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Research Team Positionality

• We do not identify as autistic or as having autism, but as people with 
physical disabilities.

• We do not speak for autistic individuals, but bring their voices to the fore as 
human beings. 

• We want to capture the fluid ways in which our participants move between 
person-first and identity-first language.

• We utilize participant language to keep us honest and in to oppose 
medicalized models of autism and disability, broadly.

NOTHING ABOUT US WITHOUT US!  
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Negotiating Equilibrium: Advancing from Outsider to Insider (Groen, 2017)

Groen, C. (2017). Advancing from Outsider to Insider: A Grounded Theory of Professional Identity Negotiation. Doctoral dissertation. Virginia Tech, Blacksburg, VA.
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Study Overview

RQ1. How do students with cognitive, 
developmental, or physical 
disabilities form identities as 
civil engineers during their 
undergraduate programs?

RQ2. How do students with cognitive, 
developmental, or physical 
disabilities form identities as 
civil engineers during their first 
year of work?

Identity Constructs as Sensitizing Concepts

Grounded Theory Methodology

Nationwide Data 
Collection

• 40 UG CE students
• 60-90 minute 

semi-structured 
interviews

RESEARCH DESIGN
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Participant Introductions: Meet David

• Identification: Autistic; not disabled or not having a disability
• Age of diagnosis: Pre-kindergarten
• Study participation: Began as a freshman and is now a sophomore

I don't think  of myself as me and my disability, I think of myself as just me. 

I view the world and certain things somewhat differently than other people. And, 
sometimes approach things in ways ... Especially in math. There can be certain ways of doing 
something. Then, I'm always the person that does it the third way, in a sense because, it's 
the way that makes the most sense to me, but maybe not other people.

David
Integrated disability identity and sense of self

Overview
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Participant Introductions: Meet Shawn

• Identification: Autistic; having a disability but not disabled
• Age of diagnosis: During elementary school
• Study participation: Began as a freshman and is now a sophomore

[The doctor] basically said, straight out of the go, “Yes, she definitely has Asperger’s.” Which, 
at the time, that's what they called it. [. . .] you know when they say people with Asperger’s 
have that one thing that they know a lot about? [. . .] For me, it was that I wanted to know 
why I had these certain things. I didn’t know it growing up, but when I look back, my thing 
was learning why these things happened to me. I feel like I understand why I do things, and 
the things that I do, because that was my thing that I went into.

Shawn

Overview

Diagnosis helped her understand her differences from others
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Current Findings: A Sub-Process of Disability Identification

Causal Condition

Experiencing a Barrier or Identifying Difference 

INCLUDING 
DISABILITY 
IDENTITY IN 

DEFINITION OF 
SELF

Intervening Conditions

Requesting Accommodations
Assessing Disclosure

Strategies

Navigating Colloquial Expectations
Managing Education & Career

Outcome

Identifying with Disability (disability identity 
saliency)
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Experiencing a Barrier or Identifying Difference 

Relating to the “Other”

I was the only one in my class, out of 30 of us, that didn't think 
that [the main character] was a bad person. Because she did 
something violent that caused her husband to send her away. 
To me, she did that something violent because that was a cry 
for help. I think I understand that, because I understand the 
whole anxiety and the whole depression thing. 

Shawn
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Assessing Disclosure

David

Basically, if you need to know, we'll tell you, but we wouldn't say 
otherwise. [. . . ] It's also just the stigma. [. . .] when people 
think autistic, they think someone that, you can't do much. I 
guess that's part of it. They would think that I can't do much.
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Assessing Disclosure

David

Basically, if you need to know, we'll tell you, but we wouldn't say 
otherwise. [. . . ] It's also just the stigma. [. . .] when people 
think autistic, they think someone that, you can't do much. I 
guess that's part of it. They would think that I can't do much.

Shawn

I've always been really picky about who I share things with, 
because a lot of people, they fear the unknown. They're going to 
think “Oh, you have a disability? You're damaged. You're 
broken. I don't want that.” 
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If it's a major exam for certain subjects, I'll use [my accommodations], 
but there are ones that I don’t. [. . . ] I really only use it when I have 
to because, if I’m already really good at it and…taking the 
accommodations kind of feels like cheating at that point.

Navigating Colloquial Expectations

Moderating Accommodations

David
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That's something that I had to learn [. . .] If you're happy, you smile. If 
you're sad, you need to frown. If you think something's funny, you 
need to laugh. That's become second nature to me now, just because 
I've done it so much, like a creature of habit now.

If it's a major exam for certain subjects, I'll use [my accommodations], 
but there are ones that I don’t. [. . . ] I really only use it when I have 
to because, if I’m already really good at it and…taking the 
accommodations kind of feels like cheating at that point.

Navigating Colloquial Expectations

Moderating Accommodations

David

Shawn

Learning to Act “Normal”
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Advantages: Analytical Thinking & Innovation

Shawn

[. . . ] most of the people with autism that I've met, they're very analytical 
because we know that our feelings are a little different, so we don't 
necessarily trust our feeling feelings, because we know that they're mostly 
guided towards logic, anyway [ . . . ] we think very analytically. [. . . ] I think 
that's a big advantage, because I don't hold on to prior [expectations].
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strongly identifies with 
disability identity and 
gender identity – not 
compatible with the 
profession

strongly identifies with 
profession and disability 
identity

Nuanced Disability Identity Saliency
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Recommendations & Applications

For those of you who identify as autistic or having autism:
• We hope that these experiences resonate with you and can be applied to your 

own lives and contexts.

For those of you who do not identify as autistic or having autism:
• Listen to individuals who identify as autistic or having autism.

• Move away from imposing meaning and identity onto others and deficit 
models of autism.

• Make space for individuals to identify their identities for themselves. 

• Bear witness to the socio-cultural factors that shape autistic experiences.
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[. . .] a lot of people with autism, they're not 
comfortable with talking about it. Or, they don't know 
how to talk about it. And it’s like, if you can talk to 
somebody that can [talk about it], then that's great. 
You know?Shawn

Cassandra McCall, PhD
cgroen@vt.edu

Marie Paretti, PhD
mparetti@vt.edu

Questions & Discussion
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