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ABSTRACT 

Focused on the role of a disability cultural center in higher education from the 

perspective of disabled students, this qualitative study used a social constructivism lens to 

examine how disability is conceptualized through a medical versus social model on a college 

campus.  Framing disability as an identity and social justice issue, the intent of this study was to 

explore the disability experience as well as the role that a disability cultural center could play in 

addressing social inequities faced by disabled students.  Importantly, this study was one of the 

first to focus on how a disability cultural center can create a more welcoming campus climate for 

disabled students within higher education.  Based on the perspectives of six disabled students, 

the themes that emerged from the qualitative interviews highlighted a clear distinction between 

how participants believed the institution viewed the disability experience compared to the 

disability cultural center.  Recognizing disability as a form of diversity, generative insights from 

the interviews revealed broad benefits of a disability cultural center beyond the accessibility role 

of a disability resource center.  In particular, a disability cultural center is an avenue to: (a) 

increase disability leadership on campus, (b) promote more welcoming attitudes toward 

disability, (c) improved faculty training regarding the disability experience, (d) cultivate pride in 

disability culture, and (e) embrace disability as a valid human identity.  Moving forward, the 

results of the present study may inform the development of new disability cultural centers across 

the United States to challenge ableism, including non-disability privilege and oppression.  With 

this in mind, implications for institutions are presented to inform higher education and shift the 

narrative of disability from a medical diagnosis to a valid social identity on campus.   
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

The population of disabled people is one of the fastest growing minority groups in the 

United States.  According to the Disability Statistics Annual Report, the percentage of disabled 

people in the U.S. population rose from 11.9% in 2010 to 12.6% in 2013, 2014, and 2015 (Kraus, 

Lauer, & Houtenville, 2018).  Contributing to the 1970’s disability rights movement, individuals 

with physical disabilities were one of the first disability groups to successfully advocate for 

legally-mandated inclusion and supports in higher education (Gelbar, Madaus, Lombardi, 

Faggella-Luby, & Dukes, 2015).  The increase in the number of disabled students enrolled in 

college has been linked to the passage of legal protections, such as The Rehabilitation Act of 

1973, Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) of 1990, and the Individuals with Disabilities 

Education Act (IDEA) of 1990.  In compliance with the reauthorization of legal requirements 

such as The Rehabilitation Act and ADA, today nearly all universities and colleges in the U.S. 

maintain professionally-staffed centers for disability services (Zehner, 2018).  The fact that 

institutions of higher education are committed to accessibility has directly resulted in the number 

of disabled students increasing in higher education.  In 2013, the National Center for Educational 

Statistics (NCES) reported 2,563,000 disabled students enrolled nationwide, accounting for 

approximately 11% of all undergraduates in the 2011-2012 academic year.  Within the same 

academic year, only 5% of graduate students reported having a disability.  While there is growth 

in numbers, there is limited research about the social and cultural factors that influence the 

persistence, retention, and ultimate graduation of disabled students in postsecondary education 

(Kimball, Moore, Vaccaro, Troiano, & Newman, 2016).  

Research has shown graduation rates for disabled students to be as low as 13% compared 

to 30% among their non-disabled counterparts (Hong, 2015; Wagner, Newman, Cameto, Garza, 
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& Levine, 2005).  According to Hong (2015), the problem is that many colleges are still 

unprepared to support disabled students beyond legally mandated equal access and 

accommodations.  Kimball and colleagues (2016) noted many “disabled students experience a 

‘chilly’ campus climate involving stereotypes, microaggressions, misconceptions and exclusion” 

(p. 1).  While legal mandates have created more access to higher education for disabled students, 

“significantly less attention has been given to ableism and the privilege of those who do not have 

disabilities” (Kattari, 2015, p. 375).  To understand ableism, it is first important to understand the 

role of privilege and oppression, including how microaggressions perpetuate dominant cultural 

narratives of disability as pity. 

