Kanter, 2015, p. 1). By the time it came into force on 3 May 2008 100 countries had ratified 
the CRPD. 

12 First introduced in the Disability Discrimination Act 1995 (DDA 1995) which has now been repealed 
by the EA2010. 
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disabled person cannot participate in society fully unless accommodated in some way (Duff 

& Ferguson, 2007).  

The duty to make reasonable adjustments in section 20 of the EA 2010, in principle, enables 

disabled individuals to participate on an equal footing in the workplace. Lawson (2008) 

provides a full account of the duty of reasonable adjustments and how it has developed in 

England, Wales, and Scotland from the duty of ‘reasonable accommodation’ in the USA, 

originally introduced to accommodate the religious beliefs of employees. The duty involves 

the employer or education provider taking any reasonable step, or combination of steps, 

necessary to remove a disadvantage experienced by the disabled person which, if taken, 

would enable the disabled person to work or study. As Lawson suggests, the duty of 

reasonable adjustments: 

“is a legal tool which has a distinctive role to play in the process of shifting our society 
from one in which disabled people are largely excluded and marginalised to one in 
which disabled people are included and valued as equals” (Lawson, 2008, p. 235). 

The ‘reasonable adjustment’ duty is reactive, and knowledge of disability is crucial, which 

puts disabled students under pressure to disclose both during their time at university in 

terms of learning and assessment and when looking for work experience, placement, or 

graduate employment. Cameron and others (2019) suggest that the reasonable adjustment 

duty likewise produces tensions within the classroom for academics particularly in relation to 

assessment, in which it is suggested that there is a lack of clarity in understanding the nature 

and extent of EA 2010 entitlements, and the corresponding obligations that fall on 

universities, and their staff and a ‘one size fits all’ approach to reasonable adjustments is 

problematic (Cameron, et al., 2019, p. 219). Effective compliance with the EA 2010 

requirements includes effective communication; procedures that secure individual decisions, 

rather than blanket policies or approaches; and good inclusive educational practice for all 

students (Cameron, et al., 2019) 

Because of the streamlining of the legislation, tensions and frustrations have emerged within 

the case law13 and public discourse on equality.14 The equal treatment principle on which the 

 
13 See for example ‘Archibald v Fife Council’ [2004] UKHL 32, in which the claimant was permitted to 
be placed at the same or higher grade without a competitive interview, contrary to Council policy, and 
such ‘favourable’ treatment was not precluded by the duty of reasonable adjustments.  

14 This is also in part due to the multiple meanings associated with the concept of ‘equality’ as framed 
by Hepple (2014), which include formal equality, treating like cases alike; substantive equality where 
difference can be considered, and structural inequalities challenged; the human rights model which 
advocates for the recognition of identity, difference, equal worth and dignity; transformative equality 
where the law focusses on equality of outcomes and equality of capabilities; social inclusion (Collins, 
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legal framework is based demands equal treatment and no hierarchies but the EA 2010 as 

framed can lead to tensions, entrenched attitudes and a possible (in)equality within an 

‘emerging hierarchy’ (Vickers, 2010). Some protected characteristics which may have an 

impact on one’s ability to do a particular job at times, such as pregnancy, age or disability 

are subject to special rules, such as the duty of reasonable adjustments for disabled 

workers. Other protected characteristics, such as sex, race, sexual orientation and religion or 

belief, should have no impact on one’s ability to do a particular job and ought to be largely 

ignored by the employer (Griffiths, 2016, p. 162). As Waddington suggests: 

“[t]he obligation to make a reasonable accommodation is based on the recognition 
that, on occasions, the interaction between an individual’s inherent characteristics, 
such as impairment, sex, religion or belief, and the physical or social environment 
can result in the inability to perform a particular function or job in the conventional 
manner. The characteristic is therefore relevant in that it can lead to an individual 
being faced with a barrier that prevents him or her from benefiting from an … 
opportunity that is open to others who do not share that characteristic. The resulting 
disadvantage is exclusion from the job market, or a restricted set of…opportunities” 
(Waddington, 2007, quoted in Lawson, 2008, p. 1). 

Invariably the duty means that disabled employees and disabled students can be treated 

differently to other non-disabled employees/students, which has led to the unintended 

consequence (Merton, 1936) of a perception that disabled people are treated ‘more’ 

favourably and the duty separates disability from other protected characteristics within the 

legal framework. To date, only the protected characteristic of disability has the apparent 

‘advantage’ of reasonable adjustments.15 The essence of anti-discrimination protection for 

disability is therefore wholly different from other protected characteristics, which do require 

equal treatment, yet disability sits alongside the other protected characteristics in the one 

piece of legislation. In a House of Lords Select Committee Report on the impact of the EA 

2010 on disabled people, published in 2016, there was evidence to suggest that disabled 

people perceived that the streamlining had masked important differences, they were now 

treated less favourably, and they were the ‘poor relation’ within the EA 2010 (House of Lords 

Select Committee on the Equality Act 2010, 2016). Arguably, difference should be 

acknowledged within the study of disability (for a full discussion on this perspective see 

Michalko, 2002) and the law does treat disability differently to the other protected 

characteristics. Therefore, disability discrimination cannot be about equal treatment alone, 

difference should be recognised and protected, but to access the rights in the legislation the 

 
2003) where the law aims to promote the inclusion of hard to reach groups in society; fairness and the 
elimination of status discrimination and prejudice or stereotyping.  

15 There is a continuing academic debate as to whether the duty of reasonable adjustments 
could/should extend to other characteristics such as religion (see Gibson, 2013; Griffiths, 2016). 
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individual still must jump the hurdle of the medical impairment model of disability in section 6 

EA 2010.  

The public/private divide is particularly relevant for disability rights in the workplace and 

Finkin (2002) suggests that when we enter the workplace and interact with others, we must 

contract away some of our privacy and autonomy. To some the impairment/disability is a 

highly personal and sensitive issue but to enable workplace parity an adjustment may be 

required, with the consequent issues surrounding disclosure. Non-visible disabilities, 

disabilities that are not readily seen or immediately obvious to others, raise many issues 

about the presentation of self in everyday life (Goffman, 1990, originally 1959), but 

particularly in the everyday social encounter of the workplace.  

Whilst the law provides a useful framework of rights for this research, my study sets out to 

discover whether the participants have experienced equality law in action during their studies 

or in any part-time work or work experience they might have participated in and whether they 

have any perception of the law as it relates to them as disabled people. Disabled law 

students seemed to experience a gap in knowledge or consciousness of rights for them as 

disabled people or about disability in general, even though they were steeped in legal culture 

throughout the law degree. Through the lived experience of disability, this study uses the 

socio-legal field of legal consciousness research to explore how law students understand 

their lives through legal concepts and processes (Ewick & Sibley, 1998, p. xi) as they apply 

to them as private individuals, rather than law as an abstract concept that they study.  I 

wanted to interrogate the gap between the law in books (what our law students study every 

week), and the law in action (how the law operates for them), in this case the EA 2010, 

during a particular phase of identity development whilst at university in early adulthood, 

which Erikson argues is the ideal time for the formation of a personal and social identity 

(Erikson, 1946; Erikson, 1956). Gurin and others suggest that there should be a time and a 

place where young people can experiment with different roles and ways of thinking before 

making a permanent commitment to occupations, relationships, political ideas, and a 

philosophy of life (Gurin, 2002, p. 334). Law School provides a unique opportunity for 

individuals to decide who they want to become and we as legal educators are in a strong 

position to raise self-awareness, legal consciousness, and influence such discourse (James 

et. al., 2019, p.1).  

Legal Consciousness is a dynamic area of law and society research and concerns the way 

in which people “experience, understand and act in relation to law” (Chua and Engel, 2021, 

pp. 187).   As Ewick and Sibley suggest, “For most of us the law generally sits on a distant 

horizon of our lives, remote and often irrelevant to the matters before us” (Ewick & Sibley, 
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1998, p. 15). However, the law and legal culture surround the participants from year 1 of 

their law school experience. As previously discussed, many of the participants aspire to a 

career in law, as a solicitor or barrister, or indirectly through a career in the police or civil 

service. By the time a NLS student reaches their final year, they have studied the law 

through core legal subjects such as Contract Law and Tort Law and they have embraced the 

law in its practical context in various problem-based learning subjects, or in the SLO where 

they learn by doing. Clinical Legal Education (CLE) “opens eyes through experimental 

methods to the meaning and application of the law” (Grimes, 1995, p. 171). My study sits 

within what Chua and Engel describe as the ‘Identity’ school of legal consciousness which is 

about the ongoing process of “constructing the self in relation to law and legal rights” (Chua 

and Engel, 2021, p. 188). This school relies on biographical or autobiographical narratives to 

examine how the relevance of law (or irrelevance) to a person’s experience connects to their 

own identity (or not) and just as identities shift so too does that person’s relationship to the 

law (Chua and Engel, 2021, p. 188; Engel and Munger, 2003 cited in Chua and Engel, 

2019). In my study I explore what legality means for the daily lives of the disabled law 

student participants (Ewick & Sibley, 1998, p. xi). 

Having considered the legal framework on disability and the ideas associated with the socio-

legal field of legal consciousness research relevant to my study, I now turn to the context of 

disability in HE and legal education.  

2.4 Disability: Higher education and legal education 

There is a paucity of literature on disability and legal education in the UK. There is a small 

body of work on disability and legal education in the USA (see for example, Rothstein, 2014; 

Payne-Tsoupros, 2020), which run alongside studies, often labelled as wellbeing studies, on 

growing levels of anxiety and depression reported during law school in Australia and the US 

(see for example, Krieger, 2002; Sheldon & Krieger, 2004; Lester, England, & Antolak-

Saper, 2011; Larcombe, Tumbaga, Malkin, & Nicholson, 2013). More generalist reviews of 

disability in HE are prevalent in the US. Dolmage (2017) for example reports widespread 

ableist practices in HE. This review therefore widened its scope to consider disability in HE 

in general in the UK, where studies consider a number of different perspectives, including 

addressing opportunities and access linked to the physical, social, learning and teaching 

environment (for example, Fuller, et al, 2004). The overwhelming conclusion is that despite 

legislation which gives the appearance of inclusiveness and accommodation, when 

examining the lived experience of disabled students in HE, stories of marginalisation and 

disempowerment are prevalent (Holloway, 2001, p. 612; Fuller, et al., 2004). This pattern 

has continued, for example Vickerman and Blundell (2010) report on the findings of disabled 
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students lived experiences and views of transition from induction through to employability 

recognising that there is a widespread “unevenness of understanding of disabled students” 

across HE (Vickerman and Blundell, 2010, p. 26). Morina (2017), provides a useful summary 

of recent research studies, which identify both the barriers (negative attitudes displayed by 

faculty members, doubting the students have a disability, not adapting teaching practices, 

and questioning the student’s capacity to study in university) and support available during 

disabled student’s university experiences (Morina, 2017, pp. 5-6).  Morina suggests that the 

disabled student’s path through university is often difficult. Skinner’s view being that disabled 

students need greater investment of effort and time to cope with university work (2004, cited 

in Morina, 2017) and Seale and others report that students with disabilities commonly report 

that they feel they have to work harder than other students because they have to manage 

both their disability and their studies (2015, cited in Morina, 2017). 

Whilst the intention in this study is to take us beyond the data, the statistics are important for 

context. In a recent Insight Report, the Office for Students (2019) (OfS) reports that disabled 

students now make up a significant part of the student population. For example, according to 

the latest statistical data report from Advance HE – 2,383,970 students were studying in UK 

HEIs in 2018/2019 and of those 1,481,060 were studying on full-time undergraduate 

degrees (Advance HE, 2020, p. 24).  Within that group of students, 4% were studying law 

(Advance HE, 2020, p. 26).16  Statistically there has been a significant increase in the 

number of students disclosing a disability UK HEIs (Hubble & Bolton, 2021, p. 5):  

Figure 1: Number of students disclosing a disability in UK HEIs 

 

Year 

 

% of students disclosing a disability in 
UK HEIs 

2003/2004 5.4% 

2019/2020 17.3% 

  

In 2019/2020, the most common types of reported disabilities were ‘specific learning 

disabilities’ which include dyslexia, dyspraxia, and AD(H)D, making up 34% of the total. The 

next most common were mental health conditions, 28% of those with known disabilities. This 

has increased by 180% since 2014/2015, which is the largest increase of any type of 

 
16 The term ‘disabled students’ is used to refer to those who indicated that they are disabled on their 
HESA student record. ‘Non-disabled student’ is used to refer to those who indicated that they are not 
disabled, or whose disability status is unknown by their institution (Advance HE, 2020, p. 84). 
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disability (Hubble & Bolton, 2021, p. 6). A higher proportion of disabled leavers were 

unemployed 15 months after qualifying than non-disabled leavers (6.1% compared with 

4.7%) (Advance HE, 2020, p. 84). In Law 12.9% of students disclosed a disability (12,295 in 

total) (Advance HE, 2020, p. 100).  At NLS, in 2018/2019 12.7% of our UG Law students 

declared a disability and were registered with the Disability Support team.   

Therefore, the disability debate in HE continues to focus on the inclusion/exclusion debate in 

terms of access, success, and progression for disabled students (Office for Students, 2019), 

and this remains the emphasis in education policy in HE (see for example Department for 

Education, 2017). The principles of inclusive practice in HE developed out of original 

research and syntheses of practice, produced for and on behalf of the Higher Education 

Academy and Equality Challenge Unit (now Advance HE), see for example Hockings, 2010; 

Gunn, et al., 2015, (summarised for Equality Challenge Unit, 2016). These principles 

influence both policy in HE and curriculum design. In January 2017 the Department for 

Education (DfE) on behalf of the Disabled Students’ Sector Leadership Group, published a 

report outlining a possible way forward for providing an inclusive education for disabled 

students in HE (Department for Education, 2017). The reduction in DSA has exposed HE 

providers to the need to address in full the Public Sector Equality Duty17 and the 

expectations of the EA 2010. The idea being that students who can study inclusively may not 

need expensive or all-encompassing reasonable adjustments to enable them to succeed at 

their studies.  The report offers guidance on how to achieve an inclusive education 

environment, where disabled students’ needs are anticipated, using both the social model of 

disability, whilst promoting French and Swain’s affirmation model (2000). According to the 

DfE report and in light of the Government white paper “Success as a Knowledge Economy: 

Teaching Excellence, Social Mobility and Student Choice” (Department for Business, 

Innovation & Skills, 2016), the future standing of all HEIs will be influenced by their approach 

to disabled students. However, disabled students continue to experience micro-aggressions. 

For example, disabled students worry that academic staff think they are just being lazy if 

they cannot attend class on a given day, or that if they have adjustments then other students 

think this is unfair (Osborne, 2019). As discussed earlier, academic staff experience 

uncertainty with what is required as reasonable adjustment under the EA 2010 (Cameron, et 

al., 2019).  

It is important to remember that HE is not just about classroom and assessment activities 

and the inclusion of disabled students, but it should also be about access to placements and 

other work-related learning activities which are now seen as an integral part of the HE 

 
17 Section 149, EA 2010. 
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student experience. For example, disabled students are less satisfied with their professional 

placements, report more difficulties that non-disabled students and continue to experience 

negative attitudes to disability in the placement context which can inevitably impact on 

disclosure (Hill & Roger, 2016).  

Two aspects of particular interest in this DLaw, are mental health and dyslexia. The number 

of students disclosing mental ill-health at university has grown in recent years and from an 

anecdotal point of view, staff at NLS consider this one of the most challenging aspects of 

student pastoral care. A recent study by Cage and others, (2021) endorses the view that 

supported transitions through university are important for student wellbeing and mental 

health. The study recommends a whole university approach to support student wellbeing, 

supporting students at pre-entry with skills development for transition into university; peer 

mentoring and ‘buddying schemes’ to foster a sense of community; training staff to support 

students with mental health issues; and additional support for students when leaving 

university to transition into graduate employment. Dyslexia has likewise had some 

consideration in education literature. For example, Macdonald (2009) takes the social model 

to investigate the disabling barriers experienced by adults with dyslexia both in work and 

education, suggesting that institutional and structural barriers facilitate the discrimination 

experienced by people with dyslexia in education and employment and that this in turn is 

influenced by social-class status indicating that disabling barriers are susceptible to social 

class positioning (Macdonald, 2009, p. 359). Murphy (2019) in her recent work on possible 

selves and dyslexia provides a narrative inquiry of dyslexic healthcare students and reports 

how they are highly influenced by familial contexts, something which I return to in Chapters 4 

and 5.  

In June 2019, in response to the many and varied concerns about disabled students, the 

government established a Disabled Students’ Commission (DSC) to address the barriers 

faced by disabled students and to ensure successful outcomes for those students. In their 

first annual report (Disabled Students' Commission, 2021), the DSC aims to “challenge, 

influence and support the DfE, the OfS, HEPs and other relevant sector organisations to 

accelerate the pace of change in creating inclusive learning and living environments for 

disabled students” (Disabled Students' Commission, 2021, p. 4). The DSC intends to report 

on the student lifecycle, enhancing the disabled student experience from the transition 

through school/college, into HE and then into employment or further study on graduation 

using not just a statistics/data approach but including the student voice. Including the student 

voice is considered crucial in advancing the experience of disabled students (Barton, 1998; 

the Disabled Students' Sector Leadership Group, 2016). Whilst universities have outwardly 
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embraced the social model of disability, much remains to be done including listening to 

disabled students’ voices to inform future policy (Office for Students, 2019, p. 8) and an 

increased focus on the employability needs of disabled students, shifting the emphasis from 

curriculum design and assessment to future prospects. This transition and trajectory 

approach and student voice is picked up in my study and will be returned to in the discussion 

in Chapter 5.  

This review now turns to the legal profession and how students construct a graduate 

professional identity, linked to the ‘possible selves’ concept advocated by Markus & Nurius 

(1986) as a way of understanding how disabled students might ‘become lawyers.’  

2.5 Disability: The legal profession, graduate identity and ‘possible selves’ 

To date there has been limited literature on disability and the legal profession in the UK, 

although there is some awareness of disability in the legal profession in the USA relating to 

the Americans with Disabilities Act 1990 (see for example Rothstein, 2014).  There have 

been anecdotal individualised understandings about the difficulties faced by disabled people 

in the legal profession but there was nothing with a rigorous evidence base until recent 

research by Foster and Hirst (2020). Whilst there are reports relating to gender and the 

position of women, the position of the LGBT community, race (see for example Sommerlad, 

et al., 2010) and more recently, socio-economic inequalities in the legal profession (Bridge 

Group, 2018; Friedman & Laurison, 2020), Foster and Hirst had no previous disability 

research on which to draw. The profession has made “significant investments in equality, 

diversity and inclusion initiatives” but these tend to concentrate on a “hierarchy of 

disadvantage by characteristics – gender, socio-economic background, race and occasional 

mention of sexuality and religion” (Foster & Hirst, 2020, p. 7), and disabled people feature in 

few initiatives. Foster and Hirst report on the barriers experienced by disabled people across 

the legal profession, suggesting that the legal profession is generally poorly equipped to 

anticipate reasonable adjustments; there is a poor understanding of how disability, 

impairments and health conditions impact on recruitment and career progression within law; 

there is a general reluctance to disclose an impairment or non-visible disability because of a 

fear of discrimination; and the fact that the legal profession continues to operate traditional 

career expectations and working patterns means that access and progression for disabled 

people can be difficult. The findings suggest that a significant proportion of disabled people 

in the legal profession have experienced ill treatment, bullying or discrimination associated 

with their disability (Foster & Hirst, 2020).  



34 
 

There is emerging consideration of mental health and wellbeing in the legal profession 

(Collier, 2014; 2016; 2019) and concerns about poor mental health among lawyers are 

growing in number. Collier points to a growing body of literature in the UK and 

internationally, which is raising questions about wellbeing in the legal profession set against 

a backdrop of workplace structures and cultures, changing cohort attributes of those seeking 

entry to the profession, and aspects of legal education and training that can have a 

detrimental impact for lawyer and law students wellbeing (Collier, 2016).  The Junior 

Lawyers Division Resilience and Wellbeing Survey of 2019, reports that 48% of respondents 

experienced mental ill health (whether formally diagnosed or not) within the month leading 

up to the completion of the survey. This is an increase on the 38% reported in 2018 and 26% 

in 2017 (Junior Lawyers Division, The Law Society, 2019). A growing body of work suggests 

that the wellbeing and mental health issues start in law school and translate through into the 

legal profession (see for example, Bergin and Pakenham, 2014; Foley et al., 2016; Krieger, 

1998, Krieger and Sheldon, 2015 cited in James et. al., 2019). As suggested by James and 

others, law teachers are in a strong position to influence their students not only about legal 

matters, “but on developing attitudes and practices that will help them to survive and thrive 

as lawyers” (James et. al., 2019, pp.1). I return to this growing body of literature and its links 

to my study more comprehensively in Chapter 5.  

The ‘possible selves’ theory, first published by Markus and Nurius (1986) over thirty years 

ago provides new ways of thinking in social psychology about a possible future which is 

“imagined as embodied and personalised’ whilst understanding that “this imagining of the 

future impacts upon behaviour in the present” (Henderson, et al., 2019, p. 1). It provides a 

useful lens through which to consider future temporalities for students who are hoping to 

achieve their ideal goal on graduation and as Henderson contends the ‘possible selves’ 

concept is especially applicable to education because of the strong relationship between 

education and temporality which are combined in a way that is not simply about 

organisational and linear temporality in terms of start and end dates and curriculum 

development (Henderson, 2019, p. 27). In this study I invited the participants to explore 

notions of their ‘possible selves’ by asking them what they imagine they could become and 

questioning whether disability has an influence on these imaginings. Such an imagined 

future self is essential to the formation of a ‘habitus’, which enables an individual to function 

within a particular professional field (Sommerlad, 2007, p. 200).  In addition, beyond merely 

imagining such future identities, students are empowered to ‘package’ that ‘self’ so that each 

element of self, and the hard and soft currencies of employability, come together, in the 

‘perfect manifestation’ of educational achievement, skills and experience, and personal, 

social, and cultural capital which is so valued by employers (Brown & Hesketh, 2004).   
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Anecdotally we understand that students at NLS envisage a professional career, although 

this has never been tested empirically other than through discussions as part of ‘The 

Fairness Project’ previously discussed. All the participants in this study envisaged a legal 

career and as lecturers at NLS we assume, rightly or wrongly, that most of our students 

come to university to study law with the intention of working in their chosen field, the legal 

profession (Hardee, 2014).18 We assume our students are on a linear trajectory to becoming 

a law graduate. We count them in, and we count them out and help them along the way with 

careers advice and employability narratives. However, Henderson implies that the present 

realities of employability narratives on which HE is increasingly reliant combined with the 

temporal relationship of possible futures “cannot be experienced without the anticipation of 

the future for which the present is a preparation” and that the future must be experienced as 

an integral part of the present (Henderson, 2019, p. 28).  

Law students’ ‘possible selves’ must inevitably incorporate an image or perception of the 

legal profession and where they see themselves ‘fitting in’, concentrating on how they think 

about their potential in the future and how their future might develop, “an individual’s 

repertoire of possible selves can be viewed as the cognitive manifestation of enduring goals, 

aspirations, motives, fears and threats” (Markus & Nurius, 1986, p. 954). The future 

becomes personalised, it is not just about achieving the goal – becoming a lawyer in the 

general sense it becomes about how you as an individual will achieve that goal and how all 

of your own personal and social capital come to define the achievement of the goal. Markus 

and Nurius argue that conceptions of ‘possibility’ can be significant in exploring and 

analysing a broad range of phenomena that ‘implicate the self’ and could perhaps enable 

students to envisage their future in their chosen profession or career, but one which is highly 

personalised to their imagined future (Markus & Nurius, 1986, p. 966; Henderson, 2019, p. 

29). Through employability initiatives we actively encourage student participation in legal 

work experience, insight days, shadowing at court or placement opportunities so that those 

students can imagine themselves as future lawyers.  

HE is vigorously involved in creating mechanisms for promoting graduate employment 

through employability proposals and plans (see for example Williams, et al., 2016, for a 

systematic review of current understandings of employability). A number of employability 

models have developed (Williams, et al., 2016), and whilst this thesis is not the place to 

 
18 Whilst their ‘possible future selves’ are overwhelmingly in law; we do counsel students on other 
career opportunities either within the law itself or outside of the law as we know how competitive the 
legal jobs market is and we know there are too many law graduates for the available opportunities in 
the legal profession(s). 
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explore these in detail, Holmes’s ‘emergent graduate identity model’ sits comfortably within 

the narrative of ‘possible selves’ and consequently its significance to this study is explored 

briefly here (Holmes, 2013; 2015). Holmes contends that the approach taken by most 

employability models is one that involves the possession of skills and attributes. The idea 

being that the better your skills and attributes and the more you collect over your time at 

university, the better your chances of employment on graduation. This ‘possession model’ 

Holmes asserts, does not take account of difference in terms of graduate outcomes for 

different demographic groups (Holmes, 2013, p. 546) and he goes on to consider 

employability through a lens of ‘societal positioning’ in which models of employability draw 

on the work of Bourdieu and suggest that the ‘rules of the game’ are already set in an 

education system that privileges those who belong to the dominant class who can gain 

advantage in the system through family connections, having the right accent, and knowing 

the right practices to succeed and gain advantage in the system (Holmes, 2013, p. 547). 

This pessimistic approach suggests that individuals with diverse backgrounds and identities 

could never succeed in gaining elite employment on graduation, which we know that whilst 

challenging for those students, is not impossible (McKee, et al., 2020). Fortunately, studies 

such as that of Brown and Hesketh build on this societal positioning work advocating for a 

more nuanced approach to employability rather than relying purely on social and cultural 

capital and habitus in the market (Brown & Hesketh, 2004), suggesting that individual 

agency can make a difference to students gaining employment on graduation not just in 

terms of their own societal position and the skills and attributes they acquire, but by what 

they actually do and the actions they as individuals take. Holmes, in turn builds on this idea 

in a third approach to employability, by suggesting that employability and becoming 

employed is a ‘process’ that happens in time and through time and in interaction with others 

(Holmes, 2013, p. 548) and it is this stance that most resonates with the ‘possible selves’ 

narrative.  

Students must not just acquire skills and attributes and enthusiastically take up employability 

initiatives whilst negotiating their own position in society but must ‘become’ a graduate 

during their time at university. Employers should be led to ascribe to these students the 

identity of a person worthy of being employed (Holmes, 2013, p. 549). In law this will require 

future employers to see ‘potential’ in the students applying for a training contract or 

pupillage, and for the student, they must understand what it is to ‘become a lawyer’ and play 

their part in the process of becoming a legal professional. Emergent graduate identity must 

be viewed as arising from or in “the interaction between the individual and significant others 

in respect of the kind of person the individual is to be taken in, and in relation to, the 

particular situation. The individual may seek to lay claim to an identity, and this claim may or 
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may not match the ascription by others, i.e., the claim be affirmed or disaffirmed” (Holmes, 

2013, p. 549, italics retained). The process is inevitably one of negotiation and in other work 

Holmes goes on to accept that each individual biography will be personal to the student and 

will play a part in their success or otherwise of gaining employment on graduation, but that 

the ‘process model’ enables those “different  biographies to be considered in terms of 

trajectories through modalities of emergent identity” (Holmes, 2015, p. 233). I take from this 

work an understanding that the students’ present realities will play a part in their possible 

futures. 

Clegg (2010), suggests that ‘time future’ is the dominant discourse of HE and that HE “policy 

assumes a future in which students are projected as good, neo-liberal, employable subjects” 

(Clegg, 2010, p. 346). In the employability narratives we create for students we often ‘sell’ 

them an image of a future possible self that, contrary to the arguments of Holmes and 

others, disregards their own individual background in an attempt to create a predictable 

future that they are employable in the legal profession (or any profession). But as Morley 

(2001) writes: 

“A central argument is that employability is a socially decontextualized signifier in so 
far as it overlooks how social structures such as gender, race, social class, and 
disability interact with labour market opportunities… Bourdieu and Passeron (1979) 
argued that social factors permeate every aspect of students’ experiences. Yet in the 
employability discourse, aspects of students’ lives such as gender, ethnicity, social 
class tend to be disregarded” (Morley, 2001). 

I propose that the future possible self for disabled law students is fraught with challenge and 

as Toombs (1995) submits, “illness is experienced not only as a threat to the body but also 

as a threat to the self” and that the person experiencing illness (or disability) perceives 

themselves as ‘less of a person’ and that there is an accompanying loss of certainty for the 

future and loss of control, and this inevitable vulnerability produces anxiety and fear 

(Toombs, 1987, p. 230). Carel (2016) likewise writes about the restrictions imposed on the 

possible future of those with chronic ill health or disability. Carel uses Heidegger’s 

philosophy of human existence ‘being able to be’ and demonstrates how “human existence 

is distinctive because of its openness, potential and ability to become this or that thing” 

(Carel, 2016, p. 78). “Our plans and aims connect present actions … to a future view of 

ourselves as being able to be a particular thing” (Carel, 2016, p. 79). However, Carel 

suggests that Heidegger only captures human existence for healthy, autonomous adulthood 

(Carel, 2016, p. 80) and overlooks deterioration, incapacity, and ‘failure to be’ (Carel, 2016, 

p. 81). The future is all important for graduates, but in contemplating graduation and taking 

disability into account, that future may be different to the one they envisage for themselves 

and it is clear from the research of Foster and Hirst (2020) that disability discrimination is 



38 
 

widespread in the legal profession. Inevitably disabled law students may face challenges in 

accessing graduate legal employment and this can be harmful if this challenge undermines 

students’ confidence, as confidence and self-belief play a crucial role in employability 

(Dacre, Pool & Sewell, 2007, p. 286). 

Building on the work of Holmes and Morley, in trying to decide whether law students are 

different to other students and therefore different to other graduates, ‘making a lawyer’ 

(Jones, et al., 2020) involves not just the process of ‘becoming a lawyer’, but also ‘thinking 

like a lawyer’ both of which were explored with the participants in my study. The cultural 

norms of being a lawyer for a disabled law student may contain challenges that are hard to 

overcome however much the lawyer identity is desired. As Doherty suggests “The fitting of 

people into legal cultural norms starts before we even reach the doors of the law school” and 

law students aspire to enter the “middle-class world of knowledge work” (Doherty, 2021, 

forthcoming). McBride in Letters to a Law Student proposes that to do well on a law degree 

you need study skills, drive, logic, meticulousness, rigour, and eye for detail and practical 

wisdom (McBride, 2017). Further Doherty argues that “part of the mission of many law 

schools is to train students to ‘think like a lawyer’, that is, to explicitly direct the way in which 

students perceive the world and how they apply their knowledge and skills to it” (Doherty, 

2021, forthcoming).  Doherty’s work on legal cultures helps us compartmentalise what it is to 

be a lawyer and legal education helps shape those future lawyers into ways of ‘thinking like 

a lawyer’.  

“The key point is that there is a recognisable approach to legal education within and 
across countries that goes beyond knowledge transmission and involves socialisation 
into particular modes of seeing the world, internalised processes for defining and 
then addressing problems, and acceptable ways of communicating both particular 
solutions and wider messages around one’s own competence and ‘fit’ into the 
culture” (Doherty, 2021, forthcoming). 

Doherty uses the ‘academic tribes’ thesis of Becher and Trowler (2001) and Trowler’s further 

work in 2014 (Trowler, 2014), to propose that “disciplines (including law and design) have 

knowledge characteristics that influence the culture of their practitioners, and they attract 

acolytes who already have cognitive skills that are a fit to those characteristics and cultures” 

and that these cognitive characteristics such as textual analysis and logical and sequential 

thinking, are rehearsed in law schools for students to emulate (Doherty, 2021). Arguably this 

tribe of law professionals that law students aspire to be, becomes part of who you are and 

an essential way of being.  

Sandberg and Pinnington in their empirical study of corporate lawyers propose that 

‘professional competence should be understood as ways of being’ (Sandberg & Pinnington, 
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2009). Using Heidegger’s phenomenology of being in the world (Heidegger, 1927), 

Sandberg and Pinnington propose a new way of looking at professional competence and 

belonging to a profession which could have important implications for managing 

professionals and educating individuals to become professionals. The existential meaning of 

ways of being in understanding professional competence distinguishes and integrates a 

specific self-understanding – who you are, a specific understanding of the work and work 

performance – what you do and how, relationships with others and having the tools required 

to do the job such as knowledge, clothes, IT, buildings and so on (Sandberg & Pinnington, 

2009, p. 1162). It is not just about ability and capability, the acquisition of knowledge and 

knowing how to use it, building relationships with others, and learning from them, and 

understanding the profession and where you are in it, but a combination of all of these 

things. Being a professional is about ourselves, others and knowing and having the things or 

‘tools’ to do the work.  

Students acquire the knowledge, cognitive abilities and skills considered ‘intrinsic’ to the 

study of law and start ‘thinking like a lawyer’ during the law degree and vocational stage.  

Students can practise being lawyers through extra-curricular activities such as legal work 

experience or placements where they get to see the kind of activities that go on in legal 

practice and partake in networking opportunities through activities provided by law schools 

and their relationships with the profession (Francis & Sommerlad, 2009; Francis, 2015). If we 

take together the demands and perceptions of law students alongside the broader focus of 

employability in HE, aspiring lawyers will seek to use the undergraduate study experience to 

“extrapolate perceived elements of professional identity and professionalism” (Jones, et al., 

2020, p. 42). Ultimately their sense of being in the world and the self-understanding required 

to become a legal professional is a combination of all that they are and all that they might 

become. 

I turn now to conceptualise this situated review of the relevant literature as a research 

framework which has informed my study.  

2.6 Research Framework  

My study began with a clear focus on the individual lived experience of disability for law 

students as they contemplate their future professional lives. This experience is located in the 

context of legal education in law school and is therefore informed by legal education and 

broader HE perspectives on employability and access to the legal profession. The 

experience of disability for each participant is unique and is further situated in their location 

in the field in terms of professional identity development. Each of these perspectives has 
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been explored in the literature in Chapter 2 to provide a broad framework for my study and 

the lived experience is navigated using a phenomenological perspective. To this end, 

considering the literatures explored to provide the context and the rationale for my DLaw, the 

research framework for this study is best articulated by the framework in Figure 2.  

 

Figure 2: Research framework 
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2.7 Conclusion 

The context for this study is explored through the wide and varied literatures on the 

interlinking concepts in this study. Chapter 1 and Chapter 2 satisfy the first research 

objective which is to: 

Critically explore disability as a phenomenon for law students. In doing this disability 
is explored from a variety of viewpoints in the literature to set the framework for the 
research and explains why disability is an important subject for socio-legal and legal 
education research. 

It is evident in the literature that there are a number of models and lenses through which 

disability can be explored, but in prioritising a phenomenological inquiry the law students 

lived experiences of disability in law school, facilitates knowing their everyday reality as they 

transition through law school and imagine their possible futures in the legal profession, or as 

close as we can ever get to this essential experience. Whilst the law on disability 

discrimination is important in this study, it is impossible to think about disability in legal terms 

alone, even though this is how most lawyers will understand disability. Disability has been 

the subject of intense debate dominated by advocates of the ‘medical’ and ‘social’ models of 

disability and in the 1970’s, alongside other emancipation movements, became highly 

politicised. Whilst legal rights were gained with the coming into force of the DDA 1995 (now 

the EA 2010), the political struggle continues today particularly as the rights of disabled 

people come under extreme pressure with changes to the benefits system in ‘austerity’ 

Britain (Ryan, 2019) and the Covid19 pandemic has exacerbated existing hardships (Ryan, 

2020).  From an academic point of view, disability requires a balanced analysis, looking “not 

only at the disabled individual, but also at the disabling environment. Ultimately it is not 

possible to examine impairments outside of social relationships, representations and built 

environments” (Marks, 1997, p. 89).  

In the Chapter that follows, I present the philosophical and theoretical underpinning to the 

chosen research methods for this study, I explain those research methods, my positionality 

in the research, and the process of analysis using IPA.    
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Chapter 3: METHODOLOGY AND RESEARCH DESIGN  

“Nothing about us without us” (Charlton, 2000, p. 3) 

3.1 Introduction 

The purpose of this chapter is to explain and reflect on the research methodology adopted in 

my study. It outlines how and why I chose a qualitative, phenomenological approach. It 

explains the theoretical and philosophical foundations which underpin my study. It also 

explains the research design adopted to investigate the phenomenon of disability, the ethical 

implications, and my position as the researcher in the process.  

3.2 Ontological and epistemological positioning.  

Epistemology and ontology inform the theoretical perspective embedded within the 

methodology adopted for the research process (Crotty, 1998). The theoretical perspective 

which underpins my study is that of interpretivism, which is a perspective used to “explain 

human and social reality” (Crotty, 1998, p. 66), and follows a hermeneutic phenomenological 

tradition which Bryman refers to as a “general epistemological approach in its own right” 

(Bryman, 2012, p. 31). 

Adopting a phenomenological approach using IPA as the tool of analysis, allows me to get 

as close as possible to the experience of disability for the individual participants, both as a 

legal concept and, as a lived reality. As explained by Moran, phenomenology is: 

“best understood as a radical, anti-traditional style of philosophising, which 
emphasies the attempt to get to the truth of matters, to describe phenomena, in the 
broadest sense as whatever appears in the manner in which it appears, that is as it 
manifests itself to consciousness, to the experiencer” (Moran, 2000, p. 4, italics 
retained). 

