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Abstract
This entry introduces the subfield of participatory historical research with people with learning disabilities. This subfield is small, in terms of the numbers of researchers working within it. Yet is notable for its creativity, compassionate approach to research and commitment to social justice and the activist aims of disability studies and the disability rights movement. The entry begins by setting out the reasons participatory historical research with people with learning disabilities may be considered a form of social justice praxis, and introducing some of the practical and ethical issues it raises. The entry then traces the evolution of participatory historical research from its origins in the 1970s to the present day. Its origins in the disability rights movement underpin the philosophy of kind of research, which are explored in some depth. This exploration leads in turn to a a detailed consideration of the ethics of participatory approaches to historical research with people with learning disabilities. Some current research methods and approaches are outlined, before some considerations for future research are offered. The entry concludes by suggestion that the characteristics of creativity, compassion and commitment to social justice could potentially be harnessed to further advance and extend the subfield, reaching wider and more diverse audiences than it does currently.
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Introduction
Undertaking participatory historical research with people with learning disabilities – also often called intellectual disabilities – is an important way of challenging hegemonies and promoting social justice. This is because this kind of research generates counter-narratives which challenge dominant historical discourses whilst simultaneously building learning-disabled people’s capacity for doing research. Capacity-building happens through the research itself: by learning hands-on how to do real-world research, people with learning disabilities develop skills not only in the practicalities of research methods and processes, but also in critical understanding and critical thinking. Once researchers with learning disabilities have gained the cognitive tools and practical skills to participate in historical research, they can use them to research and hence better understand both their own personal histories and material in the historical record. The knowledge and understanding that emerge from these research endeavors can then be used to promote genuine positive change. For example, an appreciation of the injustices and horrors of the past – which are legion in learning disability history – may be used as a basis to advocate for policies and practices which seek to avoid repeating that history. Capacity building in genuinely participatory research is reciprocal, in that academic or non-disabled researchers learn about both learning disability history and about research methods and processes, through co-producing research with people with learning disabilities. This collaborative, democratic approach to research and generating knowledge is often known as co-production (Riches et al., 2020).

Although it has much to recommend it, participatory historical research with people with learning disabilities can be complex. There are difficult questions to address in any such project. For example, one of the most significant recurring questions is: how equitable can co-production can be? How feasible is it for people with learning disabilities to be involved at every stage of the project, as is the ideal? This is connected to a second important question on the ethics of knowledge production: whose knowledge counts? Whose voice gets heard? Whose doesn’t? These questions lead to further ones on the nature of voice and participation. This entry explores these tricky questions, alongside considerations of research rigor and quality, in the section entitled The Ethics of Knowledge Production. The entry begins with a summary of the evolution of the history of participatory research with people with learning disabilities. The middle sections outline the philosophy, ethics and methods used in participatory historical research. The entry concludes by speculating on potential future directions for this kind of research.

The Evolution of Participatory Historical Research
Disability Studies has its origins in the disability rights movement of the 1970s. One of the movement’s slogans was “Nothing about us without us”. This is the sentiment underlying participatory research with people with learning disabilities, including historical research in this field. Prior to the 1970s, research into learning disability was almost exclusively the province of clinicians and social scientists (Jarrett & Tilley, 2022). It took a medicalized, deficit-based, dehumanizing perspective. Through scientific, pseudoscientific, medical, policy and educational interventions, this body of research sought to cure or at least ameliorate what it considered to be undesirable effects of the phenomena now known collectively in the 21st Century as learning- or intellectual disabilities. These phenomena incorporated an array of historical diagnoses including idiocy, imbecility, feeblemindedness, mental defectiveness, mental retardation and many more. Although the terminology associated with learning disability shifts over time – and so, therefore, does the population under scrutiny (Goodey, 2011) – a consistent feature of this first wave of learning disability history research was that people with learning disabilities were almost always its objects, and very rarely its driving subjects (Goodley, 2014).

Very rare exceptions to the prevailing discourse included:

· Prof Jan Walmsley, one of the leading lights of participatory research with people with learning disabilities, unearthing a letter written by a woman detained in an English long stay hospital, asking to be released, dated 1947. The ‘patient’ said she was “Sticking up for myself”, a phrase which is heard often in the modern self-advocacy movement (personal communication, August 2025).
· Research from the 1950s onwards which showed that the capabilities of people with learning disabilities had been significantly underestimated, and there was much greater potential for education and employment than most people had realised (Alston, 1992).
· In 1967 Nigel Hunt, a man with Down’s Syndrome, published his autobiography (Hunt, 1967) - although many people could not believe that he had written it himself.
· Also in the UK, in 1974 Joey Deacon’s autobiography was published. Joey lived in St Lawrence’s Hospital in Caterham in England. His fellow inmates helped him write his story, and they used the money the book earned them to move into a bungalow together in the hospital grounds. Joey became a household name in the UK after featuring on the highly popular children’s television show Blue Peter.
· In California, academic researcher Robert Edgerton set out to interview people who had left the large Pacific State Institution, to find out how they were managing in the world outside. This is one of the first known attempts to record the voices of people with learning disabilities, although Edgerton did interpret the stories for publication, rather than letting them stand for themselves (Edgerton, 1967).