Pierce (1970), the first African-American psychiatrist to join the faculty of the Harvard 

Medical School, coined the term microaggression in the 1960’s.  Described as everyday 

interactions that perpetuate inequalities and stereotypes against subordinate groups, Pierce 

(1970) explained the concept of microaggression as: 

Most offensive reactions are not gross and crippling.  They are subtle and stunning.  The 

enormity of the complications they cause can be appreciated only when one considers 

that the subtle blows are delivered incessantly.  Even though any single offense can . . . 

be relatively innocuous, the cumulative effect to the victim and to the victimizer is of an 

unimaginable magnitude.  Hence the therapist is obliged to pose the idea that offensive 

mechanisms are usually a microaggression, as opposed to a gross, dramatic, obvious 

macro-aggression such as lynching (n.p.)  

In other words, “microaggressions are the brief and commonplace daily verbal, behavioral, and 

environmental indignities, whether intentional or unintentional, that communicate hostile, 

derogatory, or negative racial, gender, sexual, and religious slights and insults to the target 
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person or group (Sue, 2010, p. 6).  Today, Merriam-Webster (2019) has defined a 

microaggression as a comment or action that subtly and often unconsciously or unintentionally 

expresses a prejudiced attitude toward a member of a marginalized group.  There are many 

examples of microaggressions toward disabled students, such as telling someone they speak well 

for a deaf person. Other examples of disability microaggressions include “good to see you out”  

“let’s race” “you look so normal” or “do you have a license to drive that thing (referring to a 

wheelchair), stop speeding!” It can also take the form of asking everyone in a group to stand for 

an activity (with the assumption that everyone can stand), or telling someone they are “lucky” 

that they are able to bring their support dog to class with them (Kattari, 2015).  Such ableist 

microaggressions occur in classrooms, residence halls, and interactions across campus and 

minimize the disability experience.  The impact of microaggressions is that disabled students are 

marginalized and invalidated in school, the workplace and the community (Lu, 2016).  

Similar to other groups of minority students, microaggressions can make it hard for 

disabled students to find membership in the cultures and subcultures on their campuses (Fleming, 

Oertle, Plotner, & Hakun, 2017; Kuh & Love, 2000; Tinto, 1993).  Zehner reported (2018) “at 

large public research universities, students with disabilities are significantly less satisfied with 

campus climate compared to students who do not have disabilities” (p. 145).  In fact, the campus 

environment often includes ill-prepared advisors, negative faculty perceptions, and stigma due to 

separation from peers such as having to leave the classroom to receive testing accommodations 

(Hong, 2015).  Additionally, Elliot, Gonzalez, and Larsen (2011) reported disabled students felt 

disrespected and uncomfortable in the classroom environment due to offensive language and 

class activities that invalidated their disability experience.  For example, the classroom may be 

physically accessible but the first activity in class might require a lot of physical effort or visual 
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capability. This design does not ensure an equitable classroom experience for disabled students.  

In many ways, disabled students are invisible on campus “because others see their disability only 

as a need for an accommodation rather than as an identity” (Abes & Wallace, 2018, p. 551). The 

very assumption that all disabled students require accommodations is an assumption grounded in 

ableism (Kattari, 2015). 

Disability scholars argue institutions of higher education are consistently failing to 

recognize disability as an identity and incorporate it into the curriculum and institutional climate 

(Davis, 2011, 2016). Campus diversity initiatives celebrate and empower underrepresented 

identities; however, disability as a cultural identity is often overlooked.  Davis (2011) asked, “Is 

this simply neglect, or is there something inherent in the way diversity is considered that makes 

it impossible to recognize disability as a valid human identity?” (p. 4).  According to Grigley 

(2017), disability cannot be represented by token conferences and guest speakers only during 

Disability Awareness Month, it must be a daily presence on campus.  However, even if disability 

is seen as an identity on a college campus, it is typically seen as extra, such as a woman or 

person of color first, and a disabled person second.  Since disability is often seen as less distinct 

or prominent compared to other social identities, disability is often socially constructed as a less 

salient aspect of one’s identity (Abes & Wallace, 2018).  As Kraus (2008) pointed out “once 

professionals begin to validate disability and disabled students in the same way they do other 

identity groups, it will infiltrate their practice and improve the experiences of disabled students 

on campus” (p. 186).  With this in mind, it is up to higher education institutions including 

faculty, staff, and students to shift the way they think, view, and construct disability. Higher 

education should provide the same efforts, supports, and resources for disability as they do other 

minority groups to help retain disabled students, including challenging ableism, defined as the 
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devaluation of disability and unearned privileges held by individuals without disabilities (Hehir, 

2002; Kattari, 2015).   Campus disability cultural centers are one avenue for creating a more 

welcoming college environment.  

