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Higher Education Has a Problem:
Holistic Disability Inclusion

and Belonging

By Whitney N. West and Iman Riddick

Health impacts individuals from birth and throughout life. When health is

compromised, shame, fear, and denial often arise. The hidden majority of

chronically ill individuals face challenges in higher education and career

progression, including disclosure, resource availability, and navigating career

expectations. Current disability efforts in higher education primarily focus on

students, leaving a gap in inclusion for faculty and staff. Failure to consider these

individuals hinders disability inclusion and belonging in universities. The importance

of including faculty and staff in disability-related processes cannot be understated.

Disability must be a part of diversity to keep true to the goals of higher education.

Health is one of the few things that is cared about from
before one is born, and those implications carry on
throughout life. It is often said that many do not care
about their child’s gender as long as they are healthy.
So, what happens when they are not? It becomes a
point of shame, fear, denial, and rejection. This senti-
ment stems from a natural concern for the well-being
of their offspring. However, this preoccupation can have
unintended consequences when children are born with
health conditions or disabilities. Simultaneously, if one
does not look ill, they are often disregarded, and their
truth denied. The chronically ill are the hidden major-
ity in that more than half of the population deals with
at least one illness defined as chronic. But few people
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disclose or discuss having these illnesses for a variety
of reasons that are rooted in ableism. This decision is
influenced by several factors, including the fear of being
stigmatized, the desire to avoid special treatment or pity,
and concerns about how others will perceive them. This
hidden nature of chronic illnesses can contribute to a
lack of awareness and understanding about the chal-
lenges faced by those who live with these conditions.
It can also perpetuate the stereotype that only visible
or severe disabilities are worthy of attention and sup-
port. In addition, about 27 percent of Americans have a
disability and 16 percent of the global population is dis-
abled (Center for Disease Control and Prevention 2023).

For someone who has a chronic illness that is intermit-
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tent or progressive in nature, there are many challenges
to attending an institution, working in higher educa-
tion, and growing in that career. Challenges can include
whether and to whom to disclose their condition and
how much about the condition to disclose, how to find
resources, whether resources are available for staff and
faculty, whether resources are for physical illnesses, and
how to navigate career expectations.

The focus in disability is often student centric, as
students are often listed as the key stakeholder in stra-
tegic enrollment management (SEM) efforts. As Gotthiel
(2018) mentions, higher education SEM goals have not
always included and fully integrated diversity while
current court rulings even put current efforts in jeop-
ardy. However, faculty and staff are often excluded from
this focus, and it is usually perceived as an individual
issue as opposed to an integrated part of higher educa-
tion diversity (Cory 2o11). If faculty and staff are left out
of the conversation, a huge gap is created in the disabil-
ity inclusion and belonging of a university. Faculty and
staff members who have disabilities should have access
to the same level of support, resources, and advocacy as
students. This includes ensuring that physical spaces,
communication methods, and workplace policies are
accessible and accommodating to a diverse range of
abilities. The faculty and staff cannot advocate for, en-
courage, or benefit from processes that do not consider
them in the population of importance. By recognizing
and addressing the challenges faced by faculty and staff
with chronic illnesses or disabilities, universities can
foster a more equitable and welcoming environment
for all members of their community. This inclusive ap-
proach not only benefits individuals but also enriches
the educational and professional experience for every-
one involved. It aligns with the broader goals of diver-

sity, equity, and inclusion in higher education.

Literature Review

The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) was passed
by Congress in 1990 to remedy the social problem of
able-bodied Americans’ discrimination against disabled
Americans (Abram 2003). The lesser-known Rehabilita-

tion Act of 1973, which focused on the government, was
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the ADA’s predecessor that protected the rights of the
handicapped. However, it was rare for the Rehabilita-
tion Act of 1973 to be used litigiously until the ADA was
enacted in 1990 (Abram 2003; Rothstein 2015). Current
research on the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA)
and disability in higher education primarily focuses on
student issues, although some shared concerns, such
as architectural, technological, and food-related issues,
affect both faculty and staff (Rothstein 2015). Previous
studies that did not center on students primarily exam-
ined faculty, neglecting the unique issues and needs of
staff (Finesilver, et al. 2020). Despite this, Abram (2003)
points out that “few college faculty members are dis-
abled,” which contradicts national data indicating that
60 percent of Americans have a chronic condition, and
26 percent have a disability (Center for Disease Control
and Prevention 2022; Center for Disease Control and
Prevention 2023; Grigely 2017).

