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Abstract: Students who receive special education services are identified as having one of the 13
disabilities categories recognized by the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act. This
identification allows for services such as educational, social-emotional, and/or behavioral
supports. However, labeling students with a disability can also have detrimental effects on
students. The purpose of this study was to investigate the perceptions of college students with
previous individualized education programs (IEP) for learning disabilities (LD) and/or attention-
deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). This study utilized semi-structured interviews and basic
qualitative methods to capture the experiences of five current college students at a public, regional
university in the northeastern United States who had an IEP during their K-12 experience for LD
and/or ADHD. Four themes emerged: (a) “A Random Sticker,” (b) “I've Always Hated School,”
(c) “They Thought I Was an Alien,” and (d) “I Thought I Would Never Be Normal.” Based on the
findings, three recommendations are offered: (1) combat others’ negative perceptions, (2) support
self-perceptions of students with disabilities, (3) clarify special education services for students, (4)
collect data from multiple sources and perspectives, and (5) implement policy-level changes.
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INTRODUCTION

Students in special education are identified as having one of the 13 disability categories recognized
by the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) and are provided an Individualized
Education Program (IEP). This process of categorization or “labeling” a student with a disability
can have both positive and detrimental effects on the student. Positive outcomes of being labeled
with a disability include gaining access to special education services that can support educational,
social-emotional, and behavioral outcomes. However, labeling can also influence the perceptions
of both the student and the individuals around them, such as teachers and other service providers.
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According to Becker’s (1963) classic labeling theory, labeling signals that the individual is
different from the majority members of society, which can create a discriminatory effect for the
labelers and, in turn, affect the self-image of the labeled. Various researchers have explored how
this labeling affects special education students. Shifrer (2013a) found that teachers and parents
held lower educational expectations for students labeled with Learning Disabilities (LD) as
compared to similarly achieving students who were not labeled with disabilities. Franz and
colleagues’ (2023) multilevel meta-analysis representing over 8,000 participants concluded that
disability labels can “exacerbate negative academic evaluations, behavioral evaluations,
evaluations of personality, and overall assessments of the child” (p. 16).

To expand our understanding of the effects of labeling on special education students, the
researchers of this qualitative study seek to understand how five college students who previously
had IEPs understand and make meaning of their experiences. Although there are 13 disability
categories defined in IDEA, which are used for educational purposes, this research focuses on the
experiences of individuals who had IEPs for LD, which falls under the Specific Learning Disability
category (SLD), and/or Attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), which falls under the
Other Health Impairment category (OHI). ADHD and LD are the two most frequently diagnosed
neurodevelopmental disorders among children and often co-occur (Zablotsky & Alford, 2020). For
the purposes of this study, we will use disability names such as LD and/or ADHD to align with
how our participants self-identified. The research question guiding this study is: How do college
students with previous IEPs for LD and/or ADHD perceive their experiences in K-12 education?

This study aims to document the voices and perceptions of the participants regarding
supportive and stigmatizing practices in special education. Through the process of investigating
the perceptions of former special education students, we hope to further reveal what the labels LD
and/or ADHD mean to those receiving special education services, how their experiences have
shaped them, and how they make sense of the world of education. The findings from the study can
also provide a longitudinal dimension to Labeling Theory by highlighting how the effects of
labeling can persist beyond students’ K-12 experience by influencing their self-perceptions and
future educational opportunities.

While prior research explored how labeling affects students’ academic and social
experiences (e.g., Shifrer, 2013a), this study adds both longitudinal and qualitative perspectives
by centering the voices of college students reflecting on their K-12 experiences. By exploring
participants’ retrospective accounts, this study provides insight into how the effects of labeling
influence not only their K—12 experiences but also persist into young adulthood, shaping their self-
concept, academic engagement, and sense of belonging. Moreover, in-depth semi-structured
interviews allow for the nuanced ways in which each participant makes meaning of their
experience of being labeled in their K-12 school experience, providing insight that is not captured
in quantitative research.

POSITIONALITY OF THE AUTHORS

The authors include a graduate student and a professor from the Special Education department at
aregional university in the Northeastern United States. Both authors have experience working with
students with LD and/or ADHD as teacher educators. The first author of the study has firsthand
experience with being a student with LD and ADHD and has had both positive and negative special
education-related experiences.