The move towards research led by disabled people gained momentum from the 1970s, with the shift influenced by a number of interrelated factors. These included:

· The disability rights movement, which sought equal rights and equal opportunities in all areas of life for disabled people.
· Changes in policy and legislation, such as the 1970 Education (Handicapped Children) Act, which made education universal in the UK, and the 1973 Rehabilitation Act, the first major federal law in the US to mandate non-discriminatory treatment in federally funded programs, and access to equal opportunities for disabled people in employment and education. This was closely followed by the 1975 Education for All Handicapped Children Act (renamed the Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA) in 1990). later Individuals with Education Act (IDEA), which purported to guarantee free appropriate education to disabled children in the ‘least restrictive environment’.
· Wolf Wolfensberger, now best known for his role in the development of the theories Normalization and Social Role Valorization, putting forward a cultural model of learning disability, which recognized the social construction of both learning disability itself and the deficit perspective through which society viewed it (Wolfensberger, 1975). 
· Deinstitutionalization. Although social scientists like Wolfensberger and Erving Goffman had critiqued the role of institutions (Goffman, 1968), the real impetus for the move away from asylums, hospitals, colonies and towards smaller residential units and care-in-the-community was a series of high-profile scandals. These exposed the horrendous conditions and endemic abuse of people with learning difficulties at supposedly reputable institutions like Willowbrook State School in Staten Island, New York and Normansfield Hospital in London.  

By the 1990s, the first self-advocacy groups for people with learning disabilities had formed, and Disability Studies had established itself the academic wing of the disability rights movement. The Social Model was its foundational philosophy (Oliver, 1990). Michael Oliver, one of the field’s founding fathers and a key architect of the social model, argued stridently that as disabled people continued to collectively empower themselves, research:

utilising 'tourist' approaches by 'tarmac' professors and researchers will find it increasingly difficult to find sites and experiences ripe for colonization. Disabled people and other oppressed groups will no longer be prepared to tolerate exploitative investigatory research based upon exclusionary social
relations of research production.
(Oliver, 2002: 14)

This second wave of emancipatory research, conducted by and for disabled people, began to displace the first wave of research, which had typically been done on or to disabled people by doctors and scientists. It is important to note that even at this early stage, there was concern from some disabled people that the disability research agenda was being shaped and controlled by a small number of disabled academics in a handful of universities, and so risked not serving the majority of disabled people well, if at all (Kitchin, 2000; Shakespeare, 1996). At the same time, there was recognition of the potential for fruitful research collaborations between disabled and non-disabled people, which could lead not only to publications and evidence to underpin advocacy, but also reciprocal development of knowledge and skills. To succeed, inclusive collaborations needed to:

· Surrender claims to objectivity, through overt political commitment to emancipation for disabled people
· Be of practical benefit to disabled people
· Ensure disabled people have control over the research process
· Give voice to the personal as political
· Be pluralistic and creative with methods of data generation and analysis 
(Kitchin, 2000)


A very early – and again rare – example of an attempt to conduct research using these principles was a groundbreaking book called Know Me As I Am, published in 1990 and edited by Dorothy Atkinson and Fiona Williams (Atkinson & Williams, 1990). This anthology of prose, poetry and art featured contributions from people with learning disabilities from across the UK. This work is notable not only for its attempt to let people with learning disabilities’ voices to come through unfiltered, but also as an early exponent of intersectionality.

The book also shows how the influence of the theories of normalization and social role valorization was beginning to make some academic researchers realize that being a researcher was a valued social role that people with learning disabilities could inhabit, given appropriate support and training (just as any novice researcher would require). This realization, coupled with profound commitments to inclusion and emancipation, led Dorothy Atkinson and Jan Walmsley to form the Social History of Learning Disability (SHLD) research group at the Open University in 1995. SHLD was founded on the premise that everyone can contribute to history, and to counter the absence of voices and contributions of people with learning disabilities to the historical record. A significant inspiration for the establishment of SHLD was Mabel Cooper. Mabel Cooper was a woman with a learning disability who spent much of her life in St Lawrence’s Hospital, a long-stay institution in Surrey, England – the same one Joey Deacon lived in. Upon leaving, she became Chair of the self-advocacy group People First London, and a well-known advocate for people with learning disabilities. She also became a researcher, and used her insider knowledge to publicly challenge official accounts of what life in St Lawrence’s was like, asserting that they were sanitized, partial and inaccurate. Mabel co-Chaired the SHLD conference for the first time 1996. SHLD thus pioneered an experimental space for inclusive research; a space where people with learning disabilities could do research on the things that mattered to them, and present that research in different – perhaps unorthodox – ways to audiences composed of disabled and non-disabled researchers. Its biannual conference now attracts an extensive international audience. Thirty years on, SHLD remains active, influential and innovative. Continuing the belief in collaboration it is, as of 2025, co-Chaired by Liz Tilley, Professor of Learning Disability Studies, and Ian Davies and Craig Hart, both of whom have learning disabilities. Through its influence and innovation, SHLD has helped promulgate inclusive methods and approaches for learning disability history research.