Phenomenology is seen as a “return to concrete, lived human experience in all its richness” 

(Moran, 2000, p. 5, italics retained).  

A phenomenological approach to law is unusual. Arguably there is an essential discrepancy 

between the formalistic, doctrinal approach in black letter law scholarship and an 

understanding and appreciation of how the topics regulated by law are subjectively lived, 

experienced, and interpreted by actors in the legal process. Salter and McGuire (2015; 

2019) applied Husserlian phenomenology to the lived experience of hate crime as both 

inquiry into and, as an example of, lived (inter)subjectivity (Salter & McGuire, 2019, p. 9). 

Sandberg and Pinnington (2009) use a Heideggerian phenomenological approach in their 

study of competence and corporate lawyers. But otherwise, the approach is unusual. 
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Phenomenology and IPA enabled me to understand what the phenomenon of disability is in 

the context of the law as experienced by disabled law students in law school, and my study 

sits in the field of socio-legal research, which is predominantly empirical and enables us to 

understand how law and legal concepts function in and for society. Disability has a doctrinal 

legal definition in domestic law in the EA 2010 and in international law through the CRPD, 

but my study concentrates on disability as a legal, social, and personal phenomenon or 

through a phenomenological lens. When considering which methodology and methods to 

use for my study, other interpretative approaches, such as grounded theory and thematic 

analysis, were considered and there are similarities across all of these qualitative 

techniques, particularly inductive analytical coding. IPA however requires close and detailed 

coding of all transcripts, emphasises the idiographic/individual experience with small 

samples over generalised theory building with larger samples, and is underpinned by a solid 

theoretical foundation in phenomenology. Knowing disability to be a complex, slippery, 

indeterminate phenomenon I was especially interested in the varied experience of disability 

for the individual, rather than producing generalised experiences of disability for all law 

students.    

In choosing IPA “we commit ourselves to exploring, describing, interpreting and situating the 

means by which our participants make sense of their experiences” (Smith, et al., 2009, p. 

40) and these experiences often take on a particular significance for the individuals, usually 

during a major life event. For this study, coming to university, dealing with university life, and 

then planning for a future professional career with a disability seemed to me significant and 

meaningful transition phase for the participants. I wanted to explore the lived experience of 

disabled law students grappling with university and career planning to be expressed in its 

own terms, whilst attempting to draw some conclusions on how best to support students in 

dealing with these significant life transitions, through listening to their experiences and 

interpreting the data collected through their narratives. 

IPA was first used as a research method in health psychology in the mid-1990s but has 

expanded its reach into a number of distinct disciplines such as business management, 

education, engineering, applied linguistics, and clinical psychology (Wagstaff, et al., 2014).  

Smith suggests that it would be possible to use IPA to understand any type of experience, 

but in practice it is most commonly used to “examine experience which is of existential 

import to the participant” (Smith, 2011, p. 9). The largest field of research using IPA (24% of 

the corpus of research studies reviewed between 1996-2008) is illness experience (Smith, 

2011). As suggested by Smith, “illness experience usually plays a significant part in the lives 

and concerns of those with the illness and so is a natural topic for IPA inquiry” (Smith, 2011, 
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p. 14). The physical illness experiences in these studies were akin to the definition of 

disability under the EA 2010, such as arthritis, cancer, chronic fatigue syndrome and so on. 

IPA is often used to explore life transitions and identity development (Smith, et al., 2009, p. 

163) and in the growing corpus of IPA studies, identity often becomes a central concern. 

Such studies have explored, for example, transition to motherhood (Smith, 1994), migration 

and threat to identity (Timotijevic & Breakwell, 2000), the impact of homelessness on identity 

(Riggs & Coyle, 2002), and masculinity and identity (de Visser & Smith, 2006). This study 

whilst set in the context of law, legal education, and legal culture, is about the subjective 

experience of disability in those contexts, and the transition through university to 

professional employment and an emerging graduate lawyer identity. Therefore, IPA was a 

good fit for my study. 

3.2.1 Why a Professional Doctorate?  

In choosing to complete a professional doctorate my own epistemological stance and 

lifeworld has influenced the research.  I am not a novice academic. I am a qualified solicitor 

and have been a lecturer since 1997; bar a short spell back in practice as a Professional 

Support Lawyer between 2003 and 2005. When I first came to teach law, I often described 

myself as a bit of a fraud as I had not done a law degree but had completed the law 

conversion course and the LPC to gain my professional qualification. Despite having the 

required knowledge deemed necessary to be a lawyer, I felt I had not grasped the full range 

of possibilities a law degree might provide.  Likewise, I had always felt outside the research 

bubble in academia as I had come from practice and I thought of myself, as suggested by 

Hall, ‘not traditionally academic’ (Hall, 2019, p. 162), at best I was an academic ‘of a kind’. 

Perhaps like many of us when we started on the DLaw,19 one of the most challenging 

aspects of our introduction to research was the language used, which was problematic, but 

also learning how to ‘do’ research (Hall, 2019).  

The research approach I took had to reflect my own epistemological stance and lifeworld. I 

knew I wanted to explore disability and as it transpired, non-visible disability became the 

specific phenomenon studied. I understood disability from a legal point of view, using the EA 

2010 as my professional frame of reference, rather than disability as a lived reality and I was 

comfortable with that, but it did not really provide me with a suitable basis for my study.  

Being an employment lawyer, personal narrative and lived experience have always been 

important. Employment Law deals with complex personal issues about job security, 

discriminatory conduct, or unfair working practices. I was keen to match this experience to 

 
19 I have set out in Appendix 7 how I have achieved all elements of the Professional Doctorate in Law 
programme. 
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my research and the research design for my DLaw was therefore influenced by my own 

personal and professional experience as a lawyer, lecturer, and disability law scholar. A 

phenomenological approach allowed me to dig into the lifeworld experience of 

undergraduate disabled law students whilst completing a law degree at NLS. This in turn 

pushed the decision to match the research question to the research design. A qualitative 

approach was the only option for me and as Shaw suggests, “experiential qualitative 

research can reveal the struggles and celebrations of everyday life that are crucial to our 

understanding of the human condition” (Shaw, 2011, p. 28).  

Phenomenology, a philosophical approach to the study of experience, became the 

experiential qualitative research methodology I most identified with. My study implemented a 

phenomenological approach as a means of examining the lived experience of disability, 

disability discrimination, the definition of disability and the duty of reasonable adjustments in 

a particular context, that of law students at university, engaging with the employability 

agenda and planning for their chosen career. However, it became much more than this. In 

choosing phenomenology I was stepping outside of my customary view of the world which is 

influenced by my legal training. As I immersed myself in the individual participant data, 

students told me their stories of school, diagnosis, coming to law school, their relationships 

with significant others and how important some of these had been, their plans for the future 

and where they saw themselves ‘fitting in’. Disability was revealed to me in a different way.  

Professional doctorates involve a substantial ‘reflective’ process or piece of work (Murray 

2017, p. 50) and I contributed to a book Ableism in Academia (Brown & Leigh, 2020) where I 

explored my own chronic illness and its impact on my life in academia (Griffiths, 2020). In 

devising this research and trying to explain its importance to me, I have reflected upon my 

own career, experience, and professional self both as an academic and as a lawyer. 

Inevitably, my professional career consists of two intersecting professions: law and 

education and this professional doctorate is a culmination of that reflective research process 

alongside the participant experience. 

I now turn to the philosophical foundations which underpin my study and IPA.  

3.3 Interpretative phenomenology 

There is no direct route to experience and researchers using IPA, use interpretative analysis 

to get as close as possible to someone else’s experience through conversation and 

interviews. There is a central link within IPA as an experiential qualitative method, 

connecting the experience itself with participants making sense of it, and the emotional 
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reaction to it. The theoretical foundations of IPA are informed by three distinct areas of the 

philosophy of knowledge: phenomenology, hermeneutics and idiography. Smith and others 

in their major work on IPA (Smith, et al., 2009) set out to explore IPA as theory, method and 

mode of research and I drew on this extensively in my study. The work of Husserl, 

Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty, Gadamer and Sartre provide the philosophical foundations for 

IPA and their worked is explored next.   

Phenomenology has its origins in the work of Franz Brentano (1838-1917), but it is Edmund 

Husserl (1859-1938) who is considered to be the founder of phenomenology, which he 

defined as “the science of essence of consciousness”. In his work, Husserl (1913/1983; 

1928/1989; 1936/1970) emphasised a detailed understanding of experience which moved 

away from the positivist scientific method of understanding experience and gave weight to 

subjective experience as the source of the knowledge of objective phenomena. He argued 

that there is only one thing which is certain and that is our own conscious awareness (of 

something) and only through that can we begin to understand our knowledge of the world 

around us. Husserl asserted that we should try to focus on each and every ‘thing’ in its own 

right, by stepping outside of our ‘natural attitude’ to examine routine experiences for 

ourselves and adopting a ‘phenomenological attitude’ by turning our gaze away from, the 

object in the world and directing that reflection inwards to our perception of that object. 

Husserl suggests that we are being phenomenological when we become conscious of the 

‘thing’, which appears to us as the ‘phenomena’ and our conscious reflection of the object 

(Shinebourne, 2011, p. 17). Husserl’s ‘phenomenological method’ focuses on identifying the 

core structures of experience, by consciously considering the ‘taken for granted’ way in 

which we see the world and the objects within it, ‘bracketing’ or putting to one side this taken 

for granted way and then concentrating instead on our perception of the world (Finlay, 2008, 

p. 2). But in bracketing we are not ignoring the world around us; we are merely putting to one 

side the distractions and assumptions made about the world to get back to the essence of 

the experience of the phenomena. Husserl however, concentrated on using this 

phenomenological approach to reach inquiry into his own experience rather than the 

experiences of others.  

Heidegger (1927) developed Husserl’s ideas to help us make sense of the world around us. 

For Heidegger, Husserl’s work was too abstract and theoretical. He was more concerned 

with the ontological question of existence itself and for him, with the practical activities and 

relationships we develop, the world appears to us and is made meaningful. This, Heidegger 

referred to as ‘Dasein’ (there-being) (Smith, et al., 2009, p. 17). Heidegger concentrated on 

reflection and reflexivity and developed a much greater interest in phenomenology as the 
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process of interpreting other people’s experience, developing a more hermeneutic approach 

to phenomenology (Shinebourne, 2011, p. 18).   

Merleau-Ponty (1962) makes an important contribution to IPA in that he emphasises the 

importance of how the “body shapes the fundamental character of our knowing about the 

world” (Smith, et al., 2009, p. 19). He is concerned with subjectivity and embodiment and 

how they come together when we think about how we see another. 

“I perceive the other as a piece of behaviour, for example, I perceive the grief or the 
anger of the other in his conduct, in his face or his hands, without ‘recourse’ to any 
‘inner’ experience of suffering or anger… But then the behaviour of another, and 
even his words, are not the other. The grief and the anger of another have never 
quite the same significance for him as they have for me. For him these situations are 
lived through, for me they are displayed” (Merleau-Ponty, 1962, pp. 414-415). 

Therefore, while we can observe and experience a particular phenomenon in another as an 

experience, we can never entirely share that other person’s experience. Their experience 

belongs to their own embodied experience of the world. We can try to discover it through 

their behaviour, what they say, how they react and their own emotional connection to that 

phenomenon, but we have to accept that we can never completely know it as they do. It is 

accepted that a ‘lived experience’ can never be entirely captured but must not be overlooked 

(Smith, et al., 2009, p. 19). For Sartre (1957/2003), the things that are absent are as 

important as the things that are present in terms of defining who we are and how we see the 

world. Sartre extends Heidegger’s worldliness of our experience by developing our place in 

the world in relation to the presence or absence of others and helps us understand the moral 

nature of those encounters.  

These four philosophers inform the phenomenological foundations of IPA and help us 

understand experience as a lived process, with individuals attributing their own meaning of 

the phenomenon through their individual experience. In IPA, the researcher accesses the 

experiences of others through their own accounts and the researcher’s ‘fore-conceptions’ 

(Shinebourne, 2011, p. 20). The challenge for the researcher is to understand and 

acknowledge their own influence in the research process (Finlay, 2008, p. 17). The influence 

of my own ‘fore-conceptions’ or ‘pre-understandings’ is explored further in 3.6. 

Disability is one word to describe a myriad of physical and mental impairments,20 

neurodiversity, learning disabilities, mental ill-health, chronic illness and so on, all of which 

 
20 It is acknowledged that ‘impairment’ is a contested word to which I will return, but for now will leave 
as is as it directly links to the legal definition of disability in section 6 EA 2010 with which I am 
predominantly concerned.  
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are experienced differently by each person who recognises and acknowledges the word 

disability for themselves.  It is also accepted that as well as being used to describe 

impairment, disability can also be used to describe oppression or socially created 

disadvantage. IPA helps us interpret these individual experiences and assists individuals to 

make meaning out of the things that happen to them. However, as Smith and others 

observe, “without the phenomenology, there would be nothing to interpret; without the 

hermeneutics the phenomenology would not be seen” (Smith, et al., 2009, p. 37). I now 

therefore turn to hermeneutics and return to Heidegger who gave “Husserl’s account of 

practical intentionality an entirely new shape by connecting it with the tradition of 

hermeneutics” (Moran, 2000, p. 234), and the work of Gadamer (1960, cited in Moran, 

2000). 

Heidegger’s view is that all questions carry certain presumptions with them, these 

presumptions govern the inquiry and to an extent pre-determine what can be discovered. “In 

working out the question, have we not presupposed something which only the answer can 

bring” (Heidegger, 1927). Whilst this is circular it is not a closed circle, but rather a 

backwards and forwards process, which is evident in IPA. How we question the participants 

in a phenomenological inquiry in a moment in time in a particular place, how the participants 

feel about the phenomenon under question in that given moment and how this relates to 

their experience of it and how I, as the researcher, then hear that answer and how I go on to 

subsequently interpret that experience as part of the analysis and write it up, can only ever 

be as it is in that moment in time. How we relate to ‘Being’ at other moments might change 

the nature of the research but the interview or conversation in a phenomenological inquiry is 

a good starting point, but what comes next is equally important to IPA. Gadamer connects 

both phenomenology and hermeneutics as both describe “the process by which meaning 

emerges” (Moran, 2000, p. 248). Gadamer distinguishes between the meaning of a text 

during interpretation and subsequent understanding of the person. He prioritises the former 

and the interpreter has to be fully open to what the text might reveal to him (Dunne, 1993, p. 

115). He goes on to suggest that interpretation is a dialogue between past and present. 

Interpretation focuses on the meaning of the text, which is influenced by the moment the 

interpretation is made (Smith, et al., 2009, p. 27). “Phenomenology requires the uncovering 

of meanings concealed by the phenomenon’s mode of appearing” (Shinebourne, 2011, pp. 

18-19). Moran (2000) contends that: 

“Phenomenology is seeking after a meaning which is perhaps hidden by the entity’s 
mode of appearing. In that case the proper model for seeking meaning is the 
interpretation of a text and for this reason Heidegger links phenomenology with 
hermeneutics. How things appear or are covered up must be explicitly studied. The 
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things themselves always present themselves in a manner which is at the same time 
self-concealing” (Moran, 2000, p. 229). 

Hermeneutics is critical to IPA and the hermeneutic circle is significant when thinking about 

the methods employed in this study. The process of analysis of the data collected in the 

interviews and conversations with the participants is inevitably iterative. I went through a 

process of moving backwards and forwards from the individual’s experience to analysing the 

data and back to the experience, revisiting the transcript data on a number of occasions, 

each time helping to improve the interpretation and, data connections previously glossed 

over, brought new meaning when looked at again. IPA can only offer an interpretation of the 

experience from the third-person perspective, involving what Smith and others describe as a 

‘double hermeneutic’ as “the researcher is making sense of the participant, who is making 

sense of x. And this usefully illustrates the dual role of the researcher as both like and unlike 

the participant” (Smith, et al., 2009, p. 35). We may not fully understand how our 

preconceptions have influenced the interpretation of the data, so reflective practices are an 

important part of the research process in IPA and Gadamer suggests that fore conceptions 

are constantly revised and are changing in the process of interpretation. I was conscious that 

I had to have in mind the person ultimately reading my work so there is what is described as 

a “third hermeneutic level; the imagined reader” of this thesis (Smith, et al., 2009, p. 41). In 

exploring disability and illness through a phenomenological lens, we endeavour to 

understand and find meaning in what is happening to us in that moment through specific 

events, whilst understanding that those events take on a particular significance in the 

meaning-making process (Smith, 2019).  

Idiography emphasises the particular and for my study this is crucial as each disability even 

if it is the same physical impairment, for example arthritis, is experienced differently by 

different people depending on the individual embodiment and reaction to pain and the 

context within which the person operates. Smith refers to this as “the articulation of meaning 

as being of a particular thing, for a particular person, within a particular context” (Smith, 

2019, p. 169). This individual lived experience is intensely sensitive in nature. Individuals 

talking about their own experience of dealing with a disability whilst at university and finding 

work after university and I was cognisant throughout of the intensely personal nature of the 

experiences explored.  

Finally, to address the critics of phenomenological qualitative research (PQR), in particular 

IPA. First, there is some criticism levelled at how ‘phenomenology as qualitative research’ is 

‘done’ and second that IPA in particular lacks a sound theoretical base. In relation to the first 

question, Finlay (2008) explores the challenge for researchers of applying the 
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‘phenomenological attitude’ in practice. She acknowledges that “while there is consensus 

that a change of attitude is required, how that change of attitude is to be effected has been 

the subject of prolonged debate” (Finlay, 2008, p. 2, italics retained). The debate centres on 

how to convert what she describes as a ‘philosophical method’ into a practical, empirical 

one. In Finlay’s view the phenomenological process does not involve a researcher striving 

for objectivist, distanced or detached engagement, but rather a researcher who is fully 

involved, interested and open to what might appear (Finlay, 2008, p. 3). Reflexivity 

consequently becomes central to the research process to maintain engagement with the 

participant and the phenomenon and to “ensure that the focus of the research does not shift 

away from the phenomenon, and/or participants’ lived worlds, to the researcher” (Finlay, 

2008, p. 4).  

Paley (2017) centres his criticisms on whether PQR is different to any other qualitative 

method as all rely on small samples, the participants are asked to talk about experience 

usually in interviews, they refer to meaning and then themes are identified. Paley suggests 

that PQR is different, because of its approach to analysis, which he refers to as ‘meaning 

attribution’ - how meaning is assigned to individual units of data and then to the 

phenomenon as a whole (Paley, 2017, p. 3). Paley argues that all PQR researchers use just 

the text of the data to understand the phenomenon but then criticises how, in IPA and other 

PQR research, meaning is actually attributed to the phenomenon being researched by the 

researcher from the interpretative analytical methods used. He suggests that it is often 

unclear how meaning is actually attributed to the data by what is revealed in the analysis and 

ultimately what is written up by the researcher. Paley suggests that PQR researchers 

struggle to explain what they are attributing meaning to and by this he means what do 

researchers actually mean when they talk about the research is concerned with ‘the thing 

itself’, ‘lived experience’, ‘how something is’, and so on. He criticises the very nature of 

meaning itself, what do PQR researchers actually mean by ‘meaning’, is that meaning 

‘intrinsic’ or ‘attached’ to the phenomenon, both of which are referred to in PQR and finally 

are PQR researchers concerned with description or interpretation and how do we discern the 

difference between the two.  

In response to this second criticism I drew on the work of Shinebourne (2011) and Finlay 

(2009) who set out to justify the theory that underpins IPA in response to criticism by Sousa 

who proposes that IPA “presents its theoretical basis in two pages” (Sousa, 2008, p. 149) 

and Giorgi who states “the originators of IPA have given no indication as to how their method 

is related to philosophical phenomenology” (Giorgi, 2010, p. 6) and who both suggest that 

IPA is not related to philosophical phenomenology. Shinebourne however contends that IPA 
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does draw on its theoretical foundations in phenomenology, hermeneutics, and its 

idiographic perspective, to inform its distinctive epistemological framework and research 

methodology (Shinebourne, 2011, p. 17). Finlay suggests that despite the divergent and 

sometimes conflicting approaches in PQR, there are shared features within 

phenomenological research: “Phenomenological research characteristically starts with 

concrete descriptions of lived situations, often first-person accounts, set down in everyday 

language and avoiding abstract intellectual generalisations” (Finlay, 2009, p. 10). 

“Phenomenologists also concur about the need for researchers to engage a 

‘phenomenological attitude’, in which the researcher strives to be open to the ‘other’ and to 

attempt to see the world freshly, in a different way” (Finlay, 2009, p. 12). Phenomenological 

research starts with description of first-person accounts and moves to reflectively analysing 

the descriptions, idiographically at first, and then in more general terms as the analysis 

develops. The researcher then goes beyond mere description and surface meanings to 

‘reading between the lines.’ Finlay contends that it is the “process of ‘reading between the 

lines’ which has generated uncertainty” amongst sceptics of IPA. She asks, “to what extent 

does this approach involve going beyond what the person has said and enter the realm of 

interpretation?” (Finlay, 2009, p. 10). It is at this point that I position myself more with the 

interpretative, or hermeneutic phenomenology of Heidegger and Gadamer, as opposed to 

Husserl-inspired descriptive phenomenology. Smith (2018) recently responded to criticism of 

IPA, suggesting that those who have declared it as being not from a phenomenological 

tradition have misinterpreted the basis of IPA and that the phenomenological foundations are 

what make it a distinct method to other qualitative methods such as thematic analysis. 

In relation to the first criticism, I set out below how the methods adopted enabled me to 

analyse the data from my interviews, and how I attempt to attribute meaning to the 

phenomenon in question. Whether I have been successful or even partially successful will 

depend on the success or otherwise of my findings, discussion, and conclusions in 

answering the research question. In relation to the second criticism, I side with those who 

consider IPA to have sound theoretical underpinnings, which I have explained above.   

There are tensions between different methodological approaches to research as our own 

epistemological and ontological stance is grounded in how we see the world, which is 

individual and unique. How we analyse our data and attribute meaning to it in any qualitative 

research is linked to our own position, but the analysis must have its origins in some 

established philosophy and mode of research. What we side with ultimately is personal but 

must be capable of answering the research question. Despite the criticisms, I agree with 

Wagstaff and others (2014) in that IPA allows for the “creation of a richly interpreted, 
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phenomenological account of participant data, arising from the meticulous engagement 

between the researcher and a small number of participants” but which allows an approach 

which “comprehensively, respectfully and explicitly incorporates the perspective of both 

researcher and participant” (Wagstaff, et al., 2014, p. 10). The methods used to conduct my 

study will now be explored.  

3.4 Methods and research design 

In the early stages, the practical realities of doing a professional doctorate at the same time 

as working led me to question how to ‘do’ a phenomenological study. The DLaw has certain 

time constraints imposed upon it and I was looking for a research design and method that 

could be completed within that tight timeframe, but that would allow me to fully explore the 

phenomenon and answer my research question on disability. I was interested in individual 

experience and therefore the research was always going to be with individual research 

participants and interview based. Whilst I had a broad field of interest, I did not have a theory 

to test.  

Qualitative methodologies are especially concerned with the particular situations and 

experiences of the individual participants in the study, in certain contexts and cultures 

(Yardley, 2000, p. 215). Whilst this study draws on phenomenological philosophy in its 

traditions and procedures, it is the work of interpretative phenomenologists that it relies upon 

to explore meaning through interpretation and discussion through the hermeneutic circle, in 

interviews with a small group of participants, whilst drawing on personal experience. Whilst 

other forms of qualitative research examine the lived experience of the research participants 

in an attempt to understand the meaning derived from those experiences, IPA provided the 

most appropriate tools to enable me to do that, while allowing focus on the participant’s 

understanding of their subjective experiences (Smith, et al., 2009, p. 47). The research 

design employed, and subsequent methods chosen, therefore accord with an IPA approach. 

I chose IPA at the start of the research process and I will assess this choice against what 

makes a good qualitative study and what I have ultimately produced later in 6.3 but suffice to 

say at this stage the first criterion set out by Yardley (2000) ‘sensitivity to context’ started at 

this early stage in the research process. I selected disability, a complex and sensitive 

phenomenon to explore and I have set out the rationale for this choice in Chapter 1. 

Emphasis on the idiographic and particular was important and the participants who came 

forward had difficult stories to tell and required empathetic listening during the interviews. 

Sensitivity to context was therefore present from the start in the process of choosing IPA, 

gaining ethical approval, and continued throughout data collection and subsequent analysis. 
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When I return to the assessment of this study later in Chapter 6, I will explore commitment 

and rigour, transparency and coherence, and impact and importance.   

3.4.1 The setting 

This setting was chosen as it is the institution, I am most familiar with, where I have worked 

as a law lecturer for the last 23 years and it provided access to the research participants in 

this study. I set out to explore the law students’ experience of disability and because of my 

experience as a law lecturer; I knew I would have a pool of potential participants to draw on. 

On average 13% of our undergraduate cohort in law, register with the Disability Support 

Team each year.21 The largest groups within those figures are students with mental health 

issues (average 5%) and students with Dyslexia or other specific learning difficulty (average 

4%). NLS is a large law school with approximately 1200 students studying full time at 

undergraduate level. The main law degree (the MLaw) is highly experiential and by the time 

the students graduate they are well versed in both ‘thinking like a lawyer’ and understanding 

what ‘becoming a lawyer’ means and will probably have taken opportunities to practise being 

a lawyer through legal work experience and other career development opportunities. 

3.4.2 The sample 

The participants were chosen because they represented a particular perspective on the 

phenomenon of disability, rather than a population (Smith, et al., 2009, p. 49). IPA is 

concerned with understanding a particular phenomenon in a particular context (Smith, et al., 

2009, p. 49). Consequently, the study used a small, purposively selected sample recruited 

from one law department. Participants initially came through a gatekeeper – students who 

had already registered with Disability Support who were law undergraduate students. The 

particular disability itself did not matter nor did the year of study. The initial request for 

participants generated three participants. I interviewed the first participant to test and refine 

my interview schedule as required, no refinements were necessary, and I conducted the 

other two interviews a few weeks later. I then ran into a GDPR22 difficulty with my initial 

gatekeeper and my next set of participants had to be recruited from an email sent to all law 

undergraduate students by the student support team. I realised this group may not 

necessarily have registered with Disability Support, and therefore there may be some 

 
21 In 2016/2017 235 students were registered, in 2017/2018 187 students were registered and in 
2018/2019 163 students were registered.  

22 General Data Protection Regulations (EU) 2016/679 which came into force on 25 May 2018 under 
the Data Protection Act 2018. 
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differences in the subsequent research discussion with them. As it transpired the next four 

students, who came forward had all registered with Disability Support but had not come 

through in my initial request. Due to time constraints and a need for ethical re-approval, a 

year separated the interviews between the first and second group of participants.  

Sample sizes in IPA tend to be small as the amount of first-hand data collected is large and 

requires detailed analysis. Smith suggests that for professional doctorates a range of 

between four and ten interviews is a reasonable sample size to provide sufficient data for 

meaningful analysis but without being overwhelming (Smith, et al., 2009, p. 51). I interviewed 

seven undergraduate students as part of my study. Two students were first year students 

(when interviewed), one student was in year three of the MLaw, Bar route as she had 

ambitions to be a barrister, and four students were final year students on our MLaw, Solicitor 

route. For those who are critical of the small sample sizes used in IPA it is important to 

remember, “the issue is quality, not quantity, and given the complexity of most human 

phenomena, IPA studies usually benefit from a concentrated focus on a small number of 

cases” (Smith, et al., 2009, p. 51).  The research process was evolving, and I remained open 

to new phenomena with the overarching goal of finding an understanding of the experience 

of disability in the undergraduate law student corpus. 

In recruiting for the project, the email requesting participants openly explained the purpose of 

the research and the context within which the data was to be collected (see Appendix 1). If a 

participant responded to the email, I would then send them a longer information sheet 

explaining in more detail the purpose of the study and how it was to be conducted (see 

Appendix 2). I then offered the opportunity for discussion if the participant had questions 

about the study. The students were fully informed as to the aims and scope of the study 

before agreeing to participate. I checked that the participants were happy to be recorded 

before recruitment. At this stage, all contact was by email. Interviews were then scheduled at 

a time convenient to both parties. Before the interview started the participants had a clear 

understanding of the focus and tone of the interview as I shared the interview schedule itself, 

so they were fully informed before consent was given for participation (see Appendix 4 for 

the interview schedule). This way the participant would know the range of topics to be 

covered. Just before the interview started an Informed Consent Form was signed (see 

Appendix 3). The data was stored safely, and participants were given numerical codes 

instead of names on the electronic and hard copy transcripts and the recordings themselves. 

Hard copies were stored in a locked filing cabinet and the recorded data was kept on two 

secure computer drives which were password protected and will be destroyed on successful 

completion of the research process. 
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3.4.3 Data collection - semi structured interviews 

The process of questioning is explored by Heidegger who proposes that we must pay 

attention to the nature of questioning itself (Moran, 2000, p. 236). As Heidegger emphasises 

“every seeking gets guided beforehand by what is sought” (Heidegger, 1927) and that “our 

pre-understanding and our mode of access are crucial to the answer which we hear” (Moran, 

2000, p. 236, italics retained). Therefore, what we ask, how we ask it and our own position in 

the research or our own fore structures are crucial to the research process and much be 

acknowledged, which I do in 3.6. 

A number of qualitative methods use interviews to explore experience but in IPA what we do 

with the interview data matters. As Smith and others suggest, “In terms of devising a data 

collection method, IPA is best suited to one which will invite participants to offer a rich, 

detailed, first-person account of their experiences” (Smith, et al., 2009, p. 56). Semi-

structured interviews are commonly used in IPA because along with most qualitative 

methods the interviewee’s own perspective and point of view is of particular interest and 

allows for participants to “tell their stories, to speak freely and reflectively, and to develop 

their ideas and express their concerns at some length” (Smith, et al., 2009, p. 56). Semi-

structured interviews allow for some guidance by the researcher using an open framework 

so the participant can provide details of their own experience in their own words. “In a highly 

structured interview…these things are much less likely to occur” (Smith, et al., 2009, p. 56).  

In conducting the interviews, I wanted the participants to talk to me freely and openly as the 

topic was sensitive and could involve intensely personal experiences about the institution 

where I teach, and they studied at. Therefore, I wanted to remain neutral but not without 

empathy as I did not want to lose the rapport and the relationships, we had developed. I was 

exploring their ‘lived experience’ of disability and it had to be as real as it could for 

authenticity. It is fair to say that my experience as a solicitor and interviewing clients came in 

useful. I relied heavily on my training as a lawyer during the interviews, listening to the 

stories being told and eliciting more information where needed or probing more deeply for 

understanding. When conducting Employment Law interviews, the experiences are often 

difficult to convey and I tried to employ the same tactics here and I managed to get all the 

participants to open up, although for some the topic was hard to discuss especially those 

with mental health issues. I do not think I would have had the same success if I had taken a 

relatively cold interviewer, interviewee stance merely to elicit information without bias. I 

appreciated this was not just my training as a solicitor but also a ‘feminist approach’ to 

interviewing (Oakley, 1981).  
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The interview schedule provided some guidance on the topics I wanted to explore but 

allowed time in the interviews for the participants to discuss anything they felt relevant to the 

discussion. Open-ended questions were asked, and I reiterated at the beginning of the 

interview that there was no right or wrong answer. Interviewees were asked to talk about 

their experience of disability at NLS and whether they thought that might impact on their 

ability to work in the legal profession in the future. However, the interviewees were asked 

broader questions about their best and worst experiences of being at university and when 

they thought of a lawyer – what they saw or imagined the lawyer to be like. This was with a 

view to ascertaining whether disability had any impact on their general experience of law 

school and whether their perception of a lawyer included a lawyer with a disability.  

The interviews were scheduled in a quiet room at NLS, where no disturbances would occur, 

and the students would hopefully feel familiar and comfortable in their surroundings. An hour 

was allocated for the interviews and most took the full hour with one continuing for ninety 

minutes. Face to face interviews were conducted because of the personal and potentially 

sensitive nature of the subject matter and this allowed me to check the participant was okay 

throughout the interview and at the end. I tried carefully not to lead the interviewee, by 

leaving questions open, checking the language used, not putting words in their mouths, and 

I tried to let them speak more than I did. Each of them had at least at some point given 

disability some thought to end up at Disability Support and so I decided some of my 

questions could be framed against that and I could ask about disability in a direct way. Other 

complex areas included discussions about ‘invisible’ or non-visible disabilities as all the 

participants presented with a non-visible disability and this came up frequently in the 

interviews but not always framed in that way. I knew what the interviewee was talking about, 

but I did not want to anticipate meaning and to give it the label of ‘invisible/non-visible 

disability’. I think on occasion though I was unsuccessful, but I checked myself constantly to 

try to stay as neutral as possible, but I did certainly steer the conversation at times whilst 

allowing the interviewee to have their own voice heard.  I tried hard to tolerate pauses 

although sometimes I interjected too early which I regret and again tried to allow pauses to 

develop particularly in later interviews.  

I kept a research journal and after each interview and I recorded comments about how the 

interview had gone. Because of this commentary, I became aware that I was thinking about 

the process of the interview almost as much as I was about the content of the interview itself. 

The data was significant and important and has played the biggest part in the development 

of this thesis, but my reflections on the interview process I think deserve comment. Because 

I was new to phenomenological research, I realised that I was experiencing the interview 
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and the interview process with my group of participants. After each, I was learning about the 

process for the next and I became aware of the impact it was having on me. My own 

disability consciousness developed when I decided on the phenomenon I was going to 

explore for my doctorate, but it came to the fore particularly when I was reflecting on the 

interview process.  

With each participant’s consent the interviews were recorded using a digital recording device 

and were transcribed verbatim, initially by listening and manually typing the interview word 

for word. This took a long time, and it became quicker to transcribe using Google voice 

recognition where I would listen to the interview wearing headphones and speak the words 

of each participant. This became a fruitful process as in repeating the words and the pauses 

and listening to the silences and sometimes embarrassed laughter, I could become close to 

the data which assisted in the analysis phase.   

3.5 Ethics and ethical practice 

Ethical research practice is dynamic and requires constant monitoring throughout the 

research process, recruitment of participants, data collection and analysis. A university 

ethics form was submitted prior to the collecting of any data and was re-submitted to allow 

for the change in participant recruitment. This was not just a form filling exercise, it allowed 

me to consider all stages of what was going to be sensitive research. There were a number 

of interlinking ethical considerations, including my own position as an ‘insider’ in the research 

process which I explore in more depth in 3.6. I wanted to ensure that my participants fully 

understood the study and informed consent was sought. During this process of seeking 

consent, I chose to share the interview questions with the participants to ensure the process 

was as transparent as possible. Confidentiality and privacy were maintained throughout.  At 

the commencement of each interview the voluntary nature of their participation in the 

interview was reiterated.  Participants were advised as to how their information would be 

used, they understood that the data would be used as part of a professional doctorate and 

that the data would be analysed and used for publication of a thesis and subsequent 

potential publications or conference papers. They were asked for consent again at the start 

of the interview and for it to be recorded, and they were reminded that their consent could be 

withdrawn at any point up to the analysis of the data. Those participants who were interested 

in receiving information on the findings of the research were given the opportunity to say 

whether or not they wanted to be given a brief written summary of findings (the 

confidentiality and anonymity (in so far as is possible) of all participants would be maintained 

in doing so).  
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Participant safety issues were paramount during the study. Equality, diversity, and disability 

are sensitive topics. There was always a risk that taking part may cause some participants to 

feel some discomfort or distress and this had to be acknowledged throughout the study. I 

made it clear at the outset that if a participant felt that the distress was likely to be significant, 

then they would be advised not to take part in the project. If at any time a participant felt 

significant discomfort or distress, then support could be accessed via the following 

Northumbria University services: Disability Support; Counselling and Mental Health support; 

Welfare and Health support or the Chaplaincy. This was explained to the participant and 

information on these services was provided to each participant at the start of the interview.  It 

is acknowledged that the participant is the expert of their own experience, and this was 

treated with sensitivity and confidentiality throughout. It was important that the participant felt 

safe and grounded at the end of the interview and the participants were advised that if the 

interview triggered any feelings of anxiety or distress then they could contact me after the 

interview, or the support services outlined in the literature provided. I acknowledge that I am 

not an expert in student support, although I have received some training on risk assessment 

and student support as an academic and I am a Mental Health First Aider. I was aware that 

this research may trigger emotion or discomfort in me as the researcher and I had the 

support of my supervisor, the programme leader of the DLaw and I too could avail myself of 

the support services outlined above. My line manager was fully aware of my research and 

was supportive of it.  In writing about my own experience of disability I have gathered a 

network of colleagues within and outside of the university that I can draw on for support.  

3.6 The researcher: My own ‘coming out’ 

IPA is interpretative and it is important to recognise the role of the researcher in making 

sense of the experience of the participants. My point of access to the participants’ 

experience is through their own accounts but also through my own ‘fore-conceptions’ or 

bringing us back to Heidegger, our pre-understanding (Moran, 2000, p. 236). Finlay 

suggests that: 

“there is tension as the researcher moves between striving for reductive focus and 
being reflexively self-aware; between bracketing pre-understandings and exploiting 
them as a source of insight; between naïve openness and sophisticated criticality. 
The phenomenological attitude here does not simply involve suspending researcher 
pre- suppositions. It is a process in which the researcher opens themselves to being 
moved by an ‘Other’, where evolving understandings are managed in a relational 
context” (Finlay, 2008, p. 3).  