Research on the experiences of students with dis-
abilities in higher education has gained increased prom-
inence in recent decades, with a particularly heightened
focus brought about by the global pandemic. This body
of scholarly work has delved into various dimensions of
their academic journeys, aiming to unravel the complex-
ities of their experiences, challenges, and the support
systems available to them within the academic milieu.
While the focus was not on faculty and staff, these criti-
cal investigations also applied to this population in some
manners. One critical facet of this research has centered
on the accessibility of physical spaces within educational
institutions. This inquiry encompasses the identification
of architectural barriers that hinder mobility and in-
dependence for individuals with disabilities. Moreover,
scholars have scrutinized the availability and efficacy
of assistive technologies, which play a pivotal role in
bridging the accessibility gap (Hutcheon and Wolbring
2012). These studies have yielded invaluable insights into
the tangible hurdles that students with disabilities en-
counter, highlighting the pressing need for structural
changes in the higher education landscape.

Recent evidence suggests that the underrepre-
sentation of faculty and staff with disabilities may be

attributed to issues of disclosure, influenced by indi-
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viduals’ comfort with their diagnosis, willingness to
identify as disabled, and concerns about its impact on
their abilities and career progression (Brown 2020; Fi-
nesilver, et al. 2020). Faculty and staff often rely on their
respective universities’ civil rights and diversity efforts
to determine whether to disclose their disabilities. Dol-
mage (2017) argues that the initiatives developed in the
name of diversity and inclusion fail to effectively ad-
dress the ableism inherent in higher education, which
contributes to the invisibility of faculty and staff with
disabilities. Research has found that faculty and staff
with disabilities experience job discrimination and
harassment, which leads to underreporting and low
requests for accommodation (Shigaki, et al. 2012; Gier-
dowski 2020). Current research on students has cast a
spotlight on the effectiveness of accommodations and
support services provided by universities. However, this
research is not sufficient for faculty and staff as their
processes are different and are more akin to employ-
ment issues. It is through such rigorous examination
that institutions can refine their support mechanisms
to ensure that they meet the diverse and evolving needs
of faculty and staff with disabilities (Gierdowski 2020,
Franke, et al. 2012). These efforts, rooted in empirical
analysis, are indispensable for fostering an inclusive
academic environment.

The implications of disclosure and the lack of inclu-
sion for faculty and staff in higher education are still not
fully understood. Although Abram (2003) acknowledges
that faculty with disabilities are in small numbers, she
also recognizes that “those who are may face signifi-
cant difficulties in preserving their jobs.” Faculty and
staff often perceive disclosure as potentially detrimental
to their current employment and future opportunities
(Brown 2020). The potential for disparate treatment
makes the benefits of disclosure less appealing com-
pared to passing as able-bodied (Brown 2020).

This issue is particularly salient for disabled faculty
and staff of color, as disability in higher education has
predominantly been approached from a white-centric
perspective, with limited consideration given to the in-
tersection of disability and race (Ramirez-Stapleton, et

al. 20205 Peters 2011). Disability shares similarities with

Special Issue

83

SEMQ

other marginalized identities, such as sexual orientation,
race, and low socioeconomic status, although it is the
only identity that can be acquired in an instant (Bell
2o11; Ehlinger and Ropers 2020). The study of both race
and disability has existed independently, but the confla-
tion of both identities creates tension, stemming from
historical denial of rights between the two groups (Pick-
ens 2017). Existing accounts fail to adequately address
the multiple intersections of race, disability, and gen-
der, which are often experienced by individuals within
the higher education academy (West 2023). Research
on faculty and staff of color with disabilities in higher
education is limited, but it is important to address the
intersectionality of race and disability in academia. Fac-
ulty and staff of color often face challenges related to
diversity and inclusion in their work environments,
which can create a sense of isolation and frustration
(King 2020; West 2023) When disability is added to the
equation, these individuals may face additional barriers

and challenges.

