JUNE 2017
Volume 26, No. 6

How to Have the Accommodations Talk

This is the fourth in a series of columns on disability in
higher education for this publication. In the first column
of this series, I described how I worked to make my teach-
ing universally accessible for all of my students, not just my
students with disabilities. The impetus for the change in
my teaching was a meeting with a disabled student. When
she approached me, I asked her to tell me about what chal-
lenges she faced in the classroom. Given those challenges,

I changed my teaching, and I found—to my surprise—that
all of my students benefited from the changes. I'd stumbled
upon universal design, in this case teaching design that
makes learning more accessible for everyone.

I'm briefly retelling this story as a preface to this column
because this column is about the meeting that inspired my
teaching changes in the first place—the meeting when my
student approached me to request accommodations.

I'm very grateful to Past Katie for not ruining that stu-
dent meeting. Over the years, I've since researched how
to have these meetings better, since faculty and staff rarely
receive training on how to meet with disabled students.
(Did you receive training? I sure didn’t.) Here are some
tips for how to have the accommodations talk with your
students.

1. What Do I Do First When a Student Approaches Me
to Request Disability Accommodations?

First, smile. (Smile even if you're not a smiler. Smile any-
way. Trust me.) Next, say something like this: “I'm so glad
you are sharing this information with me. I want to hear
more.” Your demeanor and your very first words will make
the student feel that you aren’t uncomfortable (which you
won’t be after you read this column), or worse, resentful.
The best way to tank this meeting is to make an already-
nervous student believe you don’t want her to come to you.

A surprising number of faculty and staff are resentful
when students approach them with disability accom-
modations requests. Because of this resentment, which
these students have faced over and over (believe me, they
have), students have developed defense mechanisms.
This defense mechanism might make a student seem, you
know, defensive when she first approaches you. Rather
than acting judgmental, understand where this defensive
emotion is coming from. The defensiveness is not about
you—it’s about every other time in this student’s life when
she was treated badly because of her disability.

Let’s break down resentment and defensiveness for a
moment.

A student with a disability faces stigma. Stigma comes
in a variety of forms. She might have to face the misper-
ception that, because of her disability, she does not belong
in higher education. She might have to face the misper-
ception that her disability isn’t real or that it isn’t bad
enough for accommodations. Or she might have to face
the misperception that her disability is so bad that she
can’t succeed at all. Sometimes she has to face all of these
misperceptions at the same time, putting her in a double
bind—is her disability bad enough to warrant accommo-
dations? And if her disability is actually so bad, shouldn’t
she just quit school? Sometimes the same person will say
both of these things to her at once, forcing her to walk a
disability tightrope.

When a student comes to you to have the accommoda-
tions talk, she doesn’t know which of these beliefs you
hold, or if you hold them all. So it is your job to reassure
her that you believe her, and that you want to help her suc-
ceed in school.

2. Do I Need to Protect My Student's Privacy?
Absolutely. The best thing you can do to show how
much you respect your student’s privacy is to offer a pri-
vate place to talk. For instance, if a student approaches you

after class about accommodations, offer an office space
where you can speak privately. If a work-study student
whom you supervise comes to you in a semipublic place,
invite the student to a private conference room or to your
office. Chances are the student is nervous about revealing
her disability to you (for all of the reasons I discussed in
point #1), and offering privacy will help put her at ease.
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Reassure her that you will continue to protect her pri-
vacy, both from other students and other faculty. Remem-
ber, students are not required to share their disability
accommodation needs with faculty. She might have cho-
sen to share her disability with you, but not with another
professor. She might have chosen you because, for some
reason, she trusts you. (That’s a gift.) She might not feel
that same level of trust with her other professors. Do not
presume that she shared her disability with all of her pro-
fessors. That means that, even if you know that she is in a
class with a colleague of yours, you should not discuss her
disability with that colleague.

