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Teaching About Special Needs and Disability Resource Guide 
 
Introduction 
Resource Guide Overview 
This resource guide recognizes the vital presence, contributions, and advocacy of people with disabilities throughout history and into the 
present day. People with disabilities have shaped our communities, laws, culture, and movements for social justice — often while confronting 
systemic ableism, exclusion, and stigma.

This guide is aligned with our commitment to inclusive education and provides curated resources to support educators, administrators, and 
community members in creating learning spaces that honor, respect, and uplift disability identities, histories, and rights. It helps expand 
curriculum beyond limited narratives, ensuring all students see disability as an essential part of the human experience. This guide includes 
foundational background, lesson plans, books, multimedia resources, community organizations, and professional development opportunities.

Background 
Throughout history, individuals with disabilities have made significant contributions to civil rights, culture, innovation, and movements 
for equity and accessibility. Despite progress, disability histories and stories often remain invisible in mainstream education. Meaningful 
representation in curriculum and school culture helps dismantle harmful stereotypes and supports safe, welcoming, and accessible 
environments for all students — regardless of disability or ability status.

Illinois has taken important steps to address this need through legislation, such as the Inclusive Curriculum Law and the Disability History and 
Awareness Mandate (105 ILCS 5/27-23.8). This guide helps schools and educators meet these requirements with thoughtful, age-appropriate, 
and affirming resources.

Goal 
This guide was developed to provide, advocate for, and support an inclusive system of education that recognizes and affirms the diverse 
experiences, histories, and identities of people with disabilities. It equips educators with tools and knowledge to foster safe, accessible, and 
supportive learning environments for all.

Mission 
The Illinois State Board of Education, in partnership with disability advocates, community organizations, and educators, created this guide to 
empower schools to move beyond outdated or incomplete narratives. Centering the voices and lived experiences of people with disabilities 
enables the development of inclusive curricula and practices that promote access, equity, dignity, and belonging.

https://www.ilga.gov/legislation/ilcs/fulltext?DocName=010500050K27-23.8#:~:text=27%2D23.8.,that%20the%20school%20district%20chooses.
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Principles for Teaching Disability History, Rights, and Justice 
1. Center Disabled Voices and Perspectives 
Use credible sources, literature, and media created by people with disabilities to present a fuller, more accurate picture of disability histories, 
rights movements, and contributions.

2. Highlight Diversity Within Disability Communities 
Recognize the intersections of disability with race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, socioeconomic status, and other aspects of identity to 
avoid one-dimensional representations.

3. Foster Accessible and Inclusive Learning Environments 
Cultivate classrooms and schools that remove barriers, provide accommodations, and promote universal design. Implement anti-bullying 
policies and model respect for all students.

4. Commit to Present and Future Visibility 
Ensure that people with disabilities are represented not only in historical contexts but also as active leaders, innovators, and community 
members today and in the future.

5. Engage Families and Communities 
Build partnerships with families and community organizations to promote understanding and support for students with disabilities, extending 
inclusive practices beyond the classroom.
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INCLUSIVE RESOURCE GUIDE: DISABILITY HISTORY, RIGHTS, AND JUSTICE

Disability History, Disability Rights, and Disability Justice (105 ILCS 5/27-23.8)

Publications
Curriculum/ 
Background 

Info
Sourced By ISBE Standards Addressed Grade Levels

“No Pity” by 
Joseph P. 
Shapiro

Disability 
History 
Curriculum 
Project

Access Living – 
Chicago

SS.2.H.1. Identify main ideas and changes that have occurred 
in the local community over time and retell how these changes 
impacted diverse groups in the community.

Grades 9–12

“Being 
Heumann” 
by Judith 
Heumann and 
Kristen Joiner

Smithsonian 
National 
Museum of 
American 
History: 
Disability 
Rights 
Movement 
resources

Disability 
Visibility 
Project – Alice 
Wong

SS.5.H.1. Create and use a chronological sequence of related 
events to identify cause and effects of relationships in history 
and the impacts of underrepresented groups.

Grades 8–12

“Disability 
Visibility” by 
Alice Wong

Teaching 
Tolerance/
Learning 
for Justice 
lesson plans 
on disability 
history

National 
Federation of 
the Blind

SS.9-12.H.1. Evaluate the context of time and place as well as 
structural factors that influence historical developments.