The Philosophy of Participatory Historical Research
The disability rights movement arose because disabled people felt it necessary to draw attention to, and to challenge, the oppression they encountered daily, even when involved in research. For example, the pioneering disabled self-advocate and activist Paul Hunt described himself and his fellow care-home residents as “victims” of social science researchers (Kitchin, 2000). One member of People First London described the experience of first-wave type research as “like being in a zoo” (Dowse 2009: 141). In response, just as nothing about us without us became the disability rights movement’s most famous slogan, so this philosophy is what animates research done by and with disabled people, as opposed to that done on or to disabled people. The fight against oppression is encapsulated in one of the terms first used for research led by disabled people: emancipatory research (Oliver, 2002). Emancipation means liberation: setting free from social, legal or political restrictions. Emancipatory research, therefore, means research which seeks to liberate people from oppressive conditions. Embedded within this paradigm is the belief that ‘the master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house’, an idea first articulated by the Black lesbian feminist Audre Lorde (Lorde, 1979). Lorde’s focus was the oppression of women, black people and gay people; she did not mention disabled people. But the logic still holds: that the oppressed will never beat the oppressor at their own game. In order to foment genuine change, those marked as ‘other’ by racism, sexism, homophobia – and, by extension, ableism – must learn how to turn their differences into strengths. They must then use those strengths to demand and enact positive change[footnoteRef:1]. [1:  As the field was forming, Disability Studies scholars drew extensively on Feminism in developing their social theories (e.g. Shakespeare 1996).] 


This is the philosophy which drives participatory research with disabled people, including historical research with learning-disabled people. But the ideals of emancipatory research have proved extremely hard to realize. There are many barriers to overcome. For one, research is expensive. It requires a lot of money, and funding for participatory and disability-led research is very scarce compared to that available in the medical and therapeutic domains. Where such funding does exist, universities and other research institutes have the expertise, resources, know-how, and reputation necessary to successfully navigate the complexities of bidding for and securing research grants. Self-advocacy groups, by and large, don’t.  Institutions like universities are thus far better placed to access research funding than learning disability groups like self-advocacy organisations. This has created a situation where people with learning disabilities often partner with academics without learning disabilities in order to undertake research. However, this is not necessarily a bad thing, since it offers potential for the kind of fruitful collaboration and co-production sought by disabled researchers. 

Another potential barrier is the complexity of research processes and terminology. As is so often the case in matters of research methodology, a number of terms have emerged as alternatives to emancipatory, all of which try to encapsulate the approach. Broadly speaking, they are all describing the same or very similar approaches – yet the proliferation of terms is likely to cause confusion, especially where there are long and difficult words invoking abstract concepts. Some researchers prefer the term participatory; others inclusive; yet others liberatory (Masters et al., 2018) Attempting to resolve the situation, Seale, Nind, and Parsons (2014: 347) contend that inclusive research is an: -

umbrella term encompassing participatory, emancipatory and community-led research. This is research in which those who tend to be the objects of other people’s research become agents of conduct of research, ensuring that such research addresses issues that are important to them and includes their views and experience.

The word ‘inclusive’ has the advantage of being widely recognized. Moreover, the quote could be read as an exhortation for academics to spend less time agonizing over what to call their research approach, and more time ensuring that, whatever name it has, the research is meaningful and worthwhile to the people involved in it. However, it is not enough for the research to be important to those people participating in it. For change to happen, other audiences need to be convinced that the research is credible. Policy makers, politicians and scholars will have to be reassured that the research is rigorous and trustworthy enough to justify any claims or actions warranted by it. There is a risk of inclusive research being perceived as a special, simplified methodology for ‘special’  people – in the derogatory sense - and therefore of low worth (Cook, 2015). However, Melane Nind (Nind, 2017) argues that it in fact represents a particularly difficult challenge, which most researchers do not bother to engage with: trying to produce high-quality research which is also accessible to as wide an audience as possible. In order to address this challenge she suggests a reorientation: from doing inclusive research to doing research inclusively, and doing it well: with teamwork, with purpose, being principled and realistic, and producing high-quality evidence. As such, the following criteria have been proposed for assessing whether or not research is both inclusive and high quality by Jane Seale, Melanie Nind and Sarah Parsons (Seale et al., 2014):

1. Answers important questions we could not otherwise answer
2. Gets access in ways we could not otherwise get
3. Makes critical use of insider, cultural knowledge
4. Authenticity: is about something disabled people feel is relevant to their lives
5. Impact: makes a difference to people’s lives

A commitment to privileging the perspectives, knowledges, desires and priorities of disabled people, including learning-disabled people, underpins these criteria. This commitment raises important considerations of how to elicit and represent these perspectives, knowledges, desires and priorities.