LITERATURE REVIEW
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STUDENTS WITH LEARNING DISABILITIES

Students with LD consist of a heterogeneous group of students whose school-based
challenges are primarily in “understanding or using language, spoken or written, which may
manifest itself in the imperfect ability to listen, think, speak, read, write, spell, or do mathematical
calculations” (IDEA, 2004, § 1400). According to the National Center for Education Statistics
(NCES), 7.3 million students ages 3 to 21 received IDEA services in 2021-2022, which represents
15% of all public school students and the largest category of students served under IDEA (NCES,
2023). However, the federal definition of LD has been widely critiqued, including by the National
Joint Committee on Learning Disabilities (NJCLD) (Hallahan et al., 2019). Learning disabilities
may exist side-by-side with other disorders and occur across cultures, races, and languages,
resulting in difficulties when identifying, assessing, or instructing students with learning
disabilities due to cultural differences (Gartland, 2018).

Beyond school-based challenges, the label of LD can affect how others perceive students’
academic, behavioral, and social abilities and potential. Prior research links LD labeling to shifts
in teachers’ expectations, peer perceptions, and the kinds of instructional opportunities students
are offered, with implications later in life for engagement and identity development (e.g., Becker,
1963; Link & Phelan, 2001; Shifrer, 2013a, 2013Db).

Students with LD often face academic and social challenges, encounter difficulties related
to the identification process, and experience biased perceptions from others. These experiences are
central to the present study’s focus on how students with LD labels perceive their K-12 educational
experiences.

STUDENTS WITH ATTENTION-DEFICIT/HYPERACTIVITY DISORDER

ADHD is a developmental disability characterized by an ongoing pattern of inattention,
hyperactivity, and/or impulsivity (National Institute of Mental Health [NIMH], n.d.). Students with
ADHD may receive special education services through an IEP under the Other Health Impairment
disability category. As with LD, the presence of an ADHD label can alter adult and peer
interpretations of behavior, shaping classroom responses, disciplinary encounters, and access to
supports—factors that can influence students’ sense of belonging, competence, and “fit” at school
(e.g., Link & Phelan, 2001; Shifrer, 2013a).

OHI represents 15% of all special education students (NCES, 2023). However, due to the
differences in the ways students are assessed for OHI across the United States, it is difficult to
determine how many students are receiving services specifically for ADHD. The last recorded
estimation of students with ADHD comes from Forness & Kavale in 2001 with the estimation
being that 40% of students receiving special education services under OHI may have ADHD
(Briesch et al., 2023).

WHY CONSIDER LD AND ADHD TOGETHER

Both LD and ADHD are neurologically based difficulties that impact a student’s ability to
perform specific academic skills (Children and Adults with Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity
Disorder [CHADD], 2017). Some organizations, such as The Foundation for People With Learning
Disabilities (FPWLD), refer to ADHD as a “learning difficulty” because ADHD impacts learning
similarly to LD (FPWLD, 2024). Children with ADHD and LD often receive the same special
education services and accommodations, as both disabilities affect a student’s ability to learn in
similar ways (CHADD, 2017). Previous research also indicates that LD and ADHD share multiple
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neuropsychological factors, such as processing speed, inattention, and working memory, which
can ultimately impact academic outcomes (Pham & Riviere, 2015). Moreover, the behavioral
manifestations of ADHD are described in IDEA’s definition of LD, such as an impaired ability to
complete academic-related tasks such as doing math calculations, reading, writing, thinking,
speaking, listening, and understanding or in using language, spoken, or written (CHADD, 2017,
para. 5). LD and ADHD are also both associated with increased risk for a variety of psychosocial,
emotional, and behavioral issues (Wasserstein et al., 2017).

ADHD is more similar to LD than it is to other disabilities it is grouped with under the OHI
category. Unlike disorders such as hemophilia, lead poisoning, leukemia, epilepsy, and other
related health conditions that are listed under OHI, ADHD does not directly affect one's overall
physical health.

Moreover, co-occurrence of LD and ADHD is common, with some estimates indicating
31% to 45% of students with LD may also have ADHD (DuPaul et al., 2013). Additionally, the
prevalence of comorbid LD and ADHD is on the rise with estimates up to 75% “higher over the
past decade relative to previous estimates” (DuPaul et al., 2013, p. 45).

Most centrally for this study, labeling mechanisms are label-general: the visible presence
of a special education label, whether LD or ADHD, can shift expectations, gatekeep opportunities,
and become internalized by students over time (Becker, 1963; Link & Phelan, 2001; Shifrer,
2013a). Because the research question targets students’ perceptions of being labeled and of how
services were experienced, analyzing LD and ADHD together offers a view of how labeling
processes operate in real schools, avoids an artificial separation created by identification and
administrative practices, and reflects the lived reality that students’ identities and supports rarely
map cleanly onto a single category.