Grades 9–12

https://disabilityhistory.org/
https://disabilityhistory.org/
https://disabilityhistory.org/
https://disabilityhistory.org/
https://americanhistory.si.edu/explore/stories/sitting-disability-rights-section-504-protests-1970s
https://americanhistory.si.edu/explore/stories/sitting-disability-rights-section-504-protests-1970s
https://americanhistory.si.edu/explore/stories/sitting-disability-rights-section-504-protests-1970s
https://americanhistory.si.edu/explore/stories/sitting-disability-rights-section-504-protests-1970s
https://americanhistory.si.edu/explore/stories/sitting-disability-rights-section-504-protests-1970s
https://americanhistory.si.edu/explore/stories/sitting-disability-rights-section-504-protests-1970s
https://americanhistory.si.edu/explore/stories/sitting-disability-rights-section-504-protests-1970s
https://americanhistory.si.edu/explore/stories/sitting-disability-rights-section-504-protests-1970s
https://americanhistory.si.edu/explore/stories/sitting-disability-rights-section-504-protests-1970s
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INCLUSIVE RESOURCE GUIDE: DISABILITY HISTORY, RIGHTS, AND JUSTICE

Disability History, Disability Rights, and Disability Justice (105 ILCS 5/27-23.8)

Publications
Curriculum/ 
Background 

Info
Sourced By ISBE Standards Addressed Grade Levels

“Demystifying 
Disability” by 
Emily Ladau

Illinois 
Inclusive 
Curriculum 
Toolkit 

ADAPT – 
Disability 
Rights 
Activism

SS.9-12.H.5. Analyze the factors and historical context, 
including overarching movements, that influenced the 
perspectives of people during different historical eras.

Grades 7–12

“The Disability 
Rights 
Movement” by 
Doris Zames 
Fleischer and 
Frieda Zames

“Crip Camp” 
Teaching 
Guide – Netflix 
and  Teaching 
Tolerance

Autistic Self 
Advocacy 
Network 

SS.9-12.CV.2. Evaluate the opportunities and limitations of 
participation in elections, voting, and the electoral process, and 
the impact disenfranchisement has on these processes.

Grades 10–12

“Care Work” –by 
Leah Lakshmi 
Piepzna-
Samarasinha

Including 
educator guide 
for “Samuel,” a 
film 

National 
Council on 
Independent 
Living 

SS.9-12.H.14.  Analyze the geographic and cultural forces that 
have resulted in conflict and cooperation. Identify the cause 
and effects of imperialism and colonization.

Grades 11–12

https://www.illinoiscivics.org/
https://www.illinoiscivics.org/
https://www.illinoiscivics.org/
https://www.illinoiscivics.org/
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INCLUSIVE RESOURCE GUIDE: DISABILITY HISTORY, RIGHTS, AND JUSTICE

General Resources, K–12 Integration, Media, and Tools

General Resources and 
Teaching Materials

K-12 Integration 
Suggestions

Films / Multimedia Online Platforms / Tools Grade Levels

Learning for Justice: 
Disability Rights

Elementary: “We 
Move Together,” 
class interviews with 
advocates

“Crip Camp” (Netflix) Disability Social History 
Project

K–3 for book; 
7–12 for film

Teaching Tolerance 
Disability Curriculum

Middle School: 
Timelines, bios (e.g., 
Judith Heumann)

“Lives Worth Living” 
(PBS)

Learning for Justice Grades 5–12

National Museum of 
American History – 
Disability Collection

High School: Analyze 
ADA, connect to civil 
rights

“Including ‘Samuel’” Access Living 

Illinois Inclusive 
Curriculum Toolkit

Cross-Disciplinary: 
History, English 
language arts, health, 
civics

“When Billy Broke His 
Head”

Disability Visibility 
Project 

RespectAbility Educator 
Resources

Projects: Accessibility 
audits, oral histories

“My Disability Roadmap 
(Heumann and Wong)”

NCIL

https://disabilityhistory.org/
https://disabilityhistory.org/
https://www.learningforjustice.org/
https://www.accessliving.org/
https://disabilityvisibilityproject.com/
https://disabilityvisibilityproject.com/
https://ncil.org/
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INCLUSIVE RESOURCE GUIDE: DISABILITY HISTORY, RIGHTS, AND JUSTICE

Additional Resources (Further Reading, Digital Media, and Intersectional Tools)

Publications
Curriculum/ 
Background 

Info

Organization 
and  Speakers

ISBE Standards Addressed Grade Levels

“A Disability 
History of the 
United States” 
by Kim E. 
Nielsen

Overview of 
U.S. history 
through 
the lens of 
disability; ideal 
for secondary 
history 
classrooms.