Ableism in the Academy

Efforts to counter ableism are efforts that benefit all
who enter the campuses of higher education institu-
tions. These efforts and lack thereof can determine
whether a student attends or a faculty or staff member
accepts an offer from the moment they enter campus

for a tour or interview. Talia Lewis defines ableism as:

A system that places value on people’s bodies and minds
based on societally constructed ideas of normalcy, intelli-
gence, excellence, and productivity These constructed ideas
are deeply rooted in anti-Blackness, eugenics, colonialism,
and capitalism. This form of systemic oppression leads to
people and society determining who is valuable and wor-
thy based on a person’s appearance and/or their ability to
satisfactory [re[produce, excel and ‘behave.’ You do not

have to be disabled to experience ableism (Lewis 2021).

Ableism is woven into the fabric of higher education
just as intricately as racism and sexism. Early disabil-
ity activists like Ed Roberts had to fight for entry into
the academy as administrators claimed to have “tried

cripples” before. The disqualifier was only his disability
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and what the university was unprepared or unwilling
to offer as an accommodation. Roberts spent his time in
college living in an infirmary, initially alone then joined
by other disabled students. However, the students had
to continuously fight to stay enrolled as rules allowed
for their dismissal due to the cost of their accommo-
dations. These undue and unnecessary barriers are per-
sistent in higher education today as the requirements
of the ADA have become the bar instead of the ground
floor for accessibility for students, faculty, and staff.

Disability in higher education is often researched as
a measure of compliance and not from a qualitative lens
that would allow for the humanizing of disability. Shall-
ish (2015) notes that unlike race and gender diversity,
which have become known to benefit a white-centric
academy, disability is seen as something to overcome
as opposed to a held identity by a group of students,
faculty, and staff. The findings of recent research into
intersectional disability identity revealed that the prac-
tices and resources related to ADA accommodations are
inadequate not only for the participants in this study
but also for the broader disabled community (West
2023). The participants who served as ADA officers re-
ported significant understaffing in their offices, which
hampers effective communication and outreach to fac-
ulty and staff. Additionally, respondents noted a lack
of racial diversity within their offices, which could di-
rectly impact the trust required for addressing such a
sensitive topic (West 2023).

It is common for universities to prioritize ADA com-
pliance by relying heavily on legal professionals, a field
that historically lacks diversity. However, to truly ad-
vance disability and accommodation efforts within the
framework of diversity, equity, inclusion, and belonging
(DEIB), there is a need to consider intersectional identi-
ties and recognize how these identities can hinder indi-
viduals with disabilities from engaging with ADA offices.
The experiences and visible identities of Black women
respondents directly influenced their comfort levels in
seeking assistance. This points to a lack of success in
overall inclusion and belonging activities in higher edu-
cation, which reveals a need for a realistic in-depth study

into what is happening and how it can be improved.
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Barriers to Equitable Treatment

In higher education, the pursuit of equitable treatment
for individuals grappling with disabilities or chronic
illnesses stands as a cornerstone of efforts to cultivate
a truly inclusive and accessible academic environ-
ment. While legal protections have been established
and awareness surrounding these issues has grown, it
is imperative to acknowledge that a multitude of for-
midable barriers still stubbornly persist. These barri-
ers cast shadows over the prospects of individuals with
disabilities or chronic illnesses, obstructing their path
to full participation and equitable opportunities within
the educational landscape. As institutions of higher
learning, it is incumbent upon us to take a proactive
stance in addressing these multifaceted challenges faced
by faculty and staff who contend with disabilities or
chronic illnesses in the pursuit of their academic and
professional aspirations. By doing so, institutions not
only honor the principles of fairness and inclusivity but
also harness the potential for a more diverse, enriched,
and harmonious academic community that thrives on

the contributions of all its members.

