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Traditional conceptualizations of 
disability have focused on 
deficits in relation to what is 
considered typical or “normal” –
this is called the “medical model” 
or “deficit model” 
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Evidence of Disability

A social-ecological conceptualization
of disability focuses on personal 
competence in relation to demands of 
the environment in which a learner is 
operating.

Demands of the Environment

Personal Competence

Person-
Environment 

Mismatch
The population of students with 
disabilities does not necessarily 
change, but the way the students 
are understood changes



Jim cannot see very well compared to others



Jim cannot see very well compared to others

A strengths-based, support-based 
approach calls for understanding what it is I 
can and can’t see; what activities are 
limited because of what I can and can’t see, 
and & what supports I need in order to do 
the things I want and need to do in my 
environment
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Disability

Personal
Competence
Deficits

Environment

Personal
Competence

Notice that a Social-Ecological Conceptualization of 
Disability :
• Does not deny that some children have limitations or 

deficits  in relationship to other children
• Does call for considering a child’s competency 

holistically in relation to environmental demands
• Success is evidenced by greater participation in  

culturally valued environments



• The “GAP” between personal 
competence and environmental 
demands  is addressed through 
supports. 

• Supports function to increase 
competence and/or modify the 
environment to make it more 
welcoming 

• First, let’s look at what is meant by a 
more holistic view of personal 
competence, and then how such 
”thinking” might be applied to a real 
person living a real life.

Demands of the Environment

Personal Competence

Individualized 
Supports

Close the  GAP

Environmental 
Modifications 
Close the GAP







Myers-Briggs





When understanding students by their 
support needs, we are more inclined to (a) 
look for strengths (potentials, 
contributions to make) that supports can 
build on
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When understanding students by their 
support needs, we are more inclined to (a) 
look for strengths (potentials, contributions 
to make) that supports can build on, (b) 
perceive successful participation in a 
classroom as being the consequence of the 
classroom’s capacity to meet a wide range of 
student needs, and (c) understand that the 
primary charge of educators involves 
problem solving to identify and arrange 
supports (instruction is a support strategy).







• Some coaching on the job 
to make sure it is done 
correctly

• Technology to provide 
reminders about what to do 
next or quality control

• Assistance from coworkers 
with conversations

• Rearrangement of job 
duties so that (a) when 
someone needs help, they 
know to ask him & (b) he is 
not asked to interact too 
much with strangers



Rearranging job 
duties
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