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PREFACE

Asocial justice approach to disability in higher education means beginning
with the assumption that people’s abilities and rights to contribute to and

benefit from higher education are not dependent on their bodies or psyches
conforming to dominant norms. Itmeans that we believe the barriers to success
in higher education lie in the structural, organizational, physical, and attitudi-
nal aspects of our institutions. In this book, we deliberately approach disability
from a social justice perspective, recognizing the multifaceted nature of dis-
abled people’s lives, while attending to the contributions and potentials of
students, staff, and faculty with disabilities. We also pay attention to the attitudi-
nal, organizational, and physical barriers impeding success; to history, law, and
policy; to functional limitations and the challenges posed by people’s minds
and bodies; and to advocacy, struggle, and social change. In particular, we rec-
ognize that the experience of disability is mediated by other social identities
people hold and the many roles they take on, both within and outside higher
education. In addition, in this book we examine the role of people who are not
disabled in creating and maintaining social systems, policies, and norms that
circumscribe the lives of individuals with disabilities, as well as the ways
that those with and without disabilities can reduce or eliminate those barriers.

Our approach differs from most other writing on disability in the context
of higher education, in which disability commonly is understood as deficit,
limitation, or inability. Even those who work to create an inclusive, socially just
society frequently use metaphors that reinforce perceptions of the incapacity
of people with disabilities (e.g., using “color-blind racism” to describe people

xiii
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who say they are unaware of racial differences; Nocella, 2009). As Mingus
(2011) noted,

People usually think of disability as an individual flaw or problem, rather than as something

partly created by the world we live in. It is rare that people think about disability as a politi-

cal experience or as encompassing a community full of rich histories, cultures, and legacies

(para. 1).

In this book, we strive to do just that. In addition, this book differs from other
texts on disability by recognizing and exploring diversity within disabled com-
munities. Moreover, we take an intentionally interdisciplinary approach, draw-
ing on both the research and experiential literature from a variety of disci-
plines, while noting the paucity and dated nature of disability research that
foregrounds the experiences of people with disabilities in higher education
(E. V. Peña, 2014). Finally, we approach disability as a campuswide issue rather
than the sole province of disability resource providers.

We need a better approach to understanding disability in higher education
for multiple reasons. First, the numbers and percentages of people with dis-
abilities entering college are rising, with 2011 data indicating 11.1% of college
students having a disability (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2016b),
almost double the numbers from the mid-1990s (although there is con-
siderable variability in disability statistics, as discussed in Chapter 4). Second,
despite the increasing enrollment of disabled students into higher education,
people with disabilities continue to be underrepresented in the workforce,
including at colleges and universities, as we expand on in Chapter 7. These
two dynamics are compounded because few staff or faculty members know
how to work effectively with people with disabilities as students, colleagues, or
supervisees. Finally, few colleges or universities have systematically identified
and eliminated institutional and cultural barriers to the success of their con-
stituencies with disabilities. In this book, we provide the information neces-
sary to begin to create campus environments supportive of the success of all
their members.

Audience

The primary audiences for this book are disability resource providers and stu-
dent affairs practitioners who work with students with disabilities (i.e., all
student affairs practitioners), faculty and academic affairs administrators, and
master’s and doctoral students who are studying social justice and disability
issues. We believe the book will be particularly useful to scholars and faculty
who teach courses on social justice and/or disability, both inside disability
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studies programs and in education, health and human services, social work,
and human development programs. Scholars studying disability also will find
this book to be an important resource because we bring together material
from multiple disciplinary perspectives; present new data and interpretations;
and integrate history, theory, and practice from a social justice perspective.
This book will be of help as well to scholars who are pursuing new and
important areas for future disability research, practitioners seeking a refer-
ence manual written from an intersectional perspective, faculty interested in
course textbooks and supplementary material, students who are entering the
field wanting disability-specific knowledge, and individuals without disabilities
looking to deconstruct ableism on their campuses. Finally, we believe this
book will be useful to those working to help students with disabilities make
the transition from high school to higher education.

Positionality

As we begin a book that takes a social justice approach to understanding dis-
ability in higher education, we recognize the importance of locating ourselves
as authors. We believe that readers need some understanding of the experi-
ences, influences, and values we bring to our own approaches to disability and
the ways those approaches shaped the content of this book.