The Ethics of Knowledge Production 
The desire to undertake inclusive, high-quality research through partnerships brings in train considerations of power and ethics. As Michel Foucault taught us, power relationships are everywhere and they are inescapable (Foucault, 1980). Because of their associations with universities, their qualifications and credentials and so on, academic researchers tend to inhabit positions of power and privilege, relative to researchers with learning disabilities. When guided by emancipatory philosophy, it is incumbent upon academic researchers to try and rebalance power relationships with their participants, even if true equity remains elusive. Just as inclusion is a journey rather than a destination, so it is striving to be accountable as well as inclusive that really matters when undertaking this kind of research (Shakespeare, 1996). This rebalancing is attempted by employing approaches which give people with learning disabilities degrees of control over the research process. Such approaches are often referred to as co-production, since the research design and outputs – and, crucially, knowledge – are produced through collaboration on equal terms. Such collaboration includes choices over extent and mode of participation; the research topic; the methods used; how and where participants and their words are represented, and so on.

Considerations of power and ethics are central to Critical Disability Studies, a paradigm which emerged towards the end of the first decade of the 21st century. Critical Disability Studies foregrounds subjective experiences of disability, whilst attending to how they are shaped by history and culture (Meekosha & Shuttleworth, 2009). Framing participatory historical research within the paradigm of Critical Disability Studies is thus an approach with potential to challenge historical oppression and to open up possibilities for positive social change, through the creation and sharing of new, insider knowledge (Barden, 2021). Within this paradigm, learning disability is appreciated as an affirmative, generative phenomenon – something from which disabled people and non-disabled people alike can learn. Because people with learning disabilities have often been construed as lacking and inferior in capitalist, ableist, modernist Western societies, their embodied knowledge has been ignored or seen as having little value (Barden, 2025). Yet learning-disabled people can offer insider perspectives which further our understanding of both history and what it means to be disabled. Surfacing, attending to and valuing these subjugated knowledges can not only yield valuable insights which would otherwise be lost: it may also help counter oppression (Bê, 2019). 

Participatory historical research with learning-disabled people can help achieve this in two ways. Firstly, it aims to develop the conscience and build the capacity of all who participate to, for example, analyse and use information in order to develop critical understanding of social issues (Balakrishnan & Claiborne, 2017). Secondly, the emphasis on collaboration, networks and action can produce genuine personal and social change. For example, learning-disabled co-researchers in the project Inside the History of Learning Disability (Barden et al., 2022) developed skills in analysing archival sources, critical thinking, reflection, teamwork and communication. This is evident from the fact that they co-wrote and co-presented academic conference papers about the project. Some went on to participate in other, unrelated research projects, something they would not have had the confidence to do before. They spoke about how they experienced genuine change: developing friendships and networks as well as enhanced agency through participating in archival source-analysis workshops, data analysis, interpretation and checking, and other related events. This kind of research moves beyond merely enlisting people with learning disabilities as participants. As active researchers on equal footing with non-disabled researchers learning-disabled people are central to challenging the current epistemological hegemony and the “tyranny of experts” (McNiff, Edvardsen, and Steinholt 2018: 815). 

There is recognition that “people with learning disabilities have something to say that is worth hearing and experiences that are worth understanding, making it important to commit serious attention to the methodological challenges involved in researching them” (Nind, 2007: 4). Questions of learning disability representation within the historical record are undoubtedly important, since cultural representations of learning disability have an immense impact on public understandings and perceptions of it as a contemporary phenomenon (McDonagh, 2008). Researching historical representations and also relating them to life with learning disabilities today can also be justified as authentic, one of the quality criteria discussed above: it is an endeavor learning-disabled researchers recognize as worthwhile research. However, even when the historical research is recognized as worthwhile, the ethics of it are potentially complex and warrant very careful consideration. In terms of procedural ethics, care must be taken and appropriate procedures adopted so that researchers with learning disabilities are able to give fully informed consent. This might entail:

· Creating Easy-Read information sheets and consent forms
· Creating video explainers which people can access repeatedly and in their own time. 
· Providing explanations, and opportunities to ask questions, repeatedly and in-person.
· Ensuring the appropriate support is available to enable people to make decisions about their participation.
· Giving people plenty of time to make their decisions, and reassurance that they can change their mind at any time, without prejudice.
· Treating consent as an ongoing consideration, not a one-off box-ticking exercise.