The emergence of disability cultural centers (DCC) in higher education is relatively new.  

In 2012, Syracuse University established the first disability cultural center in the United States. It 

is housed within a student affairs organization, rather than a disability services office.  The 

significance of this choice of location is that rather than a focus on accommodations, access, and 

support services, the emphasis is on the social aspect of the student experience, sending a clear 

message to disabled students and the campus community that their experiences are valued, a 

perspective missing from many campuses (Kraus, 2008).  A full-time professional team 

including a director and a coordinator run the disability cultural center. Throughout the year, the 

disability cultural center sponsors and partners with organizations, on campus and beyond, to 

host events and programs to celebrate and generate dialogue and awareness of disability 

identities, cultures and pride including: Cripping the Comic Con,  Disabilifunk Disabilities as 

Ways of Knowing,  and A Place at the Table(Syracuse University Disability Cultural Center, 

2019).   Additionally, the Syracuse disability cultural center has a weekly newsletter, a language 

guide, inclusive events guide, and a video library that the campus community can use and 

implement. The DCC acts as a resource across campus to expose the richness of the disability 

experience (Syracuse University Disability Cultural Center, 2019).   

In 2018, the University of Arizona created the second disability cultural center in the 

United States.  Similar to the Syracuse Disability Cultural Center, the University of Arizona 

(UA) disability cultural center followed the blue print of other cultural centers for marginalized 

students on college campuses.  Serving as a potential resource to provide a safe and supportive 
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environment for disabled students on campus, the DCC was designed to include opportunities for 

disabled students to learn skills of leadership (Renn, 2011).  Similar to other cultural centers, the 

UA DCC was designed as a physical space for disabled students to share their history, develop a 

strong sense of identity, and learn to build strong communities (Patton, 2010).  Perhaps most 

importantly, disabled students have an opportunity to learn what it means to matter in an 

environment that has historically invalidated disability, creating a campus environment 

committed to the intersectionality of disability with other identities (Abes & Wallace, 2018).  As 

stated on the National Center for College Students with Disabilities (NCCSD) marketing 

materials, “diversity without disability isn’t diverse enough” (NCCSD, 2018).  While interest 

and research in diversity is laudable, we must broaden the scope of what is considered diversity 

on college campuses.  The guiding premise of this dissertation is disability as a natural part of 

life, an identity--one worth choosing and celebrating (Davis, 2016; Vash & Crewe, 2003).  

Statement of the Problem 

Traditionally, higher education institutions have focused on basic legal compliance and 

accessibility rather than a cultural shift of how disability is viewed on campus (Hong, 2015).  

From a social model perspective, disability is routinely missing from diversity representation in 

the academic arena (Davis, 2011).  To show a commitment to diversity, most institutions focus 

on increasing the number of students from diverse racial and ethnic communities  by depicting 

people of various races and ethnicities on websites, brochures, and campus marketing materials 

(Abes & Wallace, 2018; Hurtado, Clayton-Pedersen, Allen, & Milem, 1998).  The point is that 

higher education has improved in providing accommodations and services but lagged far behind 

in recognizing, celebrating, and incorporating disability as a cultural identity (Davis, 2011; 

2016).  In fact, legal debates about disability-related accommodations tend to divert attention 
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from the importance of disability as a powerful, yet consistently marginalized cultural identity 

(Grigley 2017).  Segregating disability from other forms of diversity is problematic because it 

reinforces and maintains a disconnect that disability is not a form of cultural diversity (Gabel, 

Reid, & Pearson, 2017).   

A significant body of research on student retention has found social and environmental 

factors impact sustained enrollment in college and academic success.  According to Bowman, 

Park, and Denson (2015), underrepresented college students are more likely than other students 

to feel disconnected and isolated during their college experience.  Therefore, ample evidence has 

shown student involvement in cultural affairs can positively influence the college experience.  

According to Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, and Whitt (2010), students involved in multicultural affairs 

and diversity initiatives feel more comfortable to express their feelings and beliefs on campus. 