We hold several social locations in common. Each of us is a White, cisgen-
der woman with a great deal of education. All of us were raised and have lived
most of our lives in the United States. We each identify as having one or more
disabilities. We all have cats. We each have worked in student affairs (although
in different functional areas). We all have extensive histories in social justice
work, view ourselves as advocates, and view student affairs work in general and
disability work specifically from that perspective. While we all have served as
college instructors, for two of the four of us (Nancy and Ellen), this was or is our
primary professional role. Autumn and Kirsten have taught in addition to their
main employment. In addition, we have unique histories that have shaped how
we came to write this book and howwe conceptualize disability, both personally
and as a theoretical construct. Below, each of us explains her history.

Nancy J. Evans

I had polio as a four-year-old during the last big polio epidemic before devel-
opment of the polio vaccine. I grew up in a poor family: my father was a tenant
farmer who left school after the sixth grade, and my mother was the daughter
of Norwegian immigrant farmers. My first memories are of my parents leaning
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over my bed at the medical center an hour frommy home, where I was treated
by a prominent orthopedist, nationally known for his work with polio patients.
Still, my mother experienced lifelong guilt feelings because (a) she was sure
I had caught the polio virus on a trip to her family home in Minnesota just
before I became sick, and (b) our family’s financial status made it impossible
for her to take me to the Mayo Clinic in Minnesota for treatment. My back
and legs were paralyzed, and I spent nine months in a rehabilitation hospital
learning to walk with crutches and the back and leg braces I have worn since
I was four years old. I also had many surgeries between the ages of 4 and 13
to straighten my legs and feet, which required hospitalization, rehabilitation,
and periodic home schooling.

I had my last major surgery at age 13 and was home-schooled during my
eighth-grade year by a young teacher who also taught at the local school. She
spent a great deal of time withme and was amajor influence onmy life, encour-
aging me to excel in my schoolwork and go on to college. My father was killed
in an accident when I was just starting ninth grade. My mother, who was not
used to making decisions, was overwhelmed and unsure of her role as a sin-
gle parent with two teenagers. Since she worked first evening and then night
hours, we were left on our own a lot. Because of my teacher’s influence and
my mother’s lack of self-confidence, I became an independent and resilient
teenager,makingmy own decisions, ignoringmy impairment for themost part,
and focusing on the aspect of my life in which I could excel: academics.

Because of my disability, the New York State Department of Vocational
Rehabilitation would pay my college tuition and costs as long as I attended an
in-state college. However, the private college I had my heart set on attending
“discouraged” me from enrolling because they did not think I could handle
its rather hilly campus. Devastated, I instead attended SUNY-Potsdam (now
Potsdam State University), where I felt welcomed. Potsdam provided an excel-
lent environment in which to expand my horizons, become involved in the
civil rights and antiwar protests of the 1960s, and become a student leader,
including student government president.

Immersed as I was in student government and protest, I had no clue what
I would do with my life after I graduated from college in 1970. Based on the
advice of my student government advisor, I finally decided on a career in stu-
dent affairs, completed a master’s degree, worked in the field for several years,
completed a PhD, and became a faculty member. Throughout these young
adult years, I rarely thought about my identity as a disabled person, other than
the affect I assumed my disability had on my social relationships, particularly
with men. Another belief my mother passed on to me was that men would not
be interested in me romantically. That belief was dispelled when I met my life
partner while we were both teaching at Western Illinois University. Together
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we worked through many of the issues and false messages I had regarding
my appearance and ability to contribute to a relationship; we were married
in 1997.

I learned about the concept of social injustice as an undergraduate during
the civil rights and antiwar movements and developed close friendships with
several gay men in graduate school and my first professional position. When
I began teaching, it was apparent to me that the student affairs literature base
was focused almost exclusively on students whose backgrounds were privileged.
Believing that student affairs professionals needed to know about minoritized
students as well, I began adding information about these students through
panels, assignments, and discussions. Later, I focused my scholarship on the
experiences of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) college students
and social justice in general. Reflecting now, I believe that I was doing this work
related to othermarginalized individuals because I was not yet ready to explore
the issues I personally faced as a disabled person.