Material in the historical record relating to learning disability can often be highly distressing, given that people with learning disabilities have often been treated appallingly. It follows that engaging with such materials, and the research process more generally, may prompt recollections of traumatic experiences from co-researchers own lives. These risks must be balanced against both the anticipated benefits of the planned research project, and the risks of perpetuating the oppression of learning-disabled people’s by denying them opportunities to become researchers and develop the associated practical, cognitive and critical skills. Such denials often rest upon paternalistic notions of vulnerability, derived from the kinds of medicalized, deficit-orientated perspectives which subjugated people with learning disabilities in the first place (Snipstad, 2022).

The requirement for an informed, enabling and nuanced approach to the ethics of knowledge production raises one of the recurrent dilemmas of participatory research, which warrants more explicit consideration: that of how far co-production can or should go.  Many researchers have agonized over these concerns (Seale, Nind & Parsons, 2015). Full collaboration at every step may be the most ethically desirable condition but the uncomfortable truth is that it is extremely difficult to realize (Mee, 2012). Academics and professionals are likely to be the ones to theorize and initiate a research project, to publish outputs, and to gain recognition and stature, even as they strive to be educative and emancipatory and to be reflexive in accounting for their own power and privilege (Hawkins, 2015). However, early on in the development of participatory approaches, disabled people recognized the potential for productive collaborations with non-disabled researchers (Kitchin, 2000).  It is thus important to acknowledge that different people coming together on an equal footing can make different, equally valuable contributions to a research project and generate diverse outputs and impacts – and that this is a good thing (McNiff et al., 2018). Moreover, some researchers who have worked with learning-disabled co-researchers a lot contend that beginning with a blank slate is itself problematic, and that it is preferable to start with some initial ideas and suggestions from more experienced researchers (Seale et al., 2015). The key is to conduct the research in a spirit of openness, genuine collaboration, and reflexivity, and to work to serve the goals, needs and aspirations of people with learning disabilities. 

Methods & Approaches
Researching the history of learning disability sometimes involves relatively conventional methods of generating data and hence new knowledge. Interviews are one such method. Robert Edgerton was an early exponent of interviewing people with learning disabilities, although his aim was to find out how former inmates were fairing outside the institutions they had left, making his approach more biographical than historical. (Edgerton, 1967).  In time, a particular approach known as oral history interviewing evolved. This method emerged from the self-advocacy movement and people speaking up and speaking out about their experiences. It has become established as a way of capturing and sharing the voices of people with lived experience of learning disability. These are voices that would most likely be missing from the historical record, and which have tended to be ignored by historians and sociologists. Most germane to participatory research is the potential for oral history interviews to recount the stories of groups of people whose lives have been most shaped by learning disability (Walmsley et al., 2022). Participation is need not necessarily be restricted only to people with learning disabilities, but significant others including professionals, families and supporters (Walmsley & Atkinson, 2000).

This podcast from SHLD describes the importance of oral history interviews in historical research on learning disabilities, and includes the voices of both Dorothy Atkinson and Mabel Cooper, amongst others. Oral histories are relatively accessible as a method, provided that the interviewer is appropriately skilled and empathetic. They are valuable in providing accounts derived from lived experience, which may complement, contradict or add complexity and nuance to official and documentary sources such as institutional records, accounts and photographs. Such accounts may also challenge lofty theorisations about what is ‘best’ for people with learning disabilities, and what kind of lives they can and should lead. Some inclusive research might use other conventional techniques. For example, this video shows thematic analysis of interview data, a very common qualitative technique, being done collectively and inclusively with researchers with and without learning disabilities. 

However, researching inclusively to co-produce knowledge whilst serving the goals, needs and aspirations of people with learning disabilities often entails employing research methods which conventional researchers may consider somewhat unorthodox. These methods are often creative and artistic. For instance, in what might be considered a creative extension of interviewing, people with learning disabilities might be encouraged to relate their histories, perspectives and experiences through storytelling. In one well-publicized example, OpenStoryTellers, a charity and social enterprise for people with learning disabilities in Frome, England, used animation to relate their interpretive history of Fanny Fust. In 1786, aged 22, Fanny Fust was an English heiress to a very large fortune. She was also someone who would nowadays likely be described as having a learning disability. In an extremely elaborate plot, she was kidnapped, forced to marry an impoverished army lieutenant, and taken to France. Her story was unearthed by learning disability historian Simon Jarrett in the National Archives at Kew, in a huge leather-bound, handwritten case record. What emerged was not simply – as might be anticipated – a story of neglect, abandonment, abuse and victimhood. Rather, what emerges, counter to the dominant historical narrative around learning disability, is a story of family love, acceptance, protection and commitment (OpenStoryTellers et al., 2021). This counternarrative, enriched by the perspectives of researchers with learning disabilities, went on to reach a substantial audience, being published by the BBC. 

