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Abstract 

This critical phenomenological study sought to understand how students classified with 

disabilities (SCWD) who learn in special classes view their learning environment. Drawing on 

qualitative data from a previous study (Sarju, 2021), the new study examined how students in 

special classes orient themselves as agentic learners in their educational spaces, both in school 

and virtually. Ahmed’s (2006) queer phenomenology provided guidance for framing the 

students’ perspectives and data analysis. Critical theories, crip theory (McRuer, 2006), grounded 

in critical disability studies and queer theory, and structure|agency theory (Bandura, 1989; 

Sewell, 1992) that describes the dialectical relationship between the environment and people, 

added dimension for data collection and analysis. Upon Institutional Review Board approval, 

purposeful sampling recruited 5 voluntary participants from 11th and 12th grades special classes. 

The participants shared their lived experiences of segregated learning through adaptive 

interviews and photovoice methods. In vivo thematic analysis was performed manually using 

Dedoose software (Dedoose.com) across several iterations. Themes that emerged showed that the 

participants’ Orientations in Spaces placed significance on the learning environment, and they 

described why. They needed Enough Space (subcategory Ease of Navigation) and Cleanliness of 

their spaces. They considered Atmosphere and leaned into Space, School Materials Size and Use 

as spaces to orient themselves. They described their Positionality as situated beings in their 

learning environment, and viewed their Special Class as a Better Space. Lastly, the participants 

found At-Home Learning Comfort. The findings revealed the need for greater control over their 

spaces; they noted what they did not like about the spaces at school and what they needed 



instead. Implications of these findings highlight the need to include SCWD in decision-making 

about learning spaces and their needs within them. Ahmed’s (2006) queer phenomenology 

highlights the importance of positionality in spaces for SCWD, and Braidotti’s (2013; 2019) 

posthumanism underscores anthropocentrism in the educational milieu as often the rule, 

centering humans and not enough focus on what the non-human environment offers.  
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