Due to the complexities of identifying students as having LD and/or ADHD, the similar
impacts these two disabilities have on students, and the shared experience of labeling dynamics,
the current study will include the perceptions of students with former IEPs.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: LABELING THEORY

Becker’s (1963) classic labeling theory asserts that labels affect the perceptions of both
society and the individual being labeled. \In 1996, labeling theory was redefined by Scheff as a
theory that “ultimately predicts that labeled persons will perceive themselves and behave in
accordance with the symbols of the label and others’ altered perceptions” (Shifrer, 2013a, p. 463-
464). Labels act as social signals that can trigger stigma and status loss, which in turn reshape
expectations and interactions; over time, labeled individuals may internalize others’ altered
perceptions, adjusting their identities to align with the label (Becker, 1963; Scheff, 1966/1999;
Link & Phelan, 2001). In schools, this pathway manifests when disability labels influence how
teachers, peers, and families interpret the same behaviors and performances, often lowering
expectations or narrowing perceived futures (Shifrer, 2013a, 2013b). Repeated interactions along
these lines can foster self-doubt, avoidance, or resignation.

PSYCHOLOGICAL AND ACADEMIC IMPACTS OF LEARNING DISABILITY LABEL

Labels such as LD and ADHD affect the self-perceptions of students and the perceptions
of those around them such as educators, parents, and other students. Despite the label being placed
on these students to ensure they receive equitable treatment, labels have been shown to “adversely

affect educational expectations and academic outcomes” (Daley & Rappolt-Schlichtmann, 2018,
p. 200).
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PSYCHOLOGICAL IMPACTS OF LEARNING DISABILITY LABEL. The labels assigned to children
with learning disabilities affect their self-esteem (Savaria & Sinclair, 2011). Ingesson (2007) found
that the first six years after the initial creation of their learning disability label was the lowest
period of their self-esteem with it steadily increasing afterwards. In a 20-year longitudinal study
(Goldberg et al., 2003), participants struggled the most in childhood, citing stress from academic
failure and frustration, self-doubt, fear of social humiliation, issues with self-esteem, social and
familial relationships, and bullying (Goldberg et al., 2003). Savaria and Sinclair (2011) found that
students with LD felt their label harmed both their self-esteem and academic achievement. Even
when performing on par with typically achieving peers, students with LD reported persistent
emotional distress and negative self-perceptions (Orly & Margalit, 2014). Moreover, students with
LD are at increased risk of peer rejection, which can lead to social isolation, loneliness, diminished
hope, reduced academic effort, and poorer mental health outcomes (Atanga et al., 2019; Bruefach
& Reynolds, 2022; Orly & Margalit, 2014).

ACADEMIC IMPACT OF LEARNING DISABILITY LABEL. Although the LD label grants access to
needed services, it also carries social stigma. Labeling Theory holds that diagnostic tags reshape
others’ expectations and lead to differential treatment (Haft et al., 2022). Proponents argue that
categorical 1identification helps match students to evidence-based supports (Hebbeler
& Spiker, 2016), but categories are usually assigned via standardized tests and IQ-
achievement-discrepancy formulas that overlook sociocultural context. Longitudinal analyses
show that labeled students, despite similar achievement, are steered toward less rigorous
coursework, indicating that the label itself can narrow opportunity and shape self-concept
(Shifrer, Callahan, & Muller, 2013a). Follow-up work urges schools to retain supportive services
while actively countering the negative expectations the label can trigger (Shifrer et al., 2013b).

SYNTHESIS AND IMPLICATIONS FOR THE PRESENT STUDY

Across these strands, a coherent picture emerges. Disability labels, including LD and
ADHD, reshape how school is experienced by students with these labels by altering expectations
and interactions. These signals can be internalized, with consequences for belonging, motivation,
and identity. Because LD and ADHD frequently travel through the same institutional pathways
(e.g., IEP/504 processes, accommodations) and because labeling mechanisms are
category-general, considering them together provides a realistic lens on how labeling unfolds in
everyday school life.

The present study extends this literature by analyzing retrospective narratives from college
students who previously had IEPs for LD and/or ADHD, sharing their stories about how labeling
and services were experienced over time.

METHODS
This basic qualitative study (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) used semi-structured, individual
interviews to explore how five college students who had IEPs for either LD or ADHD made
meaning of their K-12 school experience. The study was approved by an institutional review board

at a regional university in the Northeastern United States.

PARTICIPANT RECRUITMENT
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Inclusion criteria for participants included (a) being a currently enrolled undergraduate college
student, (b) self-identifying as having an IEP in their K-12 school experience, and (c) self-
identifying as having LD and/or ADHD. Exclusion criteria included (a) having a 504 plan in K-12
experiences instead of an IEP and (b) self-identifying as having a primary disability other than LD
and/or ADHD (e.g., Autism). These exclusion criteria were selected to help ensure the participants
had similar school experiences with special education identification and implementation.