Physical and Architectural Barriers

One significant barrier to equitable treatment is the
presence of physical and architectural barriers on
campuses. Inadequate accessibility features, such as
inaccessible buildings, lack of ramps or elevators, and
insufficient restroom facilities, hinder mobility and
independent navigation for individuals with disabili-
ties. Such barriers limit their access to classrooms, labs,
offices, and other campus facilities, thereby hindering
their full participation in academic and professional ac-
tivities. A significant barrier that has been seen often
is stairs within classrooms as well as limited clearance
for mobility aids within the space. Faculty and staff
who must use these facilities are greatly limited. Many
universities also have buildings that have not been ren-
ovated and therefore do not have elevators and have not
been required to input them. This can prohibit faculty
from lecturing in these spaces, and faculty nor staff are

able to use these facilities for events and meetings.
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Limited Access to Accommodations
and Support Services

Another significant challenge lies in the limited access
to accommodations and support services. Although leg-
islation like the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA)
mandates the provision of reasonable accommodations,
the process for obtaining these accommodations can be
complex and burdensome. Faculty and staff may encoun-
ter bureaucratic hurdles, long waiting periods, or inade-
quate resources, impeding their timely access to essential
accommodations such as accessible workspaces, assis-
tive technology, and flexible work arrangements (Grigley
2017; Shigaki, et al. 2012). This limited access undermines
their ability to fully engage in the academic environment
and perform to their full potential without fear of losing
their job or not being granted tenure (West 2023).

The lack of adequate support for faculty and staff
with disabilities or chronic illnesses is another sub-
stantial barrier in higher education. Despite efforts to
address accommodations and support services for stu-
dents, less attention has been given to the needs and
experiences of faculty and staff. Limited resources, in-
adequate training, and a lack of institutional policies or
practices tailored to their specific requirements exacer-
bate the challenges faced by these individuals (Grigley
2017). Consequently, faculty and staff may encounter
difficulties in performing their duties, participating in
professional development opportunities, or advancing
in their careers due to systemic barriers and a lack of

appropriate support mechanisms.

Stigma, Discrimination, and
Lack of Awareness

Stigma and discrimination remain persistent barri-
ers that affect individuals with disabilities or chronic
illnesses in higher education, especially faculty and
staff. Negative attitudes, stereotypes, and misconcep-
tions surrounding disabilities can lead to marginaliza-
tion, isolation, and unequal treatment. For faculty and
staff, the consequences of these insidious biases are felt
acutely. Prejudice, bias, or unconscious discrimination
can silently infiltrate daily interactions, casting doubts

over the competence and contributions of individuals
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with disabilities or chronic illnesses. This insidious dis-
crimination can corrode opportunities for career pro-
gression, restricting the ambitions and aspirations of
talented academics. Furthermore, it fosters a disheart-
ening climate in which the innate sense of belonging
within the academic community is eroded, replaced by
a disconcerting awareness of difference and otherness.
Adding to the complexity of this issue is the extensive
lack of awareness and understanding among peers and
colleagues. This knowledge deficit further perpetuates
the cycle of stigmatization, consigning individuals with
disabilities or chronic illnesses to the margins of ac-
ademic discourse and engagement. The consequences
ripple beyond the affected individuals themselves, af-
fecting the broader academic community by robbing it

of diverse perspectives and unique talents.

Intersectionality and Multiple
Marginalized Identities

The intersectionality of disabilities or chronic illnesses
with other marginalized identities poses additional bar-
riers to equitable treatment. Individuals who belong to
multiple marginalized groups, such as women, racial
or ethnic minorities, or those from low socioeconomic
backgrounds, may face compounded challenges. They
experience the intersectional effects of discrimination,
bias, and systemic barriers, which can further limit
their access to resources, opportunities, and support in
higher education (West 2023). This highlights the im-
portance of adopting an intersectional lens to address
the unique needs and experiences of individuals with
multiple marginalized identities.

