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The Emergence of Strengths-based 

Models of Disability
 1980- International 
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 2001- International 

Classification of 

Functioning, 

Disability and 

Health (ICF)



International Classification of 

Impairments, Disabilities, and 

Handicaps (ICIDH)(1980)

 Prior WHO classification systems were intended 

to provide taxonomies of 

impairments/diseases/disorders for diagnosis 

(the International Classification of Diseases, or 

ICD, still principle tool used in the world).

 ICIDH forwarded as a manual of classification 

of the consequences of disease, injuries, and 
other disorders and of their implications for the 
lives of the person experiencing these.

 Examined impact of health condition on 

human functioning.



International Classification of 

Impairments, Disabilities, and 

Handicaps (ICIDH)

 ICIDH introduced three “distinct and 

independent classifications”:
 1. Problems in body functions and/or anatomy, 

resulting in impairment;

 2. Related problems in the person’s activities, resulting 

in disability;

 3. Problems in performing social roles in society, 

resulting in a handicap (World Health Organization, 

1980, p. 30).

 “Externalization” of pathology 



International Classification of 

Functioning, Disability, and Health 

(ICF)(2001)
 In response to criticisms of the ICIDH (and as a 

logical next step in the process), WHO 

introduced the ICF in 2001.
 A universal classification of disability and health for use in health 

and health related sectors.

 “ICF is named as it is because of its stress is on health and 

functioning , rather than on disability. Previously, disability began 

where health ended; once you were disabled, you where in a 

separate category. We want to get away from this kind of thinking. 

We want to make ICF a tool for measuring functioning in society, no 

matter what the reason for one's impairments. So it becomes a much 

more versatile tool with a much broader area of use than a 

traditional classification of health and disability.”

 “This is a radical shift. From emphasizing people's disabilities, we 

now focus on their level of health.”



International Classification of 

Functioning, Disability, and Health 

(ICF)(2001)
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Implications of Changing 

Understandings of Disability
 Strengths-based

 Part of, not apart from, 

typical human functioning

 Focus on 

environment/context, not 

fixing individual

 Emphasizes supports, not 

programs

 Increased emphasis on 

electronic and information 

technology

 Personalized learning

 Focus on self-determination
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Supports

Resources and strategies that:

promote the interests and causes of individuals 

with or without disabilities;

enable them to access opportunities, 

information, and relationships inherent within 

integrated work and living environments;

result in enhanced interdependence, 

productivity, community inclusion, life 

satisfaction, and human functioning. 

Personalized array of supports



An Array of Supports

Person
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Nonpaid Supports

Generic Services

Specialized Services



Personalized Learning
Changing understandings of disability and 
advances in technology are moving us 
toward a system focused on personalized 
learning.

Personalized learning environments are 
characterized by:
An emphasis on student-directed learning

Integration of technology into all aspects of the 
learning experience

Promotes student choice and self-determination

Repeated assessment through the learning 
experience.



Digital Talking 

Books. 

Smartphones, iPads, 

& Tablet PCs

Cloud-based apps

3D Printing

The Internet of 

Everything

Personalized Learning







Dynamic Learning Maps (Portion of 

Mathematics Learning Map)



Centrality of Self-Determination

Self-Determination is a 
dispositional characteristic 
manifested as acting as the 
causal agent in one’s life.  Self-
determined people (i.e., causal 
agents) act in service to freely 
chosen goals. Self-determined 
actions function to enable a 
person to be the causal agent 
is his or her life.

Causal agency:  To make or 
cause something to happen in 
one’s life.

Volitional action: Making a 
conscious choice or decision 
with deliberate intention.