Participant recruitment was completed in three stages. First, the researchers announced the
opportunity to participate in the research study in college classes. As the second author is a special
education faculty member, he was able to include the announcement in his own classes and classes
taught by fellow education faculty. Second, the research recruitment flyer was posted on campus.
Third, participants were recruited through snowball sampling, which involved asking participants
to recommend individuals who may be appropriate for the study (Patton, 2014). To protect
confidentiality during snowball sampling, current participants were asked to provide the
researchers' contact information to potential participants, rather than sharing potential participants'
identifying information with the researchers without their consent.

Identified potential participants were sent a recruitment email with an informed consent
document attached. The informed consent document detailed the purpose of the study, the potential
risks associated with participation (e.g., emotional reactions to questions being asked about their
school experiences), protocols to enhance anonymity (e.g., pseudonyms), and the participants’
right to withdraw from the study at any time, for any reason, and without consequence.

PARTICIPANT DEMOGRAPHICS

Five participants were recruited and participated in the study. Each of the five participants
attended public schools during their K-12 education, three in urban districts, one in a rural district,
and one in a suburban district. Four of the participants remained in inclusive classrooms, receiving
occasional pull-out services, while one participant, Tulip, was in a substantially separate classroom
from second to fifth grade. Tulip then moved to an inclusive classroom with occasional pull-out
services. See Table 1 for participant demographics.

TABLE 1
PARTICIPANT DEMOGRAPHICS
Participant ~ Gender Identity Age  Year in College Disability Category for IEP

Tulip Female 21 Senior ADHD and LD
Orchid Male 21 Senior LD
Wallflower Nonbinary 20 Junior ADHD
Wisteria Female 21 Junior ADHD
Carnation Nonbinary 19 Freshman ADHD
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The sample size of 5 participants aligns with qualitative research standards that prioritize
depth over breadth (Mirriam &Tisdell, 2016). Data saturation was achieved with five
participants, as evidenced by a lack of new themes emerging from the interviews.

DATA COLLECTION

The lead researcher interviewed each participant individually via online audio and video
platform (i.e., Zoom) using a semi-structured interview protocol. Each interview lasted between
20 and 40 minutes. Since the aim of the study was to explore the perceptions and experiences of
the participants, interviews were selected as the data collection method because they “[allow] us
to enter into the other person’s perspective” (Patton, 2014, p. 426).

The semi-structured interview protocol included five demographic questions (e.g., gender
identity, current age) and ten interview questions with potential follow-up probes (e.g., “How did
you feel about receiving the LD or ADHD label?” Potential follow-up probes to this question
included, “Do you feel the label accurately describes you? and, “Was there anything you would
change about the process of receiving the label?”). To help ensure that participants were able to
share any information they felt was relevant, the final question of the protocol was, “Is there
anything you would like to say about your experience being a student with a learning disability
label that I haven’t asked you?”

As the nature of the interviews is retrospective, there is a potential for recall bias. To help
mitigate this, the semi-structured interview explicitly included follow-up probes to clarify
participants’ memories of educational experiences. Additionally, member checks were completed
to confirm the accuracy of the researcher’s interpretation of the participants’ memories.

DATA ANALYSIS

Each interview was transcribed and then coded in a three-step process using Dedoose, a
cloud-based application for analyzing qualitative and mixed methods data, including interview
transcripts. Initial coding was completed with In Vivo codes, which are codes taken directly from
the participants’ language to “keep the data rooted in the participant’s own language” (Saldaiia,
2013, p. 7). A second cycle of coding was completed to identify codes that share characteristics
and group them into categories. A third and final cycle of coding was completed to identify
themes, which Saldafia (2013) defined as “an outcome of coding, categorization, or analytic
reflection” (p. 14, emphasis in original).

The researcher employed various strategies to ensure validity and reliability, including peer
review, audit trails, and member checks (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 259). The researcher
conducted peer reviews with their coauthor, focusing on study methods, coding cycles, and theme
development. Specifically, the lead author would initially code the interview transcripts and then
meet with the second author to review coding for clarity and consistency. This process also allowed
for discussions about how initial codes may fit together as categories. These discussions happened
for each interview in the initial coding, once for the second cycle, and once for the final cycle of
coding. Audit trails documenting interpretive decisions and methods were maintained through
memoing within the Dedoose software application.

After the third cycle of coding was complete and peer reviewed by the researchers, member
checks were requested with each of the participants via email. Three of the participants agreed to
participate in member checks, while two participants did not respond to the requests. The three
participants who completed member checks reported that they were “represented accurately”
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(Wallflower), “felt represented” (Tulip), and that the researcher “captured my words perfectly”
(Wisteria).

RESULTS

Participants identified four themes related to making meaning of their K-12 school
experiences as students with LD and/or ADHD. These themes are named using In Vivo codes to
more accurately capture the participants' experiences and perspectives: (a) “A Random Sticker,”
(b) “I’ve Always Hated School,” (¢) “They Thought I Was an Alien,” and (d) “I Thought I
Would Never Be Normal.”