Kim E. Nielsen, 
Beacon Press

SS.9-12.H.1. Evaluate the context of time and place as well as 
structural factors that influence historical developments. 

SS.9-12.H.5. Analyze the factors and historical context, 
including overarching movements, that influenced the 
perspectives of people during different historical eras.

Grades 9–12

“All the Weight 
of Our Dreams” 
by Lydia X. Z. 
Brown

Anthology 
centering 
racialized 
autism; 
supports 
intersectional 
identity work.

Lydia X. 
Z. Brown, 
Morénike Giwa 
Onaiwu, E. 
Ashkenazy

SS.9-12.H.5. Analyze the factors and historical context, 
including overarching movements, that influenced the 
perspectives of people during different historical eras. 

SS.9-12.G.3. Use self-collected or pre-existing data sets to 
generate spatial patterns at multiple scales that can be used to 
conduct analysis or to take civic action.

Grades 10–12

“Bodyminds 
Reimagined” by 
Sami Schalk

Critical 
theory on 
race, gender, 
disability in 
literature and 
culture.

Sami Schalk SS.9-12.IS.2. Develop culturally informed, student-driven 
supporting questions that contribute to inquiry and evaluate 
the purpose of supporting questions in the research and inquiry 
process.

SS.9-12.H.14. Analyze the geographic and cultural forces that 
have resulted in conflict and cooperation. Identify the cause 
and effects of imperialism and colonization.

Grades 11–12 
(Advanced 
Placement/
college bridge)
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INCLUSIVE RESOURCE GUIDE: DISABILITY HISTORY, RIGHTS, AND JUSTICE

Additional Resources (Further Reading, Digital Media, and Intersectional Tools)

Publications
Curriculum/ 
Background 

Info

Organization 
and  Speakers

ISBE Standards Addressed Grade Levels

“Crip Camp” 
Curriculum

Free civic 
engagement, 
identity, 
and history 
curriculum 
co-created 
with disabled 
educators.

Crip Camp 
/ Disability 
Rights 
Education and  
Defense Fund 

SS.9-12.CV.6. Identify and explain how political parties, the 
media, and public interest groups both influence and reflect 
social and political interests.

SS.9-12.H.1. Evaluate the context of time and place as well as 
structural factors that influence historical developments.

Grades 6–12

“EveryBody: 
An American 
History”

Interactive 
Smithsonian 
exhibit on 
disability and 
inclusion in 
public life.

Smithsonian 
National 
Museum of 
American 
History

SS.5.H.1. Create and use a chronological sequence of related 
events to identify cause and effects of relationships in history 
and the impacts of underrepresented groups.

SS.9-12.G.3. Use self-collected or pre-existing data sets to 
generate spatial patterns at multiple scales that can be used to 
conduct analysis or to take civic action.

Grades 9–12 
(CTE, tech ed)

Upgrade 
Accessibility 
Toolkit

Toolkit for 
accessible 
technology 
integration; 
ideal for CTE 
and STEM.

Teach Access SS.9-12.CV.4. Evaluate the U.S. Constitution’s ability to 
establish a system of government with power, responsibilities, 
and limits, and explain how the U.S. Constitution has evolved/
changed over time and is still debated.

Grades 
4–12 (media 
analysis, 
identity)
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INCLUSIVE RESOURCE GUIDE: DISABILITY HISTORY, RIGHTS, AND JUSTICE

Additional Resources (Further Reading, Digital Media, and Intersectional Tools)

Publications
Curriculum/ 
Background 

Info

Organization 
and  Speakers

ISBE Standards Addressed Grade Levels

Disabled and 
Here Collection

Free stock 
photo library 
for inclusive 
classroom 
visuals and 
media lessons.

Affect the Verb SS.9-12.G.3. Use self-collected or pre-existing data sets to 
generate spatial patterns at multiple scales that can be used to 
conduct analysis or to take civic action.

Grades 6–12

National 
Deaf Center 
Resources

Supports 
deaf student 
inclusion, 
postsecondary 
transitions, 
and 
instructional 
planning.

National Deaf 
Center on 
Postsecondary 
Outcomes

SS.9-12.CV.7. Compare and contrast the democratic concepts 
and principles inherent to the U.S. system of government.