It was not until I began teaching at Iowa State University (ISU) that
I needed to address my identity as a disabled person. I had gradually lost
strength in both my legs and my arms and I began experiencing significant
pain. I was at a point of needing to make the transition from walking with
crutches to using a wheelchair at work. This decision felt like “giving in” to my
disability, and I agonized over it. At that time, ISU’s disability resource coor-
dinator, who was also taking classes in the student affairs program, became
an important ally in the process of turning my feelings around to the point
where I was not only comfortable with myself as a disabled person who used
a wheelchair, but could also openly share my experiences in classes, presen-
tations, and writing. I am so grateful that he constantly confronted the
oppression people with disabilities experience and modeled speaking up for
one’s rights in professional settings.

Currently I am experiencing the challenges of post-polio syndrome, which
most polio survivors experience as they reach their 60s. I went on permanent
disability leave in 2013 since I no longer had the energy to manage my faculty
role effectively. I continue to learn and grow by immersing myself in the dis-
ability and social justice literature, and I bring social justice and critical realist
positions to my personal and professional work.

Ellen M. Broido

My diagnosis of diabetes as a four-year-old profoundly shaped multiple aspects
of my experience and identity, although it has taken me many years to recog-
nize those influences and I am sure there is more to learn. I grew up in a family
in which I was encouraged to treat diabetes as “no big deal” and to ensure no
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one was inconvenienced by it. I also had the socioeconomic privilege to access
quality health care and cutting-edge treatment. I had contact with other kids
with diabetes while attending a camp for diabetics for two weeks each summer;
that experience was a counterbalance to the rest of the year, where diabetes was
a solitary, isolating experience I was taught to treat as a mild annoyance and
a manageable medical condition. I absorbed the message to minimize others’
awareness of the impact of diabetes onmy life, accept themyth of being able to
do it all, and never considered myself to have a disability. However, due to dia-
betes, I lost my vision in one eye while a master’s student and was told to expect
to lose my remaining sight in the near future. Shortly after, I was exposed to
material about disability in the context of a course on social justice, and for
the first time I recognized the commonality between my own experiences and
those whom I had previously considered to be “other” people with disabilities.

This dawning understanding of a social justice perspective on disability,
work with others who shared social justice approaches, and research on other
aspects of social justice grounded my professional work in higher education in
social justice. Later, as I began to do research on disability in higher education,
my thinking was influenced by multiple theorists and researchers who were
using critical approaches to disability.

My other social identities, as a person who has racial, economic, educa-
tional, and cisgender privilege, and someoneminoritized because of my sexual
orientation, gender, and religious affiliation, also influence how I experience
disability. My understanding of disability and approach to the material in this
book is shaped by the combination of my own identity and experiences as
a disabled person, my other social identities, my contact with others doing
social justice work on disability and other issues, and theoretical and empirical
literature.

Kirsten R. Brown

From a very young age, being dyslexic was an inescapable part of my
self-identity. In grammar school, some of my most embarrassing memories
involved spelling exams. As an adult working in academia, I constantly
struggle to produce written work that others might interpret as grammatically
correct. Yet my identity and positionality are more than just a monolithic
picture highlighted by learning differences; culturally, I inhabit a space
where my white skin, able body, cisgender appearance, advanced education,
heterosexual relationship, and middle-class position provide some cover for
my dyslexic grammatical blunders. The privilege that these positions afford,
coupled with an immersion in disability research and an empathetic family,



Trim Size: 7in x 9.25in Evans fpref.tex V1 - 01/30/2017 2:17 P.M. Page xix�

� �

�

Preface xix

allows me to occupy a space where writing is a practice, not a perfection.
As a social justice advocate, I view my spelling errors as an opportunity to
deconstruct stigma associated with disability by making the hidden visible to
students in my classes and colleagues.