“A RANDOM STICKER”
The first theme, “A Random Sticker,” captures the complicated relationship participants
had with their disability label. Orchid provided the In Vivo code for this theme, explaining:

I got put on the IEP even though I didn't know what it was. Nobody explained it to me. So,
it's just like, hey... I'm just going to put like a random sticker on you and then you can't
really peel it off. And then you're just kind of stuck with it.

Participants felt the label of a disability did not clearly or wholly describe who they were
as a person and student. Wallflower summarized this feeling by saying the label “accurately
described a piece of the picture, but that wasn’t the whole picture.” Tulip echoed this sentiment,
expressing frustration that the IEP team was “just looking at me on a paper and looking at test
scores...when in reality I'm so much more than an IEP.” Tulip’s dissatisfaction with the label and
feeling unseen by educators is consistent with previous literature that discusses how when students
with LD perceive that educators have low expectations of them or their capabilities, it can lead to
altered self-perceptions (Savaria & Sinclair, 2011; Shifrer et al., 2013).

Despite these frustrations, participants also identified that the disability label resulted in
beneficial supports. Carnation noted how having an IEP-required accommodation for extended
time made it “a formal thing I don't have to have anxiety over asking for it. They just have to give
it to me, which was great." Wisteria identified that some of the special educators she had as
teachers “literally turned out to be some of my favorite teachers...they were so awesome and so
nice to me.” These interactions with educators align with findings in previous literature that
highlight how supportive experiences with educators can lead to students flourishing compared to
non-supportive experiences, which can lead to increased anxiety and difficulty in receiving needed
accommodations (Lightfoot et al., 2018).

This relationship is further complicated by participants being identified and labeled at ages
where they do not fully understand the services and accommodations they receive. Tulip described
this by saying:

As a kid, I was...constantly wanting to get rid of my accommodations. [Now] I wish I had
them later in my life. Because I don't [have accommodations] anymore. I fought so hard to
get off of [the accommodations]. And then once I was off of it, I realized actually how
much I miss being on them.
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DiSCUSSION

Given the issues relative to overly high illuminance and cool blue temperature lighting
utilized in previous classroom lighting research (Mott et al., 2012; 2014), the current study sought
to evaluate a similar lighting system with a spectral array enriched with cool blue-cyan wavelength
yet containing a visually appealing lower CCT level (as measured in degrees of Kelvin) and an
associated lower illuminance level (as measured in 1x). In prior research, the CCT levels for the
blue enriched lighting were measured at 6500 Kelvin. The high Kelvin levels can lead to up to a
5% higher illuminance output (Li et al., 2021). Although very cool blue CCT (6500 K) and high
illuminance (1000 Ix) lighting may have positive effects on learning, especially for sleep-restricted
young adults (Grant et al., 2021), numerous studies have defined the cognitive benefits for these
specifications (see the systematic and comprehensive review of lighting effects on cognition by
Siraji et al., 2022). Despite these benefits, there are negative effects associated with very cool blue
and high illuminance lighting. A main concern is that the associated flicker from blue CCT (6500
K and higher) and high illuminance (600-1000 Ix) fluorescent lighting similar to that used in the
Mott et al. studies has been found to be non-visually detected by the human retina. The negative
effects from lighting with these specifications include sensory responses associated with visual
fatigue, eyestrain and reduced visual performance especially over time (Grant et al.).

For the current study, it is important to reemphasize here: 1) the CCT for Intervention and
Control classrooms was cool (5000 K) but given the blue-to-cyan wavelength (440-520 nm), there
were equivalent CCT levels between the intervention and control rooms. Additionally, the
illuminance levels for control and intervention classrooms were both in the normal 500 lux range.
Given the statistically significant results in the current study for student performance on the
practice ACT and the control of extraneous variables, including learner differences, evidence for
the intervention lighting impacting students’ melatonin suppression and cognitive performance
indicates that the blue-to-cyan wavelength lighting has similar effects to what has been shown with
blue and high illuminance lighting. The benefit, and an important difference, is that the blue-to-
cyan CCT lighting used in the present study does not contain negative non-visual effects cited
above.

“I’VE ALWAYS HATED SCHOOL”

The second theme, “I’ve Always Hated School,” reflects participants' negative experiences
and feelings toward school, often stemming from their disabilities, IEPs, and accommodations.
Carnation provided the In Vivo code for this theme, stating:

I've never liked school like I've always hated it...for someone who's disabled it's
more stressful because it's all about executive functioning and sitting for long
periods of time and not moving or not having control about when or who you can
talk to.