A range of other creative methods may be used to interpret and express ideas around learning disability history. For example, the Madhouse project used both a museum exhibition, an immersive theatre performance and filmmaking to bring historical abuses and ongoing oppression to the public’s attention, receiving favorable mainstream media attention in the UK (E. Tilley et al., 2021). In the U.S, the File/Life project used community art, film and oral histories in a creative exploration and interactive presentation of the Pennhurst State School and Hospital archives.  Visual artforms like collage, drawing and painting may also be employed, as might poetry. These creative methods help elicit new knowledge and perspectives on learning disability history in ways which belie the myth of the disinterested, rational, individual researcher (Cook, 2009; Thomas, 1998). They can also support the creation of more accessible of versions of traditional research outputs, such as plain-English summaries and video abstracts of co-produced journal articles (Barden et al., 2022).

Future Research Directions
This section discusses three potential foci for future research in the field of participatory historical research with people with learning disabilities. They are (i) generative artificial intelligence, or GenAI; (ii) emotions and emotional communities; and (iii) mainstreaming participatory approaches and accessible outputs. 

Gen AI
As in many areas of research, one important consideration is the potential role of artificial intelligence, or AI. Some university historians have already begun to find ways to integrate AI into their research. For example, in May 2025 Trinity College Dublin hosted a workshop on ‘Generative AI and Historical Research’. This workshop brought together scholars from a range of disciplines including history, computer science, digital humanism and archives to explore how research methods and ethics might be shaped by AI. Of particular note is the VOICES project, led by Professor Jane Ohlmeyer, of the School of Histories and Humanities at Trinity College Dublin. VOICES aims to “recover the lived experiences, of ‘ordinary’, non-elite women in early modern Ireland – voices that were up to now largely ignored or underrepresented in Irish history.” (VOICES, 2025: np). The project is notable because, like people with learning disabilities, women in early modern Ireland were an oppressed and marginalized group who were underrepresented and misrepresented in the historical record. The VOICES team are using AI to “access, interrogate, document previously inaccessible information” (ibid), combining historical data from fragmented sources in order to generate new perspectives and narratives about the lives of women in early modern Ireland. The facility to locate, combine, analyze, and generate outputs from disparate and perhaps incomplete sources seems promising for historical research into learning disabilities, since histories of people with learning disabilities are often hidden, silenced or simply unrecorded. Those that exist are highly dispersed, diverse in form and often completely inaccessible, particularly to people with learning disabilities (Brownlee-Chapman et al., 2018: ). There now follows a more detailed exploration of the potential affordances of GAI in participatory research with people with learning disabilities. It is acknowledged here that GenAI was used to generate the list below, and an initial version of the text that follows.  Specifically, the query “How could AI support research into the history of intellectual disability?” into ChatGPT in June 2025 (OpenAI, 2025), followed by several other queries and responses to its feedback. The purpose of using GenAI to generate the initial text of this section was twofold: 
1.	To present a picture of the potential capabilities  - and limitations -  of GenAI in this kind of research.
2.	To illustrate the kind of results/material obtained when using GenAI in an exploratory way, as might be done in the early stages of a research project. 

The text the query generated was revised and edited into what you find below:

There are several ways in which AI could support and even enhance participatory historical research with people with learning disabilities. They may be summarized as follows: 
1. Digitization & Text Analysis of Historical Documents
2. Archival Mining
3. Image and Video Analysis
4. Oral History Support
5. Data Integration
6. Bias Detection
7. Reconstructing Life Stories

1. Digitization & Text Analysis of Historical Documents
GenAI tools, especially those in natural language processing (NLP), have the potential to:
· Transcribe old handwritten or printed documents, and use Optical Character Recognition to make those documents more accessible.
· Analyze language use over time to identify how terms related to learning disability have evolved. For example, to show how the word idiot has shifted from being a medical diagnosis in the 19th Century to an insult in the 21st Century. 
· Detect patterns in policy documents, medical records, institutional reports, newspapers, and correspondence that may reveal changing attitudes or practices.

2. Archival Mining
•	AI can search and summarize massive archives (public records, medical files, institutional documents) to surface references to individuals or groups with learning disabilities.
•	Named Entity Recognition (NER) could identify and link individuals, institutions, and events across fragmented historical sources.

3. Image and Video Analysis
•	AI can analyze historical photographs and film footage from institutions, schools, or advocacy movements to extract visual data (e.g., living conditions, segregation, symbols of advocacy).
•	Such analysis could also help identify recurring visual themes or symbols across time and place.

4. Oral History Support
•	AI tools like speech recognition and sentiment analysis can assist with transcribing and analyzing oral histories, especially interviews with former residents of institutions or their families.
•	AI can also help preserve dialects or unique speech patterns that are part of community histories.

5. Data Integration
· AI may be able to connect disparate data sources – such as, census data, institutional records, school reports and so on - to provide a more holistic view of how intellectual disability was perceived and treated across different regions and times.

6. Bias Detection & Correction
· Historical documents and artefacts often reflect ableist views. AI may be able to assist researchers in identifying and unpacking bias in how people with intellectual disabilities were described, diagnosed, or treated. It can do this through both sentiment analysis and through analyzing patterns in the ways words are used.