SS.9-12.G.3. Use self-collected or pre-existing data sets to 
generate spatial patterns at multiple scales that can be used to 
conduct analysis or to take civic action.

Grades 9–12 

Inter- 
sectionality 
Toolkit

Policy and 
education 
tools on race, 
disability, and 
gender for 
older students.

Kelsey 
Network

SS.9-12.H.5. Analyze the factors and historical context, 
including overarching movements, that influenced the 
perspectives of people during different historical eras.

SS.9-12.CV.2. Evaluate the opportunities and limitations of 
participation in elections, voting, and the electoral process, and 
the impact disenfranchisement has on these processes.

Grades 9–12
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INCLUSIVE RESOURCE GUIDE: DISABILITY HISTORY, RIGHTS, AND JUSTICE

Facing History and Ourselves-Aligned Resources with Grade Levels

Publications
Curriculum/ 
Background 

Info

Organization 
and  Speakers

ISBE Standards Addressed Grade Levels

Standing Up 
for Democracy: 
Disability 
Rights Unit

Explores the 
504 Sit-In and 
ADA advocacy 
through case-
based inquiry.

Facing History 
and Ourselves  

SS.9-12.H.1. Evaluate the context of time and place as well as 
structural factors that influence historical developments. 

SS.9-12.CV.6. Identify and explain how political parties, the 
media, and public interest groups both influence and reflect 
social and political interests.

Grades 6–12

Upstanders: 
The Power of 
Choice

Profiles 
individuals, 
including 
those with 
disabilities, 
who stood up 
to injustice.

Facing History SS.5.H.1. Create and use a chronological sequence of related 
events to identify cause and effects of relationships in history 
and the impacts of underrepresented groups.

SS.9-12.H.5. Analyze the factors and historical context, 
including overarching movements, that influenced the 
perspectives of people during different historical eras.

Grades 5–12

Reflecting 
on Identities 
Toolkit

Supports 
identity 
development 
including 
disability, race, 
and gender 
identity.

Facing History 
(Identity 
Formation 
Tools)

SS.9-12.G.3. Use self-collected or pre-existing data sets to 
generate spatial patterns at multiple scales that can be used to 
conduct analysis or to take civic action.  

SS.9-12.H.14. Analyze the geographic and cultural forces that 
have resulted in conflict and cooperation. Identify the cause 
and effects of imperialism and colonization.

Grades 4–12

https://www.facinghistory.org/
https://www.facinghistory.org/
https://www.facinghistory.org/resource-library/choices-upstanders-little-rock
https://www.facinghistory.org/resource-library/back-school-building-community-connection-learning
https://www.facinghistory.org/resource-library/back-school-building-community-connection-learning
https://www.facinghistory.org/resource-library/back-school-building-community-connection-learning
https://www.facinghistory.org/resource-library/back-school-building-community-connection-learning
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INCLUSIVE RESOURCE GUIDE: DISABILITY HISTORY, RIGHTS, AND JUSTICE

Facing History and Ourselves-Aligned Resources with Grade Levels

Publications
Curriculum/ 
Background 

Info

Organization 
and  Speakers

ISBE Standards Addressed Grade Levels

Teaching for 
Equity and 
Justice

Guide to 
creating 
inclusive 
classrooms 
using disability 
as a lens of 
justice.

Facing History 
and Ourselves

SS.9-12.CV.7. Compare and contrast the democratic concepts 
and principles inherent to the U.S. system of government.

SS.9-12.H.5. Analyze the factors and historical context, 
including overarching movements, that influenced the 
perspectives of people during different historical eras.

Grades 6–12

Case Study: 
The Power of 
Nonviolent 
Movements

Includes 
disability rights 
movement 
within civil 
rights history.

Facing History 
(Resistance 
Modules)

SS.9-12.H.1. Evaluate the context of time and place as well as 
structural factors that influence historical developments. 

SS.9-12.H.5. Analyze the factors and historical context, 
including overarching movements, that influenced the 
perspectives of people during different historical eras.

Grades 6–12

https://www.facinghistory.org/search?keys=Teaching+for+Equity+and+Justice
https://www.facinghistory.org/search?keys=Teaching+for+Equity+and+Justice
https://www.facinghistory.org/search?keys=The+Power+of+Nonviolent+Movements
https://www.facinghistory.org/search?keys=The+Power+of+Nonviolent+Movements
https://www.facinghistory.org/search?keys=The+Power+of+Nonviolent+Movements