Participants specifically connected their dislike of school to their IEPs. Tulip stated, “I
don't think I had a very positive relationship with school because of my IEP. I just felt like I was
never good enough and then I was always going to be behind.” Tulip’s feelings of self-doubt and
ongoing emotional distress in connection with the LD label are consistent with previous research
where other students with LD have reported similar negative experiences (Orly & Margalit, 2014;
Savaria & Sinclair, 2011). This was echoed by Carnation, who described feeling ignored during
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IEP meetings stating, “I'd be in like a room with like all my teachers all my like special Ed teachers,
my therapist, my parents and I felt like no one cared about what I was saying.” Carnation’s desire
to play a more integral role in the IEP process aligns with previous research where former
education students reported wanting more involvement in the process (Savaria & Sinclair, 2011).

Other participants connected their dislike of school to the services or accommodations they
were (or were not) receiving. Wisteria described how services such as small group intervention
made her feel “excluded, you know, like being pulled out of class to, like, go to separate teachers
or be in separate groups.” Carnation voiced his disappointment with a lack of support, and
therefore a lack of efficacy, with his accommodations:

From an outside perspective, you're like ‘Oh my God, once I get accommodations
everything will be fine, and everything will be fixed.” And I'm, like, literally not going to be
disabled anymore. And you get them, and no one helps you or tells you ‘Hey, here's how you can
apply these.” You still have to advocate for yourself every single day to get those accommodations
that they're legally supposed to give you.

“THEY THOUGHT I WAS AN ALIEN”

The third theme, “They Thought I was an Alien,” highlights the social challenges
participants faced with school staff and peers, including struggles to make friends, bullying, and
missing out on typical adolescent experiences. Carnation described feeling socially isolated from
his peers and provided the In Vivo code for this theme by saying, “I was bullied. My whole life
kids called me weird. They thought I was an alien.”

Orchid described her disability label as “alienating and isolating” and noted how she was
aware of the “little things that I missed out on” that her peers were experiencing. Wallflower
echoed this yearning for typical social experiences by saying, “I think that the social aspect is
really what I was missing. Like, people would hang out with their friends. I never did that.”
Carnation also described being “sectioned off from, like, the normal kids.” The social isolation felt
by the three participants is consistent with previous literature, which notes children with LD are at
a greater risk for isolation due to peer rejection, which can affect their self-perceptions (Orly &
Margalit, 2014; Savaria & Sinclair, 2011).

Sadly, participants also felt socially isolated from the adults in the school building.
Wallflower recalled having a teacher that “just didn't like [students with disabilities].” Tulip voiced
her frustration with teachers by saying:

I experienced a lot of teachers who didn't care to teach me because they wanted to
just teach the people who understood them; understood the material...I did
understand the material. I just needed you to phrase it in a different way. I need you
to repeat yourself. Or just talk to me.

Carnation described this social isolation as feeling not heard nor protected by the adults on his IEP
team, saying, “I felt like no one cared about what I was saying even though everyone was
discussing my disability and my mental health...I'm the only person who has my back”. Wallflower
and Carnation’s experiences align with previous research, which highlights how a lack of teacher
preparation and supportive experiences with educators can lead to students having difficulty
accessing their accommodations (Ferri et al., 2001; Lightfoot et al., 2018).

“I THOUGHT I WoULD NEVER BE NORMAL”
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The fourth theme, “I Thought I Would Never be Normal,” explores the impact of disability labels
on the participants' self-esteem and how being labeled and treated differently affected their self-
worth and their perception of their abilities. All five participants discussed negative impacts on
their self-esteem. Tulip identified the In Vivo code for this theme, saying:

I was extremely negative about myself. Looking back, I'm honestly scared that I
was ever at that point. Obviously, I was a depressed child. I did have anxious
tendencies, but I was so low on myself because I thought I would never be normal.

Wisteria echoed forming a negative self-concept by comparing herself to peers, stating that
she did not “want to use the word like dumb or stupid because I hate those words...but I fe[lt] like
maybe I wasn't, like, as smart or quick or whatever as other students.” Carnation also made sense
of his self-concept by comparing himself to peers without disabilities saying, “there are things that
normal people do that I will never be able to do. Like ever.” Orchid also described feeling envious
of their classmates' ability to complete assignments without struggle, saying, “It did feel a little bit
like, oh wow I can’t be at the same level as everyone else.” These negative impacts on self-esteem
that all participants described align with prior research, where students with LD have described
feeling that their disability label negatively influenced their self-esteem and self-perceptions
(Savaria & Sinclair, 2011).