Autumn K. Wilke

Disability was not an aspect ofmy life that I began to fully embrace until I was an
adult inmy first full-time job. As a graduate student, I was diagnosed with gener-
alized anxiety disorder, panic disorder, and an adjustment disorder. I attended
weekly therapy sessions with an individual therapist and weekly group therapy
sessions to attempt to manage my symptoms, and I told no one about my strug-
gles. Anxiety had been a constant part of my life, but it had not affected me in
such a pronounced way until graduate school. As a teenager, I had internalized
many of themessages regardingmental health that are prevalent in society, and
I continued to viewmymental health through this lens. I sawmy daily struggles
with anxiety as an internal flaw that I had to manage. I did not seek accommo-
dations or support from my faculty or supervisors even though I was familiar
with the accommodations process, having received academic accommodations
for severe migraines as an undergraduate student.

In my first full-time position, I had the pleasure of working with a num-
ber of incredibly talented students who also experienced a myriad of struggles
with mental health, and as I challenged their own internalized perceptions of
their mental health, I began to challenge my own. I sought a new therapist
and added a new diagnosis, obsessive-compulsive personality disorder—which
helped to explain many of my experiences that were not fully encompassed by
my anxiety disorders. I also began to recognize the ways in whichmy other priv-
ileged identities as a white, cisgender, middle-class woman affected my access
to not only health care resources, but also to accommodations in the work-
place and professional legitimacy even with the stigma many people attach to
mental health disabilities.

Organization of the Book

We deliberately organized this book to move from foundational philosophical,
historical, theoretical, and legal concepts; through exploration of the albeit
limited literature on the interaction of disability with other aspects of iden-
tity and experience; to a focus on environmental issues; before focusing on
very practice-oriented chapters. We believe that effective, socially just disability



Trim Size: 7in x 9.25in Evans fpref.tex V1 - 01/30/2017 2:17 P.M. Page xx�

� �

�

xx Preface

work requires understanding why particular strategies do or do not work in
particular settings and with particular individuals and groups, and that “why”
comes fromphilosophy, history, theory, and laws.While we recognize that some
readers may want to jump directly to strategies for particular functional areas
of campus, we encourage all readers to engage with the preceding chapters so
they can best tailor their work in light of the foundational material.

This book begins with an Introduction in which we discuss our social
justice framework, language that we have chosen to use in this book, and the
additional theoretical perspectives that underlie the text. The book has four
parts: “Foundational Concepts” (chapters 1 through 4, addressing history, the-
ory, law, and ways of classifying disability); “Population-Specific Experiences”
(chapters 5 through 7, focusing on social identities, diverse populations and
campuses, and faculty and staff with disabilities); “Environmental Issues” (chap-
ters 8 through 12, focused on the campus environment, campus climate,
universal design, assistive technology, and instructional issues); and “Serving
Students” (chapters 13 through 15, on disability resource offices, student
affairs units, and transition-related topics). Each chapter starts with a vignette
or quote from one of us or from students, faculty, or staff who offered invalu-
able contributions to our research for this book. Each chapter closes with
discussion questions that serve as tools for reflection and practical application
of the issues and concepts described in the chapter. The Conclusion to the
book presents a new framework for a socially just approach to disability in
higher education and strategies to implement the framework.

Introduction

In the Introduction, we describe what we mean by a social justice approach to
disability, frame the language we use in the book, discuss language to avoid,
and provide a rationale for thematerial we have chosen to include. We close by
suggesting that a social justice approach accepts that bodies and minds come
in a wide variety of forms and advocate that all people are deserving of respect
and equality regardless of how they function (Nocella, 2009).

Part 1: Foundational Concepts

In the first chapter, we provide an overview of the history of disability in the
United States. We review both the social context in which the education of
people with disabilities took place and the major events in the development
of higher education that affected disabled individuals. In Chapter 2, we present
the various models of disability that have guided society’s understanding
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and treatment of people with disabilities over time and currently. We also
examine how disability models can inform student affairs professionals and
faculty who work with students with disabilities.

In Chapter 3, we discuss how disability law and legal initiatives play a signif-
icant role in shaping the educational experiences of people with disabilities.
We provide a brief historical overview of four foundational pieces of legisla-
tion pertaining to disability and education and then focus on current and
upcoming legal issues, including accessible technology, auxiliary aids, stan-
dardized testing, barrier removal, housing, emotional support animals, and
accommodations for temporary disabilities. We conclude by discussing socially
just approaches to interpreting disability law.