Therefore, “the challenge for the researcher is to critically and reflexively evaluate how these 

pre-understandings influence the research” (Finlay, 2008, p. 17). Due to this reflexive 
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element, the researcher’s relationship to the research has to be clear. My own experience of 

disability has come to the fore during this research (Griffiths, 2020) and I have drawn on that 

work in this thesis by acknowledging my position and fore structures as part of the research 

process. I can relate to the research in this study but through continuous reflection, I am 

conscious that this might give me preconceptions about the topic and experience of the 

research participants. I am conscious that I was conducting research in a place where I work 

and this could bring its own dilemmas (Mercer, 2007). 

Doing a professional doctorate has made me more aware of my own position in the research 

process, as a disability law scholar doing disability research. Relating to, or imagining, the 

likely experiences, concerns and claims of the participant group in this study – the disabled 

law student - can be beneficial in IPA, but it does not require the researcher to have ‘insider’ 

status (Styles, 1979). Nevertheless, the research has required me to negotiate access to 

insider accounts and relate to and reflect on the experiences of the participants (Smith, et 

al., 2009). The challenges of my position in my own research though are compounded by my 

own identity and I have faced a number of ‘insider research’ dilemmas which I had not 

anticipated when I started out on this doctorate. Nevertheless, there is no doubt that my 

interest in this research has stemmed from my own chronic illness. Whilst exploring my 

‘position’ in the research I reflect on the ‘concept of insiderness’ (Mercer, 2007) in the next 

section. 

3.6.1 Insider research 

I was cognisant of insider research on two levels during this study. First, conducting 

research with students in my place of work and second, my own position as a disabled 

academic with a non-visible disability. I was conscious throughout of the power dynamic with 

the participants and informed consent was crucial. I knew this group because of my position 

in the university and I performed several professional roles during my study, researcher, 

academic tutor, lawyer (Humphrey, 2012). I taught some of the participants Employment 

Law; I was personal tutor to one of them; I had been involved in employability and careers 

conversations with another. To mitigate power imbalance, as part of the process of obtaining 

informed consent, I made it clear that what the participants said during the interviews would 

have no impact on their grades and had nothing to do with their academic study and that I 

was simply interested in their experiences of disability. On reflection I think the success of 

earlier discussions and teaching experiences with these students had contributed to them 

coming forward to participate. However, I do think recruiting students through a gatekeeper - 

Disability Support, removed some of the potential power imbalance in the early recruitment 

stages. 
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One particular area of concern was my position as a disability researcher with a non-visible 

disability. I was interviewing six disabled women and one disabled, mixed-race23 man at an 

influential time in their own identity development. My identity as a disabled woman became 

mixed up with their own identities as disabled people as we explored the definitions of 

disability together. The dilemma of whether I should reveal my own disability to them 

became an ethical dilemma, which continued unresolved until nearly the end of the process 

(Griffiths, 2020, p. 138). Having fully informed research participants can be seen as central 

to the research process (Mercer, 2007, p. 11), consequently disclosing my own disability 

was authentic. However, disclosing my disability to students in the institution where I work is 

revealing a personal part of my life that I prefer to keep private. My legal training demands 

empathy but impartiality. Being an insider in any practitioner research can be problematic, 

my own disability and my place of work (also being the site of my research), gives me 

‘double’ insider access (Mercer, 2007) which I found challenging as my own identity has 

been called into question. But alongside the acknowledged ‘insiderness’ of my professional 

status as a lawyer, my power in this research as an academic and my visible signifiers of 

position, mine is a ‘secret’ insiderness in that I eventually chose not to disclose my disability 

during the research process. I can ‘pass’ most days in my working life and I decided that I 

was not ready to ‘out’ myself with students in my place of work. I took this view, after a lot of 

deliberation and discussion, and decided as the research was not about me, I did not need 

to disclose it (Mercer, 2007, p. 13). However, I have to fully acknowledge the influence ‘I’ 

have had on the research.  

“Insiders are the members of the specified groups and collectivities, or occupants of special 

social statuses. Outsiders are the non-members” (Merton, 1972, p. 21) and therefore the 

insider is someone who has the same or similar biography to the participant group being 

researched, whether that be race, gender, sexual orientation, religion, or in my case 

disability – or all of these things combined (Mercer, 2007, p. 3). Mercer refers to Merton’s 

(1972) two research positions – the Outsider doctrine and the Insider doctrine (Mercer, 2007, 

p. 5). The Outsider doctrine is the researcher as neutral, objective, detached and distant 

from the research. The Insider doctrine suggests that the outsider is incapable of sensitivity 

or empathy towards the research participant, and arguably can never begin to understand 

their position or any potential shared experience. Nevertheless, I would agree with Merton in 

that it is not enough for me just to be disabled to expect my data to be richer because I might 

be part of the insider group as a disabled academic interviewing a student with a disability.  

Insider/outsider status is not a binary concept, or “two mutually exclusive frames of 

 
23 His description  
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reference” (Olson, 1977 quoted in Mercer, 2007, p. 3), but rather “a continuum, with the two 

abstractions better considered as end points” (Mercer, 2007, p. 3). 

Access to the research participants in this study has in part been easier, in that I work at the 

site of my research, but the power dimension had to be considered. The research is 

sensitive and intrusive in that I am asking law students about their own experience of being 

disabled as they contemplate their ‘possible selves’ as lawyers and I am asking them to be 

honest about their own identity as a disabled student without actually divulging my own 

disabled identity. As someone with a disability, I certainly feel I am able to better understand 

the research participants’ various anxieties especially in relation to their own identity, their 

fears for their future employment and whether or not to disclose their disability to an 

employer. But I do worry about whether “greater familiarity can make insiders more likely to 

take things for granted, develop myopia, and assume their own perspective is far more 

widespread than it actually is” (Mercer, 2007, p. 6). As a result of this potential insider status, 

I have to consider my position as an essential part of the research. However, I am cognisant 

of bringing too much of myself into this research as there is a balance to be struck by 

“striving for enhanced self-awareness but eschewing navel gazing” (Finlay, 2002a, p. 541). 

There are criticisms of reflexive research from those who deny that personal disclosure and 

subjective analysis can be legitimate research tools (Finlay, 2002a, p. 543), but Finlay 

suggests that we should embrace the challenge of reflexive research: 

“Coming out” through reflexive analysis is ultimately a political act. Done well, it has 
the potential to enliven, teach, and spur readers toward a more radical 
consciousness. Voicing the unspoken can empower both researcher and participant. 
As more researchers grasp the nettle, the research in the future can move in new, 
creative directions” (Finlay, 2002a, p. 544). 

3.6.2 Personal reflection: ‘fore-conceptions’ - difference makes a difference 

Acknowledging my own position in this study and before exploring the data, I want to reflect 

on my own researcher positionality. I am a fifty two-year old British white straight female, and 

I grew up in a working-class single parent family in the North West of England. I studied 

Government and Politics of the European Community at Newcastle University and only 

came to law after contemplating my future career in the final stages of my degree. I trained 

and then qualified as a solicitor and worked at a large commercial law firm in Newcastle 

practising Employment Law. A year after qualification I decided private practice was not for 

me and that I had always wanted to teach. I applied for a position as a senior lecturer at NLS 

and, to my surprise, got the position and started lecturing in 1997. Disability has been part of 

my professional life since the enactment of disability discrimination legislation in 1995 as the 

presentation I prepared for interview was about the DDA 1995, still relatively new at that 



62 
 

point. Some 23 years on, I am now an Associate Professor in Law and Equality, and 

Disability Legal Studies or Disability Law have become a central tenet of my research. I have 

my own non-visible disability, which has given a partial voice to this phenomenological 

inquiry into disability.   

I had little personal disability consciousness until I started this professional doctorate, 

despite living with a chronic illness since 2007. In 2007, I developed an auto-immune 

condition – which triggered a chronic form of arthritis called psoriatic arthritis, which affects 

individuals with the skin condition, psoriasis. Joints become inflamed, which causes pain, 

swelling and stiffness. It is a chronic condition that waxes and wanes. There are times when 

my symptoms improve (when I am in remission) and there are times when my symptoms get 

worse (known as flare ups). It is associated with fatigue and exhaustion, particularly during a 

flare-up. What causes the condition is a matter of continuing research, although experts 

believe it is probably caused by a combination of genetic, immunological, and environmental 

factors. Although psoriatic arthritis is a chronic long-term condition with no cure, there are 

several treatments to manage and control it. I had a relatively early diagnosis and was put 

on disease-modifying anti-rheumatic drugs straight away. These drugs slow down the 

biological processes that cause the persistent inflammation in an effort to gain control of the 

disease in an attempt to minimise or reduce further damage to the joints. I have recently 

been diagnosed with Sjogren’s Syndrome and Episcleritis, both of which are secondary 

manifestations of the initial arthritis condition. This has made writing up difficult at times 

because of the impact both secondary conditions have on my eyes and the fatigue can be 

challenging.  

Therefore, my own ‘disabilit(ies)’ are long-term chronic illnesses which I have managed 

every day since diagnosis by taking drugs to alleviate symptoms and by taking periods of 

rest and time away from work when I need to. Other than days off to manage pain and 

fatigue, my chronic illness has been largely ‘hidden’ from my work in academia. As 

disabilities go, it is wholly ‘invisible’ to anyone just looking at me, although apparently, I do 

get a certain ‘look’ when I am having a flare-up which is why I now eschew the word 

‘invisible’ and prefer non-visible as my disability is never wholly invisible. Because I can 

‘pass’ when I choose to do so (Brune, et al., 2013), I kept my disability issues separate from 

work for a long time. Much as I exist in the shaded area between health and sickness as part 

of Frank’s ‘Remission Society’ (Frank, 2013), so too do I exist in the shaded area between 

insider and outsider status in this research. Personal narrative and lived experience have 

helped me reflect on my own position as a disabled academic and lawyer (Griffiths, 2020), 
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reconstructing my own identity as part of this research process, but my position as a 

disability researcher is now embedded in this narrative. 

My disability has led me to reflect on the situational context within which I now write this 

thesis. Between the interviews, the analysis phase, and the writing up of this thesis, there 

have been delays because of my own health issues and the Covid19 pandemic. I wrote 

some of this thesis whilst on sabbatical September 2019-January 2020, but the rest of the 

writing stalled dramatically from March 2020 onwards. During this time, we all as a nation, in 

experiencing the Covid19 pandemic in a variety of ways, have arguably begun to realise 

what it is like to shift between wellness and illness, skirting the borders of the ‘kingdom of the 

sick’ (Sontag, 1978) and the land of the well. Not that disability is about illness although for 

some it is about long-term chronic illness and pain, but the uncertainty, the fear and the 

anxiety associated with being ill (Carel, 2016) and how that can link to disability has become 

perhaps more obvious to many. Long Covid, a condition as yet largely uncategorised, is 

potentially leading to long-term disabling conditions. New ways of working, who should live 

and who should die, who should get the vaccine first, issues of accessibility, how we 

manage our care system and what value we place on the lives of those with disabling 

conditions living in care, have all anecdotally come to the fore through media narratives 

during this time; arguably issues that the disabled people’s movement and those with 

chronic ill health have been grappling with for years (Ryan, 2020).  This work in some ways 

has become linked to the Covid19 corpus. 

Now I turn to the analysis of the data and how this was accomplished. The process of 

analysis and interpretation of the experience is crucial to good IPA and I take some time in 

the section that follows to explain this process. 

3.7 The sequence of analysis  

The data was analysed using IPA, which requires data in the form of “rich, detailed, first-

person” accounts of idiographic experience (Smith, et al., 2009, p. 56).  The analysis was an 

“iterative and inductive” cycle (Smith, 2007). The themes that developed during analysis 

have been inspired by and have developed out of these first-person accounts in the form of 

transcript data, using the words of the participants as they appeared in the transcript after 

line-by-line analysis (Smith, et al., 2009, p. 90). Each participant’s transcript was analysed 

separately representing the idiographic nature of IPA allowing the researcher to delve into 

the lifeworld experience of the individual participant to examine their individual experience of 

the phenomenon in question. Each phenomenological narrative is interrogated at this 

singular level to maintain the integrity of each participant’s experience before moving on to 
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the next. The analysis is therefore serially monogamous. However, the individual’s particular 

experience of a given phenomenon is always relational and is situated in their uniquely 

embodied understanding of their place in the world in that given moment in time.  There is 

inevitably a tension between an idiographic focus and developing general themes but getting 

to know the individual through these first-person accounts was a privilege and I hope to 

maintain the ‘individual’ in the findings. The participants are introduced more fully in Chapter 

4 in the ‘potted summaries’ I developed for each participant, so I did not lose sight of who 

they were and their own lived experience as my analysis developed.  At the outset, I 

allocated numbers to each participant, but as I went through the writing up phase these 

numbers made it difficult to follow the individual stories, so I eventually changed the numbers 

to gender neutral names. So as not to attribute significance I simply googled a list of names 

and allocated them without thought. 

Each transcript text was analysed at four intersecting levels to develop meaning (Smith, 

2019).  The first provides literal description and content. Content is objective – this is what 

the participant said and is therefore the information given to me of their experience. 

Description becomes more subjective and is the spoken representation of the event or 

experience as given by each participant. What each participant said and how they explain or 

describe an event to me as prompted by my research question gave me the stimulus to 

interrogate their meaning to make sense of the experience. The description given by the 

participant lacks neutrality and contains many layers of meaning as to their perception of 

what has happened to them or how they experienced an event or situation and in my 

interrogation of that content and description I tried to make sense of their lifeworld 

experience. So, I started with the literal and this is the first level basic search for meaning 

(Smith, 2019, p. 167).  

The second level moves away from just literal basic content to examine the mode of 

expression used - what does the language used mean? Each participant had a distinct 

voice. Some were confident, some were nervous, some were relatively playful, and others 

were anxious. I listened to their interviews several times through the analysis phase and 

then afterwards in the writing up of the data to maintain this connection to the individual 

voice of each participant. Because I chose to explore lived experience through the use of 

interviews I had to explore and analyse the language used by the participants. In discursive 

qualitative approaches the linguistics used are therefore of central importance. Discourse 

analysis uses language to learn how individuals construct accounts of the experience, but 

IPA uses linguistics as a means of accessing the experience and understanding how 

participants make sense of those experiences (Smith, 2011). Gadamer was especially 
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interested in language in phenomenology and as Moran suggests in exploring Gadamer’s 

work “language does not just reflect human being but actually makes humans be, brings 

about human existence as communal understanding and self-understanding” (Moran, 2000, 

p. 270). The rationale for using the language differs across qualitative methods. In 

interpreting the language used I had to think about which words, phrases and metaphors 

were striking. Why the participants chose certain words over others and ultimately what that 

told me about their unique situation. I had to continually come back to an understanding of 

the participant’s position in the world, they were all young, the oldest being 21/22 years of 

age, they were starting out either on the law degree or moving closer to graduation and they 

were exploring in detail, some for the first-time, what disability meant to them. Sometimes 

the language used was vague and awkward, or they found it difficult to articulate meaning or 

significance for them. This then became my role. 

The third interrogative phase asks questions of the data, this was the experiential phase 

which is an attempt to examine the significance of the thing that was happening. To make 

meaning or to attribute meaning to the phenomenon in question. What did they mean when 

they said x, what does that mean for them in general and what does this mean for their 

identity? From this level, the developing themes were articulated. The challenge of ‘I’ in IPA 

especially those new to it like myself is to work out what people mean by what they say 

rather than just repeat what they say. When I started analysing the data, I tried to jump 

straight in with the interpretation element, but I found this difficult and so to try and work out 

what the participants meant by what they said, I found this intersecting approach most 

useful. There was a mental and physical process to the analysis as data tables (see 

Appendix 5) were created for each participant before moving on to the next so that I could 

stay as close as possible to each participant as I was doing the analysis and I went back to 

the tables on several occasions throughout the analysis (Holland, 2014). I physically had 

them on my laptop and I printed them all out so I could try and maintain the distinct nature of 

each data table. Mentally I split the analysis between days and weeks, and I dealt with each 

participant in turn but once I completed the first data table for the first participant, it was hard 

not to be influenced by that first participant in all subsequent analysis. Therefore, it was 

important to be reflexive throughout this stage to acknowledge this inevitable consequence. I 

tried to switch focus from one person to the next by separating each person’s data (which I 

have maintained to this day), but it was virtually impossible to bracket any previous 

influences or my own position in the research once I had started the process of analysis. 

Whilst I respectfully maintained their individuality as participants as much as I could, they all 

now co-existed as my sample inevitably and, unknowingly to them, interlinked in my study. 

They each now had a relationship to each other in my mind with common ground as to what 
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it was to be disabled in law school and each of their personal narratives had now become 

significant to me.  The procedures of an IPA study done in this way can be seen in other 

studies such as Eatough, Smith and Shaw’s (2008) study of anger in women, and more 

recently Archer, Holland, and Montague’s (2018) study of women’s experiences of 

mastectomy and Howard, Katsos and Gibson’s (2019) study of autism.   

Because of the inevitable flow of influence during the analysis phase, I made conscious 

decisions about which interview to analyse when and in what order. The flow of analysis 

prioritises the participant, but then the analysis moves into an interpretation of the data to 

support the themes as relevant to each participant, with supporting evidence alongside. This 

is referred to as ‘case within theme’ sequence (Smith, et al., 2009, p. 109). Even though the 

interviews took place during two distinct phases, Phase 1 during March 2018 and Phase 2 

during February 2019, the analysis was completed during one time-period in 

November/December 2019.  

Only when I had analysed the data for each participant, in keeping with IPA, were themes 

then clustered to form super-ordinate themes. The initial themes came from the questions 

posed during the semi-structured interviews. The table in Figure 4 below, sets out the 

themes as they relate to each interview question. In acknowledging the epistemically 

powerful nature of interviewing, further themes developed through analysis and 

interpretation of the data.  I was able to explore the relationships between the developing 

concepts through a mapping process that led to a diagrammatic visualisation of the data. 

Again, in trying to maintain the idiographic nature of IPA, each participant had a mind map 

which I drew from their data and these were then clustered together (see Appendix 6 for 

examples). I lived with these visuals on the back of my dining rooms doors throughout the 

writing-up phase to make sure I kept going back to each participant’s voice. After the initial 

Covid delay when I took all the visuals down, they moved to my spare room where I spent 

the entirety of the various lockdowns working from home.  

Through this mapping process, reflection on what had emerged was possible. It became 

clear that clusters of themes were advanced by most of the participants, and these are set 

out in Figure 4. I constantly went back to the data to check my thoughts and notes were kept 

on the process throughout. This reflexivity enabled me to develop a real connection to the 

participants and their own reflections on disability and the way they were existing in the 

university system.   



67 
 

3.8 Introduction to the themes constructed from the data collected 

Chapter 4 and the four sub-sections within, present the themes which developed from the 

data analysis, thus completing the final phase in the IPA study – interpretation, sense 

making and conveying that to the reader. The reader completes the hermeneutic circle 

(Smith, et al., 2009, p. 109). The purpose of Chapter 4 is to communicate to the reader what 

the data is about, to communicate the sense of the lived experience of each participant and 

to offer an interpretation of that data. This was a circular process as represented in Figure 3 

and I went back to the start of the circle, the reading and re-reading phase a number of times 

during the write up.  
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Figure 3: The hermeneutic circle 

 

 

As previously discussed, the questions for the semi-structured interviews offered a 

framework for the initial themes. Column 1 of the Table of Themes in Figure 4 below sets out 

the four super-ordinate themes as they relate to each interview question. I then looked at 

these themes across each participant and through a mapping process; other sub-ordinate 

themes arose from the analysis and interpretation across case studies. These sub-ordinate 

themes are set out in column 2 of the Table of Themes in Figure 4 below.  
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Figure 4: Table of themes and related research questions 

Super-ordinate 
Theme 

Sub-ordinate 
Theme 

Related Research Question 

Theme 1 
 
Disability and 
Normalcy. 
 
“I don’t see it as a 
disability, not 
because there is like 
an issue with that 
sort of label” 

Labels 
 
Unseen/Invisible 
Disabilities 
 
Relationships  

Question 2 - Do you consider yourself to 
have a disability, or how would you 
describe your condition? 
Question 3 - Can you tell me what this 
means to you at the moment? 
Question 4 - Tell me what it is like to be a 
student with a disability? 
Question 10 - Thinking about your 
impairment/condition, how do you think 
other people see you?  

Theme 2 
 
Disability and Stigma 
  
“She’s crazy what’s 
she doing” 

Emotion and Stigma  
 
Passing and 
Performance 

Question 4 - Tell me what it is like to be a 
student with a disability? 
Question 5 - What has been your best and 
worst experience whilst at university? 
Question 10 - Thinking about your 
impairment/condition, how do you think 
other people see you?  

Theme 3  
 
Disability and Legal 
Consciousness  
 
“Ticking the Box”  

Disclosure and 
strategic non-
disclosure 
 
Reasonable 
Adjustments 

Question 6 - What is your understanding of 
the legal protection available for people 
with a disability and what has been your 
experience of it? 
Question 11 - How do you feel about 
disclosing your disability to a future 
employer? 

Theme 4 
 
Disability and 
‘Possible Selves’  
 
“The Perfect 
Workman” 

Achievement, 
Success and 
Perfection 
 
‘Being a Lawyer’ 
 
Transitions - Past, 
Present and Future 

Question 1 - How did you come to study 
law at university? 
Question 7 - What has been your 
experience of looking for and gaining work 
experience? 
Question 8 - When you think of a lawyer 
what do you see or imagine? 
Question 9 - What do you think it will be like 
to be a lawyer or work in the legal 
profession? 
Question 12 - How do you see yourself in 
the future? What are your plans? 
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3.9 Conclusion 

This chapter has addressed the second research objective: 

• Conduct a qualitative phenomenological inquiry with law students to investigate, 

analyse and critically explore, through semi-structured interviews, the concepts of the 

lived experience of disability whilst studying law; the disabled law students’ 

consciousness of equality laws; and the impact of disability on the future becoming of 

law students as they contemplate their professional lives. 

In doing this I have explored the theoretical and philosophical foundations for this study and 

explained the research design I adopted to investigate the phenomenon of disability. I have 

set out the ethical implications, and my position as the researcher in the process.  

In the next chapter I offer the analysis and interpretation of the data gathered from the semi-

structured interviews with the research participants.  The interpretation presented in Chapter 

4, draws on all levels of analysis as explored above and the data presented takes each 

super-ordinate theme in turn with related sub-themes alongside, presenting transcript 

evidence from each participant to support those themes. In keeping with IPA as 

methodology and method, the interpretation of the data is crucial, but the idiographic has 

become shared as the common themes are developed, which has inevitably taken me 

further away from the individual participants. As suggested by Smith et al, “‘the you’ is 

closely involved with the lived experience of the participant – and the resulting analysis will 

be a product of both of your collaborative efforts” (Smith, et al., 2009, p. 92). The analysis is 

based on the participants’ words but inescapably, my voice is also in there, which is 

inevitably influenced by my own disability, which has become an integral part of the 

research.  
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Chapter 4: ANALYSING AND INTERPRETING THE EXPERIENCE 

“Man is in the world, and only in the world does he know himself.” 

(Merleau-Ponty, 1962, p. xi) 

4.1 Introduction 

The purpose of this chapter is to report on the data collected from the participants and I offer 

an analysis and interpretation of that data in line with IPA. The overarching research 

question concentrates on what the subjective experience of disability for law students can 

tell us about the realities and lifeworld experience of their transition through law school into 

professional employment. Referring back to the table in Figure 4, the first and second set of 

questions aimed to explore the perception and understanding of ‘disability’ as a 

phenomenon for law students. The third set of questions explored the disabled student’s 

consciousness of their legal rights and available protection under the EA 2010 and whether 

they appreciated what disclosure of disability and the duty of reasonable adjustments could 

mean for their future employment and whether they had previous experience of 

discrimination. The fourth set of questions aimed to discover how the disabled students 

related to their future ‘possible selves’ (Markus & Nurius, 1986) or ‘identity’ linked to their 

image or perception of their chosen profession and where they saw themselves ‘fitting in’ or 

performing in that role (Goffman, 1990, originally 1959; and Butler, 1990). The themes were 

constructed from the shaping and re-shaping of the data through analysis and interpretation.  

The themes were introduced at the end of Chapter 3 and are presented here with relevant 

quotations from participants and interpretative analysis is offered. The detailed discussion of 

these themes in relation to the extant literature is offered later in Chapter 5. There is a 

tension within IPA as identified by Wagstaff and others, between maintaining an idiographic 

focus for each participant and developing shared themes across participants  (Wagstaff, et 

al., 2014, p. 6). To maintain a semblance of the personal and idiographic I introduce each of 

the participants first in the order in which I recruited and interviewed them, followed by their 

position in the sequence of analysis.  

Alex Alex identified as female, white, and British. She was in the final year of the 

MLaw when she was interviewed, and she wanted to be a solicitor. She had a 

training contract which she was to start on graduation. Alex was the only person 

I interviewed with a long-standing physical disability. Alex was diagnosed with a 

slipped disc at the age of 13; this affected the nerves in her legs and resulted in 

pain in her back. She had treatment since first diagnosis, a combination of 
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medication, nerve root blockers, steroid injections, and physiotherapy. 

Sometimes, when younger, she had to use crutches, which increased its 

visibility, but she had not used crutches for a number of years. She had a range 

of adjustments to help with her studies and she often worried about whether or 

not she was truly entitled to them or deserved them.  

Whilst Alex was the first participant recruited and interviewed, her data was the 

last to be analysed. This interview was the most comfortable to conduct as I had 

been Alex’s personal tutor throughout her time at university. 

Lee Lee identified as male, mixed-race, and British. Lee was in the first year of the 

LLB degree when interviewed. He had ambitions to be a barrister. Lee had 

dyslexia that had been diagnosed during his A levels. He was conscious of his 

mixed-race identity and had experienced racism during his life. He said his 

black identity had been an issue, but that his white identity never came up. 

Although he was in his first year of the degree when I interviewed him, he was 

slightly older than the average first year student as he had failed his AS levels 

and had to re-take those exams. He did not know about his dyslexia at the time. 

He then did not get the grades he had hoped to get for the law degree at 

Northumbria so had completed the foundation year. Lee was determined to 

succeed; he did not want to let the dyslexia get in the way of his progress and 

he was heavily influenced by his father who was also dyslexic. 

Lee and I had some informal career development discussions during his first 

year. His data was analysed at number seven in the sequence of analysis.  

Cassidy Cassidy identified as female, white, and British. At the time of the interview, she 

was in her final year of the MLaw. Cassidy had struggled (I use this phrase 

intentionally as Cassidy had described her mental health issues as such) with 

anxiety for a long time. She had decided she did not want to be a solicitor or a 

barrister in private practice, but she did want to stay in the law and 

contemplated other legal professions and was thinking about applying to the 

Crown Prosecution Service. The overwhelming impression from Cassidy was 

that she felt she was a bit of a failure, she lacked confidence and her mental-

health issues had a long-standing impact. She had sought support at university, 

but she did not always have the best of experiences with the Disability Support 

team. She had however agreed a range of adjustments for assessment 



73 
 

purposes in terms of extra time and being in a separate room when she was 

sitting exams. 

I had stepped into the role of personal tutor for Cassidy during her final year at 

university. Her data was analysed fourth in the sequence of analysis. 

Charlie Charlie identified as female, white, and British and at the time of being 

interviewed was in her final year of the MLaw. She wanted to be a solicitor and 

had a training contract to go to on graduation. Charlie had dyslexia which was 

diagnosed before coming to university, but only when she was 18. Charlie 

appeared to have a complex imagined future self, not just because of her 

dyslexia but also because of her working-class background and strong, northern 

accent. Despite what appeared to be self-doubt, she had ambition and she 

discussed having her own firm one day. She struggled with low self-esteem 

and, despite the fact she was one of only two who had a training contract, she 

just felt like she was never clever enough to study law and would never be good 

enough to be a lawyer. She felt like she had to work twice has hard as everyone 

else to get good grades. 

I had taught Charlie Employment Law and had been involved in several 

feedback sessions with her concerning her work as she needed additional 

support to succeed in exams. Her data was analysed second.  

Drew Drew identified as female, white, and British and was on the 3rd year of the 

MLaw when interviewed. She had chosen the Bar route as she was determined 

to be a barrister. She had a passion for law which seemed to have developed 

through personal childhood and family experiences. I knew from the email she 

sent me when I asked for participants that she had both mental ill-health issues 

(anxiety and depression) and a physical impairment called hyper-mobility 

syndrome. The essence of this person is someone who was determined to 

succeed but who struggled with self-esteem, she thought people tolerated her 

and doubted her because of the fluctuating nature of her impairments. This she 

felt confused people. How she was viewed by others seemed to be important to 

her. 

I did not know Drew before the interview, and I analysed her data first. I had 

been nervous about the interview with Drew because she had told me so openly 

about her mental-health issues and I did not want to trigger any anxiety because 
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of my questioning. Whilst she was reluctant and reticent to start with, answering 

my questions with thought and politeness, Drew suddenly opened up when 

talking about her experiences with personal tutors and it became one of the 

most revealing interviews I conducted.  

Jamie Jamie identified as female, white, and British. At the time of being interviewed 

she was completing the final year of the MLaw. She wanted to be a solicitor but 

was going to take some time out after graduating before looking for a training 

contract. Jamie had a diagnosis of anxiety and was on medication to help 

control the symptoms. She had accessed counseling, but not until year 3. She 

had a dilemma between wanting people to know about her anxiety and how it 

had impacted on her grades, but at the same time not wanting them to know 

because of the stigma she felt was associated with mental ill-health. Her past, 

present, and future were all coming together in her final year and she was 

conscious that her support network was disappearing at the end of university 

and she worried about how she would cope (again her words) in the future 

without this. In her eyes she was never quite good enough.  

Whilst I had taught Jamie Employment Law, I had not had many personal 

dealings with her. Her data was the third set of data I analysed. I did not 

specifically notice the anxiety during the interview with Jamie, she was 

forthcoming, seemed relaxed and was willing to discuss the issues. It is only 

when I listened back to the interview and started my analysis that I noticed her 

anxiety exuding off the page. 

Rowan Rowan identified as female, white, and British. She was in the first year of the 

LLB degree. She had been diagnosed with dyslexia early in her schooling and 

she had strong family relationships with people who had dyslexia. She thought 

this has helped her to deal with it. She did not know what the future might hold 

for her but was open to possibilities. She had decided to see how she 

progressed on the degree as she thought things would get harder for her, 

because of her dyslexia, as she transitioned through the degree. She did have 

some thoughts about joining the police force, but she could see herself being a 

solicitor if she advanced through the degree well.  

I did not know Rowan at all before she responded to the email asking for 

participants, I analysed her data in position five.  
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4.2 Disability and normalcy 

“I don’t see it as a disability, not because there is like an issue with that sort of label” 
(Alex) 

Through the data, several issues were expressed linked to notions of normality and 

normalcy. Identifying as disabled can be challenging for many reasons, but often because it 

is perceived as ‘Other’ and separate from what it is to be ‘normal’ (Davis, 2017). None of the 

participants initially incorporated disability within their identity, disputing the reality of 

disability as a phenomenon as linked to the self, despite all taking part in the interviews 

which specifically asked for people with disabilities and accessing support through Disability 

Support at some point during their studies. This was evidently a complex identity, lack of 

affinity with models and definitions of disability as explored in 2.2 on the one hand but 

accepting of the label ‘disability’ to gain additional support and adjustments at university. It 

became clear that disability was not a label they were going to associate with themselves 

when looking for graduate employment. I set out to explore the feelings, emotions, and 

thoughts about disability for each of the participants, but I had not anticipated this dichotomy 

of accepting the description in certain circumstances but denying its application in others.  

4.2.1 Labels 

Once we had settled into the interview and we had discussed motivations for studying law 

and why they had chosen Northumbria University, I opened the discussion to that of 

disability. I was conscious of using the label ‘disability’ with the participants, as I had 

anticipated from the literature explored in 2.2 that it might be a contentious issue. I presented 

the idea of disability in the question, but I allowed the participant to explore his or her own 

meaning. I asked each participant:  

‘Do you think of yourself as having a disability, or how would you describe your 
impairment or condition?’  

When asked about disability the participants were unanimous in the view that labels and 

badges of disability were problematic for them. One interviewee, Alex did not think that the 

disability label applied to her even though she had been registered with Disability Support 

since year 1 of the degree: 

“I don’t see it as a disability, not because there is like an issue with that sort of label, I 
guess but I think it’s just I can pretty much do everything that my friends can do, to a 
certain extent”.  “I guess it’s sort of maybe an impairment but then I think there is 
like … I don’t know it’s like a label isn’t it. Not that I mind but … I don’t … There’s 
different severities of everything I guess there is with everything I guess, but I can do 
most things so … its restricted me in some ways, like when I was younger, certain 
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things I couldn’t do, but as of now, I’m like through university I don’t think it’s stopped 
me doing anything much at all so that would be the impairment side of it” (Alex: 14). 

Alex questioned her disabled identity and the label ‘disability’, not because ‘there was an 

issue with it’, she doesn’t mind the label, which led me to think maybe there is an issue for 

her with the label or certainly could be, and whilst she does not mind it, she does not want to 

be associated with the idea of disability and wants to be perceived as ‘normal’. Alex uses the 

word ‘impairment’, which needs to be examined in the context of the definition of disability. 

Alex wants to be seen as ‘capable’ and ‘able’, because she is no different to her friends in 

terms of what she can do, but then she goes on to question that and talks about restrictions. 

Alex raises the issue of different severities of impairment and perceived hierarchies that can 

exist within the definition of disability. Labels and normality were crucial for Alex.  

Lee likewise had issues with the label of disability: 

“I don't really see it as a disability, I don't know I always pride myself … I always aim 
to be one of the top, I just see it as an aspect of me.  Just another challenge that I 
need to get over.  It is less of a disability more something that I need to be aware of 
and appreciate.  I know this is something I have got to get over” (Lee: 7). 

Lee has a different approach to his disability. He does not see it as a disability and talks in 

terms of ‘challenge’ that he needs to get over it, which he repeats at various stages through 

the interview. Lee does not identify with being disabled, he hints at its negative associations, 

and for him the label may well be damaging. He aims to be the best but thinks you cannot be 

the best if you have a disability and therefore, he does not perceive himself to have a 

disability. For Lee there is a relationship between his perception of excellence, self-control, 

and disability. He prides himself on not letting it impact on him and he strives to be the best. 

Lee was diagnosed with dyslexia when he was doing his A levels. He discusses the impact 

on his studies and reiterates on a number of occasions, that he just has to get over it and 

that he “doesn’t see it as something that has such a hold” on his life (Lee: 7). He says this in 

the context of discussing his Dad: 

“This is the way my Dad spoke to me about it, and he has done very well for himself 
and very few know he is dyslexic” (Lee: 7).  

This is the first time Lee mentions the dyslexia by name and in the context of his Dad and 

how he manages his dyslexia. Lee has decided he is going to emulate his Dad in managing 

and dealing with the impact of the dyslexia, as if it is not there at all. References are made to 

significant relationships on a number of occasions by the participants and this recurring 

theme will be discussed below.  Lee then says, “if you had an application from my Dad, you 

wouldn’t know he was black, and you wouldn’t know he had dyslexia and that is how he 
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wants to be seen” (Lee: 11). The interview with Lee continues in this vein. He will get over it, 

he will manage it and it will not hold him back. Use of the word ‘seen’ is significant, this is 

how he wants to be. He is determined and wants to be judged as ‘normal’. “I’d rather people 

didn’t know; I just want them to judge me on me – look at this guy and they are looking at a 

blank canvas” (Lee: 72). The use of the phrase “blank canvas” denotes his desire to be seen 

like everyone else, but for him everyone else is what he imagines ‘normal’ people to be. He 

seems to view the normal and privileged to be totally uncontaminated by any experience or 

prior knowledge. That an employer, free of any constraints or limitations, can fill these 

‘normal’ people with new things and this is how he wants to be viewed, free from the 

constraints of his dyslexia, normal like everyone else. This is the first time Lee refers to his 

race as being a significant part of his identity reminding us that disabled people have other 

intersecting realities that can impact on their lifeworld. 

Cassidy presents with a different challenge; she is grappling with recent disability 

consciousness: 

“I haven't until recently I have always had you know kind of like more of a mental 
than physical it was only when I applied for a job and it said do you have a disability. 
Does it mean that? Usual standards and I read it and it said does it have a long-term 
impact on your daily life, and I thought well yeah it does actually, so I do, I didn't 
really realise until I read it” (Cassidy: 7).  

Cassidy uses the opportunity to explore her own disability within the context of a job 

application and the language she is using comes from the definition in the EA 2010. At this 

point, she realises her mental ill-health has an impact, and it is long-term so maybe she has 

a disability, even though she may not have considered this as a reality before. Cassidy goes 

on to acknowledge that it is an “ongoing problem” and that “it’s quite personal, I felt like it 

was my fault” (Cassidy: 9). This conception of fault is reiterated by other participants. She 

discusses personal culpability for her own mental ill-health; it is her problem, she is 

responsible for it, and she does not understand why it has happened. This internalised 

stigma is a common thread throughout the interviews. 