Remember, as the faculty or staff member, you hold a
position of power in the first meeting about accommoda-
tions. So take the initiative to tell the student that
you will not discuss her disability. Tell her
you will protect her privacy. Don’t make

room or workplace accommodations, reach out to your on-
campus student disability services office for ideas—they
are professionals who do learning design for a living. You
aren’t alone in this.

4. What If It Seems That My Student’s Disability Has
Changed, Disappeared, or Gotten Better During the
Semester?

Don’t be suspicious of your students with disabilities.
Just don't.

Remember that all disabilities (both physical and psy-
chiatric) can be changeable and unpredictable and incon-
sistent. Sometimes physical impairments require mobility
aids and sometimes they don’t. We all have good days. Just
because your student is having a good day or good week—

or is appearing to—doesn’t mean your student is
faking needing a mobility aid. It means that

: when your student is able to walk unas-
her ask you to do so. L e i el sisted, she wants to walk unassisted.
3. What If the Student’s Disability stumped in trying to Disabled people have been deemed

Is One That I Know a Lot About?

Whatever you do, do not lecture
the student on her own disability. I
have had students come to me with
the same disability that I have—literally
the same diagnosis. And I have learned
that the very best thing I can do is to keep my
mouth shut and let my students teach me about their
disabilities.

Let your student lead the conversation. Let her tell you
what her needs are. Let her decide what, precisely, she
needs to succeed in your class. Don’t make those decisions
for her. For example, don’t insist that she sit in a certain
place in the classroom or insist that she use a note-taker.
She is in charge of what she needs regarding her accom-
modations. Don’t force accommodations on her.

Work together to come up with a plan, one that you can
work with and one that will meet the student’s needs. If

you work together in good faith, you will figure out a plan.

If you find yourself stumped in trying to develop class-

develop classroom or workplace
accommodations, reach out to your
on-campus student disability
services office for ideas.

untrustworthy by Western science,
medicine and law since time imme-
morial. That statement is not an exag-
geration. In courtrooms, our memories
are questioned on the witness stand. At
the government level and the workplace
level, the burden of proof for disability benefits
is incredibly high. Don’t become a cliché and mistrust
your student because she seems to be having a week with
more spoons—a disability community term used to describe
the energy it takes to perform daily tasks. Try setting aside
your suspicions and learn about spoons instead.

To summarize: if you welcome your disabled student
when she approaches you, offer her privacy and discretion,
let her be the expert about her disability (and use campus
services when needed), and believe her story about her
disability (both at the beginning and throughout your rela-
tionship), you are well on the way to being a strong advo-
cate for students with disabilities.

—KRGP

WOMEN IN HIGHER EDUCATION

WOMEN IN HIGHER EDUCATION (Print ISSN: 1060-8303; Online ISSN: 2331-5466) is published monthly by Wiley Subscription Services, Inc., a Wiley Company, 111 River St., Hoboken, NJ 07030-5774.
Postmaster: Send all address changes to WOMEN IN HIGHER EDUCATION, John Wiley & Sons Inc., ¢/o The Sheridan Press, PO Box 465, Hanover, PA 17331.

Copyright and Copying (in any format): Copyright © 2017 Wiley Periodicals, Inc. All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted in any form or by any means without the prior
permission in writing from the copyright holder. Authorization to photocopy items for internal and personal use is granted by the copyright holder for libraries and other users registered with their local Reproduction
Rights Organisation (RRO), e.g. Copyright Clearance Center (CCC), 222 Rosewood Drive, Danvers, MA 01923, USA (www.copyright.com), provided the appropriate fee is paid directly to the RRO. This consent does
not extend to other kinds of copying such as copying for general distribution, for advertising and promotional purposes, for republication, for creating new collective works, or for resale. Permissions for such reuse
can be obtained using the RightsLink “Request Permissions” link on Wiley Online Library. Special requests should be addressed to: permissions@wiley.com.