More specifically, a study at the University of Arizona (2006) found students who participated in 

a cultural center were 20% more likely to continue with their studies than students who did not.  

Furthermore, Kaufman (2014) argued college is not an individual experience; rather, it is a social 

experience.  Ideally, college is a transitional period where students grow as individuals, 

benefiting from campus resources and social support (Daniels & Booker, 2014).  It is vital 

universities create campus spaces and experiences that provide rich interaction for disabled 

students as well as their non-disabled counterparts. 

Unfortunately, disability on college campuses has been viewed as the neglected 

demographic or the forgotten minority (Davis, 2016; Grigley, 2017; Vodicka, 1971).  Promoting 

disability as a cultural identity is important because a lack of belonging is predictive of negative 

outcomes, including poor health, immune function, adjustment, intellectual performance; a 

reduced sense of well-being; and higher rates of mortality (Cacioppo, Grippo, London, 
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Goossens, & Cacioppo, 2015; Holt-Lunstad, Smith, Baker, Harris, & Stephenson, 2015; Walton 

& Cohen, 2011).  A sense of belonging is a crucial factor that promotes and supports college 

persistence and thus disabled students can benefit from a cultural space to validate their 

experiences (Fleming et.al., 2017).  Recognizing, communicating, and validating experiences 

consistent with disability identity on campus will help disabled students feel a sense of 

belonging, which may lead to an increase in retention and graduation rates as it has for other 

groups (Raver, Murchake, & Chalk, 2018).    

To embrace disability as a natural part of diversity, disability cultural centers on college 

campuses may be an avenue to influence disabled student experiences and the overall campus 

culture and environment.  With only two disability cultural centers in the United States, it is not 

surprising there is a lack of research.  However, there is a myriad of research on other cultural 

centers and student affair initiatives, such as racial, ethnic, and other minority organizations (i.e. 

African American student affairs; Lesbian, Gay Bisexual, Transgender, Questioning (LGBTQ) 

that offer insight into the role that a disability cultural center could play on campus.   

 Huttenlocher (2019), a disabled law student studying at Yale, explained, “When people 

hear that you’re disabled, they look at you like they are so sad for you, with other groups, we 

accept that they should love their identity, but with disability people seem to have the idea that 

you should hate that part of yourself.” (p.3). Hence, disability as an identity and aspect of 

diversity is misunderstood and insufficiently represented within higher education and in the 

research. Informed by the literature on other cultural centers the following section focused on 

commonalities between a disability cultural center and other minority organizations within the 

campus climate. 
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Brief Overview of the Literature  

 One way racial and ethnic minority students express their cultural and racial identities is 

through their participation in ethnic student organizations (Harper & Quaye, 2007; Inkelas, 2004; 

Taylor & Howard-Hamilton, 1995; White, 1998).  Harper and Quaye (2007) found student 

organizations played a pivotal role in supporting Black undergraduate students’ racial identity 

development and expression on campus.  Furthermore, Musesus (2008) found ethnic student 

organizations supported the cultural adjustment and membership of minority students on campus 

by serving as sources of cultural familiarity, vehicles for cultural expression and advocacy, and 

venues for cultural validation.  Cultural centers are critical demonstration of support because 

campus climate is not always welcoming or affirming for minority students. 

Improving campus climate requires fundamental changes at the institutional level.  

According to Hurtado, Milem, Clayton-Pedersen, and Waiter (1999), the most basic is a 

conceptual shift in thinking about how diversity is central to the overarching priorities of the 

institution for teaching and learning which also requires a change in how we demonstrate that 

students are valued.  It is vital for students to have access to student organizations and campus-

wide events that foster dialogue among students while bridging the gap across communities and 

creating connections between students.  Guiffrida (2003) conducted focus group interviews with 

African American undergraduate students and found all students reported being a part of African 

American student organizations helped facilitate connections and social integration into the 

university.  The most important factors were establishing out-of-class connections with faculty, 

engaging in opportunities to give back to their community, and allowing students to feel 

comfortable by being around others perceived like them.  Cultural centers were particularly 

important to connect minority students with one another on predominantly White campuses 
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(Guiffrida, 2003).  Disability cultural centers may similarly make college campuses more 

welcoming and affirming for disabled students (Fleming et al., 2017). 