Charlie introduces us to the ideas of suffering and relationships with others in her answer:  

“I think I suffered with it all through school without knowing because I was only 
diagnosed with it in my A-Level years so that’s quite old really 18 and I just thought I 
was not as good as everyone else, I don’t know just like a bit slower particularly in 
reading and what not, I just thought I'm just thick (laughter)” (Charlie: 22). 

Charlie emphasises all through her interview that you need to be clever to do law and she is 

not, and she somehow cannot reconcile the reality that she is studying law with her 

perceptions of herself, so is she really as unintelligent as she claims? This constant 
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questioning runs as a thread throughout her interview. Her dyslexia has a dramatic impact 

on her life and because of the relatively late diagnosis she went all through school thinking 

that she was actually just not as clever as everyone else was and that there was no 

explanation for this. For Charlie normal others are clever and she is not. For a long time, she 

did not know why she struggled with academic work whilst others seemed to thrive. Until 

diagnosis she felt inferior although she seems to carry that burden with her through 

university.  

When I asked Drew about disability and her own impairment/condition, she was the only one 

who fully quoted the EA 2010 at this early stage in the interview, 

“So, disability well you've got the Equality Act any long-term health condition that 
impacts on the daily life of a person basically what that says on the tin something 
physical or mental that affects you and affects you in your life” (Drew: 18). 

Drew went straight to the law, perhaps indicating the significance of the law in her life and 

what it can offer. Drew has an awareness of disability being protected by law and she 

understands what the legal definition is, but she talks about it in a matter-of-fact way “what 

that says on the tin” as if it is obvious and the legal definition is an accurate and obvious 

description of what disability is. This phrase entered common usage in the UK after it was 

first used as an advertising slogan for Ronseal products in 1994. It continues to be used to 

denote something that is obvious and literal. However, judging by the amount of case law 

there is trying to interpret the definition of disability in the EA 2010, the definition and the 

label itself is far from straightforward. When asked how she linked herself to this definition 

Drew responded: 

“So, I have mental health problems I have depression and anxiety and that sort of 
area I also suffer from something called hypermobility joint syndrome.  Mental health 
is mental health that's quite self-explanatory but the other condition means that my 
joints are a lot looser than that of an average person so my joints can dislocate quite 
a lot and it can be a bit painful and it can be a bit difficult to walk. Tying myself in…. 
so mental health can be something that affects you day to day some days might be 
better, but it does affect you every single day and again with the joints some days it's 
worse than others but every day you need to think about what you are doing” (Drew: 
18-20). 

By “tying” herself into the legal definition of disability she seems to be comfortable with the 

idea of the label or the legal definition at least. That she is somehow bound or tethered to it. 

Drew at this stage was matter of fact referring to mental health as “quite self-explanatory” 

and downplaying her physical impairment, as being a “bit” painful and, walking as being a 

“bit” difficult.  It becomes clear that her mental ill-health is anything but self-explanatory as 

the interview continues, which she refers to as ‘mental health problems’. Mental health is 
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often referred to as if it is a hindrance and it is always perceived as a negative. The 

relentless nature of mental ill-health and her physical impairment comes out in this 

statement. The repetition of ‘day’ is significant, it links both to the definition and the daily 

grind of living with both impairments but particularly mental ill-health, which has been more 

impactful recently as she copes with the normal stresses of a law degree. Both conditions 

fluctuate but they are always present or having an impact in some form, whether that is just 

thinking about how she is on any given day, or, what she thinks she can do and achieve on 

that day. The fluctuation is problematic, one day appearing fine the next day, unwell. As 

Drew says later in the interview, “visually you can present fine one day and the fact that you 

are not well the next day, confuses people” (Drew: 116). This is the challenging aspect of 

non-visible and fluctuating conditions. We will return to this theme below.   

When Drew discusses her disability later in the interview, initially she says yes, she does 

have a disability, after a long pause, she does think of it as a disability, but then she says: 

“it’s one of them things, I mean if you look at the definition yes it impacts my daily life, 
it’s never … It has stopped me from doing things, but it’s not one of them things … it 
is difficult to say” (Drew: 87). 

The pauses are significant. She is not sure who she is or what she is. Is she disabled? Has it 

stopped her from doing things? Initially I think she is going to say no, but then she changes 

the sentence – ‘it has stopped me from doing things.’ The thought process about her identity 

is not straightforward. How she is self-identifying is difficult for her. Drew is clearly not sure 

where she fits into the slippery concept of disability.  

Drew’s mental health has physical symptoms, which can be debilitating “nausea, panic, 

insomnia, anything from paranoia etc.” (Drew: 24). The use of the “etc.” here is interesting. 

Again, she lists symptoms in a detached, matter of fact way. However, she is clearly aware 

of how this has affected her. When these physical symptoms are to the fore, this is when her 

condition would be more visible to others, when other people are confused as her symptoms 

and physical manifestation of those symptoms vary and fluctuate and they do not present as 

stable at any given point in time. Drew hesitates in this statement. Has it stopped her from 

doing things – she is unsure? She finds it difficult to think of herself in this way as someone 

with a disability although she seems comfortable with the legal definition earlier on. The 

reality of being disabled is different to the legal definition of disability, especially if the law is 

your comfortable go-to framework as it seems to be for Drew. 

Jamie picks up this uncertainty and ambiguity over the definition/label of disability and 

fluctuating conditions: 
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“Obviously it’s quite ambiguous isn’t it, disability? I've definitely got mental health 
problems I have anxiety and I have suffered with it unknowingly really from when I 
was about 16 ... I don't know if I would put myself in that category but I do think it has 
a detrimental effect on my life so I probably would say that there is an element of 
disability there … erm … I don't know … it’s not … I think anxiety is hard because it 
fluctuates it’s not kind of a constant so obviously, you're not disabled in the way that 
it's there and it is a constant kind of detrimental effect but when it is there it totally 
takes over your life. I would … I would … I don't know, I don't know if I would 
consider it a disability so it is definitely a mental health issue so if that would be 
considered a disability then yeah” (Jamie: 20). 

Jamie demonstrates the dilemma individuals have over the disability label, the indecision, 

the questioning, does it apply to them, if it does is that problematic? The fluctuating nature of 

her disability can be an issue when it comes to defining disability. For many with a disability 

this lack of constancy of symptoms can confuse people and leads to a questioning of the 

authenticity of claims of disability so individuals with non-visible disabilities, like mental 

health, often prefer not to claim disability so that they do not have to prove repeatedly 

whether they are genuine. “An element of disability” suggests that she associates with the 

label of disability to an extent, but again because it varies, her association with that label 

varies. Drew and Jamie go on to talk about these issues at length in their interviews and we 

will come back to this issue of not being believed and fluctuation.  

Rowan can see how the definition of disability works when you are claiming adjustments, but 

she does not think she is disabled: 

“I'm dyslexic, erm I don't know.  I don't really see it as a disability I guess it is classed 
as that when you apply for stuff.  I think other people think of disability as more like a 
physical impairment or like a mental impairment, I think even like anxiety and stuff is 
now under disability.  I think sometimes it might be the wrong word to use for stuff 
like that but yeah I'm just dyslexic” (Rowan: 11). 

Rowan gets straight to the issue when she raises the matter of physical and mental 

impairments. The definition of disability is so wide and variable, the various impairments that 

fall within its reach are extensive, and there are so many models of disability. It can be 

difficult for people to know where they fit in and relate to a label like ‘disabled’. It continues to 

carry negative connotations for the participants, so they question their association with it. 

Other things belong in the disability category, but not dyslexia. The use of the words “just 

dyslexic”, it is quite dismissive as if it is nothing much to worry about. Although there is an 

appreciation of the importance of that label when she wants to apply for some form of 

adjustment. Therefore, there is a juxtaposition of not wanting it to be a disability, but then 

using the label when it comes to the legal implications of wanting an adjustment.  
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These early quotes from the participants in this study set the scene for what is a difficult 

concept to explore and analyse. Their individual ‘lived experience’ of disability varies 

dramatically, even though in theory you could group them; three of them have dyslexia and 

three of them have mental health problems. With similar conditions, you would potentially 

expect some commonality of experience. This is evidently not the case, although self-doubt, 

confusion and stigma prevail. It becomes clear as we familiarise ourselves with the 

participants that having a disability is not static and other aspects of their lives and 

backgrounds inevitably influence their experience of disability at any given point in time.  

What becomes apparent is that the participants view disability as a continuum or a scale – 

how disabled you are at any given moment can influence how you feel about yourself and 

how others see you and there are different severities of symptom even within the same 

condition. Asking the participants to reflect on the word ‘disability’ produced a variety of 

responses, but none of them is entirely comfortable with accepting they are disabled. The 

continuum extends from not seeing it as a disability at all, to realising that maybe, it is a 

disability within the meaning of the law, but that is still different to believing disability to be 

part of your identity or the reality of your existence. Nevertheless, it seems to be part of the 

participant identity when they seek support or a reasonable adjustment for help with their 

studies. How disabled the participants are varies across time and depends on what is being 

experienced. For conditions that fluctuate, this can be confusing for the participant as well as 

those they encounter. Therefore, emotion and relationships play a key part in how ‘disabled’ 

the participants are at any given time and it is possible to suggest that disability is a fluid 

concept and where you are at any given moment on the continuum will depend on a range of 

factors including how you view your position in society and other intersecting characteristics 

(Charlie as working-class woman, Lee as a mixed-race male). All the participants left the 

interview thinking about disability in a different way, which suggests we were making 

meaning in the interviews. In exploring meaning-making by participant and researcher in 

terms of the conceptual development of IPA, Smith suggests that “what turns an event into 

an experience is the significance bestowed on it by the person participating in, and 

potentially changed by, what is happening” (Smith, et al., 2009, p. 167). The interview as an 

event potentially changed the participants’ perspective on disability. Alex says when 

discussing whether she would tick the ‘are you disabled’ box on an application form: “I don’t 

know why? You are making me think!” (Alex: 77) and “I mean I might feel differently after 

this” (Alex: 54).  

When I go through the legal definition of disability with each of them, even if they had initially 

questioned their association with the concept of disability, each of them starts to recognise 
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that maybe they are disabled within the legal framework but not necessarily disabled as part 

of their identity.  

The disability literature referred to above in 2.2 indicates that disability is complex, and 

several different factors can contribute to how disability is understood. For these participants 

their experience of disability links to this complexity and they question whether they fall 

within its ambit. I will return to the ideas of normalcy and what this means for the disabled 

identity expressed by these participants in 5.2.1.  

4.2.2 Unseen or (in)visible/non-visible disabilities 

Turning now to one of the unexpected sub-themes in my study, that of non-visible 

disabilities. This definitional issue is explained in 1.2.4 where I discuss what a non-visible 

disability means but suffice to say for the purpose of this analysis it is a disability that is not 

immediately obvious to others when first encountering the ‘disabled’ individual. I did not set 

out to interview people with non-visible disabilities only, but this is who came forward. 

Although some at various points in the interview contested the non-visible nature of the 

disability, this is illustrated by Charlie “unless they read my work and then they’d know” 

(Charlie: 171). Alex suggests that “actually a lot of people with learning difficulties you could 

say that’s invisible but once you start speaking to them maybe then it becomes visible” (Alex: 

73) and for Drew, when her hypermobility syndrome takes on visible signifiers. The 

participants ideas here link to definitional challenges discussed in 1.2.4. However, the 

unseen nature of mental ill-health and dyslexia, can lead to challenges for the individual; not 

being believed, appearing to manage, lack of understanding from others. This led to 

consideration of ‘performance’ that, if each of them appeared to be coping and appeared to 

be ‘normal’ then it was not an issue and therefore questioning the nature of disability or 

where they saw themselves fitting into the continuum of disability. I return to this idea in the 

context of the literature in 5.2.1 and 5.2.3 where the idea of ‘performance’ is considered in 

the context of wellbeing and the development of a professional graduate identity.  

All my participants felt that someone in a wheelchair was disabled not them with their 

dyslexia or mental ill-health. Even Alex with her physical impairment felt that the wheelchair 

was the symbol of disability:  

“it’s not like you can see anything I’m not in a wheelchair, so like obviously if you 
were to meet someone at an interview and they’re like, it’s visual whereas mine is not 
visual” (Alex: 65). 

This notion of who the disabled are, is particularly challenging for those with non-visible 

disabilities. A wheelchair is the obvious outward manifestation of disability but none of my 
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participants were in a wheelchair and this led them to question their identity as a disabled 

person. This outward manifestation of disability continued as problematic for Alex: 

“I think because you said there is a legal definition I think sometimes in society you 
can view something differently like so if you was to walk up to someone, say I did fall 
within the definition and you asked someone who knew about my back say or 
whatever do you think Alex is disabled I can probably guarantee they would say no, 
well I mean look at me” (Alex: 73). 

Alex was adamant that she was not disabled but had adjustments for her physical 

impairment throughout her university education. “I’m not in a wheelchair”, it’s not “visual”, 

“well I mean look at me”. Alex invited the questioning about her identity as a disabled 

person. If you cannot see the disability, then are you disabled at all? Consciously raising 

awareness of the body as disabled and paying attention to it during these interviews, had for 

some of the participants created an unavoidable reality and for others they could choose to 

ignore it or it allowed them to acknowledge that they were ignored by others as ‘not 

counting’. Cassidy continued with the wheelchair as the visual manifestation of disability, but 

this made her consider her own position in the continuum: 

“You know if it's physical well you know if you are in a wheelchair then you can see it. 
It’s just they are regarded as disabled. People with non-visible just get excluded 
completely from it” (Cassidy: 375). “It wasn't visible to other people so I never thought 
it was something that you would count” (Cassidy: 377). 

Wheelchair users are the ‘genuine disabled’ or the ‘ideal disabled’ those who have non-

visible disabilities are excluded or they do not legitimately fit within ranks of the disabled. The 

definition is exclusively for those where you can see the disability, or they are in a 

wheelchair. Charlie held similar views as to who the ‘ideal disabled’ were: 

“I don't know because I think of disabled as someone in a wheelchair you know 
you've got a physical impediment if that makes sense, I don't think of it as disability 
with what I've got” (Charlie: 138). “People can't see that you've got this problem, so 
they don't take it into consideration they don't give it any weight if that makes sense” 
(Charlie: 173). 

Not being recognised, acknowledged by others, not being the true or ideal disabled was 

problematic for Charlie and the other participants. They all explored the same experience of 

non-visible disability and what it meant to them, whilst not necessarily wanting to associate 

themselves with the label of disability. This dilemma was a constant unavoidable reality for 

the participants, and it often became about proving the disability when they needed to, but 

the reality, or not, of disability was continuously present. Jamie brought this to the fore: 

“Somebody who is in a wheelchair that their claim would be more readily accepted 
than somebody with a mental health issue because you've got a lot more to prove. 
When you've got a mental health issue you are discriminated against because on the 
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face of it a physical disability you've got it so you can prove it whereas with a mental 
disability there is a long process to go through with medical notes and assessments” 
(Jamie: 81). 

“if you’ve got a physical disability and it says, ‘are you disabled’ I think absolutely 
because you are in a wheelchair aren’t you … it’s there you’ve got that and it is 
constant, whereas with mental health it’s not” (Jamie: 95). 

Jamie had been challenged by others about whether her claims for adjustments are valid 

which manifested as a constant struggle to prove that her mental ill-health was real and 

affected her activities at university.  

For those with fluctuating conditions which are often non-visible, the idea of seeming to cope 

one day and not others caused difficulties and added to the pressures of being believed. 

Drew’s mental health issues have: 

“always been there I mean definitely when I was young and speaking to teachers. 
They don’t like talking to kids about it and because my performance didn't drop so 
they didn't really care and then when I got to uni I sought help myself” (Drew: 28).  

Maybe Drew felt ignored at school because she was appearing to manage, and she was still 

getting good grades, so her mental ill-health did not matter and was not taken seriously. This 

lack of acknowledgement and understanding has continued into university for Drew. 

Academic staff have not understood because again she appears to manage and is 

performing as coping well: 

“If you are performing fine and if you are not skipping lectures and you are not 
skipping workshops, no matter how you are the people are just like ‘obviously there is 
nothing wrong’. But it’s physically dragging yourself in, it’s getting up, like I get up 2 
hours before I leave because I know I need that time to actually get up and then 
people say - ‘well you show up early so you must be fine’, erm no, just because you 
are on the face of it appearing to manage it doesn't make it fine” (Drew: 120). 

The effort in appearing fine and coping, to present as ‘normal’ can be overwhelming. This 

performance leads to judgement so that when she is unwell, people do not believe her. Drew 

says of this issue: 

“Yes exactly … if I skipped every lecture and failed every module then people might 
think ‘oh shit maybe she is …” (Drew: 122). 

People make assumptions about Drew based on how she is appearing or performing. If 

Drew failed everything maybe, then she would be believed. This then translated through into 

the efforts Drew was putting into finding work experience. When asked about this Drew 

immediately said that she did not declare her disabilities, in fact she had explicitly been told 

not to say anything, especially about her mental ill-health:  
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“as people will think that … because … it can be quite rare when people appear to be 
managing so if you throw something up like anxiety and depression people are going 
to make assumptions whether fair nor not, so people are just like don’t declare it” 
(Drew: 130). 

The non-visible nature of the participants various impairments had inevitably caused them 

issues of not being believed, performing as ‘normal’ and questioning their own position within 

the slippery continuum of disability. Jamie suggests that to be believed you must be in a bad 

way with your anxiety so that it has a physical manifestation and can be seen: 

“if you are in a really bad stage of it then people can see but think in everyday life 
when it is not as bad then people have not believed that you suffer from it” (Jamie: 
71).  

“people will look at you and go ‘well you were fine yesterday’, ‘you were fine last 
week’ and you are like ‘well yes that is how it works, one minute you are fine and 
then the next you are not’, ‘well why?’, ‘well I don’t know’, ‘what has triggered it?’, 
‘well I don’t know’ and sometimes it is totally random, I think that definitely has an 
impact … you often are different … people do think ‘she’s faking it’ or ‘she is using it 
as an excuse’” (Jamie: 73). 

This internal dialogue from Jamie beautifully encapsulates what it is like to have a 

fluctuating, non-visible disability. First, confusing others by appearing fine one day and not 

the next, like Drew and then ultimately not being believed, which is tiring and leads to 

internalised stigma. Jamie goes on to discuss at length in her interview that people with 

mental health problems have a lot more to prove when it comes to being categorised as 

disabled for adjustments. There is suspicion, doubt, mistrust, and she felt legal rights can 

only take you so far if you must constantly battle to be believed.  

This judgement and not being believed contributes to stigma which is discussed in 4.3 in 

more detail. The concerns of the participants as not being recognised as the ‘genuinely 

disabled’ and a discussion of visible signifiers as it relates to disability did not come through 

in my initial search of the literature but is a concept I return to in 5.2.1. 

4.2.3 Relationships 

How the participants experienced disability was heavily influenced by relationships with 

others, both positive and negative. This highlights the relational conceptualisation of 

disability as both linked to the relationship with the embodied self and with significant others 

as discussed by Shakespeare (2014) and Thomas (1999; 2004) in 2.2. These relationships 

framed personal views about normalcy or not, and stigmatised, ‘spoiled’ identities.   

Relationships with significant ‘others’ and generic ‘others’ became a prominent feature of the 

participant interviews. Much of the time this was because of comparisons with others or 



86 
 

judgements made by others about the participant or what the participants perceived to be 

judgement. Each of the participants spent a portion of each interview comparing themselves 

with others, they discussed taking a lead on how they were dealing with their impairment 

from others or talked about complex and difficult relationships they had with significant 

others, such as university tutors/mentors. Friends and family were mentioned by most in 

some form or another, which might be expected as all the participants were in their early 20s 

so home and parents still played a significant part in their lives. However, there were other 

people who were often referred to by the participants – not any one individual but what I 

describe as ‘normal others’ or ‘suffering others.’ The stigma experienced by all the 

participants, which is discussed later, has been shaped by the relationships they have with 

these others, which in turn has been influenced by their lifeworld experience. These 

relationships reinforce ideas of difference and normalcy. Below I look at each of these 

relationships in turn – ‘normal others’, ‘suffering others’, and ‘significant others.’ 

‘Normal Others’ – ‘People’:  

Difference and comparisons to other people came up for all the participants. This often 

suggested a sense of separation or ‘Otherness’ from this dominant ‘normal’ group. I describe 

these other people as ‘normal others’, which is derived from the perception that for the 

participants these ‘other people’, were often in their minds just normal other people, not like 

them who were somehow different, emphasising the participants’ sense of ‘Otherness’. Alex 

first started discussing these normal others in the passage which follows: 

“In that sense it’s probably like I’m different to other people but in terms of just being 
a student I don’t think it’s … I feel like I still had a good time” (Alex: 27). 

It has been obvious all the way through the analysis and interpretation of disability for Alex 

that she continually questions the reality of disability for herself. Alex is not sure about how 

different she is to these ‘normal others’ or ‘other people’ as she describes them.  She 

acknowledges that she could be different to other people, but whilst a student she still thinks 

she had a good time. Maybe she thinks having a disability would stop you having a good 

time and she still managed to have a good time, so she is not disabled as such, or she 

hopes she is still like the normal ‘other people’ who can have a good time. Alex refers to 

‘other people’ six times in the interview, which made me question who these other people 

are. “I guess you would compare yourself to other people” (Alex: 25); “I’m different to other 

people” (Alex: 27); “I don’t think there’s like a massive difference between what I can and 

can’t do to other people” (Alex: 31); “I don’t know I think you meet so many different types of 

people at uni you kind of see what other people are like” (Alex: 71). When I ask Alex about 

whether people view visible and non-visible disabilities differently, she again refers to ‘other 
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people’ (Alex: 73). How Alex sees herself with an impairment is linked to these comparisons 

with generic other people.  

For Cassidy, this normal ‘other person’ has become more significant in terms of comparison 

because the suggestion has come from a ‘significant other’ – a doctor. This encounter has 

left Cassidy with an experience of disability as wholly negative.  

“I recently went to the doctors and got told by a doctor that I should compare myself 
to somebody normal” (Cassidy; 49), “It was like compare yourself to this normal 
person do what they do” (Cassidy: 51).  

Cassidy articulated this feeling of otherness by physically pointing to opposite ends of the 

table we were sitting at in the interview room. Cassidy told me: 

“You just feel like completely different a bit … out there. While everyone else is like 
here [visual pointing to the other side of the table to indicate separateness] you know 
sort of on the edge” (Cassidy: 53). “Yeah, because you don't really know how to 
engage with people comfortably you just don't feel comfortable” (Cassidy: 55).  

With little prompting, this stream of thought on separation, difference and otherness came 

out. Cassidy feels isolated, awkward, separate, and non-normal. The impact of being told by 

a doctor to try a bit harder, do what a normal person would do as if that is the benchmark of 

living. This in turn leads to a sense of marginalisation. It is clear that Cassidy finds it difficult 

to form friendships, whilst she refers to a small circle of friends at home, mostly at university 

she is relatively isolated, and lives in a studio alone. She knows people on the course who 

sometimes query the adjustments she is getting. The words she uses “a bit out there”, “on 

the edge” emphasises her isolation and marginalisation and this she knows is all down to her 

anxiety. When Cassidy was asked how she thought other people saw her, she said, 

“annoying kind of” (Cassidy: 347), and added: 

“I think other people see me how I think of myself, but I think how people see me is 
not actually how they see me if that makes sense? I have asked them you know ‘am I 
this?’ or ‘am I that?’ and they’ve said no, no, not at all and I think ‘I bet I am’” 
(Cassidy: 347). 

She is projecting her own thoughts about herself onto this other group of people, which 

largely consists of her friendship group at home. When I ask her what she means by this, 

what characteristics she is referring to she says, “you know like ‘annoying’, ‘needy’ things 

like that” (Cassidy: 349). When I ask her to clarify she thinks she is annoying and therefore 

other people probably also think she is annoying. This ‘neediness’ could be a need for 

physical or emotional attention particularly if she feels isolated and marginalised at 

university.  
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Charlie refers to “everyone else” many times during her interview. She repeats how she 

relates to her own dyslexia in relation to everyone else eight times, although I would suggest 

these are not necessarily ‘normal others’ as understood by the other participants, for Charlie 

‘normal others’ are potentially ‘clever others’ in her eyes. To her they probably are ‘normal 

others’ as they are clever people, and these are the people who succeed in law. She 

comments at various points during the interview that she is not as good as everyone else, 

she is behind everyone else, and she will not do as well as everyone else.  She thinks she is 

less than everyone else is, inferior. In the interview, Charlie appears to be someone with low 

self-esteem, and she seems to have lived with this feeling of not being as good as everyone 

else all through school. She talks about school a few times during the interview. Again, there 

is this feeling of being separate and different, but she wants to be accepted as normal, 

clever, and good enough to do law. Charlie said: 

“I just thought I was not as good as everyone else, I went to a grammar school and 
obviously everyone was really, really, really clever” (Charlie: 22).  

“I was just embarrassed about it I just thought I was behind everyone else and that 
was just natural some people are cleverer that others that is just the way it was” 
(Charlie: 24).  

Her thoughts separate into not being as clever as everyone else, which is to do with her own 

self-esteem, but to achieve, she has to work much harder than everyone else. Therefore, her 

sense of self is compromised on two levels, she tells me: 

“There's a reason I have to work 10 times harder than everybody else” (Charlie: 40). 

When contemplating her final year dissertation, she says “I mean I hope I do well, but 
I wouldn't be surprised if I don't do as well as everyone else” (Charlie: 93).  

When she was asked how she thought other people saw her, she returned to thinking of 

herself as stupid in comparison to everyone else: 

 “I haven’t given it too much thought but probably just stupid I know that’s daft, 
probably just a little bit behind everyone else” (Charlie: 169). 

Her viewpoint towards these ‘normal others’ does however change slightly when she goes 

for an experience day at a law firm “because I thought initially you know this is alright, I've 

got this condition, but you know I'm at the same point as everyone else surely that shows 

how hard I can work” (Charlie: 124). So, she had managed to get to a legal experience day, 

therefore it did not matter that she had this condition, and she had finally been recognised as 

being as good as everyone else. Although it was at this experience day that she was told 

never to disclose her dyslexia during recruitment, that she would be ‘tossed on a pile’ (see 

later section on disclosure dilemmas). So, the day was problematic for Charlie. She had a 
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good experience in that she was there with everyone else after all, but also a troubling 

dilemma, being told never to reveal this significant part of herself. 

It could be suggested that most of the participants wanted to be part of this ‘normal other’ 

group. This was certainly the case for Drew who used the term ‘average person’ as 

indicative of how she compares herself to her perception of ‘normal others’: “my joints are a 

lot looser than that of an average person” (Drew: 18-20). Drew refers to ‘people’ often. Not 

her own family, or friends or significant others, but ‘people’. She refers to these anonymous 

‘people’ forty-three times in the interview. A constant comparison to these ‘normal others.’ 

Jamie explored her vulnerability with comparing herself to others on the course who are 

“very strong” and just “intelligent people” and she is not.  

These ‘normal others’ can be friends and for Charlie before she had a diagnosis of dyslexia 

this had led to problems with friendship groups: 

“I think when I was younger this sounds silly, but I didn't have many friends I was 
falling out with people a lot and I do think it is miscommunication I think it was 
misinterpretation of things” (Charlie: 87).  

Charlie suggested that this miscommunication must have come from her dyslexia, although 

at the time of these difficult school friendships she did not have a diagnosis. 

‘Suffering Others’/ ‘Community of Sufferers’  

Some of the participants referred to others not as ‘normal other’ people but as community of 

sufferers they had sought out at university mainly when it came to medication. This 

manifested itself mostly in relation to those with mental ill-health. When Drew refers to the 

medication she takes for her anxiety and depression, she refers to others and how they have 

experienced their medication but that she has not experienced it in the same way: 

“When I started it, you have that zombie period when you feel numb, but I didn't 
actually find it horrible like some people. I do take some to help me sleep but the 
others are just general antidepressants. In a way they do help but at the same time it 
is not an easy decision to take them and there are repercussions both physically and 
mentally of taking them” (Drew: 73) 

How does she know about this ‘zombie’ period if it is not from speaking to others? There 

appears to be a community of people that she knows who have taken medication for 

depression and anxiety. Jamie has friends who could relate to her anxiety and panic attacks 

who told her about the medication they were on and the counselling they had attended. 

Again, the medication had made her feel worse for the first ten days and she knew this from 
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her friend who had been on similar tablets. Therefore, although there is a feeling of being 

‘Other’ there is a togetherness in adversity. 

All the participants had a disability statement which allowed them extra time in assessments, 

and they could take their exams in a separate room, again highlighting a community of 

individuals and a sense of separation. The ‘Otherness’ as experienced by the participants 

extended to the physical separation which on this occasion, they valued. Jamie described it 

as a mini community of the “same people every time” so there was no need to be 

“embarrassed because you know everyone is there for the same reason…you know it’s 

going to be helpful” (Jamie: 38). The separation had helped her manage her disability during 

the assessments and this in turn had become a positive experience and her grades had 

gone up. She felt supported in this community of people. Charlie understood in time that 

there were others who experienced this physical separation and this difference manifested 

itself as one of isolation when she was in a normal teaching room, but then as a positive 

community experience when she was in the separate assessment room:  

“at first I thought I was quite different to everyone else erm … I mean in classrooms I 
had laptops and everybody else didn't, so I was kind of pinpointed in that respect but 
then when it came to exam times and I was in a separate room there were loads of 
other people there” (Charlie: 66). 

This ‘pinpointing’ as standing out as ‘Other’ could be challenging and awkward but then she 

finally grasped she was not alone.    

‘Significant Others’ – family, tutors and employers 

Relationships with family proved significant for my participants. Alex talked in terms of her 

family being the most “protective” of her, as they have known her since the beginning of the 

diagnosis, but that her friends might sometimes forget about her physical impairment. “My 

family are probably the most protective, but they were there from the beginning but like my 

friends and stuff they … I think they probably just forget” (Alex: 73). Forget, because she can 

pass as normal and as we have seen all the way through this perception of normality is 

important for Alex.  

For Lee, both his parents were discussed especially in relation to money worries but most 

significantly it was his Dad that had the most impact on his outlook on life and dealing with 

racism and his dyslexia. This experience was significant when discussing disability and 

whether he considered himself to be disabled, with him telling me: 
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“Some of the advice doesn't really apply to me cos I don’t see it as something that 
has such a hold on my life. That is the way my Dad spoke to me about it, and he has 
done very well for himself and very few know he is dyslexic” (Lee: 7).  

Dyslexia does not have a grip on his life, it is not all consuming and the relationship he has 

with his Dad seems important for Lee’s lifeworld experience of dyslexia because his Dad has 

dyslexia and has gone on to do well and this in turn meant that Lee was not going to let 

dyslexia hold him back. Lee differs from some of the other participants because he has this 

positive role model for how to deal with his dyslexia. Lee discusses his dyslexia alongside 

his mixed-race identity. His Dad is black (a term used by Lee) and dyslexic and Lee says: 

“Obviously I am half white as well but people don't see that side of it but I do take the 
standpoint that because I only have it mildly as well I do take the same standpoint as 
my Dad I do want to be judged ‘look this is what I can do’ I don't want it to be ‘look at 
how well he's done and he's got dyslexia as well’ I would rather somebody found out 
about that later, that somebody has been impressed to start with and then weeks 
down the line or months down the line it also then comes out that he also has 
dyslexia because I want to portray it that it isn't an issue” (Lee: 13).  

Lee wants people to be impressed with him as he is, without knowing about the dyslexia and 

he wants to be successful like his Dad who has dealt with dyslexia and racism:  

“I think when I've spoken to my Dad this is why I have the viewpoint that being in 
somewhere and then them finding out. I've not had the easiest time of dealing with 
racism and I've not had anything like what my Dad has had but I have experienced it, 
but I want somebody to say ok, so he did this whilst also being mixed-race and he's 
also dyslexic and he’s dealing with that it's definitely more of an afterthought than an 
initial thought” (Lee: 74).  

Lee wants to be ‘in’ before anyone finds out about his dyslexia. He wants to be taken on as 

someone without dyslexia first, that he manifests as ‘normal’ to future employers. This is a 

similar life-view to that of Drew who wants to be ‘besties’ with her employer before they find 

out about her various impairments. Like, Charlie (dyslexia and working class), Lee’s dyslexia 

is mixed in with his other identities of being mixed-race and being male. He has experienced 

racism, and race and disability have framed his way of thinking. However, he wants to be 

judged as having succeeded without the stereotypical assumptions about race and disability. 

He tries to diminish the impact of his dyslexia by referring to it as an “afterthought”. When 

asked how he thinks other people see him he discusses his friends first and says they don’t 

take it that seriously, partly I think because most of the time he can ‘pass’ as normal. 

However, when it comes to his Dad: 

“Whereas my Dad on the other hand it’s not the topic of conversation every time we 
speak, but if we do, we won’t talk about it for long, because the way he sees it you 
should be able to get around it. I am failing myself, and I know I am, if I make it more 
of an issue that it needs to be” (Lee: 86). 
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The relationship with his Dad has shaped his way of thinking about his dyslexia. 

Consequently, he does not dwell on it and he would be betraying himself if he made more of 

it than he needed to. He tries to keep it separate and not let it overwhelm him and this has all 

come from the support of his Dad and how he has experienced his dyslexia during his life. 

Lee does not want to let dyslexia dominate his world view. In fact, for all the students with 

dyslexia their family have played a part in how they see themselves. Charlie’s Dad had what 

she describes as “severe dyslexia” but there had never been a diagnosis and in contrast to 

herself his dyslexia had never been tested because he had never done anything academic. 

Rowan’s Mum and Brother both have dyslexia, and this helped her get an early automatic 

diagnosis, which she thinks has been important for how she then went on to deal with it in 

comparison to her brother. She sees herself as “quite lucky in that way compared to him he 

has had a lot of problems with his.” 

Family for those with mental health issues is slightly more complex. Jamie thinks her parents 

had never really understood what it is like for her with anxiety. When she talks about how 

she feels, Jamie says that “she has just let her mental health happen to her”. She describes 

it as a passive experience and that if she had been more proactive then maybe things might 

not have got so bad. This could be linked to the fact that her parents have struggled to 

understand. When I tried to dig a little deeper into this experience, she thinks that she should 

have just “controlled herself”: 

“Yeah, I think I felt if I could just control myself and just stop it, I would be fine and I 
mean my Mum and Dad have never really understood it to a massive extent and they 
would be saying but you need to try harder, and I’d be like you just don't understand 
how hard I am trying, and it was so hard” (Jamie: 56). 

Jamie feels like she should be able to control her anxiety, this in part stems from her parents 

telling her to try a bit harder. The ‘not being believed’ or the ability to control the symptoms of 

anxiety if only you ‘tried a bit harder’ perpetuates the stigma associated with mental health 

problems. When this comes from her parents, these significant others in her life, it is clearly 

problematic for Jamie and she feels misunderstood by her parents and that somehow, she 

should just be able to get over how she is feeling.  

Drew does not talk about family in relation to her various conditions. She refers to them at 

the beginning of the interview when she talks about growing up and her Mum being a single 

parent and legal issues her family have had to deal with which made her think about law as 

a possible career. She tells us her sister has hypermobility syndrome but does not refer to 

her again. At the end when she is asked about her future she talks about nephews and 
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nieces coming to visit. Their absence is potentially as significant as the presence of family 

for the others.  

My study reveals the impact that we as university tutors can have on our students and how 

they experience disability whilst in law school. All the participants have been influenced by 

their tutors to an extent and we must be cognisant of the influence we can have. The tutors 

discussed were a mix of module tutors, programme leaders and personal tutors, who in the 

most part are an important touchpoint for disability issues as personal tutors can support the 

students and often refer students to Disability Support for assessment if they perceive issues 

developing. Alex has been told to “have more confidence” by her tutors (Alex: 71). Jamie has 

a supportive relationship with her personal tutor when she was absent from university for six 

weeks, “just come in when you feel like you can come in and we will just talk, and we will 

sort out what we are going to do” (Jamie: 127). Charlie has been really impressed by one of 

her tutors who had taken the time to discuss possible adjustments with her but then said, 

“obviously not all tutors take time to do that kind of thing” (Charlie: 107). In smaller group 

sessions, Cassidy and Lee felt the support of university tutors. This made an impression on 

me, as although we are not trained in how to deal with any of the disabilities we often 

encounter in our students, there are many of us who do try to support. However, we are 

never part of the discussions with the Disability Support team on reasonable adjustments 

and often we do not know who in our seminar groups or teaching sessions has any kind of 

reasonable adjustment because we are not told, or we are told too late for it to have any 

meaningful impact. However, this is clearly an important process that influences how the 

individual student deals with their time at university, how they experience disability and 

ultimately how they can then progress into a possible career. However, not all the 

participants had a positive experience. This exchange with Drew illustrated how influential 

law tutors can be and what this can mean for how disability is experienced: 

“Drew: Oh, I have had issues, student support and wellbeing have been fine. 
Academic staff sometimes it has been a bit iffy 

EG: why because they are not aware or because they have not understood? 

Drew: because they have not understood, 

EG: ok, is this something you could explain, or can you give an example? 