Promoting equitable treatment for faculty and staff
with disabilities or chronic illnesses in higher education
necessitates a comprehensive approach that addresses
the multifaceted barriers they encounter. Faculty and
staff are integral in achieving the goals of the university
especially as it pertains to retention and reimagining
strategic enrollment management as the disabled pop-
ulation of students are more likely to not be retained if
these barriers persist (Harvey-Smith 2022). Overcoming
physical and architectural barriers, ensuring accessi-

ble accommodations and support services, combating
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stigma and discrimination, and acknowledging inter-
sectional identities are crucial steps toward achieving
greater inclusivity and equity. Higher education institu-
tions must adopt proactive measures, develop inclusive
policies, and foster a culture that embraces diversity to
create an environment where individuals with disabil-
ities or chronic illnesses can thrive academically and
professionally. By dismantling these barriers, higher
education can truly become a space where everyone

has an equal opportunity to learn, work, and succeed.

Beginnings of Problem Solving

Implementing operational improvements in higher
education to enhance the experience of students, staff,
and faculty with disabilities and chronic illnesses re-
quires a multifaceted approach. Firstly, it is crucial to
go beyond simply mentioning the existence of an ADA
accommodation process within the human resources
department. Instead, institutions should strive to nor-
malize and educate individuals about the conditions
that may qualify for accommodations. Many prevalent
conditions, such as heart disease, cancer, chronic lung
disease, stroke, Alzheimer’s, diabetes, and chronic kid-
ney disease, are leading causes of death and disability
in the United States, yet individuals living with these
conditions often lack awareness of available resources
and support. Following the examples set by no-smok-
ing, mental health, and obesity campaigns, offices can
proactively inform and educate the campus community
about these conditions and the resources available for
success in academic and daily activities.

Furthermore, fostering collaboration and partner-
ship between departments is crucial to meeting the
needs of individuals with disabilities and chronic ill-
nesses. While utilizing the traditional ADA/disability
access office structure is a necessary starting point, in-
stitutions should strive to create safe spaces that allow
open lines of communication between staff, faculty and
administration. Such spaces may not be as formal as an

FMLA request using U.S. Department of Labor forms,
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as they aim to address barriers to success that may not
be solely medical in nature. One-on-one sessions with
leadership or other staff can provide opportunities for
meaningful discussions and holistic approaches to re-
solving barriers that individuals may face. Policies and
practices should promote equal opportunities for all,
and these ideals should be effectively communicated
to all community members, eliminating the need for
individuals to explicitly ask for accommodations.

Flexible schedules can play a crucial role in support-
ing employees with disabilities and chronic illnesses.
For instance, individuals experiencing neurologic fa-
tigue may benefit from the ability to adjust their work
schedule to align with periods of increased attentive-
ness. This flexibility allows employees to optimize their
productivity and incorporate mental rest periods to
refocus and reorient themselves. The COVID-I9 pan-
demic demonstrated the effectiveness of teleworking
and flexible schedules in accommodating the needs of
employees with chronic illnesses and disabilities, and it
is recommended that institutions continue to allow this
flexibility based on departmental needs and the overall
mission of the institution.

Moreover, providing private spaces is essential to
support individuals who are easily distracted by noise
or movement in their environment. In situations where
private spaces are not feasible, employees should be en-
couraged to use noise-canceling headphones or close
their office doors for a reasonable period that does not
disrupt the office’s operations.

By implementing these initiatives with minimal cost
and effort, higher education institutions can effectively
enhance the sense of belonging and inclusivity for all
students, staff, and faculty on campus. Furthermore,
these investments in accessibility and inclusivity not
only align with ethical imperatives but also yield long-
term dividends by fostering a more vibrant, innovative,
and harmonious academic community that thrives on
the diverse strengths and contributions of its members

instead of homogeneity.
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