DiSCUSSION

The purpose of the study was to understand how former students with IEPs for LD and/or
ADHD made meaning of their K-12 educational experiences. A basic qualitative approach was
used to analyze interviews with five participants. Four themes emerged: (a) “A Random Sticker,”
(b) “I’ve Always Hated School,” (c) “They Thought I Was an Alien,” and (d) “I Thought I Would
Never Be Normal.” These themes map directly onto the mechanisms uncovered in the literature
review: labeling as social marking; lowered expectations and constrained opportunities; peer and
adult interactions that undermine belonging; and limited voice in understanding and using services.
This alignment underscores the practical importance of countering negative perceptions, building
student agency and self-advocacy, and making supports both effective and dignified in their
everyday delivery.

The challenges described by participants offer insight into changes educational
professionals can implement to support current and future special education students with IEPs for
LD and/or ADHD. Participants' varied experiences in inclusive classroom settings, aside from one
participant who was in a sub-separate classroom from second to fifth grade, with three from urban
districts, one in a rural district, and one in a suburban district reveal patterns in how inclusive
classrooms and pull-out programs were conducted and how their practices shaped the themes
highlighted in the study. Themes such as “I’ve Always Hated School” and “They Thought I Was
an Alien” depict the social and physical isolation participants felt during pull-out services and in
inclusive classrooms. These findings highlight the changes that educators can implement to
improve how support services are delivered.

These discoveries also support and confirm Labeling Theory by demonstrating how labels
for LD and/or ADHD can shape how the students are treated by others and how they see
themselves. The theme, “I Thought I Would Never Be Normal,” reveals the internalized stigma
theorized by Scheff (1996) where labeled students begin to perceive themselves and act in line
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with others' perceptions of them (Shifrer, 2013). This internalized stigma further supports the
changes educators can make to support labeled students' self-perceptions.

IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY AND PRACTICE

These themes highlight the vital role of combating negative perceptions of special
education students, supporting special education students’ self-perceptions, clarifying special
education services for students, collecting data from multiple sources and perspectives, and policy-
level changes.

RECOMMENDATION 1: COMBATTING OTHERS’ NEGATIVE PERCEPTIONS. The themes “T’ve Always
Hated School” and “They Thought I Was an Alien” emphasize the need for educators, parents, and
peers to work together in overcoming negative stereotypes and perceptions of students with
disabilities. Both themes illustrate the harm caused by such perceptions, which often result in
social isolation, bullying, and differential treatment. The negative impact these perceptions have
on students’ academic and social lives highlights the necessity for targeted interventions that foster
more inclusive and accepting attitudes. Research supports the idea that classroom-based
interventions, such as classroom discussions, organized games, buddy reads, and peer tutoring, can
significantly improve the way students with disabilities are perceived by their peers (Novak &
Bartelheim, 2012). Research also supports the implementation of pilot programs to teach educators
universal design principles and strategies, which have been proven to increase educators'
knowledge about challenges facing students with disabilities, student engagement, and self-
sufficiency (Lightfoot et al., 2018). Moreover, encouraging open conversations about disabilities
at home can help reinforce these positive perceptions outside of school.

RECOMMENDATION 2: SUPPORTING SELF-PERCEPTIONS. The theme “I Thought I Would Never Be
Normal” emphasizes the importance of nurturing positive self-perceptions in students with
disabilities. Many of the participants expressed a deep desire to fit in with their peers and to be
viewed as “normal.” This yearning for normalcy contributed to feelings of low self-worth,
isolation, and frustration. Schools must work towards eliminating the notion of a “normal” or
“ideal” student and, instead, create environments where diversity in learning abilities is not only
accepted but celebrated. Social-emotional learning (SEL) programs, which promote caring
relationships and responsive teaching, have been shown to “promote inclusion and respect for
individual educational needs, while ensuring a sense of belonging and reducing experiences of
humiliation and failure” (Cavioni et al., 2017). By fostering an inclusive atmosphere, educators
can help students with LD and/or ADHD feel valued and capable, reducing the detrimental effects
of labels on their self-esteem.

RECOMMENDATION 3: CLARIFYING SPECIAL EDUCATION SERVICES. The theme "A Random
Sticker" underscores the importance of ensuring that special education students fully understand
their disability label and the services they receive. Several participants expressed confusion or
frustration over their IEPs, with some feeling that their disability label did not accurately reflect
their full potential. This highlights the need for schools to provide clear, developmentally
appropriate explanations of disability labels and related services. Research also suggests that
service providers educate students on how to access accommodations and connect them with
different service personnel (Lightfoot et al., 2018). Students must be empowered to understand
and advocate for their educational needs. This also extends to parents, who play a key role in

Educational Researcher: Theory & Practice, Volume 36, Issue 3, ISSN 2637-8965



Ambler, M. & Ernest, B. W. 22

guiding their child’s educational journey. Providing parents with the tools and information
necessary to support their child’s advocacy can ensure that services are used effectively.