Information for Subscribers: Women in Higher Educationis published in 12 issues per year. Subscription prices for 2017 are: Personal Print Only: $82 (USA, Canada, and Mexico), £53 (UK), €64 (Europe), $131 (rest
of world). Personal Print & Online: $94 (USA, Canada, and Mexico), £60 (UK), €75 (Europe), $144 (rest of world). Personal Online Only: $51 (USA, Canada, and Mexico), £31 (UK), €39 (Europe), $51 (rest of world).
Institutional Print Only: $898 (USA), $973 (Canada and Mexico), £622 (UK), €762 (Europe), $973 (rest of world). Institutional Print & Online: $1078 (USA), $1168 (Canada and Mexico), £747 (UK), €915 (Europe),
$1168 (rest of world). Institutional Online Only: $898 (USA, Canada, and Mexico), £573 (UK), €703 (Europe), $898 (rest of world). Prices are exclusive of tax. Asia-Pacific GST, Canadian GST/HST and European VAT
will be applied at the appropriate rates. For more information on current tax rates, please go to www.wileyonlinelibrary.com/tax-vat. The price includes online access to the current and all online back files to January
1,2013, where available. For other pricing options, including access information and terms and conditions, please visit www.wileyonlinelibrary.com/access.

Delivery Terms and Legal Title: Where the subscription price includes print issues and delivery is to the recipient’s address, delivery terms are Delivered at Place (DAP); the recipient is responsible for paying any
import duty or taxes. Title to all issues transfers FOB our shipping point, freight prepaid. We will endeavour to fulfil claims for missing or damaged copies
within six months of publication, within our reasonable discretion and subject to availability.

Disclaimer: The Publisherand Editors cannot be held responsible for errors or any consequences arising from the use of information contained in this journal;
the views and opinions expressed do not necessarily reflect those of the Publisher and Editors, neither does the publication of advertisements constitute any
endorsement by the Publisher and Editors of the products advertised.

Customer Service: For ordering information, claims, and any enquiry concerning your journal subscription, please go to www.wileycustomerhelp.com/ask
or contact your nearest office. Americas: Email: cs-journals@wiley.com; Tel: +1 781388 8598 or +1 800 835 6770 (toll free in the USA and Canada). Europe,
Middle East, and Africa: Email: cs-journals@wiley.com; Tel: +44 (0) 1865 778315. Asia Pacific: Email: cs-journals@wiley.com; Tel: +65 6511 8000. Japan:
For Japanese-speaking support, Email: cs-japan@wiley.com. Visit our Online Customer Help available in seven languages at www.wileycustomerhelp.com/ask.
Wiley’s Corporate Citizenship initiative seeks to address the environmental, social, economic, and ethical challenges faced in our business and which are
importantto our diverse stakeholder groups. Since launching the initiative, we have focused on sharing our content with those in need, enhancing community
philanthropy, reducing our carbon impact, creating global guidelines and best practices for paper use, establishing a vendor code of ethics, and engaging our
colleagues and other stakeholders in our efforts. Follow our progress at www.wiley.com/go/citizenship.

View this journal online at www.wileyonlinelibrary.com/journal/WHE.

Printed in the USA by The Allied Group

Founding Editor and Publisher: Mary Dee Wenniger
Editor: Kelly J. Baker, PhD

Publishing Editor: Joan Hope

Career Connections: Elizabeth Leigh Farrington
Social Media: Lora Templeton

Contributors: Katie Rose Guest Pryal, Kelly J. Baker,
Lois Elfman, Mary Lou Santovec, Brenda Bethman,
Anitra Cottledge, Amma Marfo, Karen Costa
Editorial Correspondence: Kelly J. Baker,

Email: kellyjbaker@wihe.com

For submission instructions, subscription, and all
other information visit: www.wileyonlinelibrary.com/
journal/whe.

Page 2 Women in Higher Education (www.wihe.com) / June 2017