Drew: Ok I've been asked what I would call the stupid question ‘can you not just go 
and take a walk’ you know ‘no don't mention it to people because the bar especially 
is a high intensity course, are you sure you want to do it’ you know that kind of thing. 

EG: right how did that make you feel? 

Drew:  horrific yeah horrific” (Drew: 37-40). 
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Imagine making our students feel “horrific” even though that is probably not the intention. 

Anecdotally, I have observed that there is a general lack of understanding of mental health in 

HE. We need more training; we need to know how to speak to our students whilst at the 

same time helping them understand how difficult progression into and within the legal 

profession can be but helping them learn to deal with it. Drew goes on: 

“I was told that I was vile, I was offensive and why can't I just get over it. I've been 
told to go outside and take a walk and then ‘you're being a bit silly’ aren't you” (Drew: 
92). “It is the luck of the draw, if you pick the right tutor, it can be fine if not then it can 
be horrific” (Drew: 47). 

Repeated use of the word ‘horrific’ is significant here and these encounters have proven 

problematic for Drew. This idea of ‘fit’ is reflective of the individualised medical model of 

disability (Marks, 1997, p. 86).  

Tutors were referenced in relation to dissertation supervision and when discussing her 

dissertation with her tutor and trying to ascertain whether she could get extra help because 

of her dyslexia Charlie was told “‘no we can only read things once and the deadline is the 

deadline’ which I found quite difficult” (Charlie: 93).  

Many of the participants had part-time work whilst at university or summer vacation jobs, 

where to an extent they had already tested their identity as a person with mental ill-health, 

dyslexia, or physical impairments. Most of these experiences had been good, but when they 

were not, this was often down to discrimination and prejudice. These encounters were in turn 

informing their view of how things might be in future employment.  Referencing previous 

part-time work, Cassidy referred to being passed over for promotion because of her anxiety, 

which led to feelings of irritation and anger: 

“I went for a promotion, but I got denied it on the grounds of my anxiety they said you 
can't have it because ‘his words’ – ‘you need to sort your life out’” (Cassidy: 225).  

For some their experience of part time and vacation work has been positive. Jamie has had 

support for her anxiety from her part-time job and Rowan has had a positive experience with 

her dyslexia in work where she had been supported with how she processes data. Alex was 

told she could take a break when she needed to if her back was problematic. Significantly, 

part-time work for Charlie had led to her training contract. These positive experiences had 

influenced how the participants viewed taking on work in the future. However, for Charlie her 

experience of a legal experience day left her feeling as if she would be discarded if she 

declared her dyslexia:  

“I felt very, very, very uncomfortable I think because it was seen more of like - I can't 
think of the word – it was like an embarrassment if that makes sense it was like oh 
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you've got one of them.  And I just thought how dare you, so I have never thought to 
put it on an application again” (Charlie: 132).  

For Charlie this is wholly indicative of her dilemma. She wants people to know about her 

dyslexia so she can explain that her grades are bad for a reason. However, she has now 

been told never to disclose it or no one will consider her for professional employment. When 

she says, “oh you've got one of them” it is almost as if she is referring to her disability as a 

separate and unwanted part of her identity. Jamie has had a comparable experience of 

wanting to disclose the reason for her bad grades but fearing not being believed. This 

reinforces the stigma often felt by those with disability and in the next section I go on to 

discuss how disability can produce a stigmatised identity.   

Relationships are significant and form the basis of how the participants understand 

themselves in relation to their disability and can help them find support but can contribute to 

their stigmatised identity linking with the work of Campbell (2009), Goffman, (1990, originally 

1963) and the recent work of Tyler (2020). This perspective gives us an insight into how 

reasonable adjustments can contribute to the process of ‘Othering’ which is explored in more 

detail in 4.4.2 and then discussed within the relevant literature in 5.2.2.  

We now turn to the stigmatised identity which is often associated with disability and how this 

is experienced by the participants in my study.  

4.3 Disability and stigma 

“She’s crazy what’s she doing” (Jamie) 

Following on from the super-ordinate theme of disability and normalcy in 4.2, we flip to the 

other side and discover how disability is experienced as stigma by the participants. It is 

already evident that relationships with others and the emotion involved with acknowledging 

disability can all lead to stigma and a ‘spoiled identity’ (Goffman, 1990, originally 1963) (but 

also see Hunt, 1966 for an alternative conception of disability and stigma). It is important in 

this data to acknowledge stigma but also non-stigma, as the individualised stigmatised 

identity version put forward by Goffman has been challenged (for a recent example see 

Tyler, 2020). Not that the challenge suggests that stigma does not exist, but that it is more 

than just the personalised experience of stigma as the opposite of ‘the normal’ or ‘we normal’ 

as Goffman refers to those he perceives as not stigmatised by their own ‘spoiled identity’. 

Stigma is apparent in the participants with mental ill-health (Jamie, Cassidy, and Drew) but it 

is apparent in one of the participants with dyslexia (Charlie). None of Rowan, Lee, or Alex 

exhibit significant stigma issues in their interviews. This does not mean to say this this has 

never happened for them, but it is not evident to me during the interviews and there may be 
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external reasons for that: family understanding (Alex, Lee, Rowan), positive role models (Lee 

and Rowan), early diagnosis (Rowan), recognisable routines from school replicated at 

university (Rowan).  

Rowan is well supported by family members who have dyslexia, she was tested early and 

had support all through school and now has that at university. Even though she was initially 

frustrated at having to be tested again in her first year of the law degree “it literally made me 

feel like ‘oh I must not have had dyslexia then’. It was a bit annoying” (Rowan: 23) and she 

felt at times her diagnosis was questioned at university “it makes you feel like you’re lying” 

(Rowan: 27). Separation in a discrete room for assessments had been the norm for her 

through school and she now has familiar routines at university which supports her learning 

and assessment. She is well supported by an employer in part-time work all of which has 

contributed to her sense of acceptance “I’m happy to tell people I am dyslexic” (Rowan: 67). 

She did not come across as having a stigmatised identity either internally or through her 

external experiences of dyslexia. Rowan appeared confident and knows what she needs to 

get the required support at university, even though it took her a while to get through the 

system initially.  

Lee has family support from his Dad who tells him never to let the dyslexia get in the way of 

his achievements and that he does not need to be defined by his dyslexia. Lee now uses the 

learning from his dyslexia support sessions to develop strategies for becoming more 

focussed and organised in his university work. Lee is determined, resilient and self-aware. 

This is evident in the following comments on how he thinks others see him, “I am failing 

myself, and I know I am, if I make it more of an issue than it needs to be”, “I get around it 

and that is the end of the story” (Lee: 86). In some ways his dyslexia is just part of who is 

and he does not dwell on any potential disadvantage “I just don’t think too much about being 

disadvantaged, I don’t know if that is good thing or a bad thing” (Lee: 76). This confidence 

and resilience have helped Lee to overcome and achieve. It could be argued that Lee 

refuses the stigma associated with being dyslexic.  

Alex does not see herself as disadvantaged by her physical impairment. This could be to do 

with the fact that she is now in remission. When interviewed she was in her final year at 

university and was doing well. We know that she has never really identified as someone with 

a disability, although she had numerous adjustments at university so that she could manage 

her impairment. Alex is the only one with a purely physical impairment and she commented 

early in the interview that she could pretty much do what her friends could do, so she has 

never been singled out because of her physical impairment and she has never really had a 
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negative experience in any of her relationships with significant others. She has always 

understood the impact of her physical impairment.  

4.3.1 Emotion and stigma 

However, for the others, their experience of disability had been more of an emotional 

challenge. That is not to say Rowan, Lee and Alex had not experienced challenge or did not 

have an emotional response to their various ‘disabilities’, but it was not revealed as stigma in 

the interviews. Several of the participants exhibited strong emotions when discussing their 

‘disability’ and these emotions had become their daily reality and had influenced their time at 

university. The language used to describe their experience of disability was often emotive, 

sometimes dramatic, and often seemed to contribute to a stigmatised identity. ‘Being thick’, 

‘embarrassed’, ‘stupid’ (Charlie), ‘horrific’, ‘vile’, ‘offensive’ (Drew), ‘silly’ (Jamie), ‘annoying’ 

(Cassidy). These images portray vulnerability, self-doubt, and stigma.  Their ‘future possible 

selves’ are tainted by this stigma, both external and internal. None of them was completely 

accepting of their ‘spoiled identity’, although it was clear in the interviews at least, that some 

managed it better than others did. 

Jamie fears how other might view her, whether she would be believed and that she had 

brought it all on herself as if she is to blame for her own disability.  ‘Other people’ were 

always going to be better than her. Throughout the interview Jamie was trying to make 

sense of the uncertainty and the unknown associated with her mental ill-health. She 

displayed the stigma of disability as an internal issue (internal ableism) and external 

(ableism).  

“There is a stigma because you think ‘she’s crazy what’s she doing’, whereas if you 
saw someone in a wheelchair you wouldn't think ‘oh he’s doing that, he’s done that to 
himself’. I think because it is essentially it is you, your brain doing it to yourself even 
though you have no control over it, I do think people do think you have got control 
over it and I think that’s why” (Jamie: 67).  

In this passage, Jamie discusses what she perceives to be the hierarchy of difference 

between physical and mental impairments. She thinks those with physical impairments are 

not questioned about their disability, they are not accused of bringing it all on themselves but 

those with mental ill-health, she thinks, are often seen as being responsible for their own 

weakness. There is blame and shame in this passage. Shame that she cannot control her 

mental ill-health and she should be able to and blame in that it is all her fault. She judges 

herself and she feels judged.  She talks through the interview about how she is ‘letting it 

happen to herself’, why can’t she just ‘control it’.   
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Fault and blame are prevalent in how Cassidy describes her mental ill-health when asked to 

describe her own disability “it’s quite personal, I felt like it was my fault” (Cassidy: 9). She 

does not understand why it is happening to her and she described it as an ‘ongoing 

problem’. Cassidy describes interactions with others at length. What she perceives as being 

laughed at by someone in Disability Support contributing to humiliation and low self-esteem. 

At times when seeking support, she has felt vulnerable and a sense of helplessness. As we 

have already seen in her descriptions of interactions with significant others a doctor told her 

to be ‘more normal’. She has felt awkwardness, discomfort, isolation, and it was only once 

she got to the individualised experience of the SLO that she felt supported by her tutor, and 

she had been able to empathise with her client who she knew suffered with anxiety.   She 

has had bad experiences in her part-time job when she was denied promotion and her 

manager told her, “to sort her life out”. 

Jamie disclosed her anxiety and depression as an emotional, layered, stratified process, with 

one concern on top of another. She was talking about how studying law is hard, competitive 

and “a massive worry” and on top of that she realises that she is competing with people who 

she thinks are going to be better than her because they do not have anxiety, again this 

comparison with ‘normal others’ exposes itself. Jamie says: 

“That if I'm competing against somebody who doesn't have anxiety, they are going to 
be the better candidate because obviously that's always going to be over you, do you 
know what I mean.  I'm quite good now at dealing with stressful situations but it’s 
always in the back of your mind, what if it comes back again and it kind of takes over. 
I think you've got totally different concerns when you've got something like anxiety. 
Because you've got all of that and then on top of that you've got this worry about if it's 
going to have that effect on your life what if it's going to affect the firm, what if you get 
the job and you can't cope with the stress” (Jamie: 42). 

This idea of the anxiety always being there, ‘over you’ and what if it returns and ‘takes over’. 

She worries about her anxiety, and whether it is going to have an impact throughout her life 

and, whether that in turn will impact on future employment, and if she does get a job, she 

worries about whether she will be able to cope. This layer upon layer of vulnerability and 

helplessness reveals a sense of powerlessness.  

In keeping with this sense of powerlessness, Drew equates her mental ill-health as failure, “I 

could show them first that I am not a failure” (Drew: 146). If she proves herself first then she 

could perhaps tell them that she has anxiety and depression, but only once they have seen 

that she can do well, she can cope. When questioned further about the issue of “failure” she 

goes on to discuss the assumptions people make about those with mental health issues, 

which she thinks are incorrect.  Drew thinks you can have anxiety and cope with stress and 

in turn cope with stressful jobs, like law:  
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“Those assumptions like what I was saying before that you have something which 
impacts on the way you act so you must find it difficult in a stressful competitive 
environment … like people like have now merged the words stress and anxiety to 
mean the same thing and they don’t. You can cope with stress but not cope with 
anxiety but I think because people see them as the same thing that if you can’t cope 
or you are struggling with anxiety then you must be struggling with stress so you 
must not be able to handle stress as well as someone else” (Drew: 148).  

“Stress is more the mental element of it, I know that this stressful thing is going to 
come up so I am going to prepare for it, and I am going to do it and once that 
stressful event is over, I will calm down and I might even congratulate myself on my 
performance. Anxiety is fear, it’s panic attacks, it’s the inability to breathe, its nausea, 
headaches, it’s something that doesn’t really have a rhyme or reason like stress 
does” (Drew: 150). 

Drew highlights how difficult it can be when an illness makes no logical sense and leaves no 

obvious signs. When people do not understand it, they question it. We stigmatise these 

identities with these assumptions. Drew thinks anxiety and stress have been merged, but 

they mean different things. In the same way that being sad, and depression have been 

merged.  

“People might be sad, and they are like ‘oh I am so depressed’ and some people are 
genuinely depressed, but some people are just sad. It is the hyperbolic experience - 
so there is a word that means worse than sad so that - sad is here (pointing to one 
side of the desk) and depression is here (pointing to another side of the desk) - I am 
really sad so therefore I must be depressed, or I am stressed, anxiety is worse than 
stress, so it must naturally follow. But they are not, they are completely different” 
(Drew: 159).    

Drew highlights the issue of not being believed which is discussed by a few of the 

participants: 

“Yeah, people can react differently often the attitude is the same when people just 
think that you are over exaggerating, and people can do that on both, and they think 
you are just playing up or whatever. When you have a symptom that they have never 
experienced whether it is physical or mental then even if you say look this is bad, 
they can't empathise because they have not experienced it before” (Drew: 67). 

All of this contributes to the stigmatised identity. Alongside the stigmatised identity is the 

emotion of suffering, which is again highlighted by Drew, as is the lack of empathy and 

understanding from others: 

“I would like to think, some of the biggest people I have met who have criticised me 
or told me I have over exaggerated are those who suffer themselves. Because there 
are some people, some people like to wallow in the fact that they suffered this and 
because you haven't suffered the exact same things as they have, they can’t relate 
either or you don't show the same symptoms as them they can’t empathise either. 
Some of the most sympathetic people I have met have never suffered anything in 
their lives” (Drew: 175). 
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Relationships with others have contributed to feelings of low self-esteem, self-doubt, and 

discomfort, which all contribute to internalised stigma. Drew has been told that she is “vile” 

and “offensive” (Drew: 92). She herself claims she is “not that nice a person” (Drew: 188), 

that other people “tolerate” her (Drew: 185). This she thinks stems from her mental health 

issues.  

The language used by Charlie is indicative of stigma throughout, notions of “suffering”, “not 

as good as everyone else” - comparisons with others as inferior and unintelligent; “a bit 

slower”, “I’m just thick”. This is the language of stigma. Her stigmatised identity existed for a 

long time before the diagnosis, which is perhaps why she still carries this inferiority with her. 

When she talks about her diagnosis, she talks about being “strikingly dyslexic” her reading 

age was that of a 12-year-old and she was 18. She goes on to say, “that was quite emotional 

for me to hear as well”, and she thought she was “just daft” (Charlie: 26).  She was relieved 

at her diagnosis “there’s a reason I have to work ten times harder than everybody else” 

(Charlie: 40). Although there is some dispute in disability studies about issues of diagnosis 

and impairment as being overly medicalised, for some it is a relief, and we must not lose 

sight of that.  

It is evident that stigma is a reality for many of the participants. Stigma has a long history 

(see Tyler, 2020) and is most often associated with Goffman’s work as explored in Chapter 

2. Goffman argues that stigma is a perspective which is generated in social contexts and is a 

situation in which the individual is disqualified from full social acceptance (Goffman, 1990, 

originally 1963, preface) which is obvious in the participant narratives but as all of the 

participants had non-visible disabilities they can learn to manage that stigma by ‘passing’ 

(Goffman, 1990, originally 1963), which is a perspective I now turn to.  

4.3.2 Passing and performance 

Some of the participants explicitly referred to the act of ‘passing’ when discussing both being 

at university and future employment, and these ideas could be linked to the stigma 

associated with disability and in particular, mental ill-health. Drew performs as capable and 

able. She makes it to lectures, she passes her exams, so what’s the issue? Drew, when 

discussing possible future employment discusses the idea of passing when asked about 

disclosure: 

“If I became really friendly with an employer and I had been there a few years and I 
could show them first that I am not a failure then maybe, maybe, maybe but it would 
be a few years and it be ‘look at how well I am doing despite this…” (Drew: 146). 
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Being ‘in’ first, being seen to be doing well and dealing with the work, the masquerade of 

normality is considered more beneficial, with possible eventual disclosure, rather than being 

honest and authentic from the start. This is explicitly linked to the legal profession by Alex, “I 

just feel like flagging it up that early before they’ve even employed you especially with how it 

works in law” (Alex: 38).  

Lee highlights another issue which suggests an understanding of the law, disclosure, and 

passing – the idea that you might get an advantage during recruitment by participating in a 

scheme where those with a disability are interviewed whether they have all the requisite 

criteria for the job or not.24 These schemes require disclosure. Lee does not want this ‘pass’ 

into an interview, “not if it is to do with being part of a scheme or whatever, I’m not interested 

in that” (Lee:88). Whereas others do, Cassidy tells me: 

“I mean I know you've got the full non-discrimination side of things I feel like they 
would still look at it and think … and take it against you but the ones where you are 
guaranteed an interview then yeah, I suppose you would disclose it there” (Cassidy: 
389). 

Discussions about disclosure are advanced in more detail below as linked to the law and 

why disclosure is beneficial, but also problematic for the participants. Passing is only 

possible however if the disability is non-visible, but this is in turn is linked to problems of not 

being believed when trying to assert a disabled identity. Ultimately non-disclosure is the 

ultimate act of passing and I come back to this in more depth below at 4.4.1. This is 

important when we come to think about law students accessing work in the legal profession 

where strength is prized (Foster & Hirst, 2020; Jones, et al., 2020). 

4.4 Disability and legal consciousness 

“‘Ticking the Box’” (Alex) 

The idea of consciousness of rights and whether the participants understood how the law 

applied to them as disabled people, but particularly linked to the study of law will now be 

explored. As previously suggested in Chapter 2, these are stories embedded in legal culture, 

which is pervasive in law school. It was clear to me that students did not always understand 

their legal rights as disabled people and I wanted to understand how law students 

understand their lives through legal concepts and processes (Ewick & Sibley, 1998, p. xi) as 

they apply to them, rather than law as an abstract concept that they study. Although some of 

the participants were in year 1 and so had only just started to acquire the legal knowledge 

necessary for a future in the law, some were in their final year so had already studied the law 

 
24 The ‘Disability Confident Scheme’ – formerly ‘Two Ticks Scheme’. 
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through traditional legal subjects required for a qualifying law degree and they had already 

embraced the law in its practical context in the SLO, where they learn by doing. I wanted to 

know, as Ewick and Sibley did, what legality meant for the daily lives of the disabled law 

students (1998, p. xi). Did they link the legal protection available for disabled people to 

themselves and did they understand how the law might protect them going forward into their 

legal careers? Was there any tangible link for my participants between the law in books that 

they were studying and the law as it applied to them? Did the participants operate within “the 

space of the law” (Ewick & Sibley, 1998, p. 11) when it comes to their own legal needs? 

It quickly became obvious that the participant’s awareness of equality law, and how it might 

apply to them, was limited. There were similarities between the participants as some had 

vague notions that there might be some protection, and some had heard about 

discrimination. For a limited few there was an explicit understanding that the EA 2010 

existed, but what became clear with all the participants was that they did not necessarily 

appreciate how the legal protection might apply to them. This ignorance of the law I felt was 

telling. Were they reluctant to think about themselves and their disability (if they admitted 

they were disabled) in the context of the law, this thing that they aspired to understand, to 

use and one day to have as the object of their professional lives? That admission of disability 

when we know already that not all the participants were fully on board with the idea that they 

might be disabled, could be problematic when it comes to appreciating and understating 

legal rights. One must admit to being disabled to be able to enjoy the benefits of the law. 

I asked each of them: 

“What is your understanding of the legal protection available for people with a 
disability and what has been your experience of it”?  

I deliberately kept the idea of the legal protection as an objective concept ‘for people with a 

disability’ as a number were still not comfortable with the idea that they themselves might be 

disabled. But I did want to bring it to the subjective when I asked about their experience of 

the protection, this was in some senses vague as their experience of it might not necessarily 

relate to themselves as the object of the protection.  

Alex has some awareness of discrimination, but she suggests that she did not know much 

about the law and how it protects: 

“I probably don’t know anything other than the right not to be discriminated against 
[ok] but in terms of any other sort of protection probably nothing” (Alex: 47). 

Surely non-discrimination provisions are crucial, so it is unclear what other sort of protection 

Alex is thinking about here. Alex might be thinking about legal protection in the context of 



103 
 

herself specifically.  For Alex, discrimination law is an abstract concept unrelated to herself 

as she does not see herself as ‘disabled’. Another final year law student, Charlie, has limited 

knowledge:  

“I have absolutely no knowledge of it, do you mean obviously like when I go into the 
workplace” (Charlie: 102). “I obviously presume there is protection for people, but I 
don't know (laugh)” (Charlie: 116). 

No knowledge, at all. This seems curious for a law student who is now in the final year of the 

law degree not to have any knowledge of the protection available for disabled people. A 

presumption of protection ‘for people’, again, but not necessarily her. The laugh I suspect is 

slight embarrassment. In contrast, Rowan has some knowledge: 

“I know there is an Equality Act so that if something happened at work then that's the 
legal bit isn't it, I don't really know much more” (Rowan: 74). 

Rowan describes her dyslexic brother as having ‘a lot of problems with his’. Rowan has a 

family connection to dyslexia, and because of the family context her awareness of the law 

could stem from this family connection, “I just know, I don’t even know how. I know there’s 

that you can ask for help, my dad did it for my brother” (Rowan: 76). Although earlier in the 

interview, she did not acknowledge she thought of herself as having a disability, although 

she is open about the dyslexia. When discussing the law, Rowan knows there is legislation, 

and she appreciates that she ‘fits into’ it. 

“I know that I do fit into that, but I wouldn't know all the processes what it would 
entail. I don't know everything that it covers I would have to read into it” (Rowan: 80). 

Likewise, Lee has some understanding: 

“So yeah, is it like a protected characteristic, I can't remember?” (Lee: 56). 

Legal protection was a concept some of the participants had thought about before, 

particularly in relation to finding work. Cassidy in particular had come across it in the context 

of applying for work and when asked what her understanding of the legal protection was, she 

described it as: 

“awful I don't know what's out there I really don’t have a clue I've never come across 
it really. I think some jobs that you apply for like the ones I've just applied for they put 
a thing saying you know if you think you've got a disability, if you meet these criteria, 
you're guaranteed an interview which made me think, you know. But I just don't 
know.  I just thought you know people will think I’m being funny, you know people just 
tick it just to get a guaranteed interview, just felt a bit funny” (Cassidy: 138). 

The emotion is palpable here – ‘awful’ – ‘I don’t have a clue’ – ‘never come across it’. All 

indicative of Cassidy’s state of mind in the interview. The contrast between ‘never’ having 
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come across it, with then discussing the legal protection in the context of looking for work is 

an interesting juxtaposition. But I think this contrast is more in connection to where she ‘fits 

in’, can she claim disability to get an interview, if she is not sure whether or not she has a 

disability? There is some anxiety here about her place in all this. She knows she could ‘tick a 

box’ to be guaranteed an interview but this does not sit comfortably with her. She seems to 

be suggesting that people would think she is weird, odd, ‘funny’ or that she would feel this 

way if she was seen to be jumping the queue to get an interview because she has a 

disability, but then she would have to admit to having that disability up front. This 

acknowledgment of disability and how this could be used to gain advantage did not sit 

comfortably with Cassidy, but I do think she was tempted, or at least she had thought about 

it. Jamie had some awareness of rights from studying in the SLO and from Employment Law 

and because she had worked in a part time job. But this did not necessarily equate to 

understanding those rights: 

“When you start to read all the policies and they say we don't discriminate, and 
they've got an equality policy and that type of thing so I knew from that I didn't really 
understand the implications that could have obviously on you as an employee I don't 
think I really understood how seriously you could take it if you were discriminated 
against. I think doing employment law has massively opened my eyes” (Jamie: 79). 

Jamie’s awareness and consciousness of equality law is tied in with an anxiety about 

recognition as being disabled. She thinks that mental ill-health is harder to prove and harder 

to tie into the legislation: 

“I don't know when I think about it would I be confident enough to use that because if 
you were bringing a disability discrimination claim are you going to stand and have 
somebody tell you that you're not disabled” (Jamie: 79).  

Consciousness of rights plays a big part in developing confidence (Chua and Engel, 2021, 

Engel and Munger, 2003, cited in Chua and Engel, 2019). There is a dilemma at play in this 

response. Her lived experience of anxiety suggests that her disability will be denied if she 

discloses it to be able to bring a claim of disability discrimination. She does not want her 

difference exposed but at the same time she does not want it denied either. This dilemma 

plays out throughout the discourse with the participants. Proving disability is a long walk. To 

not mind being tested about your own disability and to be asked to prove your disability 

when it is largely unseen, requires an acceptance and confidence in your own identity. The 

lived experience for Jamie presents the challenge of internal ableism. Having to meet one’s 

own personal standard of disability, alongside the disability standard of another, to claim the 

benefit of the law creates an internal battle of doubt for Jamie. 
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Whilst Rowan talks in general terms about the EA 2010 when I first ask about disability, 

Drew probably had the most awareness of equality law. As soon as I asked her about her 

own disability early in the interview, she referred to the legislation and she has the law as her 

frame of reference, this continued throughout the interview. She later refers to ‘tying herself 

into’ the definition and again uses the law as her frame of reference. Being tethered to the 

definition, to live it with reference to the impact on day-to-day activities. The law is Drew’s 

framework, and she is conscious of her daily life being affected regularly by her mental 

health issues and physical impairment. It is a constant presence, never goes away, never 

leaves her. It is relentless and persistent. There is an early indication here of the fluctuating 

nature of both her conditions – physical and mental, which can lead to so many issues of 

recognition, understanding and being believed when linked to non-visible disabilities.  

Lee’s association with the concept of disability was hard. To him it was an abstract concept, 

he repeated often that he did not see himself as disabled. However, when confronted with 

the legal definition in the EA 2010, he did understand how he might be linked to the legal 

definition particularly as it related to the daily impact on his law studies and the issues of 

reading and writing, but for Lee he sometimes saw his dyslexia as an advantage, telling me:  

“So, I suppose yes and no obviously it has an effect on me daily but not always an 
adverse effect you know I'm more proactive and more organised that's because if I 
know if I don't then I'm just letting myself slip so I like to have that form of control on 
me” (Lee: 64). 

Lee accepted that disability had a broad definition and most of the participants focussed on 

the impairment element. Lee, like Drew, questioned the normal day-to-day activities part of 

the definition. Lee felt he was mostly impacted during exams and wondered if exams fell 

within the legal definition of normal day-to-day activities. Lee recognised that the impact of 

his dyslexia was not always a negative one. He had managed to find some positives out of 

the diagnosis. He was more proactive, more organised, more resourceful. He had more self-

control because of his diagnosis. However, he could see the impact because the legal world 

we operate in is designed around reading and writing.  

Legal consciousness linked specifically to identity is picked up again in the discussion below 

in 5.2.2 and the work of Engel and Munger (2003, cited in (Chua and Engel, 2019). 

4.4.1 Disclosure and strategic non-disclosure (disclosure dilemmas) 

This section now turns to ‘disclosure dilemmas’, when to disclose and when not to. When 

exploring the law, disclosure became an overarching concept to explore in the interviews as 

all the participants presented with largely non-visible disabilities. Disclosure can be 



106 
 

emotional as well as strategic. Knowing they had all disclosed at university, as all the 

participants had registered with Disability Support, would they reveal their disability to a 

future employer? If so, at what stage might that happen. At the outset of the study, I had not 

anticipated the significance of disclosure but now, knowing the nature of their disabilities, I 

wanted to know how the participants felt about disclosure and its potential impact on future 

employment. I asked: 

“How do you feel about disclosing your disability to a future employer?”  

Fear of discrimination at the recruitment stage was evident and the participants repeatedly 

told me that they were not going to tell potential employers about their disability when 

applying for training contracts or pupillages to enter the profession. Because of this fear, 

disclosure became about passing and performance. The emotional and psychological impact 

of disclosing or not, came to the fore and for some the emotion was real and their 

performance as ‘normal’ and ‘managing’ was paramount. Drew stated that she had been told 

not to disclose it: 

“I don't declare it…I have been told not to declare it [by whom?] Members of staff and 
a mentor I have had externally. I mean I understand… especially with mental health 
as people will think that … because … it can be quite rare when people appear to be 
managing so if you throw something up like anxiety and depression people are going 
to make assumptions whether fair nor not, so people are just like don’t declare it” 
(Drew: 130). 

When asked about disclosure to a future employer, Drew immediately responded: 

 “So that is a no (laughing) computer says no… [but possibly at some far-off point in 
the future?] When me and my employer are besties and we have just gone on cruise 
together” (Drew: 198).  

Drew wants to be ‘in’ before she discloses, when she is well liked, comfortable, familiar to 

those who have employed her. She wants people to see her without the disability first. This 

concealment enables her to be seen to be dealing with it and managing at work and 

demonstrating that she can do it before she discloses her mental health issues. She wants 

to prove herself as being able to do the job without her mental health having any influence. 

Although joking, the idea that Drew would know her employer so well before disclosing, that 

they would be ‘besties going on a cruise’, demonstrates her deep-rooted anxiety about 

revealing this part of herself to an employer. That it is only something she would tell those 

closest to her for fear of the repercussions that she might have to endure if she revealed this 

part of herself. This is how she manages her identity, by passing as ‘normal’.  Similarly, as 

we have already seen with Charlie, she had been told during a recruitment event at a law 

firm never to disclose it: 
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“No! Never put that on your CV that it would be a red flag straight away you'll get 
tossed into a pile and you'll never even get considered.  So, from then on, I kind of 
thought oh my goodness gracious, never tell anyone ever again” (Charlie: 124). 

The internalisation of not being ‘good enough’ when a disability is revealed shapes Charlie’s 

experience whilst at law school. Charlie has always thought of herself as ‘thick’, ‘daft’, ‘lazy’ 

and this affirmation from an external recruitment partner that she would be rejected or 

discarded if she were to reveal this part of herself is uncomfortable for her and even 

distressing ‘goodness gracious, never tell anyone ever again’. Charlie has had to carry this 

identity dissonance with her through law school.  

Likewise, for Lee he wants to ‘get around’ his disability, and he sees it as something he has 

to manage, although with less outward emotion than Drew and Charlie. Lee tells me: 

“Because it has highlighted a part of my character - it’s the characteristic of getting 
around it and being determined enough to do that. In that sense yeah, I understand 
the disclosure” (Lee: 88). 

Alex linked disclosure back to her thinking about disability and that she didn’t think she was 

that different to ‘normal’ people, so she did not need to reveal it, she said: 

“I don’t know because I never put it on application forms… I think it is because I just 
think because I don’t need that much putting in place…. I just feel like flagging it up 
that early before they’ve even employed you especially with how it works in law. I 
don’t think it’s anything to do with ‘ok I want to make sure I get the job’ nothing like 
that” (Alex: 64). 

Interestingly she knew it could have negative connotation in the legal profession and how ‘it 

works in law’. Disclosure again linked back to issues of visibility of the disability: 

“I think if they could see it, well one there’s no need to actually disclose anything 
yourself but then obviously they need to know what would need to be put in place. 
So, they’ll be thinking ‘oh well what can I do to make this easier’ or I mean you’d like 
to say wouldn’t you that no one would have any form of…they wouldn’t change their 
mind based on that” (Alex: 67). 

Alex had a generous view of why disclosure might occur, what would make life easier in 

employment. But she herself questions whether an employer would take it into account and 

make their recruitment decisions based on the disability.  

For Jamie, like all the participants the issue of disclosure produces mixed emotions. The 

reality of disclosure on whether she would get the job mixed in with wanting to use a 

mechanism, such as disclosure, which could explain why she had not done as well as she 

might have hoped and expected during her studies. These mixed emotions are a recognition 

of the conflict of being a disabled individual in law school. Jamie highlights some fairly simple 
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emotions, such as fear and anxiety, but mixed with other more complex emotions, such as 

shame and stigma, which compounds her sense of failure. Jamie wants to be able to explain 

away poor grades but cannot do this because she thinks if she wants a job then she cannot 

disclose. Jamie reports on a job application process she has been through recently:  

“I was quite interested to see they had a section and it said ‘has anyone or if anything 
had an effect or had an implication over your time at university that has affected your 
grades’… I have absolutely massively but do you want to disclose that to your future 
employer I don't know… I think there is that inhibition of wanting to actually disclose it 
before you even get the job because I think as much as you like to think it wouldn't 
affect you being employed but the reality is to some people that it probably would, so 
I had mixed feelings about that” (Jamie: 85). 

This dilemma and predicament fuels powerful mixed emotions which are presented in the 

following sequence from the interview with Jamie: 

“I don’t want it to affect the chances of me getting … It is harder to explain, hard to 
prove really that you’ve got a mental health issue, so I think that maybe it is what it is 
in case they are maybe like well what is wrong with you and you have to get into the 
whole proof thing. I’d rather just get in there and say I suffer with anxiety it’s not bad 
at the moment and hopefully it won’t be again, but I just feel like I need to let you 
know. For me personally I would rather do that once I had secured a job than 
beforehand. I don’t know whether that is it or just personal but just to kind of ensure 
that you are not discriminated against” (Jamie: 91). 

“I think I would rather not out myself in that situation where there was even a chance 
that I might get discriminated against” (Jamie: 99). 

In these passages Jamie reveals her dilemma, she wants ‘people’ to know as she wants 

their understanding, and she wants recognition for what she has been through and has to 

put up with. At the same time, she knows there is a chance she will be discriminated against, 

despite the law, so she would prefer not to ‘out herself’. Disclosure for Jamie is to be 

authentic but she worries about being believed and being discriminated against.  

On the other side of this disclosure dichotomy is Rowan who says, “I know it affects me, I’m 

happy to tell people I am dyslexic” (Rowan: 67). “When people don’t know they can’t help 

you. If you don’t tick it then they are not going to know. So, it might cause more problems for 

you than it does them” (Rowan: 94). Rowan can only see the benefits of disclosure because 

it is linked to support and reasonable adjustments. As it was for all of the participants at 

university, they had all disclosed to Disability Support. Rowan is in the first year of the 

degree, so could have a little naivety as to what the future might hold, whereas the other 

students (except for Lee but he was slightly more mature at the time of the interview and had 

already experienced the profound impact of his dyslexia) were at the point of looking for 

graduate employment at the end of their time at university. Nevertheless, they all realised 
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that stereotypical assumptions about mental health or dyslexia could prevent them from 

getting into work in the first place and because they could pass as ‘normal’ or without 

disability, they would. As a consequence, when asked about disclosure, the participants 

were unanimous in their view that they had decided not to disclose until after they had got 

the job for fear of discrimination.  

Often disclosure starts during a recruitment exercise with an application form which often 

either has equality monitoring data within it or asks questions about disability so that 

adjustments can be made for an interview. Although it could be argued that for most 

employers this is a standard routine request so that they are seen to be complying with the 

law. For the potential recruits it is a quandary about whether they should ‘tick the box’. This 

physical declaration is often an important first step for individuals in the disclosure process 

as it is a public acknowledgement of their disability. During the interviews I discussed future 

employment with the participants and alongside general discussions about declaring a 

disability, the actual application process came up for some of the participants. Alex 

discussed ‘ticking the box’ and what it might mean if she did: 

“When you get to that point on a page where it’s like ‘do you need any special…’ I 
never really write anything in there … I feel like I’m making a bit of … not a fuss … 
but I don’t feel like it’s needed I feel like if anything ever happened or in person, I 
don’t know I feel very comfortable like talking about it, but I never actually fill them 
boxes out which I was thinking about the other day actually I was thinking ‘I never 
actually do that’” (Alex: 62). 

 “I’ve never really thought about how I would approach it when it comes to long-term 
employment. I still think I’d probably avoid, not avoid, you know what I mean, that 
box … just because I think … I don’t know why? you are making me think!” (Alex: 
77). 

To go through with ticking the box you have to accept a disabled identity. This was not 

straightforward for Alex and she claimed the wording was sometimes problematic and it 

came back to being identified with the label of ‘disability’: 

“sometimes it’s the wording of it [ok], do you know how it says ‘do you regard yourself 
to be disabled? If so like please give details, do you know how it is normally like that. 
So, I read that and think ‘no I don’t actually’, maybe it’s the way it is worded” (Alex: 
80). 

This struggle with a public declaration of disability was revealed by Lee, who would tick ‘yes’, 

but would grapple with the declaration revealing an issue with the disabled identity:  

“I would tick yes but it is definitely something that I would ponder on even if it's like 
the fifth question or whatever I would leave it until it's the very last one that I answer 
because I will just be thinking about it so much. Because I just don't see myself as 
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disabled, I think I struggle to accept that I don't know that is definitely one thing that I 
struggle with” (Lee: 59-60). 