RECOMMENDATION 4: COLLECTING DATA FROM MULTIPLE SOURCES AND PERSPECTIVES. Each
of the themes identified in the study highlights the unique perspectives of the participants and
underscores the need to collect additional data, such as parent and teacher perspectives, IEP
documents, and other relevant sources, when conducting future studies to facilitate a deeper
understanding of the participants’ experiences. This can provide researchers with a greater
understanding of the participants’ lived experiences, validate findings, identify any relevant
patterns or service gaps, and detect systematic issues within the education system. Researchers can
then offer specific actionable practice recommendations to educators and parents in efforts to
rectify any barriers.

RECOMMENDATION 5: POLICY-LEVEL CHANGES. These findings also suggest implications for
educational policy. As participants frequently cited feelings of exclusion from the IEP process, a
revision of IDEA’s guidelines to ensure more meaningful student participation may be warranted.
Although IDEA already encourages student participation, especially related to transition planning,
earlier and more developmentally appropriate involvement would foster a more inclusive process.
Moreover, this enhanced involvement may also improve students’ understanding of IEP services
and supports (bolstering recommendation 3), and foster greater self-advocacy. To this end,
policymakers might consider requiring pre-service and in-service training that explicitly addresses
the long-term social-emotional impact of labels and emphasizes student-centered planning.

LIMITATIONS AND IMPLICATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

This study presents valuable insights into the experiences of students with learning
disabilities (LD) and attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) during their K-12 education.
However, as with all research, there are limitations to this study.

First, the study's reliance on a small sample size limits the generalizability of the findings.
The experiences and narratives provided, while insightful, may not capture the full range of
perspectives within this population. To address this limitation, future research should aim to
include a larger and more diverse sample of participants. Expanding the participant pool will help
to generate a more comprehensive understanding of the issues at hand and enhance the robustness
of the findings.

Second, this study focuses on the retrospective accounts of college students regarding their
K-12 educational experiences. As a result, the data reflect past experiences rather than the current
state of K-12 education. It is recommended that future research involve direct interviews with
current K-12 students. This approach will provide a real-time assessment of their experiences and
challenges, offering insights into whether and how issues persist or evolve.

Lastly, the study exclusively involves participants with LD or ADHD. While this focus
provides valuable insights into these specific conditions, it does not account for the experiences of
students with other types of disabilities. To build a more inclusive understanding, future research
should include participants with a broader range of disabilities, such as autism spectrum disorder
(ASD) or physical disabilities.

CONCLUSIONS
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Each of the themes identified in this study illustrates the need for systemic changes to better
support students with IEPs for LD and/or ADHD. Every student, regardless of their label, deserves
an educational experience where they feel included, valued, and capable. The four themes
identified: (a) “A Random Sticker,” (b) “I’ve Always Hated School,” (c) “They Thought I was an
Alien,” and (d) “I Thought I Would Never Be Normal,” describe how the LD and/or ADHD label
affects students throughout their K-12 experiences through complex feelings surrounding the label,
negative school experiences, self-doubt, social stigma, and altered self-perceptions. These altered
perceptions also further confirm Labeling Theory by revealing how others’ treatment of labeled
students can influence their self-perceptions.

Unlike much of the existing research that focuses on short-term academic outcomes or
others’ perceptions of students with disabilities, this study adds a longitudinal perspective by
analyzing retrospective accounts from college students reflecting on their K—12 experiences.
Participants’ narratives reveal how the psychological and social impacts of labeling can persist
well beyond school, shaping their educational identities into adulthood.

The findings from this study suggest that by combating negative perceptions, supporting
students' self-perceptions, ensuring clarity around special education services, collecting data from
multiple sources and perspectives, and implementing policy-level changes, educators can
significantly improve the academic and social experiences of students with disabilities. At the
policy level, revisions to IDEA should mandate age-appropriate student participation in IEP
development, not just during transition years. Additionally, teacher licensure and professional
development should include explicit training in disability awareness, stigma reduction, and
inclusive decision-making practices.

This study also highlights several areas for future research. Given the small sample size
and retrospective design, future studies should include larger and more diverse participant groups
to strengthen generalizability. Interviewing current K—12 students would provide a real-time
perspective on labeling and special education practices, while including students with other
disabilities (e.g., autism, emotional and behavioral disorders, or physical disabilities) would offer
a broader view of how labels function across disability categories. Future research might also
examine the impact of student-led IEP meetings or the long-term effects of early self-advocacy
training.

While we cannot change the past struggles faced by the participants, their stories offer
valuable lessons that can help shape more effective educational practices for future generations.
By implementing the specific recommendations suggested here and amplifying student voice
throughout the IEP process, educators and policymakers can ensure that disability labels are used
to provide support, not impose limitations.
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