 Currently, there is no research, of which the author is aware of, that examined the role of 

a disability cultural center in higher education.  Focusing on disabled students' experiences and 

perspectives, this study attempts to contribute to the research by exploring the influence of 

disability cultural centers on the social construction of disability on college campuses.  The goal 

is to focus on the perspectives of students that identify as disabled through in-depth interviews.  

Generative insights from this study may expand the number of disability cultural centers across 

campuses and challenge the dominant narrative of disability in higher education.  

Purpose  

The purpose of this qualitative study is to explore disabled students’ perspectives on the 

impact and role of a disability cultural center on campus.  While there is research on other 

cultural centers, student diversity centers, and student affairs initiatives, there is no research on 

disability cultural centers. Shifting away from the dominant narrative of a medical diagnosis that 

requires reasonable accommodations and barrier removal, the results of the present investigation 

will provide a better understanding of the depth of the disability experience.  An experience that 

can be explored, embraced, and celebrated by providing students with dedicated physical space 

on campus.  This study explores a relatively new phenomenon by using a qualitative approach to 

explore disability diversity, identity, culture, and pride on college campuses. 

Research Question 

This study investigated the role disability cultural centers may play in representing, promoting, 

and celebrating disability as a cultural identity on campuses.  Focused on the experiences and 

perspectives of disabled students, one research question guided this study: 
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1. What is the role of a disability cultural center on campus? 

Conceptual Framework 

Social Constructivism 

Informed by disability studies, disability as a sociopolitical phenomenon will guide this 

study (Goodley, 2016; Swain, French, & Cameron, 2003).  The idea that the disability 

experience incorporates both social and political factors is crucial to this study.  Throughout 

history, models of disability arose in an attempt to conceptualize the disability experience.  

Historically, disability was viewed as a physiological difference, impairment, injury or as a 

deficit or a failure of a bodily system with negative connotations including pity and shame 

(Swain et al., 2003).  As a result of the disability rights movement and the development of 

disability studies, disability is viewed as a social construct (Albrecht, Seelman, & Bury, 2001). 

Through a social justice lens, disability is shaped by dynamics of privilege, power, and 

oppression and can be compared to the experiences of other subordinated social groups (Kraus, 

2008).  Disability is no longer an individual problem tied to the functional limitations of the 

bodies of people with impairments.  Rather, the social model emphasizes the interaction of that 

individual with society, where disabling environments are the root cause of disability (Swain et 

al., 2003).   

Terms and Definitions 

Identity- First versus Person-First Language  

Disability, like other identities, is a socially constructed phenomenon with far-reaching 

political, societal and economic implications.  To remain consistent with disability as a 

sociopolitical construct, this dissertation will use identity-first language such as disabled as an 

adjective or qualifier (i.e. disabled individual and disabled student).  Identity-first language 
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differs from person-first language where the emphasis is placed on the person (i.e. student with 

a disability and student who uses a wheelchair).  Person-first language is considered less 

offensive within the dominant culture, as “no one with a disability should be referred to in 

monolithic terms (e.g., a tetraplegic, a diabetic), because doing so effectively objectifies the 

person by focusing only on the impairment” (Dunn & Andrews, 2015, p. 258).  Disability studies 

scholars challenge the use of person-first language because if disability is socially constructed 

and the environment bears responsibility for the experience of disabled people, then person-first 

language implies disability is an individual’s own issue (Kraus, 2008; Swain et al., 2003). In this 

dissertation, use of identity-first language is intentional and gives disabled individuals the 

opportunity to reclaim the word as an expression of solidarity and pride in one's disability 

identity (Dunn, Fisher, & Beard, 2013).  Specifically, using identity-first language also allows 

disabled people to challenge terminology historically used to pathologize in an effort to 

normalize the disability experience (Dunn & Burcaw, 2013).  

Dissertation Format 

This dissertation has followed a traditional five-chapter format.  Following the 

introduction of chapter one to the purpose of the study, research questions, and a description of 

the organization of the dissertation, chapter two has provided a more expansive literature review 

on models of disability and the potential role of a disability cultural center on college campuses.  