This box ticking exercise can happen pre-University on the UCAS form and there is a similar 

reluctance for Cassidy in ticking ‘yes’ at that point - “I wouldn’t have taken the chance at that 

point, definitely not” (Cassidy: 194).  It is at these significant moments when the process of 

disclosure can happen. These moments are often imbued with uncertainty and signify 

moments of transition for the individual. It is in these moments that you have to start again 

with considering the importance of disability to identity and whether you will be questioned 

about your disability and whether you will be believed linking back to the theme of disability 

and normalcy and stigma. Discussion on disclosure and strategic non-disclosure are picked 

up in 5.2.2 and their links to accessing the legal profession in 5.3.1. 

4.4.2 Reasonable adjustments  

In this next section we consider the duty of reasonable adjustments. The majority of the 

participants expressed their experience of adjustments as being that of ‘difference’ and 

‘Otherness’. The duty set them apart. When asked about adjustments and what was 

understood about the duty, all the participants had experienced adjustments at university. 

Most of the participants understood it as being a process of getting additional support to help 

them study and which was most apparent during assessments. All did their assessments in 

a separate room and they all had extra time in the exam to complete their answers, 

regardless of their disability. Although most showed little awareness as to where the right to 

these adjustments had come from in terms of the legislation, they all spoke in the language 

of the legislation in terms of ‘adjustment’.  

To get the required physical support and help, most of the time the interviewees talked about 

evaluations they had to go through to get the adjustment and most were pleased with the 

support. The adjustments were often physical support and special equipment of some kind. 

Alex probably had the most tangible physical support: 

“So, they started with the stuff in my home, like they give me an ergonomic chair, is 
that right that doesn’t sound right, [yeah] erm an ergonomic chair, they gave me a 
like a laptop stand so I wasn’t slouched, like looking down, they gave me a mouse 
and a keyboard. They gave me a little suitcase in case I needed to take a lot of things 
in and out of uni … locker for all my bags and books erm they gave me a scanner 
erm to scan like books and all things like that to save me carrying them and then erm 
they also gave me like a head set which I’ve used a few times but it’s quite like 
difficult to use and they gave me training … some of the things I felt like ‘ooh should I 
be having this’ like I felt a bit bad” (Alex: 52). 
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Alex felt undeserving of the additional support. “I didn’t want to take something that I didn’t 

maybe need or might not use because the resources have come from somewhere, so I was 

like …” (Alex: 55). Whilst the law provides for these adjustments Alex still questioned 

whether she deserved them. 

Charlie had coloured overlays for reading and she had “a computer and printer and loads of 

special equipment which I haven't always really used” Charlie: 36). Charlie highlighted the 

feelings of separation and exclusion that comes with the separate room for exams: 

“I wouldn't say it helps on that side being in a different exam room is helpful to me 
practically but you know you do have that exclusion from everybody else naturally so 
I don't know if it would potentially help the inclusion side of it but obviously it just is 
and the practical help if that makes sense” (Charlie: 118). 

When told that there is a reasonable adjustments duty in the legislation for individuals with a 

disability Cassidy says, “I really wish I'd known that I could have come to her and said when 

you've got a duty to do this” (Cassidy: 184). It is not clear who the ‘her’ is in this sentence. 

Cassidy had at times struggled with the Disability Support team who she perceived to be 

lacking in empathy for her situation and she had some difficult experiences with law school 

tutors. It could therefore be one of them, or possibly an amalgamation of these significant 

others, who have caused her some anxiety in the past when discussing her disability. Drew 

had quite a few adjustments during her time at university: 

“I get exam support - I get extra time, I get my own room, stop start, I get extensions 
on library loans, I can have books delivered to my house if I want” (Drew: 34). 

Part of being a lawyer is good oral communication skills, this is assessed in law school in 

oral assessment which usually consists of an advocacy session such as a bail application, or 

client interview. There was clearly a lack of adjustments however for this kind of oral 

assessment: 

“There was no conditions at all put in place for that I was quite shocked but I did ask 
the tutor when I went in ‘you know’ I said ‘I've got a DSSR’ ‘I don't know if you're 
aware of it. Is there anything or extra conditions?’ they just said no there's nothing - 
you just have to deal with it if that makes sense” (Charlie: 91). 

For some of the participants there was an issue with other students questioning the 

reasonable adjustments available for them as if doubting their real necessity:  

“I've told a couple of people … and they come across like you know as if I don't need 
it like I'm just making it up for the sake of getting my own room or something” 
(Cassidy: 368). 

“I was saying to some of the people I need to go home or other arrangements that 
have been made in the SLO it's like ‘why have you got all these arrangements in 
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place’ and I feel like I haven't been able to say why. At home I can speak to people a 
lot easier” (Cassidy: 370). 

As highlighted above when discussing relationships with others there is a recognition that 

there are other people ‘like you’. A sense of camaraderie amongst the cohort sitting in 

separate rooms for assessment. 

The law on reasonable adjustments explored in 2.3 is often understood as enhancing 

equality and as a means of enabling a level playing field in work and study (Lawson, 2008) 

but it is evident in these participant narratives that it can lead to ‘Othering’ and difference 

which is discussed in more detail in 5.2.2. 

Turning now to the future for the participants, where did they see themselves after 

graduation and what impact had disability had on this transition.  

4.5 Disability and ‘possible selves’ 

“‘The perfect workman” (Lee) 

‘Possible Selves’ are the ideal selves we would like to become (Markus & Nurius, 1986). All 

the participants wanted to enter the legal profession in some capacity. Some wanted to be 

solicitors or barristers, some wanted to do something linked to the law in the public sector, 

like the CPS. The participants have built up an idea of what it is to be a lawyer and 

significantly, whether they can see themselves performing in that role. They all perceive the 

study of law and the transition to a professional life as a lawyer as a challenge and it 

requires certain characteristics in terms of confidence, intelligence, resilience, and 

perfection. Achievement is important to them, but it does not always come easily as the 

disability often influences their ability to succeed or their decision not to pursue a career as a 

solicitor or barrister. These issues as they relate to the construction of a graduate identity will 

now be explored.  

4.5.1 Achievement, success, perfection, and intelligence 

The culture of law school is referred to as one of “competition” and “strength” (Jamie). To 

achieve in law school, you need to be “confident” (Jamie) (Lee), “very, very, very clever” 

(Charlie), achieve a “particular way of thinking” (Drew) and be “determined and resilient” 

(Lee). Therefore, achievement for these law students became an overarching theme that 

developed out of the data. The participants all felt that accomplishment and achievement 

were important to success in law school and ultimately the legal profession, but that there 

were different ways of demonstrating this. Some talked about what they were doing to 
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advance their careers in terms of employability opportunities, for some it was academic 

achievement.  

For Lee it was all about what he could do to advance his career and he was “the man 

looking for a career” (Lee: 3), “I feel like I'm hitting the ground running that I feel switched on 

and that's a lot of the feedback I've been getting from people” (Lee: 5). 

This determination and ambition permeated much of what the participants discussed even 

though they themselves felt they might have difficulties achieving it all but that was often 

down to a lack of confidence. Lee felt almost invincible, and this was being reiterated 

through feedback he was receiving. He felt that “success isn’t just one goal, its continuous 

progress” (Lee: 37). 

Due to this culture, for some the idea of being a lawyer and achieving that goal was 

overwhelming and one participant, Cassidy, had decided that she did not want to be a 

solicitor or barrister. When asked what had put her off, she said: 

“I don't know probably the whole lecture thing you know only one in 100 people get 
this job, I thought I just don't want it” (Cassidy: 98). 

Law and the legal profession are too competitive for some and for Cassidy, it seemed like an 

impossibility.  

Success and achievement academically are viewed as crucial, and the law degree was 

perceived as challenging especially in the transition from school to university. Charlie noted: 

“It’s a massive step up in the writing skills. I thought you know I had it nailed. I 
thought I could do this and then I got a mark back and it said it was below average 
and I thought maybe not” (Charlie: 17). 

Charlie’s dyslexia has an impact on her sense of achievement, but she is only one of two in 

the group who has a training contract. Although her perception is one in which she thinks her 

dyslexia has held her back, that is not necessarily the reality as she does have a job. 

Nevertheless, her sense of her own self-worth has been damaged by her experience of 

dyslexia and we see earlier in Chapter 4 that she thinks everyone else is extremely clever 

and she is not and when it comes to studying law: 

 “I wanted to study law and the other people who wanted to study law were kind of 
looking at Cambridge and Oxford and I thought oh no I'm never gonna be able to get 
them grades and it was kind of like you know you've got to be the best of the best to 
go into law and I thought well I'm not I don't know I just always thought I was just 
thick to put it bluntly” (Charlie: 22). 
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This idea of being ‘the best of the best’ for law emphasises that students think you must be 

exceptional to study law and this necessitates academic achievement. For those like Charlie, 

who think of themselves as lesser in terms of academic achievement this can be hard to 

deal with. She thinks of herself as inferior and unintelligent, and she reiterates this on 

several occasions repeating - “I thought I was just daft” (Charlie: 26). She emphasises how 

much effort she must put into achieving the results she does get and often they are not as 

good as her peers. Her dyslexia diagnosis helped her make sense of her own perceived lack 

of achievement: 

“There's a reason I have to work 10 times harder than everybody else but only just to 
get the same or lesser results it's not just that I’m stupid. It’s never been a question of 
‘well you need to try harder’, I absolutely try my best in absolutely everything I do, it 
just doesn’t always materialise” (Charlie: 40).   

Charlie’s worst experience at university was based on grades “I was devastated and 

heartbroken and it set my confidence back quite a bit” (Charlie: 74). This impact continued 

throughout for this person and other participants (Jamie in particular). There was a sense 

that she was never good enough and she constantly had to remind her friends that despite 

the hours she put in, this would not be translated into excellent grades: 

“you just do so much work you are just going to get great grades you are going to 
smash it and I would say you just don't understand I'm going to put all this work in 
and it rarely, rarely, rarely reflects in the grade, people obviously can't really see into 
it and they can't see why that happens but it does” (Charlie: 169). 

The emotion involved here manifests the frustration (in trying so hard but never quite being 

good enough or getting the grades she thinks she deserves) for the hours of study that she 

puts in.  

Alex articulates the pressure of “being the best”, “being the best of the best”, which came up 

a lot in participant discussion:  

“You want to do the best you possibly can. You are getting a degree that is going to 
be with you forever, so you put a lot of pressure on yourself like to do the absolute 
best and then you have to work hard to do well so like that in itself is a lot of 
pressure” (Alex: 38). 

“I think sometimes I’ll almost expect less so that when I do better you are not 
disappointed” (Alex: 71). 

For many of the participants, disability did have an impact on a desire to ‘be the best’. The 

notion of the ‘spoiled identity’ came to the fore for Lee when discussing his dyslexia said: 
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“So, your CV and how you want to portray yourself is this ideal, this perfect workman 
or whatever and I don't think you're ever told to disclose something that might 
hamper that idea that you are trying to show yourself as” (Lee: 70)   

Revealing his damaged self in a way that detracts from his image of being the perfect 

professional is not something he would contemplate. Why would he disclose anything that 

could hamper this notion of perfection? Although this was coming from a different place, of 

not wanting to be part of a quota system, where he might have to reveal his disability to gain 

an advantage, he wanted to be “judged on his own merit … am I the best person for the job” 

(Lee: 70). This idea of being perfect for the legal profession seemed ubiquitous for most of 

the participants.  

For Charlie this striving for perfection was problematic because of her dyslexia and being the 

best was hard “you know you've got to be the best of the best to go into law and I thought 

well I'm not I don't know I just always thought I was just thick to put it bluntly” (Charlie: 22). 

This self-image of ‘being thick’ perhaps stems from her dyslexia and until she was 

diagnosed, it ruined her self-confidence. 

Jamie had internalised her mental health issues to the extent that she felt she was “inferior” 

and “weak”, and these were not the characteristics needed to succeed in law as you need to 

be “strong”, and you need to have “perseverance and confidence” in law. Jamie noted: 

“you feel not inferior, well a little bit inferior if you have got a mental health issue well I 
personally do obviously you are competing with so many intelligent, like kind of well, 
yes intelligent people and I think personally that makes me feel, well not weak, but 
everyone on the course is very strong, well you’ve got to be, you’ve got to have a lot 
of perseverance and kind of confidence in law” (Jamie: 36). 

Jamie spoke about this often during the interview, strength, resilience and above all, 

confidence. Having anxiety sometimes challenged all of these ideals and consequently this 

impacted on the possibility of entering the profession. Jamie often referred to “knowing her 

limits” when thinking about future employment.  

4.5.2 ‘Being a lawyer’ 

Conversations about studying law inevitably spilled over into what the participants felt was 

needed to become a lawyer. Lawyers needed to be ‘engaging’, an ‘all round person’, and 

‘intelligent’ (Cassidy). In exploring what it might means to ‘be a lawyer’ I asked all the 

participants:  

‘When you think of a lawyer what do you see or imagine?’  
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In asking this question, I wanted to see whether the lived experience of disability had an 

impact on ambitions to become a lawyer, whether or not they perceived a lawyer as having a 

disability or any other particular characteristics and whether or not they could envisage being 

a lawyer in the future. Most of the time students choose to come to NLS because of the 

combined, MLaw and the SLO.  They cannot escape its highly experiential and practical 

nature and therefore the students quickly find out what it means to be a lawyer and whether 

or not they want to be one. However, we never fully engage with the students about the 

impact of disability on this live client experience or their ambitions for their career.  

All the participants had something to say about what they thought a lawyer is and what they 

thought the legal profession is like. Most could not envisage a lawyer with a disability. Most 

thought of where a lawyer worked, what they were wearing, what kind of work they would do:  

“what I imagine a commercial solicitor over in on one of the bloody magic circle firms 
is different to a family barrister up north. Overall intuitive, learning the law gives you a 
way of thinking that you wouldn't ordinarily have” (Drew: 171). 

“initially you think of someone in a suit with a briefcase erm normally working in an 
office erm probably quite confident in what they do and what they say erm probably 
quite stressed [both laughing] erm but I think actually when you meet people and 
meet lawyers, they are just normal people” (Alex: 69)  

“being in an office and being in court, long hours, being in a suit relaxed and having a 
sense of accomplishment obviously it's not always like that is it” (Lee: 80). “I think 
you need to be determined” (Lee: 82).  

The participants discussed what they thought a lawyer needed to be: Lawyers are 

“confident”, “strong” “resilient”, “clever” “intelligent”, “determined”, you need to able to 

“persevere”, “be professional” and be a “people person” with good communication skills and 

“a well-rounded person”. 

Confidence is discussed at length by most of the participants, but stress came up as did 

determination, resilience, and professionalism: 

“Yeah, I think so I think you probably need confidence to progress which I am slowly 
learning. Because even once you are in a career there are still areas to progress like 
promotions and stuff that probably plays a part I imagine” (Alex: 71). 

 “I think with being a lawyer I think there is going to be a lot of rejection in the initial 
stages … in those initial stages you’ve got to show resilience” (Lee: 82).  

“You need to have the skills to be a people person, you need to have the skills to 
listen to them properly and work out what the issue is and put up the biggest fight you 
can for them” (Lee: 84). 

“Usually, people think of a white male who is wearing a suit and a wig” (Rowan: 110). 
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When I asked Cassidy what she envisaged when she thought of a lawyer, she immediately 

said “not me” (Cassidy: 310). In a similar vein Charlie, when asked what she imagined when 

she thought of a lawyer said, “someone a lot cleverer than me” (Charlie: 161).  

Charlie, however, revealed something else about herself and being a lawyer: 

“I could never imagine myself to be what I imagine a lawyer to be if that makes 
sense, I think of someone who can get into debates all the time you know, but I like 
Coronation Street, I think of someone who can hold a conversation really well, 
someone who can obviously articulate better than I can” (Charlie: 161). 

Charlie could not see herself fitting into the law image. Coronation Street is set in a fictional 

northern town and is notable for writing about its working class, down-to-earth community. Its 

influences probably stem from the ‘kitchen sink realism’ of 1950s and 1960’s cinema when 

filmmakers attempted to depict the reality of working-class life. Charlie is working class with 

a strong northern accent. She describes her parents as, “very, very, very working class” 

(Charlie: 6). For her being a lawyer is incompatible with liking Coronation Street and 

although this has nothing to do with her disability per se, this contributes to her overall 

feeling of not fitting in. In her view working-class people with dyslexia do not become lawyers 

and we already know that Charlie has been told never to disclose her dyslexia.   

Cassidy found the question hard to answer but described a lawyer as being “kind of all 

round, an all-round kind of person. I don’t know that is a really tricky question” (Cassidy: 

312). When asked what she meant by that she said, “intelligent but outgoing as well” 

(Cassidy: 320), “you have to have the sort of personality that engages different people” 

(Cassidy: 322). Cassidy did not want to be a solicitor or a barrister and had already decided 

that private practice was not for her. Cassidy had found studying law overwhelming and this 

notion of who a lawyer is, it is not her. 

All the participants think of the legal profession and the law degree as competitive: “it’s 

competitive it’s so competitive but hopefully if you persevere enough, you should be able to 

get there eventually” (Alex: 71). 

This brings me to an alternative perspective. None of the participants discussed in any detail 

how their impairment could give them certain strengths that an employer might value, that 

they might not have developed without the impairment. Students should learn to list 

strengths that have come because of having the disability, such as tenacity, determination, 

effective research skills, negotiation, resilience, time management, problem solving. As they 

were all speaking to me, I could see how each of them had these strengths, which had 

developed as a direct result of their impairments, but only Lee really discussed it in this way 
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when he discussed being more focused and organised, because he had to be: “obviously it 

has an effect on me daily but not always an adverse effect you know I'm more proactive and 

more organised that's because I know if I don't then I'm just letting myself slip so I like to 

have that form of control” (Lee: 64).  

4.5.3 Transitions – past, present, and future 

In contemplating a future, all the participants discussed a process of transition, either from 

school into university, through university and into a professional life. University for some had 

been a transformative process of development and growth, but a time for contemplating 

where they might fit in, in the future.  

“I think I've grown up massively I think I'm a completely different person … I’ve just 
grown up so much” (Charlie: 78). 

“I knew that even before I came to university that I'd never be able to go for… you 
know the big commercial firms it's not for me personally I don’t think I would like to 
work there but you know I don't think I would ever be good enough to go there if that 
makes sense” (Charlie: 122).  

“I just thought I'll never been good enough compared to the people that you're going 
up against” (Charlie: 124). 

Limiting herself, before she even got to university. She has a negative sense of self-worth, 

internalisation of ‘not good enough’, pushing hard all the time to prove herself through 

achievement but she is not good enough for the large commercial law firms as if these are 

the pinnacle for training contracts. She justifies her decision to limit herself by saying she 

would not want to work there, and she would never be able to compete with the sorts of 

people who get jobs in these firms – linking back to her earlier understandings of not being 

good enough and not as clever as these ‘other’ clever students. They are the ones who go 

and work in these large commercial law firms, not the likes of her. This is perhaps linked to 

both her dyslexia and her working-class background. However, Charlie has had success, 

she has a training contract, one of only two that I interviewed who did. She found some work 

experience in a small local firm in her hometown, which she said had always been her aim 

and she got talking to a partner about her son who had autism, and, in that moment, she felt 

she could tell her. So, Charlie explained about her dyslexia and she has worked in the firm 

every summer holiday since and has progressed to a training contract starting after 

university.  She says, “it's perfect for me and it's close to home so it’s what I want personally” 

(Charlie: 130). She had found somewhere she ‘fits in’, a number of times she repeats “it just 

fits me perfectly” (Charlie: 157); “it just suits me to a tee” (Charlie: 147). 
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“at the moment I can't see past my training contract” (Charlie: 165); “I just keep 
thinking I'm starting my training contract soon it's only a few months left at uni. I can't 
see past. I can't see myself being fully qualified. I don't know why maybe I will when I 
start work but not at this moment in time” (Charlie: 167). 

Charlie is starting to think about her future beyond university and the future possibilities as 

they present themselves to her.  

“I do see myself being successful I don't see myself as having millions and millions of 
pounds. I see myself having quite a comfortable life and being you know having like a 
personal work life balance massively. I mean that's always been quite important to 
me anyway and obviously you hear the stories about trainees having to work 70 
hours a day (laugh) and that's never appealed to me. So, I think you know that has 
always been a massive thing for me being in a small firm it accommodates that a lot 
better, that appeals to me more. I always wanted to have my own firm when I was 
older but that's just a pipe dream but maybe one day setting that up, I don't know 
having a nice family” (Charlie: 181). 

She contemplates success but this is tempered by stories of the long hours work culture 

pervasive in legal training and the legal profession more generally. The ‘fit’ she has found 

within a small legal practice suits both her dyslexia as she manages that within her training 

contract and her desire for a good work-life balance. She perceives a small practice as being 

the place to offer her this. She contemplates setting up her own legal practice one day, 

perhaps she thinks of this as the place she can truly be herself.  

All the participants had an image of the future, sometimes this was fraught with challenges, 

but they all felt they would find success and a ‘fit’ for them. ‘Thinking like a lawyer’ links to 

what is required of law students as part of the QAA benchmark statement for law (QAA, 

2019) discussed in 1.2.3 and is assessed by law firms or barrister’s chambers when 

students interview for training contracts of pupillages and corresponds to the employability 

narratives we encourage in law schools as part of our ‘offer’ to prospective students and the 

‘making of a lawyer’ discussed in the literature at 2.5, which is discussed in more detail 

below in 5.2.3 and 5.3.  

4.6 Conclusion 

This chapter has addressed the third research objective: 

• Critically analyse the data using IPA to identify key themes to gain a better 

understanding of what it is to be disabled in law school. 

This chapter presented the key themes constructed and developed from the data in relation 

to the research question with additional analysis and interpretation. In this study disability is 

encountered in the context of the participants’ families, relationships, their history, their past 
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and present realities, and their hopes for the future. Disability, as experienced, became 

linked to notions of normalcy, emotions, labels and definitions, identity and ultimately stigma, 

both internal and external. This is their lifeworld, which is not about inner experience, but 

rather their ‘being-in-the-world’, their social reality. This lifeworld includes disability as an 

emotional phenomenon, which could at times produce feelings of shame, vulnerability, self-

doubt, and stigma during those social encounters.  No description is ever complete, and all 

reflections are subject to revisions and in exploring these experiences, of disability I have 

interpreted one version of the participant’s reality for that moment in time, but the researcher 

can never have full, privileged access to the ‘reality’ of lived experience (Finlay, 2002b).  

Together these results provide important insights into what it is to be disabled in law school. 

In the next Chapter, I provide a detailed discussion of the themes in relation to the extant 

literature. As is common in IPA, at the outset broad concepts are suggested as the focus for 

a study, in this case disability, legal consciousness and possible selves. Inevitably however 

new ideas emerge in listening to the participant voice when exploring lived experience and 

new literature is therefore introduced in Chapter 5 in relation to the themes.   
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 Chapter 5: DISCUSSION AND CONTRIBUTIONS TO KNOWLEDGE 

AND PRACTICE 

“Disability is one of those concepts that grows as you think about it, forcing you to 
consider related concepts: identity, impairment, illness, health, intersectionality, and 

more” (Kasnitz, 2020, p. 16) 

5.1 Introduction 

In keeping with IPA, the themes presented in Chapter 4 were kept largely separate to any 

discussion on the wider context in which this study sits (Smith, et al., 2009, p. 112), although 

some links are made to the literature discussed in Chapter 2 as part of the framework for the 

research.   

This Chapter will address the final research objective, which is to discuss the themes 

alongside the extant literature to offer new insight and understanding into the lived 

experience of disability for law students as they transition through law school and to answer 

the research question: 

What can the lived experience of disability for law students tell us about their 
transition through law school into professional employment?  

The themes will be discussed in this chapter framed against the literature from Chapter 2, 

but also new literature, as issues have developed that were not foreseen at the start. My 

study is in largely unfamiliar territory, as I wanted to bring disability as experienced through a 

phenomenological lens, together with law and legal education, to better understand the lived 

experience of disability in law school in a completely different way. The research became 

about the unexpected and students opened-up in a way I had not anticipated about the 

realities of student life with a disability during law school and their worries about the 

transition from the safety of university, where they had the necessary adjustments to enable 

them to study (Foster & Hirst, 2020) to their professional lives, where the future was 

unknown.  

This chapter discusses this disability experience from two perspectives. First, in discussing 

present realities, it explores the individual lived experience of disability for law students in 

law school as they transition through university. Second, in exploring possible futures, it 

attempts to locate this individual experience of disability against and within the wider 

narratives of legal education, the legal profession and legal culture. Despite a growing body 

of literature and developing initiatives on wellbeing in legal education and the legal 

profession, the natural consequence of poor wellbeing – mental-ill health, chronic illness, 

disabling conditions and therefore disability per se is underexplored and this thesis enabled 
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me to make an important contribution to knowledge in this field which is expanded more fully 

below in 5.4 alongside contributions to practice.  

5.2 Research findings: understanding present realities  

Findings are presented here through a phenomenological lens, acknowledging my 

interpretation and construction of the data through the lived experience of disability. In HE, 

disability theories have been tested empirically through studies focusing largely on the 

mechanics of HE in terms of assessment and curriculum design or barriers to inclusion 

through a social model lens (see for example Fuller, et al., 2004a; Fuller, et al., 2004b; 

Morina, 2017). In our roles as module tutor, personal tutor, and programme leader we know 

anecdotally that disability exists, and we have data which suggests disability is now more 

widely reported in university than previously (Advance HE, 2020) and most law schools will 

have local data about the number of disabled law students present. We know in general 

terms that disabled students are not always happy with the support they receive (Office for 

Students, 2019) and we know that for us as legal educators, disability can be hard to deal 

with at times. But I suggest that we can only truly know what it is like to be disabled in law 

school by incorporating the student voice through the exploration of the lived experience of 

disability, which is a perspective that can be missing from disability research (Watson, 2012).  

In conducting this phenomenological inquiry, the overarching, super-ordinate themes which 

came out of this study revealed disability pitched against ideas of normalcy and a 

hierarchical disabled ‘ideal identity’, disability and a stigmatised identity infused with emotion, 

poor understandings of the law and a deficiency of legal consciousness in terms of 

disclosure dilemmas and reasonable adjustments and finally, disability pitched against a 

future ‘possible self’ in the legal profession(s). As Kanter suggests, disability “infuses into the 

legal academy a perspective of those who are routinely made invisible and marginalised” 

(Kanter, 2011, p. 405). That invisibility and marginalisation is revealed in these findings. 

I was content to explore the phenomenon of disability with whomever responded to the call, 

but as it turned out each of the participants had some form of ‘non-visible’ disability, which 

brings with it its own challenges for law school. The participants were on a “journey of 

acceptance” (Brown & Leigh, 2018), trying to understand the ‘impairment’,25 make sense of 

its impact on their identity, their possible futures and what it is to be disabled in law school.  

 
25 Although this term is disputed by disability scholars, it is a term I will use throughout, as the 
definition of disability in the EA 2010 has been my frame of reference for this research and 
impairment is considered part of that definition, rightly or wrongly.  
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5.2.1 Disabled law student identity: A complex phenomenon. 

In discussing the first research finding I turn to the phenomenon of disability itself and how 

this was experienced by the participants.  The first sub-question, which underpinned the 

overarching research question, asked about disability:  

What is the perception and understanding of ‘disability’ as a phenomenon for law 
students with a disability? 

In answering the first sub-question the picture that developed was first and foremost, that 

disability is a complex phenomenon for law students and there is an internal struggle 

between wanting to be accepted as ‘normal’ but needing adjustments to deal with specific 

aspects of the law curriculum and law school experience and there was a perception 

amongst the participants of not ‘fitting in’ to law school. None of them considered themselves 

to have a disability per se (although for some it was a recent realisation they might be 

disabled, particularly when the legal definition was explored with them, a definition into which 

they all fell), even though each of them had registered with Disability Support, mostly in the 

first year although for some, especially for those with mental health issues, this registration 

came later. Understandings of disability were varied amongst the participants and there was 

no one fixed idea of disability.  

Whilst the goals of the social model are important in terms of removing disabling barriers in 

society, the participants in this study were experiencing and negotiating a personal, 

individualised idea of disability that did not always conform to the labels ascribed by the 

various models, nor was ‘disability’ itself a label the participants readily identified with. A 

disabled identity if one developed at all, was infused with emotion, stigma and doubting and 

assuming the label ‘disabled’ was problematic and all the participants questioned the label 

as it applied to them, and some rejected it completely or considered it as something to 

‘overcome’, question and confront to appear more ‘normal’ within the student body and with 

law tutors. Whilst some of this negativity came from the perception of societal mistreatment 

of disabled people and therefore not wanting to be ‘seen as disabled’ because of this, some 

of it was personal with what seemed to be a limited capacity or agency to challenge the 

discrimination which they perceived to exist, particularly in the legal profession, but also in 

their experience of legal education. This led me to question the very idea of who disabled 

people are.26 

 
26 These ideas about a disabled identity developed as part of, and out of, discussions which took 
place in the new Disability, Law and Social Justice stream at the Socio-Legal Studies Association 
annual conference, held virtually at Cardiff University in March-April 2021.  The work of Alexandra 
Murray a PhD candidate at the Open University, in particular helped me formulate these ideas further. 
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Who are the disabled? 

The idea of a shared, fixed disabled identity has developed within the disabled people’s 

movement driven by the social model of disability (Oliver & Barnes, 2012) in an attempt to 

collectively combat prejudice and discrimination and it continues to be a powerful force in 

ongoing political struggles for rights and recognition (Watson, 2002, p. 513). Watson (2002), 

however suggests, using Butler’s identity theories (Butler, 1990) that there is no fixed 

disabled identity. The label ‘disabled’ or ‘disability’ was challenging for the participants in my 

study for many reasons linked to ideas of being ‘Other’ and separate from what they 

perceived to be ‘normal’ (Davis, 2017), but also separate from what they perceived to be the 

‘disabled ideal person’, which is a position in keeping with Watson’s 2002 study. Whilst the 

themes suggest there are some shared understandings about disability amongst the 

participants, it is evident that the participants are trying to work out who they are in relation to 

the phenomenon of disability, particularly because the disabilities are largely non-visible 

(Riddell & Weedon, 2014) and the participants can ‘pass’ if they choose to (Brune, et al., 

2013). The participants in this study worried about the possibility of discrimination and 

prejudice, particularly in their future chosen career, if they identified as disabled and as 

Watson suggests it is understandable that individuals therefore choose not to self-identify as 

disabled (2002, p. 525). As Foster and Hirst (2020) indicate in their study, the participants 

are probably right to worry as disabled people in the legal profession regularly experience 

discrimination and hide their disabled identities if they can.  

Returning to Watson’s suggestion, theorising disability along the lines proposed by Butler 

(1990) in her work on performativity, can provide some useful insights into our understanding 

of disability (Watson, 2002). Although Samuels recommends caution with merely substituting 

‘gender’ for ‘disability’ when thinking about Butler’s work in relation to disability (Samuels, 

2002), and as Butler has herself indicated, her theories have developed since she wrote 

Gender Trouble27 and although this is not the place to debate the shortcomings of Butler’s 

theories in terms of narrowness of view and the absence of disability in her work (Samuels, 

2002), there is relevance in what she says about performativity and its use when thinking 

about disability. As Samuels contends, “disability studies scholars cannot, I think, afford to 

ignore or dismiss Butler's work-but neither should we adopt it uncritically” (Samuels, 2002, 

pp 16). 

 
27 See for example, the collection edited by Blumenfeld, W. J. and Breen, M. S. (2005a), particularly 
the interview with Judith Butler compiled by Blumenfeld, W. J. and Breen, M. S. (2005b) where she 
specifically references disability studies, also see Ahmed, S. (2016).  
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In theorising disability using Butler’s work, I suggest from the themes in this study, that 

disability develops a critical inertia, and takes on various visible signifiers, such as a 

wheelchair, walking aid or guide dog, which designates individuals as disabled or as an 

‘ideal disabled’ person. This ‘looking’, or act of self-presentation, develops through day-to-

day actions which often go unnoticed (such as the wheelchair on disability signs on toilet 

doors). In these repetitive utterances or performative acts, disability takes on this natural 

image and individuals are designated as disabled through visible signifiers as to how 

disabled people should look.  We internalise these images as being true and by acting in a 

certain way through repetition we develop a ‘true-ness’ as to the way people exist in the 

world. In these repetitive acts there is a normalising framework and people who do not pass, 

or ‘fit’, are excluded through a punitive system of exclusion.   

The participants in my study compared themselves to this stable ‘disabled ideal’, a 

homogenous group of people who are disabled with physical, medicalised and visible 

disabilities – with the ‘genuinely disabled’ at the top of the hierarchy. Whilst the participants 

could perform to exaggerate their disabilities in times of need, they did not generally ‘fit’ the 

disabled ideal. Consequently, were they even disabled at all? The participants compared 

themselves to the ‘ideal normal Other’. The ‘ideal normal Other’ is the privileged, clever (in 

the context of law students) normal dominant group (Campbell, 2009) who the participants 

aspired to be like as they are the ones who will succeed in the legal profession. Normal 

bodies are produced and re-produced all the time and in time through visible signifiers of 

‘normalcy’ which enable the stable normal ideal body, which again excludes those with 

disabilities and produces a ‘stigmatised spoiled identity’ (Goffman, 1990, originally 1963).  

Butler’s theory alone however is somewhat too narrow when it comes to disability as if a 

disabled “body image – and especially internalised body image – is never simply a material 

reality but a complex and fluid mix of corporeal, psychic, and social components, then there 

is a need for a more nuanced understanding” (Shildrik, 2009, p. 130). Disability is not just 

assumed in the way the body operates and the visible signifiers of ‘normalcy’ or ‘disabled 

ideal’ it takes on, disability and consequent ableism is also internalised and remains hidden 

until revealed and accepted as part of a growing disability consciousness.  

Whilst Watson uses his study to challenge the existence of a disabled community and 

contends that there is no ‘unanimity of a disability collective’, based around the social or 

medical models of disability, he also suggests that the participants in his study refused to be 

categorised on the basis of their bodily difference. Talk of ‘Othering’ and difference was, 

however, prevalent in the participants in my study and despite the fact that they did not 

identify with a stable, disabled identity, they did understand that at times they were different 
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to the rest of the student cohort. They were defining and re-defining their identities in a range 

of social contexts (Riddell & Weedon, 2014), being disabled to gain adjustments for 

university work and assessment but not disabled when applying for future employment. The 

participants in my study identified with the idea of a hierarchy of disability (Deal, 2003), some 

people are ‘more disabled’ than others, or those in wheelchairs are the genuinely disabled, 

and the participants in this study are not, partly because they think they did not fit because of 

their non-visible disabilities and nobody would therefore perceive them as disabled. This 

speaks in part to the ideas theorised by disability scholars from the 1990’s onwards, such as 

Goodley (2010) who have tried to reappraise how we view difference in contemporary 

society (Watson, Roulstone, and Thomas, 2012, p. 4). 

Relationships and emotion 

In their relationships with other students, tutors, family members, present and future 

employers the participants negotiated many of these disabled identities throughout law 

school which arguably added to the challenges of the law school experience. Those students 

who felt supported and ‘seen’ by family and by significant others were better at 

understanding that there was a place for them in law school and the legal profession. Poor 

relationships with significant others, doctors, university tutors and potential employers, led to 

participants being belittled, demeaned, and derided by tutors often about issues that were 

outside the student’s control. Instead of organising law school in a way to make it accessible 

to everyone, we “focus on changing the minority who cannot ‘fit’ into mainstream society” 

(Marks, 1997, p. 86) and we, as tutors, end up having what Goffman (1990, originally 1963) 

refers to as ‘sticky interactions’ and awkward  conversations.  It was evident that non-visible 

disabilities and the varying, often conflicting needs of these conditions, provide challenges 

for us as academics and the lack of awareness can cause unintentional hurt and internalised 

ableism for the student. We need to be cognisant of our relationships with disabled law 

students, as what we say and do matters.  

As a result of some of these relationships, the experience of disability was emotional for the 

participants as disability consciousness increased and its existence was acknowledged and 

comparisons with perceived normal ‘Others’ were made. As Hughes suggests, “disability is a 

life lived before a looking glass that is cracked and distorted by the vandalism of normality” 

(Hughes, 2012, pp. 68). The emotional response came from the recognition of a perceived 

‘damaged state of being’ and that the future as envisaged for many of the participants had 

changed, and the vulnerable self, had become entangled with “a sense of helplessness, loss 

of control and vulnerability” (Carel, 2016, p. 78). This was especially so for those with anxiety 

and depression (Jamie, Charlie, and Drew) but also prevalent for some with dyslexia 
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(Charlie). Disability consciousness was present to a greater or lesser extent and internalised 

stigma was obvious for some as they grappled with the idea of ‘fault’ for their own disabling 

conditions. The mental health conditions fluctuated and therefore confused other students 

and tutors. Appearing fine one day and ill the next was troubling and produced unwelcome 

behaviour and micro-aggressions from other students and tutors, in keeping with Osborne’s 

findings (2019). Likewise, the issue of non-visibility proved difficult to contend with and 

presented as conflict and uncertainty (Riddell & Weedon, 2014). The effort required to 

achieve and succeed was obvious and is in keeping with earlier studies (Skinner, 2004; 

Seale et al., 2015, cited in Morina, 2017). Our uncertainty as academic staff of the 

requirements of reasonable adjustments under the EA 2010 as reported by Cameron and 

others (2019) was experienced as a reality for the disabled law students in my study. 