7. Reconstructing Life Stories
•	With enough data, AI can help reconstruct forgotten or erased lives—creating narratives from fragmented evidence (e.g., institutional records, family accounts, and public records). For example, for someone who lived in a large-scale institution (like Willowbrook State School in the U.S. or Lennox Castle Hospital in Scotland), AI could potentially:
· Extract and match names from census records, admission logs, and death certificates.
· Use contextual data (e.g., age, occupation of family, location) to connect fragmented mentions of the same person.
· Reconstruct timelines showing when they entered and exited the institution, any relocations, and interactions with the state or medical systems.

· Large language models (like GPT-based systems) could be trained or fine-tuned on specific historical corpora, such as hospital or asylum records, to generate plausible life stories. These generated narratives would not be factual accounts of an individual’s life; rather, they would offer insights into what life may have been like, based on patterns identified in numerous similar cases. This could help researchers imagine what historical lived experiences were like, particularly when genuine personal narratives are missing.   
· Some digital humanities projects are combining AI with ethical storytelling practices to reconstruct and share stories of marginalized people in accessible ways. These might include multimedia narratives, digital exhibitions, podcasts, or interactive timelines. For example, researchers might develop a “Living Archive”. This would be a digital platform where AI helps build profiles of people with learning disabilities using documents, oral histories, and images—always framed with care, consent, and dignity. Such an archive would acknowledge that the present will, in the future, become history, and therefore a potential target for historical research  
<<this concludes the text originated through ChatGPT >>.

Although GenAI has considerable potential for incorporation into inclusive research into learning disability history, there are also a number of significant concerns that must be taken into consideration. Some of these are well-known and not exclusive to this kind of research. For example, GenAI is extremely resource-intensive, consuming vast amounts of power and water. This is a substantial environmental concern. There is also a concern that by outsourcing our work to machines, we lose the very kinds of skills and capacities  - such as in analysis and critical thinking – research ought to build (Georgiou, n.d.). More specifically, the accessibility – or lack of it – may represent a barrier to using GenAI. Equally, as an emerging and extremely powerful technology, people may not fully understand what GenAI is, what it what it can do, can’t do, and what the risks are. Some of these risks relate to the ethics of knowledge production – GenAI, and particularly the Large Language Models (LLMs) used as the basis for both analysing historical texts and generating outputs, work on probabilities rather than facts. They are not necessarily trustworthy or accurate. They can ‘hallucinate’ plausible but inaccurate material. This raises concerns about rigour and veracity. LLMs are also biased;  for example, they are more likely to represent a male rather than female perspective because men have authored more of the material on the web that LLMs have been trained on (Yasseri, 2025). There is also the question of whether GenAI will shift the focus of research to where there are large amounts of data available - because it can analyse large volumes so quickly – and away from isolated, fragmented or unusual yet important cases (Kelleher, 2025). For these reasons, GenAI must be approached cautiously and critically.

Emotional Communities
Emotional communities represent another new direction for research into the history of learning disabilities. Whereas GenAI is very much about machines, emotional communities are very much about real people experiencing human emotions – even if we cannot rule out the potential for people to form emotional relationships with machines, including machines pretending to be human (Wijngaard & Sebel, 2025). The concept of emotional community was devised by the medieval historian Barbara Rosenwein (Rosenwein, 2002). The idea is that although, as humans, we all possess an inherent biological capacity to experience emotions, how we label, express and react to emotions is not simply a personal matter, but shaped by culture and context. These cultures and contexts form emotional communities. Emotional communities therefore embody systems, cultures or conventions of feeling; a member of a given emotional community is likely to feel happy, sad or angry about the same sorts of thing as other members of that community. 

Emotional communities are important for three reasons in research into the history of learning disability.  Firstly, it is well known that people with learning disabilities tend to have smaller social networks than the general population, often restricted to family, members of staff and friends acquaintances made through services (Harrison et al., 2021). Within these small, tight-knit communities there is much potential for developing very intense emotional relationships and regimes. These emotional communities may or may not be welcoming or beneficial for people with learning disabilities. Some historical evidence points to the ways somebody with a learning disability might belong to emotional communities they don’t want to, because they are treated badly within them. This evidence also shows that in this scenario, somebody with a learning disability may respond by forming alternative emotional communities with non-human agents such as toys and animals (Stefánsdóttir et al., 2025). This being so, experiences of emotional communities offer potential for developing new angles and insights on histories of learning disabilities. The second reason emotional communities are important is that researching learning disability history is often an intensively emotional experience. At a workshop analysing historical material, there may be shock, laughter, shame and pride, all arriving in short order. This is to say that researchers working in inclusive, participatory ways may themselves form emotional communities – and that their collectively experienced emotions are neither a distraction, nor a flaw, but are actually fundamental to the research. Emotions drive the research – researchers research what they care about -  and also shape how the historical material is analysed, interpreted and contextualized (Barden et al., 2025). This brings us to the third reason emotional communities are important to learning disability history research. Emotional communities may be harnessed in activism, to get people who might not otherwise to care about learning disability. This is because emotions can bring narratives to life and help us bond with – or at least affect – new people. For example, when Ian Davies, co-chair of the Social History of Learning Disability Research group told his story of growing up with a learning disability to an audience at Tenri University in Japan, it was not only a surprisingly intense emotional experience for him; it had a deep impact on the Japanese academics and advocates, prompting the production of an unanticipated and accessible research output: a manga version of Ian’s life story (Tilley et al., 2020).  And activism, of course, brings us back to the very origins of disability studies and the purpose of disability research.   