Chapter three described the methods, including participants, data collection, and qualitative 

analytic strategies used to analyze participant interviews. Chapter four detailed the study 

findings, and chapter five has offered a discussion of the implications of these findings as well as 

limitations of the study.  Taken together, the five-chapter format has provided the impetus and 

rationale for the study in order to draw generative insights about how information from the study 
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can challenge ableism in higher education and help inform the practices of colleges and 

universities to recognize disability as a form of cultural diversity.   
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

Literature pertaining to disability cultural centers and disability as an aspect of diversity 

in higher education is virtually nonexistent.  The lack of research on disabled students is not only 

concerning. It is representative of the lack of attention given to disability as a social;  constructed 

identity.  Therefore, the author reviewed the current research on other cultural centers and 

student affair initiatives, such as racial, ethnic, and other minority organizations.  Additionally, 

models of disability were discussed to understand how disability is constructed and to 

appropriately examine disability as an aspect of diversity.  Furthermore, the role of legislation 

and activism in the lives of disabled people was reviewed.  The available research in these areas 

was explored with the intention of understanding the role of a disability cultural center in higher 

education.  

Method 

Mining the Gap: Finding Relevant Literature on Disability Cultural Centers  

Due to the paucity of research in this area, the author carefully examined individual 

articles to evaluate their connection with disability and cultural centers in higher education.   

Ultimately, no research studies were found on disability cultural centers in higher education and 

only eight articles were found on cultural centers in general in higher education.  However, 

several older articles were included in the review to highlight important background information 

related to the main concepts and to illustrate the role of cultural centers in higher education.   

The following databases were searched to find peer reviewed articles: Academic Search 

Complete, ERIC, PsycINFO, and Google Scholar.  Search terms for this literature review 

included: disability cultural centers, disability culture, disability identity, diversity, and disabled 
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college students.  In addition, the researcher performed searches using the term disability 

combined with higher education, student affairs, diversity, social integration and campus 

climate.  Zero articles were found directly pertaining to disability cultural centers.  Due to lack of 

research involving disability, search terms also included other subordinated populations and 

identities such as, African American, LGBTQ, Asian, Native American, women, first-generation 

students combined with higher education, student affairs, social supports, and campus climate.  

After finding articles that addressed the topic or parallel practices, further studies were identified 

by examining the reference lists of all articles and hand searching relevant journals including: 

The Review of Higher Education, The Chronicle of Higher Education, Postsecondary Education 

and Disability, College Student Development, and Disability & Society.  

The lack of research on disability cultural centers is unfortunate, as there is a long history 

of disabled people arguing for their voices and perspectives to be heard within higher education 

policies and practices.  In the absence of empirical studies focused on disability cultural centers, 

the following literature review provides a synthesis of the following topics: legal context, scope 

of disability services offices, student perspectives, disability studies, disability culture, identity, 

models of disability, universal design, Tinto’s Theory of Student Integration, Tierney’s Concept 

of Cultural Integrity, and student affairs.  

Disability Activism  

The disability rights movement lagged behind the 1960s civil rights movement for race, 

gender, and age. However, disability activism existed long before.  Since the 18th century, the 

Deaf community has campaigned to protect sign as an authentic language, pursuing political and 

economic support for signing schools in Europe and America, including Gallaudet University 

(Baynton, 1996).  In the 1940s, the Blind community rallied to form a political lobby in the 
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United States (Matson, 1990). Along with other disability-specific, groups including individuals 

with physical, cognitive, learning and psychiatric disabilities all fighting for a place in society 

(Hartley, 2012). In the 1970s, a broad-based Disability Rights community emerged with a 

collective view, expressing that disabled people should have a say in policies and practices that 

affect the community.  

Legal Context 

The disability rights community has played an instrumental role in securing legislation to 

protect their civil rights.  “Nothing about us, without us.” often captured these monumental 

strides for a group that was historically oppressed, discounted, and, neglected (Charlton 1998 p. 