5.2.2 Limited legal consciousness and its impact on legal education 

It became apparent whilst exploring disability with the participants that a phenomenon, which 

for lawyers is largely examined from a purely legal standpoint, can be about something much 

wider and more expansive. The law played a minimal role in the participant experience 

despite its role in providing them with educational support whilst at university and the fact 

that they were immersed in legal culture in law school. 

In answering the second sub-question: 

Does the disabled law student have any legal consciousness of their rights and 
available protection under the EA 2010 and what is their understanding of disclosure 
of disability and the duty of reasonable adjustments for their own future employment? 

It was obvious that there was limited legal consciousness of the law surrounding disability 

and only a few understood their rights in education and employment as a disabled person, 

despite all of them actively seeking support through Disability Support. All the participants 

could understand the legal definition of disability when it was presented to them, but most of 

them could not relate it to themselves, linking into the ideas discussed above about a 

disabled identity. Their understanding of the legal definition of disability was impacted by 

their views about who disabled people were and the hierarchy of disability explored above. 

There was an understanding that legislating for such a complex phenomenon was difficult as 

the grouping of people with the same disability and therefore having the same potential 

outcomes was problematic, particularly as it was clear the actual impact on each was 

variable across and through time.  

Some of the participants had encountered positive outcomes in part-time work when dealing 

with disclosure and asking for adjustments (Rowan, Alex, and Jamie), others had 
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experienced outright discrimination (Cassidy, Lee). Nevertheless, there was limited 

understanding amongst the participants as to what their legal rights were and how they 

would enforce those rights if they needed to. Arguably however ambivalence towards 

identifying as disabled could impact on claiming those rights (Watson, 2002).   

Legal consciousness led me to understand another slightly separate, wider phenomenon 

that was being discussed. There seemed to be a limited understanding of the place of 

disabled people in the legal system and yet we are training future lawyers who will encounter 

disabled people in their work, not just in terms of other lawyers but also as clients and other 

parties in the legal system. This has implications for us as practitioners and for legal 

education (Lawson, 2020) and I return to this in more detail in 6.2.1. 

Disability disclosure and strategic non-disclosure  

In law school we know that disabled law students receive a variety of adjustments mostly 

during assessment time and we know that we have to adapt our teaching in response to 

individual disability, and students seem to understand this process. To gain these 

adjustments disabled individuals must fall within the ambit of the medicalised meaning of 

disability in the EA 2010, and if those disabilities are non-visible, those same individuals 

must be prepared to disclose. Discussions about disclosure inevitably transpired because of 

the largely non-visible nature of the disabilities presented by the participants. Previous 

studies suggest that decisions about disclosure are strategic (Olney and Brockelman, 2003; 

Matthews, 2009) and require a ‘cost-benefit analysis’ (Brown, 2020). The findings in this 

study would support this idea as the participants were prepared to disclose to obtain 

adjustments for their studies but were reticent about disclosing to future employers.  

In Thompson-Ebanks and Jarman’s recent study (2018) participants disclosed their 

‘nonapparent’28 disabilities to receive the necessary support but also to reduce perceived 

misunderstandings of nonapparent disabilities. In the same study, once adjustments were 

procured, the participants experienced support from university tutors, but in my study that 

support was not consistent. In my study, however some law tutors were reported as belittling 

students and would fail to make the necessary adjustments because they perceived it would 

not happen in practice. Those students who chose not to disclose in the Thompson-Ebanks 

and Jarman study, decided not to because they feared different treatment and stigma and a 

general lack of understanding about nonapparent disabilities. Certainly, some of the 

 
28 ‘Nonapparent’ disabilities is the term used in the Thompson-Ebanks and Jarman (2018) study to 
denote invisible or non-visible disabilities, those disabilities that are not immediately obvious to others 
(Valeras, 2010). These types of disabilities are given different designations by disability scholars and 
these definitional issues are explored in more detail in 1.2.4 and 2.2. 
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participants in my study had similar outcomes, experiencing confusion and disbelief from 

fellow students and tutors. As Brown (2020) suggests, disclosing produces stigma ‘I am 

ill/disabled, I need help’ and inevitably leads to different treatment. Those same individuals 

can then be pigeon-holed (Cassidy suggesting she was the “annoying” one, Drew saying 

she was the “horrific” one, Charlie the “thick” one, and they carried this with them through 

law school). This leads to the disabled person having to manage their own impairment, plus 

other people’s reactions. Despite actively seeking adjustments to support their studies at 

university, none of the participants were prepared to disclose a disability to future legal 

employers, until they were known and could be seen to be doing a good job despite the 

disability, never however, because of it. But we know from these findings that students 

gained a certain perspective and valuable skills from having to manage their own disability. 

Reasonable adjustments 

Turning now to reasonable adjustments. The law on the duty of reasonable adjustments is 

set out above at 2.3 and it has obvious links to the medical model of disability discussed at 

2.2. It is evident that each of the participants had reasonable adjustments in place for their 

studies, but they seemed generic to all despite varying degrees of disability and could 

sometimes prove problematic alongside the skills required to be a lawyer such as speaking 

in front of others, taking part in advocacy assessments, absorbing large quantities of legal 

knowledge, and producing comprehensive detailed written work. Arguably, there is a 

dissonance between the skills required to be a lawyer, the disability which presents, and the 

adjustments required (Cameron, et al., 2019). Separation into other rooms for assessment 

provided a community but also emphasised ‘Otherness’. In asking for reasonable 

adjustments the students spoke about not being believed, and the fluctuating nature of many 

of their conditions produced confusion further emphasising a stigmatised identity.   

Toombs indicates that phenomenology “provides important insights into the lived body 

disruption that is intrinsic to the human experience of disability” (Toombs, 1995, p. 20) and 

that was certainly the case in my study. Disability can impact on how well a person does, as 

regardless of any reasonable adjustment prescribed by law, if the person feels shame in 

asking for the adjustment or understanding its consequences or realises they will be looked 

on by others with pity or worse as if they are faking it to get a better outcome in an 

assessment, especially when the disability fluctuates, then without an understanding of the 

lived experience of the disability and its consequences, the adjustment, Toombs suggests, is 

pointless. The adjustments must become new and acceptable ways of being-in-the-world, 

rather than “symbols of disability” (Toombs, 1995, p. 21). As law tutors, we accept the 

generic adjustments recommended by Disability Support but never really discuss them with 
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the students which can prove problematic because of the potential discord between legal 

skills acquisition and the recommended adjustment. These misunderstandings and the 

confusion surrounding reasonable adjustments for us as law tutors can contribute to feelings 

of worthlessness and self-doubt for the disabled law student.   

Implications for legal education 

All of these issues I think have implications for legal education. The wider literature on 

disability in HE often focusses on teaching, assessment, curriculum design (Fuller, et al., 

2004), and “obstacles to participation” (Croft, 2020, p. 384), without focus on specific subject 

areas such as law (Bunbury, 2020).29 Some studies focus on specific impairments. Croft 

(2020), for example, researched visually impaired and blind students in HE, where social 

interactions are “liminal and bounded … contrary to the ongoing processes and practices, 

within HE, which purport equity and inclusion” (Croft, 2020, p. 383). These studies can have 

important insights for law school, but without a concrete appreciation of whether the subject 

area, such as law, makes a difference to the disability and vice versa. I suggest in my 

findings that this subject specific lens is an important perspective.   

Research on wellbeing in the law school, predominantly in Australia and the US, has 

concentrated on anxiety and depression amongst law students which seems to arise as a 

result of legal education itself, where law students experience high rates of depression and 

anxiety (Krieger, 2002; Sheldon & Krieger, 2004; Lester, England, & Antolak-Saper, 2011; 

Larcombe, Tumbaga, Malkin, & Nicholson, 2013). This goes hand in hand with the 

developing literatures on wellbeing in the legal profession (Collier, 2016). In my study the 

participants with depression and anxiety had experienced symptoms before coming to law 

school and there was no way of knowing whether things had became worse for them as a 

result of their experience in law school, but they had certainly not improved. Likewise there is 

a limited understanding of what anxiety and depression actually means for law students and 

we make assumptions as tutors that because of anxiety a law student cannot cope with 

stressful situations with consequent fears for their future in the legal profession (see for 

example Drew’s experience). However, this is not necessarily the case and we can only 

discover this through the lived experience rather than talking in generic terms about such 

mental health conditions. Specific mention of disability in legal education is therefore largely 

absent and as Hewitt and colleagues (2017) indicate there is still a long way to go to support 

disabled students in HE. 

 
29 Bunbury’s study limited its findings to the teaching staff perspective in law school rather than 
student. 
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Tidball (2020) in a recent online discussion about disability and the law suggested that there 

is an important relationship between an inclusive legal curriculum, an inclusive legal 

profession and the inclusive legal norms which shape society and enable the full 

participation of disabled people within it.  Lawson likewise suggests that “critical legal 

scholarship on law’s engagement with disability matters” (Lawson, 2020, p. 29). Recently, 

the EHRC have suggested there is a need to include disability in education for law students, 

and training in the legal profession, in order to achieve ‘effective justice’ for disabled people 

in the courts (EHRC, 2020). Inclusive legal education, not just in terms of including the 

voices of disabled law students in teaching and learning, but to make Disability Law 

(Lawson, 2020) more obvious within the legal curriculum to enable law students to better 

understand and critically analyse the law’s impact on disabled people. Arguably, the lack of 

legal consciousness evident in this study has an impact not just on the individual students 

but more broadly in terms of their understanding of the part disability plays in society and 

has widespread implications for understanding disability within the legal system. Teaching 

and research on disability law and policy is increasingly important in legal education and 

lawyers and future lawyers need to understand disability not just in terms of the vulnerability 

of witnesses and victims (EHRC, 2020) but also the impact disability can have on 

defendants in the criminal justice system (EHRC, 2021), for example. 

The impact of legal consciousness on a disabled identity  

Arguably legal consciousness has an impact on the disabled identity. In terms of legal 

consciousness, and the ‘Identity’ school of legal consciousness explored in Chapter 2: 

“legal claiming can have a paradoxical impact on identities. As marginalized 
individuals assert legal rights based on an identity protected by the law to win 
acceptance and inclusion, they may learn that their identity is now perceived as 
rights-dependent or even stigmatized and oppositional” (Chua and Engel, 2021 
pp188). 

Chua and Engel assert that individuals’ legal consciousness shifts and changes as they 

engage in different social relationships and in turn manifest different identities. Individuals 

can therefore create a community of individuals who share an identity, their legal 

consciousness sustains the group and bestows membership to those who share the given 

identify and share assumptions about the use of the law within that group. We can see this 

perspective in my study – students identifying as disabled at university understand how the 

law on reasonable adjustments can be used to support their studies, but in the unfamiliar 

territory of a future career, where their group identity is less certain, the law becomes distant. 

Ideas of legal consciousness in my study are supported by Engel and Munger’s study on 

legal consciousness and identity in adults with disabilities, which suggest it is about the 
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construction of a disabled identity rather than deployment of rights (Engel and Munger, 2003 

cited in Chua and Engel, 2019).  

5.2.3 Performativity, an emerging professional identity, and wellbeing 

Now turning to the last remaining sub-questions in my study, which asked: 

How do disabled law students relate to their future ‘possible selves’ (Markus & 
Nurius, 1986) or ‘identity’ linked to their image or perception of their chosen 
profession and where do they see themselves ‘fitting in’ or performing in that role 
(Goffman, 1990, originally 1959; Butler, 1990)?  

In answering this sub-question, I return to earlier discussions on Butler’s theory of 

performativity in 5.2.1 and its links to identity development. I suggest through my findings 

that there is also performativity within the development of a professional identity, of 

‘becoming a lawyer’, which could inspire the ‘possible selves’ the students might become 

and in turn influence the acquisition of future employment. Through the development of legal 

culture, through media portrayal of lawyers, the way we teach law and the way there is an 

accepted image developed through legal practice of what it is to ‘be a lawyer’, law students 

develop an image of what a lawyer is and what they must become if they want to ‘fit’ into the 

legal profession. Disability as demonstrated in this study has an impact on that process and 

the participants questioned where they might fit in the legal profession because of their 

disability.  

The participants in this study portrayed lawyers as clever, confident, intuitive, strong, 

intolerant of weakness, rational, non-emotional, resilient, outgoing, determined, working long 

hours and so on; but lawyers were certainly not disabled. These visual signifiers and 

repetitive acts of ‘being a lawyer’, play their part in developing a legal culture and 

professional identity which the participants hoped to assume. Parallels with the findings in 

this study can be made with recent research on mental health and wellbeing in the legal 

profession (Jones, et al., 2020) in which the participants (already working in the legal 

profession) suggest that lawyers must be strong, and any signs of weakness must never be 

revealed. Therefore, admitting to any disability or mental ill-health would be considered as 

weakness and at odds with the persona of a successful lawyer (Jones, et al., 2020, p. 38), 

further stigmatising the identity of disabled law students. Unless they are prepared to never 

disclose, pass or ‘fit’ the idealised lawyer template, the participants in my study felt that they 

would never become what they aspired to be – a lawyer. As all presented with non-visible 

disabilities, they could pass and perform as ‘the lawyer’ or the normal ‘Other’ and this was 

ultimately their intention as none of the participants were prepared to tell a potential future 

employer that they had anxiety, depression, or dyslexia. To them there are no disabled role 
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models in the legal profession, but it is evident from recent research that unknowingly these 

role models do exist as 90% of the respondents in the ‘Legally Disabled’ project identified 

themselves as having a non-visible disability (Foster & Hirst, 2020).  Despite the prevailing 

view amongst the participants that it is those in wheelchairs that are the genuinely disabled, 

this is not the case for many disabled people in the legal profession.  

Passing, performing and ‘fitting in’  

Whilst performativity is not performance, this study has identified that there is a performance 

to ‘fit in’ either by disclosure to become the ‘disabled ideal’ to gain accommodations or by 

passing to become the ‘ideal normal Other’ to construct a future lawyer identity. Performance 

enabled a vision of coping and managing that for the most part was useful for the 

participants, but which became problematic as the lack of visibility and the performance of 

coping was exhausting. The various acts and signifiers of ableism (Campbell, 2009) which 

create the ideal normal body, which over time and through time becomes the accepted norm 

to such an extent that those who can, will pass and as we know from the work of Goffman 

(1990, originally 1963) passing is a strategy for managing ‘spoiled identities’.  

The participants in this study suggest passing is not just about strategic decisions about 

disclosure but can also give the impression of coping and managing, regardless of what 

might be going on behind the masquerade. All the participants explore notions of passing, 

but Drew in particular, explored this in detail when she explained that the effort required to 

appear as coping was tremendous, and that somehow, she might be believed more by tutors 

and other students if she allowed that effort to come to the fore. But that effort Drew thinks 

can never be revealed if she wants to succeed as a barrister and the research undertaken 

by Foster and Hirst, (2020) and Jones and others, (2020) would suggest that Drew is 

correct. Therefore, the concealment will continue for the participants in this study into their 

professional careers.  

In exploring this idea further, my findings resonate with the work of Siebers (2004) who 

suggests that passing is much more complicated than Goffman would have us believe. The 

idea of being in the closet, a space often occupied by members of the LGBTQ+ community, 

can equally be applied to those with a disability. “Closeting” Siebers suggests “involves 

things not merely concealed but difficult to disclose” which in turn, he argues, is one of the 

constituent markers of oppression (Siebers, 2004, p. 2). Siebers goes on: 

“The epistemology of the closet complicates the usual understanding of passing 
because it disrupts the structural binary that represents passing as an action taking 
place between knowing and unknowing subjects. The closet often holds secrets that 
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either cannot be told or are being kept by those who do not want to know the truth 
about the closeted person” (Siebers, 2004, p. 2). 

This secrecy Siebers implies rarely depends on simple binaries. Disclosing or not disclosing 

is complex and too much information can suddenly become too little. The participants 

wanted to disclose for accommodations whilst at university but knew they should not 

disclose, either because they had been told not to by significant others such as law tutors 

and future employers, or because they knew it would erroneously influence their future in the 

legal profession. Likewise, disability is not a simple binary between the disabled and the 

non-disabled. However visible signifiers of disability can lead to being overlooked as soon as 

they are acknowledged; “passing is possible not only because people have sufficient genius 

to disguise their identity but also because society has a general tendency to repress the 

embodiment of difference” (Siebers, 2004, p. 3). The masquerade or performance as 

suggested by Siebers attempts to reveal these complex disabled identities. Performing as 

one thing in certain social contexts, but not in others, to enable the avoidance of social 

oppression and stigma on the one hand which is costly to the individual, but at the same 

time disclosing and performing disability as the only way to gain accommodations or to be 

believed. On the one hand concealing difference but on the other, claiming it or exaggerating 

it.  

All expressed concerns with where they ‘fitted in’ both in law school and where they might 

‘fit’ in the legal profession and some had actively sought out what they perceived to be their 

best place in the legal profession (Rowan & Vaughan, 2018) by deciding that the competitive 

world of commercial law was not for them (Drew, Charlie, Alex, Jamie) or by deciding that 

being a solicitor or barrister was not for them (Cassidy and potentially Rowan). Only Lee was 

prepared to throw himself fully into becoming a barrister, and although Drew likewise was 

keen to become a barrister, she only wanted to practice in certain legal fields where she felt 

she would be most at home. These decisions might not just be about disability, as the 

participants had other identities as working class, female, and mixed-race male. But it was 

obvious that disability had certainly played a significant part in the decisions made about 

‘fitting in’.  

The turn to wellbeing in legal education 

In keeping with the research carried out by Jones and others (2020), legal education does 

not properly address the wellbeing issues developing in the legal profession. As suggested 

by Jones in earlier work (2018) and (2019), for those who aspire to the legal profession(s) 

the law student’s first encounter with the law in law school is one that teaches them to prize 

a form of reason and rationality which devalues emotional competencies and posits 



135 
 

wellbeing issues as weakness. This I argue, suppresses disability further into what can be a 

hidden and stigmatised identity for disabled law students. My study is well positioned within 

this growing body of work on lawyer wellbeing and wellbeing in legal education, but in 

conducting this research I suggest that disability should be more explicitly referred to in 

similar future research so that disabled law students can be ‘seen’ and work out that they 

might ‘fit’ after all.  

5.3 Emerging themes: contemplating possible futures 

When considering the ‘possible selves’ theory in Chapter 2 against the themes in this study it 

is clear that “the present of HE cannot be experienced without the anticipation of the future 

for which the present is preparation” (Henderson, 2019, p. 28). The present and the future 

are intertwined in such a way in law school that one cannot be considered without the other. 

Having considered the present realities for the disabled law students in law school, the data 

analysis and interpretation has led me to reflect on some emerging themes for the possible 

futures of the research participants in the legal profession.  

5.3.1 Disability and employability 

Referring to the employability literatures referenced in Chapter 2, Holmes describes 

employability as a process, combining the acquisition of skills and attributes, agency and 

becoming a graduate by taking on the signifiers of a given profession and demonstrating 

potential. It involves a process of ability, capability, and willingness to participate in that 

process for the emergent graduate and for the future employer, a process of accepting or not 

accepting by affirming the ‘graduateness’ of the candidate (Holmes, 2013, p. 549). The 

process is one of negotiation but one in which personal biographies must be included in the 

trajectories and transitions through law school (Holmes, 2015, p. 233). This is in keeping 

with the ‘possible selves’ theory where a students’ present realities will play a part in their 

possible futures. For the participants in this study that negotiation involved accepting a 

complex identity as a disabled person and a willingness to acknowledge that there might be 

challenges for them in being their authentic selves in the legal profession. The ‘possible 

selves’ theory allows us to conceptualise a student’s capacity to ‘package’ their personal 

capital to enable them to succeed in graduate recruitment processes and articulate their 

sense of ‘fit’ with their chosen profession. Papafilippou and Bathmaker (2019) use the 

‘possible selves’ theory to create a framework for examining the construction of a graduate 

career in the elite accounting firms and interesting parallels can be drawn within the elite 

profession of law. 
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“The lens of possible selves allows us to draw out both the affective and material 
dimensions involved in the construction of possible career selves over time” 
(Papafilippou & Bathmaker, 2019, p. 111). 

Papafilippou and Bathmaker’s research (2019) highlights that students construct various 

identities when imagining a possible future, which include an ideal future self, where 

everything comes together in terms of social, personal and structural capitals to achieve the 

ideal goal on graduation or, at the opposite end, an impossible ideal self, where motivation 

might be tempered by lack of access to resources, networks and career development 

opportunities. However, there is also an in-between self, a future imperfect self where 

despite signifiers of social and cultural capital, personal capital such as ethnicity or in this 

case disability, might hinder access to a succesful career in a chosen elite profession on 

graduation (Papafilippou & Bathmaker, 2019).   

This study demonstrates that research using lived experience, whilst often small scale, can 

be illuminating and can offer important insights into the realities of studying law with a 

disability. However, as Charlton suggests “Nothing About Us Without Us” also “requires 

people with disabilities to recognise their need to control and take responsibility for their own 

lives” (Charlton, 2000). I suggest through my study that law students need to understand 

what they can do to help themselves, that they have some agency supported by those of us 

who teach in law school. It is not just about what adjustments they can get; it must also be 

about their own consciousness as to their own futures and what they could achieve through 

supported strategies for employability and career development. All of the participants in my 

study were determined to succeed, Lee, Drew, and Charlie in particular, despite the 

disability. They had involved themselves in career enhancing opportunities and Lee, in 

particular felt his dyslexia had made him more organised and determined to succeed. The 

participants all had the capacity to mobilise and cultivate an ideal future self in the legal 

profession, although Cassidy was troubled by self-doubt and Rowan felt it too early to say for 

certain. We know that in career development sessions and employability narratives the issue 

of disability is often taboo, and the student voice is missing (Higdon, 2016). Higdon (2016) 

contends that employability should not just be about what skills students can acquire at 

university but also their positioning in terms of social capital and, I would suggest, context in 

terms of diversity, should all be fed into employability discourse and strategies, but that is 

only possible if we listen and incorporate their lived experience and voice when developing 

these employability strategies. In ‘The Fairness Project’ we drew on extensive evidence to 

suggest that careers in elite professions like law, are not equally open to all (McKee, et al., 

2018; 2020) and there are well reported patterns of inequalities based on class, gender, and 

race, but disability is often absent from these narratives.  



137 
 

5.3.2 Disability and the legal profession: ‘becoming a lawyer’ 

The legal profession invites discussion about diversity and inclusion either as part of a 

Corporate Social Responsibility agenda, or because reports on the lack of diversity in the 

profession have shamed the legal profession into offering mentoring schemes, reporting 

their diversity on firm websites, participating in mental health awareness weeks and 

signposting people to BAME or gay lawyers in the firm who can speak to their experience, 

and so on. Undoubtedly all of these initiatives are a step in the right direction, but those 

schemes hardly ever relate to the protected characteristic of disability. Instead, there are 

BAME networks and LGBTQ+ networks and schemes to promote diversity, for women in 

particular to positions of leadership. But disability is often seen as the ‘poor relation’ in the 

hierarchy of protected characteristics and its real impact remains largely unspoken in law 

school and in the legal profession (Foster & Hirst, 2020).  

As discussed in Chapter 2, Disability can change the experience of time and temporal 

realities for individuals (Toombs, 1995, p. 19). Suddenly the future is different and the 

experience of that future changes as the time it takes to do things alters and a diagnosis of 

impairment can modify interactions with the future, “the actual present is forfeited and 

transposed into an imagined future” (Toombs, 1995, p. 20). Uncertainty about what might 

happen can be debilitating and the future can assume “an inherently problematic quality” 

(Toombs, 1995, p. 20). Carel likewise suggests that “the loss of freedom is a pervasive loss, 

spanning the freedom to choose one’s future, but also a loss of freedom in the present” 

(Carel, 2016, p. 45). Fears for the future take on a concrete meaning especially when 

thinking about future career prospects with a disability. Once these fears are articulated then 

strategies can be developed, which might be slightly different to the norm of generic careers 

advice. This phenomenological account of disability has provided insights into “different 

modes of being-in-the-world” (Toombs, 1995, p. 21), but we are reminded of “overt barriers 

(including commonplace attitudes and prejudices) that prevent those with disabilities from 

flourishing” (Toombs, 1995, p. 22).   

For most of the participants their disability consciousness was weak, and some were 

obviously still grappling with it. For some, I would suggest, it was experienced for the first 

time during the interview (Alex, Cassidy) when we explored the definition of disability in the 

EA 2010 together. The emerging disabled identity for the law students in this study, because 

of its associations with being ‘Other’ seemed to compromise the negotiation of a future 

professional identity and ‘becoming a lawyer’, which I and others suggest begins in law 

school (Sommerlad, 2007; Jones, et al., 2020). After all, “becoming a lawyer is premised on 

a relationship between present and future which is about destiny or potentiality” (Sommerlad, 
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2007, p. 197). I would contend that disability could have a profound impact on the 

participants’ potentiality in terms of possible futures, with the capacity for it to be 

incompatible with legal professionalism, and when reflecting on their place in the profession 

this uncertainty created tensions and ‘identity dissonance’ (Sommerlad, 2007, p. 201). When 

asked about being a lawyer none of the participants suggested lawyers had disabilities. They 

all produced an image of mostly a corporate lawyer, mostly male who was clever, confident, 

and resilient. Perceived potential weakness had already been highlighted to some (see 

4.4.1) and in keeping with the findings of Foster and Hirst (2020), fear of discrimination at the 

recruitment stage was real. Because of this fear, passing and performance as discussed 

above was significant for the participants’ futures. Some of the participants had been told 

never to reveal a very real part of themselves by those they aspired to be like, and internal 

stigma was obvious so that passing would become the norm and would be carried through 

into to the legal profession if they made it, which is non-accepting of those with disabilities 

(Foster & Hirst, 2020) and where any sign of weakness is problematic (Jones, et al., 2020), 

thus contributing to poor wellbeing in the legal profession.   

“Ill and disabled people invent a myriad of strategies and coping mechanisms to 
override the constraints inflicted on them by the environment and by the invisible 
background norms that govern our lives” (Carel, 2016, p. 77). 

It is accepted above in the discussion on performativity and in the literatures that law and a 

career in the law is high status and privileged, that lawyers are special and individual 

strength is prized (Jones, et al., 2020). Certainly, the participants in this study conformed to 

that idea of a legal career. Consequently “the law school experience has a pivotal role to 

play in the identity formation of legal professionals, including perpetuating, or even creating 

elements of accepted legal culture and constructing notions of lawyer persona” (Jones, et 

al., 2020, p. 61). 

Foster and Hirst (2020) highlight the absence of research on disabled people in professional 

occupations, like law, which suggests to them that disabled people are “unexpected” in 

higher status occupations. They believe this is reflected in broader social and employment 

policies which concentrate on disabled people entering ‘any work’, often meaning low skill 

and low paid work. “Talented, educated and successful disabled people are present as 

‘exceptions’, ‘remarkable’ or ‘inspirational’ as opposed to expected” (Foster & Hirst, 2020, p. 

7). They acknowledge that the legal profession has developed important initiatives on mental 

health and wellbeing, and mental ill-health can result in disability and is strongly associated 

with social exclusion and stigma (also see Jones, et al., 2020), but it is only one dimension in 

disability discourse.  
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5.4 Contributions to knowledge and practice 

This study makes a significant contribution to knowledge illustrating how disability operates 

in law school. We deal with disability regularly as tutors in one form or another, but there is a 

gap in our understanding as to how law students construct their identities as future lawyers 

whilst disabled and what disability means to them throughout their law degree.  

By incorporating the lived experience of disability into our understandings of disabled law 

students, we can appreciate how disabled law students understand their present realities of 

dealing with a complex phenomenon like disability whilst in law school, but we can also 

begin to consider what their possible futures might involve and how we can support them 

better as they transition through law school. This thesis therefore contributes to knowledge in 

the following ways: 

• Discussions of disability identity in 5.2.1 confirms that disability is a complex, emotional 

phenomenon for law students, but one that is not always ‘packaged’ as disability, 

despite students going through the motions of registering with Disability Support (see 

4.2). The non-visible nature of disability is prevalent in Law School and is not 

something we necessarily understand or anticipate in our classrooms and contributes 

to the dissonance in our interactions with law students. Relationships with us as tutors, 

and significant others can contribute to internalised ableism and stigma (see 4.3). 

These findings are in keeping with other studies in disability research that discuss a 

disabled identity but bringing this into the law school experience is significant and not 

something that has been done previously.  

• When discussing disability, the law and legal consciousness in 2.3 and 5.2.2, this 

thesis contributes to our knowledge about disclosure and reasonable adjustments in 

law school (see 4.4). This study improves our understanding of disclosure of disabilities 

in law school and the emotional labour invested in this process, particularly when 

disabilities are non-visible. This in turn contributes to our appreciation of reasonable 

adjustments and how we could improve the process to both accord with legal skills 

acquisition, where generic adjustments do not always correspond with what is required 

of law students. Reasonable adjustments must become acceptable ways of being in 

law school and in the legal profession, rather than adding to feelings of ‘Otherness’ 

(Toombs, 1995). If we adopted the principles of universal design, adjustments would 

not be needed, but this goes beyond the scope of this study. As evidenced in 2.4, 

studies of disability in HE are often generic and lack subject specificity, but I suggest 

subject specific perspectives are important and this study contributes to knowledge in 
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this field. Equally whilst we have some understandings of the reasonable adjustments 

process from a staff perspective (Cameron, et al., 2019), we do not have the student 

perspective and this study closes that gap to some extent. 

• This thesis makes a methodological contribution in using a phenomenological lens to 

examine how the topics regulated by law are subjectively lived, experienced, and 

interpreted by actors in the legal process. IPA is fully explored in Chapter 3 and it has 

enabled me to explore the lived experience of disability in law school, giving us a novel 

perspective on not just disability, but also into the law and how it operates. If I take this 

one step further this study has enabled us to consider the gaps in legal education when 

it comes to an appreciation of the place of disability more widely in a law school 

curriculum, a perspective which at present is largely absent (Lawson, 2020).  

• How the participants were viewed by others and the importance of those relationships 

which for some were supportive but for others emphasised their differences, ran 

throughout their narratives and produced emotional responses in all. The process of 

stigmatising their identities led to difficulties in disclosing their invisible disabilities 

which compounded their ‘Otherness’ (see 4.3). Emotion in legal education is a growing 

area of study (Jones, 2018) and this inquiry positions itself within that research. Jones 

indicates that “there is clear evidence that emotions are inseparable from the 

processes and people involved in the law school. Disregarding and suppressing 

emotions can be damaging to wellbeing and learning” (Jones, 2018, p. 479). Disability 

is an emotional issue and listening to the participants in this research and reporting on 

the findings is part of the continuing debate on the role of emotions in legal education. 

Although the participants in my study are not in the legal profession yet, they certainly 

aspire to be and the study by Jones and others (2020), and Foster and Hirst (2020), 

and this DLaw bring disability and the legal profession into view for the first time. 

• This study has contributed to an understanding of the disabled students’ lived reality 

in law school and the impact of disability on the self and professional identity. This 

study contributes to knowledge by positioning the disabled student in the process of 

professional identity development (see 4.5). Understanding that the law can influence 

individuals to create an identity, and when invoked, the law becomes relevant to that 

identity and can help in its construction, and only then does the law become relevant 

to the circumstances of the individual. As circumstances change, and identity shifts so 

too does the relevance of the law (Chua and Engel, 2019; 2021).  
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• We know that issues in relation to mental health are becoming pervasive in our student 

body (Cage, et al., 2021) and as Wilson and Strevens (2018) suggest in their recent 

study, this in turn is having an impact on law academics wellbeing. Wilson and 

Strevens provide evidence that changing expectations of university, of students, and 

of academics has had an impact upon the perceptions of wellbeing in law teachers 

(Wilson & Strevens, 2018). Taking a student-led approach in exploring lived 

experience, tell us that students do not necessarily want to identify with being a 

disabled person in the wider context of future employment but wanted that identity for 

adjustments to support their learning, even though this often contributed to ‘Othering’ 

and stigma but sometimes provided comfort in a group identity at assessment time 

(see 4.5). Research in this space of lived experience can inform collective action for 

change between law academics and law students, but we need to understand this is 

not always ‘packaged as disability.’ I suggest that having a better understanding of 

disability in law schools could support academics in providing suitable support for 

students, which at the same time could assist with their own sense of wellbeing and 

competency. In turn it is hoped that the academic community can produce a better 

understanding of disability in law school and work together to change perspectives on 

this complex phenomenon. 

• This study reports that most of the participants had largely positive experiences with 

access and adjustments, but I suggest they were hard won and could have been easier 

and law academics could take an active role in understanding this process better (see 

4.4). There is a dissonance between what adjustments Disability Support advisers can 

recommend and how easy they are to put into practice for law tutors and I suggest this 

study gives us an evidence base to improve these processes and these discussions 

have already started with Disability Support at Northumbria University, where I am 

participating in a review of disability statements and of the links between disability 

support services, student engagement services and the academic departments. 

5.5 Conclusion 

This Chapter has dealt with the final research objective; to discuss the themes which 

developed in this study against the extant literature to offer findings about the participant’s 

present realities and offer new insights and understanding into the lived experience of 

disability for law students as they transition through law school into professional 

employment. Returning to my research question: 
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What can the lived experience of disability for law students tell us about their 
transition through law school into professional employment?  

The answer is one of a complex transition through law school where identities are 

constructed and re-constructed on multiple occasions in different contexts, that disability is 

often rejected and not always packaged as such, that the law plays some part in identity 

construction, but that it is a vague notion for the disabled law student. Despite passing and 

the reality of non-visible disabilities, many of the disabling conditions experienced by the 

participants in my study had impacted on their time in law school both in their relationships 

with others, their grades, their ability to socialise and their future becoming as a lawyer. It is 

evident in these findings that being in law school is hard work. It is a competitive space 

where students must become resilient, but it must also be a space where the disabled 

student thinks that they belong, which we hope in turn will translate through into the legal 

profession, so that disability becomes more ‘expected’. Disability is a continuum, a non-

stable identity, which as Wong suggests can be “pain, struggle, brilliance, abundance, and 

joy” (Wong, 2020, p. xxii). 

The next chapter concludes this thesis by reviewing the research objectives, which underpin 

the research question and offers reflections on the study itself, evaluating both its validity 

and limitations. The contributions this study makes to both knowledge and practice are 

highlighted as against the research objectives, to assess their success in answering the 

research question, and recommendations for future research and practice are explored.   
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Chapter 6: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

6.1 Introduction 

The purpose of this chapter is to conclude the thesis by reviewing the research objectives 

which have facilitated this research and enabled me to answer the research question that 

has driven this study: 

What can the lived experience of disability for law students tell us about their 
transition through law school into professional employment? 

First, the research objectives will be reviewed and contributions to knowledge and practice 

will be outlined again in the context of these objectives. Second, I offer a reflection on the 

study to discuss its validity in answering the research question. Finally, I make 

recommendations for future research and practice. 

6.2 Review of research objectives  

The intention with this research was to take us beyond the data story of disability in law 

school to an understanding of what it is like to be disabled in law school and to assess what 

impact disability has on the willingness, capability and ability of disabled law students when 

considering their present reality in law school and contemplating their future ‘possible selves’ 

in the legal profession. In order to complete the study four objectives were used to answer 

the research question and each of those objectives will be reviewed to establish the extent to 

which the research objectives were met, and in turn how they contributed to answering the 

research question and how they have contributed to the knowledge claims made in 5.4. 

6.2.1 Research objective 1: Critical exploration of the phenomenon of disability  

In Chapters 1 and 2, to establish some boundaries to critically explore disability as a 

phenomenon for law students, disability was explored from a variety of viewpoints and an 

explanation was offered as to why disability is an important subject for legal education and 

socio-legal research and why it was chosen for this doctoral study. I was able to establish 

the motivation for the study, its aim, and its context through existing literatures on disability 

as a phenomenon in general through an evaluation of the various academic models and 

definitions of disability, whilst prioritising disability through a phenomenological lens to 

understand the present realities and lived experience of disability for law students.  

Disability in the wider context of HE in general was explored (see Morina, 2017) to offer 

some useful context to illuminate this research, but what studies there are take a generalist 
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approach to disability in HE rather than looking at it in the context of specific subject areas 

with specific professional accreditation requirements, like law. In suggesting law students are 

different and require certain qualities of mind intrinsic to the study of law and that law is a 

hyper competitive environment where disability or mental ill health is a sign of weakness 

(Jones, et al., 2020), there is a gap in the literature on disability in the context of legal 

education research. The recent study by Foster and Hirst (2020) on disability in the legal 

profession offered some useful insights and recommendations to work with as did the recent 

research on mental health and wellbeing by Jones, et al., (2020), but again there are no 

other studies to draw on which illuminate the experience of disabled lawyers working in the 

legal profession.  