Mainstreaming & Accessibility
Participatory learning disability research is a niche field, and participatory learning disability history research is a niche subfield within that field. As such, one of the main challenges is to get people outside of the learning disability community – meaning those people whose lives are most directly affected by learning disability, and those people researching learning disability – to care about it. This is so even though learning disability is central to our understanding of what it means to be human, and therefore relevant to everybody (Barden, 2025). Producing, sharing and exhibiting relatively accessible outputs – like manga, poetry, artworks, theatre and dance performances, and film are some of the ways that researchers are using to try and reach and influence wider audiences. Emotional communities may also be harnessed to reach wider audiences. A second example of this comes from a team of Icelandic researchers, representatives of which travel the world telling the story of Bíbí. Bibi – real name Bjargey Kristjánsdóttir - was a woman with a learning disability who lived in Iceland 1927-1999. Her history has been reconstructed from her remarkable autobiography, interviews, and artefacts from her life (Stefánsdóttir et al., 2025). It has been known to reduce university audiences to tears; and this is surely a sign of meaningful impact. It is also worth noting here that a small number of autobiographies have also been published by authors with learning disabilities, such as Richard Keagan-Bull’s (Keagan‐Bull, 2022).

Increasingly, researchers of learning disability history are co-producing more accessible versions of traditional academic formats like books and journal articles. For example, the British Journal of Learning Disability often publishes articles which are co-authored by people with and without learning disabilities. An early example is Bentley et al (2011). These articles have plain-English, accessible summaries as well as, or instead of, conventional abstracts. They may also feature colour photographs and video abstracts to aid accessibility.  Some otherwise scholarly books might also have plain-English chapter summaries (Walmsley & Johnson, 2003). Similarly, there is potential for people with learning disabilities to co-author books aimed at practitioner and academic audiences. An example of this approach is Ashworth et al (2023), a co-produced book on dementia. A learning disability history-specific book like this is yet to be published. This represents an opportunity for future work. It should also be noted that the field is very Anglocentric and white, although there are exceptions – for example, in the work of Paul Christian (Christian & Ledger, 2022) and studies from North America (e.g. Leung, 2012; Reaume, 2012). There may therefore be opportunities to diversify and enrich the field through research with people with learning disabilities across the globe.

Conclusion 
Participatory historical research with people with learning disabilities may be a niche subfield, but it is notable for its creativity, compassion and commitment to epistemic justice. These three symbiotic elements combine to make the field distinctive beyond simply the subject matter. Researchers are necessarily creative because of the inaccessibility and hence inadequacy of more traditional and conventional research methods. Researchers working in this field, with and without learning disabilities, are compassionate not just towards each other, but also towards their historical subjects. These investigations and perspectives remind us that although there may have been, in recent decades, some progress towards greater social inclusion for people with learning disabilities, many contemporary lived experiences mirror or echo those from the past. Creativity and compassion underpin efforts to surface, attend to and appreciate knowledges that would otherwise remain subjugated or hidden. An important direction for future research is to exploit these characteristics to bring participatory historical research with people with learning disabilities to larger and more diverse audiences outside existing learning disability communities.


Further Reading & Resources
Gerard Wainwright (2023) The Road to Stansfield View. Documentary of the Stanfield View Hospital, including oral history interviews: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3kPZAkSfS_Y&list=PLWTxYEQgS_rJIT1rbEAQ7J-z31gpi3UOO&index=2 
Helen Kara et al (2021) Creative Research Methods in Education: principles and practices (Policy Press) 
I’m Me: Your Rights in Research: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3kPZAkSfS_Y&list=PLWTxYEQgS_rJIT1rbEAQ7J-z31gpi3UOO&index=2 
Jenny Pickerill, Participatory activist research: Reflexivity, transparency and accountability https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fP94FVSfQLk&list=PLWTxYEQgS_rJIT1rbEAQ7J-z31gpi3UOO&index=5 
Learning Disabilities Knowledge Partnership: What is research and how to develop a research question https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rRLkpc0mfXs&list=PLWTxYEQgS_rJIT1rbEAQ7J-z31gpi3UOO&index=1 
Rix Inclusive Research: https://www.rixinclusiveresearch.org/together/ 
Timeline of Learning Disability History: https://university.open.ac.uk/health-and-social-care/research/shld/timeline-learning-disability-history
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