Chapter 4 is focused on different individual and social factors that influ-
ence how people think about and experience disability. We review the broad
variability within and among forms of impairment. We conclude by providing
definitions of and reviewing statistics on the prevalence of forms of impairment
found most often in college student populations.

Part 2: Population-Specific Experiences

In Chapter 5, we address the influences of themultiple identities of individuals
with disabilities. We examine as well the concept of disability identity and pro-
vide an overview of several theories of disability identity development that can
inform student affairs professionals and faculty who work with students with
disabilities. In addition, we examine numerous ways that race, gender, sexual
orientation, and social class influence the individual experiences of people
with disabilities in the college and university environment.

In Chapter 6, we continue the theme of multiple aspects of disabled stu-
dents’ identity and focus on lived experiences that affect different student
populations’ access to and experience within higher education.We discuss top-
ics salient to disabled students who are also adult learners, community college
students, English language learners, first-generation college students, inter-
national students, single-parent students, student athletes, transfer students,
undocumented students, and students who are veterans.

Chapter 7 has a focus on the specific experiences and context of univer-
sity staff and faculty members with disabilities. It contains an overview of case
law, legislation, and regulations regarding employment and reporting, as well
as climate issues specific to faculty and staff, and concludes with recommen-
dations for policy and practice. This chapter will be of particular interest to
human resources staff, as well as staff and faculty who have disabilities or who
have colleagues with disabilities.
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Part 3: Environmental Issues

The third part of the book addresses multiple aspects of the campus envi-
ronment. In Chapter 8, we discuss aspects of the campus environment and
the effects they have on students with disabilities. Specifically, we examine the
ways in which the human aggregate (faculty and students), the organizational
structure (university policies and practices), and the physical environment
(architecture, landscape, and location) affect the performance, satisfaction,
and well-being of students with disabilities and recommend ways in which
these aspects of the environment can be modified to better address the needs
of disabled students.

The focus of Chapter 9 is on how disabled students experience the campus
climate and the effects that the climate has on those students. We include in
this discussion a summary of a recent multicampus study of campus climate
experienced by students with disabilities and amodel for transforming campus
climates to be more welcoming for this student population.

In Chapter 10, we examine the concept of universal design and its appli-
cation to various aspects of the campus environment, as well as to instruction.
We explore the relationship of universal design and social justice and describe
specific programs that provide resources and materials to assist college and
university staff in developing universally designed initiatives.

In Chapter 11, we explore how technology can improve the autonomy
and independence of many individuals, including those with disabilities. Tech-
nology is increasingly present in the day-to-day functioning of colleges and
universities, and when it is employed in an accessiblemanner, it can be a strong
tool for the retention and positive experiences of students, faculty, and staff
with disabilities. In this chapter we outline categories of technology, tips for
usage, and guidelines for reviewing accessibility.

In Chapter 12, we examine current classroom practices for working with
students with disabilities, critique existing methods, and explore the impli-
cations of universally designed instruction for the education of students with
disabilities. We include examples of good practice for instructing disabled
students and other nontraditional students who also benefit from universal
design.

Part 4: Serving Students

In Chapter 13, we focus on disability resource offices and their staff. We
describe the administrative, service provision, and outreach roles that are
critical to student success and community education and the role of disability
resource practitioners in advocating for social justice.
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In Chapter 14, we examine current practices and socially just approaches
to engaging and supporting students with disabilities in higher education.
We start by discussing current research on retention of students with disabili-
ties and describe the importance of universal design in student affairs. Then
we provide an overview of functional areas within student affairs, using spe-
cific examples and existing research to demonstrate effective uses of uni-
versal design.

In Chapter 15, we address the transitions into, during, and out of postsec-
ondary education for students with disabilities. We also continue the discussion
of student affairs functional areas in relation to admissions, orientation, trans-
fer students, study abroad, career services, and graduate school preparation. In
particular, we highlight the roles that vocational rehabilitation and K-12 edu-
cation play in the transition process and call attention to the lack of research
focused on the transitions that occur while in college.

Conclusion

We conclude by presenting seven core principles of a socially just approach to
disability in the specific context of higher education. We explain how those
principles might manifest to create a higher education environment free from
ableism.
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