There is a growing body of work pitched within the context of ‘wellbeing’ in law school, 

predominantly in Australia and the US, which has concentrated on anxiety and depression 

amongst law students (Krieger, 2002; Sheldon & Krieger, 2004; Lester, England, & Antolak-

Saper, 2011; Larcombe, Tumbaga, Malkin, & Nicholson, 2013). Jones and others (2019) 

have also recently reported on mental wellbeing of online distance-based law students in the 

UK. This goes hand in hand with the developing literatures on wellbeing in the legal 

profession (Collier, 2016; Jones, et al., 2020). Whilst this study positions itself in amongst 

this growing body of work, I suggest that disability, as a term/label, is missing from these 

research narratives and this study goes some way to fill this gap. The future of legal 

education is uncertain with the development of new routes to the profession through the 

apprenticeship programme and a new Solicitors Qualifying Examination (SQE) which has 

already garnered controversy in its attitude to disabled people.30 

As Heyer and Mor suggest “disability is everywhere” and “important research emerges when 

socio-legal studies is placed in conversation with disability studies” (Heyer & Mor, 2019). 

This study, therefore, was not just an academic study of disability alone, but combined 

aspects of Disability Studies, with Equality law and socio-legal research and the literatures 

explored, whilst providing the context for the study, also indicated that disability is an under-

explored area of research within law school and legal education, despite the understanding 

 
30 The SRA and the exam provider Kaplan, have already started signalling to disabled people that 
‘they are not welcome in the profession’ https://www.lawgazette.co.uk/news/disabled-people-wilfully-
excluded-in-new-super-exam/5108335.article. The SRA has recently decided to ban the use of 
assistive technology in SQE part 1 examination from September 2021. Instead, an ‘amanuensis’ - a 
person will read out 360 questions and 1,440 multiple choice answers and input the candidate’s 
response. Jane Burton, Chair of the Law Society’s Lawyers with Disabilities Division told the Law 
Society Gazette that “Students who use assistive technology to sit exams have said they would find it 
very stressful and tiring to take an exam in this way. It’s like taking a driving test where your glasses 
are removed, and you rely on the examiner to tell you what’s ahead” (Reyes, 2021).  

https://www.lawgazette.co.uk/news/disabled-people-wilfully-excluded-in-new-super-exam/5108335.article
https://www.lawgazette.co.uk/news/disabled-people-wilfully-excluded-in-new-super-exam/5108335.article


145 
 

that there are growing numbers of disabled students in law school (or at least growing 

numbers of students now willing to disclose) (Advance HE, 2020).  

Although the narratives presented here are individual stories of the experience of disability in 

law school, they provide us with a broader insight into the lack of understanding about 

disability in general in the context of the education provided to future lawyers. None of the 

participants had any great understanding of the legal rights of disabled people nor did they 

really understand the position of disabled people in society. I therefore tentatively suggest 

that we need an inclusive legal education which better integrates the complex intersection of 

disability and law, whilst also joining Lawson (2020) in advocating for a new subject called 

Disability Law. In doing this we could provide law students with the opportunity to critically 

analyse the law’s impact on disabled people more broadly in society, whilst appreciating the 

position of disabled people in the justice system.  

This research objective therefore contributes to the growing body of literature on wellbeing in 

law, the impact of disability on the emerging law graduate identity, and the ‘making of a 

lawyer’ and fills a gap in the under-explored are of disability in legal education research. This 

empirical study supports the conceptualisation of disability as an important phenomenon for 

disabled law students as they contemplate their possible futures and presents us with a 

picture of their present realities, which are too often swept up in poor understandings of 

disability in HE and a story that is driven by data. The qualitative nature of the study has 

allowed the complexity of the lived experience of disability for law students to be placed front 

and centre of our understandings of law school for disabled law students.  

6.2.2 Research objective 2: IPA methodology for legal research 

Chapter 3 set out the methodology and methods which would enable me to conduct a 

qualitative phenomenological inquiry with law students to investigate, analyse and critically 

explore, through semi-structured interviews, the lived experience of disability whilst studying 

law, disabled law students’ consciousness of equality laws, and the impact disability has on 

the future becoming of law students as they contemplate their professional lives after 

graduation. The disabled student’s voice should be heard in any research on disability in law 

school and HE more generally (Hurst, 1996; Barton, 1998) and IPA enabled me to bring that 

voice into my research.  

Law school is competitive and difficult and as law academics we have an anecdotal 

appreciation of individual disability for individual students if we are their personal or module 

tutor, but we have a limited appreciation of their lived reality. Chapter 3 set out the 
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theoretical and philosophical foundations for this study and the IPA research design adopted 

to investigate the phenomenon of disability with seven disabled law students at various 

stages on their trajectory through law school. In using IPA, the study became about the 

unexpected and I was able to get as close as possible to the experience of disability for the 

individual participants, both as a legal concept and, as a lived reality.  

In choosing IPA I was “exploring, describing, interpreting and situating the means by which 

our participants make sense of their experiences” (Smith, et al., 2009, p. 40). Knowing 

disability to be a complex, slippery, indeterminate phenomenon I was especially interested in 

the varied experience of disability for the individual, rather than producing generalised 

experiences of disability for all law students.  At the same time however I anticipate that 

having this understanding will help us make positive changes to how we as legal academics 

view disabled students as they transition through law school. The researcher position has to 

be acknowledged in IPA research and I also used Chapter 3 to explore my own disability 

consciousness and the impact it has had on this research and my own becoming moving 

from a legal practitioner to a researcher.  

This research objective has enabled me to make an important contribution to legal research 

methodology and methods by using IPA to conduct research about the law, law students and 

legal education. IPA is an unusual choice of research methodology and method for legal 

research and pitches itself within a socio-legal context as opposed to doctrinal black letter 

law. Phenomenology, itself is under-utilised in legal research, but I suggest it can provide us 

with a new way of looking at the law to help us understand and appreciate how topics 

regulated by law are subjectively lived, experienced, and interpreted by actors in the legal 

process. This work therefore adds to the growing body of IPA research (Smith, 2011), but 

significantly as an emerging methodology for legal research.  

6.2.3 Research objectives 3/4: Disability as a lived experience for law students 

Using IPA to know the lived experience of disability in law school enabled me to uncover 

important themes about that lived reality through the interpretation of interview data which I 

presented in Chapter 4 and discussed against existing literatures on disability in Chapter 5 

thus addressing the final two research objectives of this study. By examining personal 

insider accounts of disability and chronic illness we can realise that disability is not always 

infused with weakness and poor outcomes, and alternative perspectives on disability and 

wellbeing narratives can be sought. 
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The presence of disability as a protected legal right, and an acceptance or not of disability as 

part of one’s identity, is at the same time leading disabled people to deny their existence as 

a disabled person when seeking professional employment, because of the continued 

acceptance of disability as a stigmatised identity rather than just part of life. Whilst some 

disabled law students deal with difficult university trajectories because of this stigma, Morina 

suggests that the university experience can represent opportunities for empowerment, and 

social and occupation inclusion (Morina, 2017, p. 11; also see Fuller, et al., 2004).  

This study makes an important contribution to our understanding of the challenges of 

studying at law school with a disability, in terms of how we view disability as law tutors, how 

we understand disabled law students and how we support their transitions through law 

school to graduate employment. It is important to recognise that disability is not a 

homogenous experience and no one story should be prioritised over another. This study is 

therefore a challenge to legal educators to include the individual voice and lived experience 

of disabled law students in law school in general and in employability narratives, as those 

disabled law students transition through law school, and we prepare them for professional 

life. 

The research objectives facilitated answering the research question, which has offered 

useful insights to take forward into further research and practice, but I accept that this 

question has only allowed me to access certain experiences at a certain moment in time. 

The validity of this research will now be explored to assess its quality, rigour, and sensitivity 

to context as a reflection of the success, or otherwise of the research in answering the 

research question.   

6.3 Reflections on the study and its validity  

The research method selected gave the law students’ voices and experiences exposure in a 

setting which is usually devoid of such expressions, other than in narratives of adjustments. 

Using IPA offered a novel lens through which to explore disability with law students. 

In assessing the quality, validity and rigour of a study using qualitative methodologies, 

mistakes are made if we do this assessment as against quantitative methodologies (Smith, 

et al., 2009, p. 179). Qualitative research is not simply the opposite of quantitative research 

(Crotty, 1998, p. 14). There is a myriad of different ways that qualitative research can be 

done, each relying on different epistemologies and methodologies, with different traditions 

and procedures behind each research method employed. Consequently, this diversity can 

lead to difficulties in demonstrating the value and integrity of each study (Yardley, 2000). In 
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choosing a qualitative methodology we are acknowledging that our knowledge and 

experience of the world cannot be objectively appraised, and ‘knowledge’ and ‘truth’ are 

“actively created by the communal construction and negotiation of meaning, both in our daily 

life and our academic endeavours” (Yardley, 2000, p. 217). But in accepting this appraisal, 

we are accepting that there is no one code of practice for using and assessing qualitative 

research, which can lead to criticism from those who can only see academic research in 

these terms. Yardley suggests that whilst traditional criteria for research quality are often 

inappropriate and the ethos of most qualitative work is incompatible with fixed universal 

procedures of quality assessment, some assessment of the quality of the work is important, 

not merely to justify its validity, but to support its significance in the field of research where 

the work is situated, so that claims of originality and contribution can be made. Dunne 

argues that "validity can be established - if one is not already disposed to accept it - only 

ambulando, in the course of the work itself" (Dunne, 1993, p. 229, italics retained).  The 

validity of this study I propose is disclosed through the research itself using IPA, however 

Yardley suggests a number of criteria for assessing qualitative work (Smith, et al., 2009) and 

I shall now go through each of these in turn whilst reflecting on this study. 

Sensitivity to Context  

I started the process of exploring sensitivity to context in 3.4 when setting out why I chose 

IPA for this study.  When I embarked upon this study, I was instinctively drawn to 

phenomenology having read the personal reflections of disability and ill-health of both Carel 

(2016) and Toombs (1995), and personal narratives of disability in The New York Times, 

which led to my own personal reflections on the experience of chronic illness in academia 

(Griffiths, 2020). Phenomenology I felt would be entirely appropriate for exploring disability in 

others. However, I had no idea how to ‘do’ phenomenology and the road map set out by 

Smith and others (2009) was appealing. I attest to the criticisms of this approach above in 

Chapter 3 (section 3.2) and therefore I am cognisant of the fact that in choosing IPA there 

might be perceived limitations to this study which I address below. However, I contend that 

IPA is especially appropriate to the highly varied experience of disabled people for whom the 

body (and mind) is so central to the narrative. The significance of the physical body can 

sometimes be overstated in how people view disability research but “what the turn to 

phenomenology insists on is that body and mind are always inseparable: that corporeal 

changes are inextricably reflected in changes to the embodied subject, and moreover the 

embodiment is a matter of process for every one of us” (Shildrik, 2009, p. 19).  

In assessing sensitivity to context, limitations of the research should be explored. This study, 

for example, could be criticised for its small sample size, how can I say that these seven 
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participants speak for all disabled law students? Why is the lived experience of one person 

any more valid than the next? But in this study, I have never set out to make generalised 

assumptions about the experience of disability in law school and suggest that this is not 

desirable. A small sample size was appropriate to this research as it involved analysis of rich 

first-person accounts of disability which would not have been possible with a larger sample 

size. All transcripts were anlaysed using IPA methods, and in my case, this produced some 

52,140 words to analyse and required attentive, line by line analysis of each individual 

transcript at various intersecting levels as set out at 3.7, before looking across all transcripts 

to produce super-ordinate themes. Attempts to maintain the idiographic throughout was 

important to the context of this research and I attempted in Chapter 4 to ensure that the 

participant’s voice was maintained in the project whilst recognising the part that I played in 

the process.  

It could be suggested that I am too close to this research because of my own experience of 

disability, and it is fair to say that most people working in disability research often have their 

own story to tell and for this reason it is often dismissed as a minority concern. But as 

Shildrick insists, what the disability research project “tells us about being human is of high 

significance, both to every one of us on a personal level, and across the disciplines.” A 

similar point could undoubtedly be made about feminist theory, postcolonial studies, or queer 

theory, those other areas of enquiry that deeply unsettle personal and academic 

conventions” (Shildrik, 2009, p. 17). Shildrik goes on to suggest that whilst disability research 

can attract disinterest and even derision, she believes it has the “capacity to change the way 

in which we think about human embodiment in the contemporary world” (Shildrik, 2009, p. 

17).  

Disability itself is a difficult area to research which I explored in Chapter 2 when surveying 

the various literatures on models of disability, with its variable terminology and 

marginalisation in society. But whilst these variations exist what it often comes down to is “a 

primary distinction between bodies themselves: those that conform to normative parameters 

and those that do not” (Shildrik, 2009, p. 18). I would argue that my findings acutely conform 

to this idea. All the participants in this study experienced their ‘Otherness’ in one way or 

another, even those who disputed that the term disability even applied to them. They felt 

‘Other’ to both the majority of the law student body and ‘the ideal disabled person’. The 

consequences of this ‘Otherness’ are explored above but are worth repeating here to 

support the argument that this research is sensitive to the context of the participants and 

their lived experience of disability.  
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Commitment, rigour, transparency, and coherence 

Yardley suggests that these criteria are fairly straightforward. There was a personal 

commitment made by me at the start of this DLaw process. Once I had settled on the subject 

of disability and explored the ethical implications and dilemmas of conducting this sensitive 

and difficult research, my full commitment was required, not only to the participants but as it 

transpired, to myself. I felt privileged that the student participants trusted me enough to tell 

me their stories. As I set out in 3.4.3 I employed all the skills I had developed as an 

employment lawyer for many years to conduct these interviews. I reflected on the process 

and the interview after each session, and I tried to echo the participant voice in the analysis 

and write up. I was initially surprised at how long the analysis took because of the attention 

to detail required. I describe the process of analysis in detail in 3.7 which I think evidences 

the commitment and rigour engaged in this process. The data and the findings are valuable 

and there is a significance in the narratives of each individual participant. The tables, 

images, explanations, descriptions, quotations, and potted summaries of each participant 

are testament to the transparency that sits at the heart of this research. This study fits 

squarely within the traditions of IPA. I propose that the readers of this research should be 

able to follow the journey of each participant as they grapple with disability and, myself as I 

reconstruct my identity from practitioner to researcher, throughout this thesis, not just in the 

description of the research process and how I ‘did’ the phenomenological inquiry, but also in 

the reflexive accounts which travel through these pages. Reliability and replicability are 

inappropriate in phenomenological research as I could only ever hope to offer one of many 

possible interpretations of disability as it is experienced by these participants. 

Impact and importance 

My aim with this research was to add the voice of disabled law students to our 

understanding of disability in law school not just so we can know what it is like to be disabled 

in law school but to also suggest ways that we can improve the experience for those 

students. I agree with Siebers in that: 

“Greater awareness about disability identity requires both the ability to abstract 
general rules on the basis of one’s experience and to recognize that one’s 
experience differs from that of others” (Siebers, 2004, p. 8). 

The lived experience has demonstrated the significance of personal understandings of 

disability and that it may differ from the experience of others. In some ways it does not 

matter what the law tries to legislate for or what the theorists think should be the meaning of 

disability, if that does not resonate with how you understand your experience. But knowing 
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about legal rights is important and we need to do more with our students to educate them 

about their disability rights in work and about the presence of disabled people in society and 

the legal system. Stigma is shaped by our lifeworld and our relationships with others, and we 

need to do more as a law school to recognise that. We need to talk about disability more in 

the wellbeing narratives in law school and the legal profession as “disabled identities make a 

difference, and in making this difference, they require a story that illuminates the society in 

which they are found” (Siebers, 2004, p. 8). 

6.4 Further research 

Whilst this study makes important findings about the lived experience of disability for law 

students as they transition through law school, there is undoubtedly scope for further 

research in this area.  

Whilst we are starting to ask questions about what it is like to be disabled in the legal 

profession (Foster & Hirst, 2020), or what is it like to have mental health issues in the legal 

profession (Jones, et al., 2020), we have never really asked what it is like to be disabled in 

law school or when contemplating a future in the legal profession with a disability. Narratives 

of wellbeing and mental health in the legal profession often exclude specific language about 

disability or disabling conditions. I suggest we need to get better at talking about disability in 

research set in the context of legal education and the legal profession.   

The move towards online recruitment processes were a particular concern in the Foster and 

Hirst report (2020) and there were noteworthy fears about the new Solicitors Qualifiying 

Examination. Working practices in the legal profession were cited as problematic with law 

firms reluctant to consider simple practical adjustments. Disability networks in the legal 

profession are often entirely missing or under developed and ‘visibility of other disabled 

people in the working environment’ contributed the most to positive experiences for disabled 

lawyers at work. The recommendations suggested by Foster and Hirst are especially 

welcome and could be used in law schools to open up the discussion about careers in the 

legal profession for disabled law students and this could be tested empirically with law 

students.  

It would be valuable to explore disability with the staff who teach in law school, in terms of 

their own disabilities, but also in the challenges they face in teaching disabled law students. I 

am often engaged in conversations about reasonable adjustments with staff because of the 

dissonance between legal skills aquisition and some of the adjustments suggested by 

Disability Support. This dissonance needs to be better understood and acted upon.  
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The participants in this study were in law school contemplating a future in the legal 

profession. I was not able to follow up what happened to them after graduation to see what 

impact disability did have on their career trajectories. It would have been beneficial to do this 

as I could only use the research of Foster and Hirst (2020), Jones, et al., (2020) and Collier 

(2014; 2016; 2019) on the legal profession to imagine what might be. I can see merit in 

producing a larger scale piece of longitudinal research to track transitions through law school 

and into the legal profession with and for disabled law students. I also think it would be 

beneficial to explicitly reference disability in wellbeing research in the future. 

6.5 Recommendations for practice 

I came into this DLaw with 23 years’ experience of teaching in law school and over this time 

disability has become more challenging for us as academics and for the students we teach. 

It has been largely hidden, but now there are increasing numbers of students reporting 

disabilities as access to university expands with the massification of HE and, I would 

suggest, an increased willingness to disclose. In doing this research I offer the following 

recommendations for practice: 

• In terms of present realities, the themes discussed at 4.2, 4.3 and 5.2.1 suggest we 

need to improve the interactions we have with disabled students in law school. 

Although we do not mean to, it is clear in the conversations we have with some of 

them that at times we belittle students who come to us reporting disabilities, 

especially those with mental health conditions. We need better training on having 

these conversations. Morina suggests that HE should support training faculty 

members to address the needs of disabled students (Morina, 2017, p. 12), not just in 

terms of the experience of disability itself but also how to teach that subject 

knowledge to a diverse range of students with diverse needs. 

• In discussing possible futures as discussed in 4.5, 5.2.3 and 5.3, we need to infuse 

our employability narratives with discussions about the impact of disability as well as 

the impact of other marginalised characteristics on possible future professional 

identities. Not to further stigmatise or make ‘Other’ but to think about ways of 

incorporating the positive aspects of disabilities into strategies for gaining 

professional employment on graduation. This is the ideal time to have these difficult 

conversations (Gurin, 2002). As part of these narratives, we need to engage with 

disabled role models in the legal profession and the legal profession needs to 

engage more in outreach work with universities to attract more disabled students to 

reduce the stigma associated with disability. Foster and Hirst (2020) report that many 
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disabled law professionals have non-visible disabilities, and this is an important 

perspective for law students to understand. 

• In our understanding of reasonable adjustments as discussed in 2.3, 4.4 and 5.2.2, 

we need to engage with professional support staff within disability support services to 

enhance the provision of adjustments. Not to deny them, but to make them 

sustainable for ‘legal skills’ development. A ‘one size fits all’ approach does not work. 

For example, we are often told that students with anxiety should not be singled out in 

classroom teaching sessions or made to talk in front of others, but this is an almost 

impossible task if we are trying to train those same individuals to be advocates on 

behalf of their clients. A better way would be to provide adjustment opportunities for 

scaffolded support so that this apparent overwhelming task of speaking in front of 

others can become more feasible for those students. A career in the law is stressful, 

but in listening to Drew (4.3.1) I learnt that because a student has anxiety it does not 

mean that they cannot cope with stressful events or situations, but we often think in 

those terms. I learnt from Lee that having dyslexia has made him more organised 

and has helped him develop strategies for coping with large quantities of research 

material (4.3). This story is never usually told.   

6.6 Conclusion 

Arguably disabled identities are too varied and complex to allow any one individual 

experience to count as truly representative of a population. There is no one disabled 

experience that is shared by all disabled people and as previously acknowledged disability is 

a complex, slippery phenomenon, so I did not set out to offer one universal experience that 

would account for the experience of all disabled law students. Furthermore, I acknowledge 

that the participants in this study had stories of being working class and mixed-race and I 

was cognisant of the fact that all but one of the participants that came forward were female 

and this will have contributed to their lifeworld and identity development as future lawyers. 

However, disability is the phenomenon under scrutiny in this study. I have identified a 

paucity of disability research in legal education and the legal profession and in answering the 

research question in this study, I have brought disability into sharper focus in legal 

education, not just so we as legal educators can better understand how to support disabled 

law students, but also to facilitate a better understanding of disability and its impact on the 

legal system more broadly for future lawyers. I suggest in doing this study that despite 

‘knowing’ about disability, we have never really ‘known’ what it is to be disabled in law school 

and my study goes some way to closing that gap.  
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The contribution of this study is a blend of academic, research and teaching practice. My 

teaching practice and years of experience in HE, alongside my developing research practice 

has come together in this professional doctorate. Although what is ultimately produced is 

fairly traditional in nature, it is underpinned by my practice as an educator, mentor, personal 

tutor, academic manager, and law practitioner. This study aims to offer new insights into the 

lived experience of disabled law students and make recommendations for incorporating the 

voice of disabled law students into the whole law school experience, including career 

development opportunities. Albeit a study with one cohort of law students cannot tell us 

everything about the experience of being disabled in law school, learning about some of 

those experiences has proved significant and we are already talking about disability as a law 

school more openly. By exploring their present realities might we begin to better understand 

and shape law students’ possible futures. 

“Talk of lived experience should be used not to end conversations but to begin them” 

(Appiah, 2020). 
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Appendix 1: Email request for participants 

Participants needed to contribute to a research 

study on Disability and Employability 

My name is Elisabeth Griffiths, and I am a lecturer in the Law School at Northumbria 

University. I am completing a part-time Professional Doctorate and I am looking for 

volunteers to participate in my study. The study is aimed at students with a disability, and I 

would like to explore your experiences of searching for placements, work experience or 

graduate employment with a disability. The study will be conducted by interview and the 

Interviews will be taking place between November 2018 and January 2019. Any student, 

who would describe himself or herself as having any disability which can include any kind of 

chronic illness, learning disability, mental health issue and so on, is eligible to participate in 

this study. I am very happy to have a confidential discussion with you about this in the first 

instance. 

My research has received ethical approval from the ethics committee at Northumbria 

University’s Faculty of Business and Law.  

If you would like to know more about the study or if you know you would like to participate in 

the research then please contact me via email: 

elisabeth.griffiths@northumbria.ac.uk 

Please do not worry that emailing me will commit you to participate in this research. 

Participation is voluntary and I am very happy to have an informal confidential discussion 

with you about the study in the first instance. 

Thank you so much for your time.  

Elisabeth 

  

mailto:elisabeth.griffiths@northumbria.ac.uk
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Appendix 2: Participant Information Sheet 

 

PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET  

The study title: Exploring the experiences of accommodating disability and student 

employability.  Is ‘reasonable accommodation’ the best way of achieving equality? 

My name is Elisabeth Griffiths.  I am a part-time doctoral student registered with Northumbria 

University. I am also employed as an Associate Professor in Law in the Faculty of Business 

and Law at Northumbria University. 

I would like to invite you to participate in this research project, which forms part of my 

doctoral research.   

In order to help you to decide whether you do want to participate in this research this 

information sheet provides you with information about why this research is being undertaken 

and what your participation will involve.  Please take time to read through the following 

information carefully.  Please feel free to discuss it with others if you wish.  I am happy to 

answer questions if you would like more information. 

What is the purpose of the study? 

The aim of this study is to explore the lived experience of disability, the definition of disability 

in law and the reasonable adjustment duty set out in the Equality Act 2010. The study is 

aimed at students with a disability and hopes to explore their experiences of looking for 

placements, work related learning experiences or graduate employment with a disability 

whilst at university. The study has a particular focus on the disability as it relates to the 

student employability journey.  In order to find out more about student experiences I will be 

undertaking semi-structured interviews with a range of students with disabilities. 

Why have I been invited to take part? 

I am inviting students with a disability to take part in this study.  Specifically, I am asking my 

colleagues working in Disability and Student Support Services and in the Student Progress 

Team at Northumbria University to help me find students who are willing to talk about their 

experiences of disability and the legal duty of reasonable adjustments whilst at university but 

also their hopes and aspirations for their future career once they have graduated and what 

their experience of employability and placements is like for someone with a disability.   

Do I have to take part? 

No.  Participation is voluntary.  You do not have to take part and choosing not to take part 

will not disadvantage you in any way.  It is up to you whether you wish to take part.   

What will happen to me if I take part? 

If you decide to take part, then you will be asked to sign a consent form.  Once you have 

returned this signed consent form to me, I will then discuss the interview procedure with you 
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and arrange a time and place for the interview to take place.  I have made arrangements 

with Northumbria University to use private rooms for the purposes of these interviews.  The 

interview is likely to take an hour to an hour and a half.  At the beginning of the interview, I 

will again check with you that you agree to being involved in this research. The interview will 

be recorded on a portable audio recorder, subject to your permission.  The recording will 

then be transcribed for analysis.  I will be responsible for transcribing all of the interviews.  

All recordings of data on the portable data recorder will be deleted after transcription.  The 

data and the resulting transcripts will need to be kept until my doctoral viva has been 

undertaken and my doctorate awarded.  The data will be deleted, and transcripts destroyed 

no later than 6 years from the date that the interviews occur. 

What will happen to the results of the study? 

I will use the results of my research to write my doctoral thesis.  I also plan to share my 

research findings with other academics by publishing articles discussing my findings and by 

presenting papers at academic conferences in the UK and overseas.  I will also produce a 

summary of the main findings of my research which I will send to you and to everyone else 

who agrees to be interviewed if you, and they wish. 

Will my taking part be kept confidential? 

What you say in an interview is regarded as confidential. The only limits or exceptions to 

confidentiality would be where you say something in the interview which suggests that 

information needs to be disclosed to a third party in order to protect you or somebody else.   

You will be assigned a number that will be used for identification purposes throughout the 

study. Therefore, all information which I obtain from you will be completely anonymised (no 

names or personal details will be attached to the data if it is discussed with colleagues or 

with my doctoral supervisor, or when it is presented). When reporting on the research 

findings, I will not reveal your name, nor will any information be provided which might lead to 

you being identified.  There will be no possibility of anyone else linking you as an individual 

with the information discussed in my thesis and any other publications discussing my 

research. The anonymised transcribed data will be used in discussions with my supervision 

team and extracts will be used in my doctoral thesis. 

The Data Protection Act 1998 will apply to the information collected in the interviews.  In 

order to comply with that act all information gathered within the interviews, including 

transcripts of the interviews, will be held on password-locked computer files.  No data will be 

accessible by anyone other than me.   

What happens if I change my mind and want to withdraw from the research? 

Even if you initially decide to take part, you are still free to withdraw from the research 

without giving any reason at any time.  If you choose to withdraw, I will attempt to follow up 

with you, check how you are feeling and ask you for your reason for withdrawing, however 

you do not have to disclose your reason. The researcher also has the right to terminate your 

participation in the study. You can withdraw your data from the project at any time up to the 

point of analysis. 
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What are the possible benefits and risks of taking part? 

Whilst I cannot promise that this study will provide you with a direct benefit, I hope that by 

publishing my findings I will contribute to academic understanding of the law of disability and 

reasonable adjustments in disability discrimination for students whilst at university. I also 

hope that my research will inform positive changes in how we support students with 

disabilities. I am also happy to provide you with a summary of a final report describing the 

main findings if you wish.   

The main disadvantage to take part in the study is that you will be donating your time to take 

part. Equality, diversity and disability are sensitive topics. There is a risk that taking part may 

cause some participants to feel some discomfort or distress. If you feel that this is likely to be 

significant, then you should not take part in the project. If you decide to take part, then you 

can withdraw at any time. You can withdraw your data from the project up to the point of 

analysis. No reason has to be given. If at any time you feel significant discomfort or distress, 

then support can be accessed via the following  

Northumbria University services: Disability and Dyslexia support; Counselling and Mental 

Health support; Welfare and Health support or the Chaplaincy, where highly qualified staff 

can assist. 

How is the project being funded? 

This project is not funded. 

Has the research received ethical approval? 

The study has been approved in accordance with the research ethics procedures of 

Northumbria University and has been approved by the Faculty of Business and Law ethics 

Committee. Please let me know if you require confirmation of this.  

Who should I contact for further information? 

If you have any questions or would like further information about this research, please 

contact me using the following contact details: 

Elisabeth Griffiths 

elisabeth.griffiths@northumbria.ac.uk 

0191 2437343 

Northumbria Law School 

Northumbria University 

Newcastle Upon Tyne 

NE19 1BL 

What if there is a problem? 
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If you have concerns about any aspects of this research, then in the first instance please 

contact me and I will do my best to address those concerns.  If you remain unhappy and 

wish to make a complaint about the conduct of this research, you should contact Professor 

Alan Reed: alan.reed@northumbria.ac.uk or telephone: 0191 2274768. 

Thank you for reading this information sheet and for considering taking part in this 

research. 

Elisabeth Griffiths 

  

mailto:alan.reed@northumbria.ac.uk
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Appendix 3: Informed Consent Form 

 
INFORMED CONSENT FORM 

Study Title: Exploring the experiences of accommodating disability and student 
employability. Is ‘reasonable accommodation’ a better way of achieving equality?  
Researcher: Elisabeth Griffiths, Associate Professor, Faculty of Business and Law as 
part of a Professional Doctorate in Law.  

 
I confirm that I understand that by ticking each box and signing this form I am consenting to 

participate in this research study.  I understand that it will be assumed that any unticked 

boxes mean that I DO NOT consent to that part of the study.  I understand that by not giving 

consent for any one element I may be deemed ineligible for the study. 

Participant consent: Please tick the boxes below as appropriate: 

  

I have read and understand the purpose of the study  p 

I have been given the chance to ask questions about the study and these 
have been answered to my satisfaction  

p 

I am willing to be interviewed  p 

I am willing for my comments to be tape-recorded p 

I understand that I can withdraw my data at any time up to the point of 
analysis if I change my mind and this will not affect my education 

p 

I am aware that my name and details will be kept confidential and will not 
appear in any printed documents.   

p 

I do/do not wish to receive a summary of the findings of this study. 
 

p 

 
If you wish to make a complaint about the conduct of the research, then please contact 
Professor Mary Thomson: mary.thomson@northumbria.ac.uk Telephone: 0191 3495320 
 
This information will be held and processed for the following purpose(s): 
 
 Study Title: “Exploring the experiences of accommodating disability and student 
employability. Is reasonable accommodation a better way of achieving equality?” 
 
 
I agree to the University of Northumbria at Newcastle recording and processing this 
information about me.  I understand that this information will be used only for the purpose(s) 
set out in the information sheet supplied to me, and my consent is conditional upon the 
University complying with its duties and obligations under the Data Protection Act 1998. 
 
 
Name 
 
Participant Signature      Date  
    
The signed consent form will be stored securely by the researcher along with other project 
documentation.  

mailto:mary.thomson@northumbria.ac.uk
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Appendix 4: Interview Schedule for Semi-structured Interviews 

 
INTERVIEW SCHEDULE 

This schedule is only a prompt to explore certain aspects of the experience of disability and 
student life. But also, I want you to tell me what it is like to live in your world. This is not 
about my views. There are no right or wrong answers.  
 

1. How did you come to study law at university? 
 
 

2. Do you consider yourself to have a disability or how would you describe your 
impairment or condition? 
 
 

3. Can you tell me what ‘disability’/impairment or condition means to you at the 
moment? 
 
 

4. Tell me what it is like to be a student with an impairment/condition/ disability?  
 
 

5. What has been your best and worst experience whilst at university? 
 
 

6. What is your understanding of the legal protection available for people with a 
disability What has been your experience of it? 
 
 

7. What has been your experience of looking for and gaining work experience whilst at 
university? 

 
 

8. When you think of a lawyer what do you see or imagine? 
 
 

9. What do you think it would be like to be a lawyer or work in the legal profession or 
associated professions? 

 
 

10. Thinking about your impairment/condition/illness, how do you think other people see 
you? 
 
 

11. How do you feel about disclosing your disability to a future employer? 
 
 

12. How do you see yourself in the future? What are your plans? 
 
 
Is there anything else you would like to tell me that hasn’t come up or where you don’t think 
my questions have captured your experience. 
  



163 
 

Appendix 5: Example Data Table 

 

 

 

This image shows an example of a data table created for each participant. There are five 

columns in the table representing the stages of interpretation as set out in 3.7 above. The 

first column contains verbatim transcript text, the second column contains my interpretation 

of the description or content of what the participant was saying, column three extracts 

significant language used by the participant, column four is where I used an interrogative 

method to ask questions of the data and the final column is where I started to explore 

possible themes as suggested by the data. Each participant had one of these data tables to 

maintain the idiographic nature of IPA. Themes across each participant were established 

from these tables.  
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Appendix 6: Example visual representations of data analysis  

 

 

This image shows an example of the visual representations I created for each participant out 

of their data table. The visual is in the style of a mind map and I used these mind maps to 

develop a picture of each participant through my interpretation of the data. I emphasised 

aspects of the data that I felt were most important for each participant by drawing boxes 

around significant words, such as stigma, self, masquerade, relational and so on. Once I had 

built a mind map for each participant, I could see the themes more clearly.  
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This image shows a close-up of the mind map showing the highlighted words of disclosure, 

emotion, masquerade, temporal. Underneath each highlighted word are words such as fear, 

embarrassed and authentic for emotion and for disclosure words such as dilemma, conflict, 

mixed emotions and so on. 
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This image shows how I combined all the mind maps together during the writing up phase so 

I could see across the developing themes. I lived with these diagrams up on the walls 

throughout the writing up of this thesis to maintain a closeness to the participants.  
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Appendix 7: Overview of the Professional Doctorate in Law (DLaw) 

The Professional Doctorate in Law (DLaw) programme allows students to undertake an 

individual programme of research development that will enable original research to doctoral 

level in their chosen field of study. In accordance with the Academic Regulations for 

Research Awards at Northumbria University (2018/2019) the degree of DLaw is awarded to 

a researcher who has: 

(a) undertaken a taught component. 

(b) undertaken a piece of supervised research. 

(c) critically investigated and evaluated an approved topic resulting in an 

independent and original contribution to knowledge, understanding (i.e., worthy of 

publication and peer review by the academic community) and professional 

practice. 

(d) successfully completed training in and demonstrated an understanding of 

research methods appropriate to the field.  

(e) submitted the work for examination presented to a professional standard. 

(f) defended the submission by viva voce (oral) examination to the satisfaction of the 

examiners. 

I achieved components (a) and (d) through a taught module LA0141 and various training 

sessions. I completed the taught module in September and December 2016 with successful 

assessment undertaken through submission of my project and research proposal in 

February 2017 and accreditation of prior experiential learning through a portfolio of work, 

which allowed entry onto the programme. I completed a number of research development 

sessions at a Doctoral Summer School in Dublin in July 2017 and various training sessions 

provided through Northumbria University and Durham University. All of these were 

undertaken during the first year of doctoral study and enabled me to develop the necessary 

methods for the study. I had numerous conversations with my supervisors, programme 

leaders and other candidates on the programme, and I presented my research at various 

stages at faculty research conferences and departmental seminars, all of which enabled 

completion of this research study. This thesis demonstrates the satisfaction of requirements 

(b), (c) and (e) and will be defended at a viva voce examination in accordance with 

requirement (f). In accordance with the programme handbook, the DLaw is designed to 

develop research and enquiry skills to the highest level and allows for critical investigation 

and evaluation into an approved topic which results in a contribution to knowledge and 

professional practice with a view to enhancing academic and professional development. 

Professional practice can extend to academic/research practice, teaching or legal practice or 
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a combination depending on the focus of the candidate’s work. My contribution is a blend of 

academic, research and teaching practice. Whilst the research can be undertaken by 

portfolio, I decided that my study would be best presented in the form of a thesis. My 

teaching practice and years of experience in HE, alongside my developing research practice 

has come together in this professional doctorate in a way that might not have been possible 

with a traditional PhD programme.  
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GLOSSARY 

 

CDS Critical Disability Studies 

DDA1995 Disability Discrimination Act 1995 

DfE Department for Education 

DLaw Professional Doctorate in Law 

DSA Disabled Students’ Allowance 

DSC Disabled Students’ Commission 

EA 2010 Equality Act 2010 

ECU Equality Challenge Unit 

EHRC Equality and Human rights Commission 

GDPR General Data Protection Regulations 

HE Higher Education 

HEA Higher Education Academy 

HEI Higher Education Institution 

IPA Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis 

LPC Legal Practice Course 

MLaw MLaw Master’s Exempting Degree 

NLS Northumbria Law School 

OfS Office for Students 

PQR Phenomenological Qualitative research 

SLO Student Law Office 

UK United Kingdom 

UPIAS Union of the Physically Impaired Against Segregations 

USA United States of America 
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