3).  Charlton (1998) wrote:  

"Nothing About Us Without Us" forces people to think about the broad implications of 

"nothing" in various political-economic and cultural contexts…"Nothing About Us 

Without Us” requires people with disabilities to recognize their need to control and take 

responsibility for their own lives. It also forces political-economic and cultural systems to 

incorporate people with disabilities into the decision-making process and to recognize 

that the experiential knowledge of these people is pivotal in making decisions that affect 

their lives…The demand "Nothing About Us Without Us" is a demand for self-

determination and a necessary precedent to liberation…the philosophy and organization 

that the international disability rights movement embraces includes independence and 

integration, empowerment and human rights, and self-help and self-determination... 

Through its struggle comes a vision that requires a fundamental reordering of priorities 

and resources. "Nothing About Us Without Us" suggests such a sea of change in the way 

disability oppression is conceived and resisted (p. 17).  
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Therefore, the disability experience is often framed and discussed in a legal context. This 

section will discuss two pieces of federal legislation that were instrumental in increasing access 

to postsecondary education for disabled students. However, it is important to point out that legal 

guidelines should guarantee access but do not guarantee an equitable, and inclusive experience 

for disabled students. Thus, the final section will discuss limitations of the ADA and the ADA 

Amendments Act of 2008.  

The Rehabilitation Act of 1973  

 The Rehabilitation Act prohibits discrimination on the basis of disability in programs 

conducted by federal agencies, in programs receiving federal financial assistance, in federal 

employment, and in the employment practices of federal contractors.  Specifically, Section 504 

addresses postsecondary education, requiring public institutions to consider qualified disabled 

students and to implement necessary accommodations and auxiliary aids (Feldblum, 1996).  

Section 504 was based on the language of previous civil rights laws that protected women and 

minorities, namely The Civil Rights Act of 1964.  According to Cone (1997), the 1973 

Rehabilitation Act represented the first time disability discrimination was legally acknowledged 

in the United States from a civil rights framework.  Specifically, Section 504 recognized society 

historically treated disabled people as second-class citizens based on deeply held fears and 

stereotypes, which translated into pity, persecution, and paternalism.  Even though Section 504 

was passed, there was a great deal of fear and concern within universities due to the costs 

associated with implementing the regulations, which hindered implementation (Baliey, 1979; 

Fields, 1977).  As a result, disability rights activists in 1977 organized a civil rights 

demonstration lasting 25 days demanding the implementation of Section 504 of the 1973 

Rehabilitation Act, which paved the way for the ADA (Barnartt & Scotch, 2001).   
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Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA)  

 The fundamental purpose of the ADA is to ensure non-discrimination for disabled 

people.  Passed in 1990, the ADA was intended to prohibit discrimination in the public sector 

including, employment, transportation, schools, communications, governmental activities, and 

privately owned places open to the public (Evans, Broido, Brown, & Wilke, 2017).  The ADA 

protects qualified individuals with an actual physical or mental impairment that substantially 

limits one or more life activities, such as breathing or working, qualified individuals as well as 

individuals with a record of such impairment and those regarded as having such impairment  (42 

U.S.C. § 12102).  

In addition to employment and other public arenas, the ADA addresses higher education. 

Today, nearly all universities, public or private, are mandated under the ADA to provide to 

individuals with disabilities full and equal enjoyment of the goods, services, facilities, privileges, 

advantages, or accommodations they provide (Thomas, 2017).  In practical terms, universities 

must make three determinations, (1) decide if a student is eligible for admission to the institution, 

(2) must determine if a disability exists, and (3) what kind of accommodation is legally and 

pedagogically appropriate.  Office staff base their decisions to provide accommodations upon the 

individual student’s circumstances, the characteristics of the course, and the capabilities of the 

institution (Zehner, 2018).  

Limitations of the ADA 

The regulations of the ADA impacts society’s view of disabled people.  The specific 

guidelines force disabled people to continuously justify their experience. It continues to frame 

compliance as a remedy to an individual problem.  Due to the lack of enforcement of the ADA, 

people can decide not to comply with the law until a complaint is filed, preventing widespread 
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change.  This sends the message that disabled people are less than, and not as valuable compared 

to their non-disabled counterparts.  Mere compliance does not promise equity and accessibility 

for all.  “The current state of the law allows for separate but equal, but usually results in simply 

unequal” (Wentz, Jaeger, & Lazar, 2011 n.p.). This separation brings us a long way from the 

promise of the ADA, and reveals that in fact disability law can often be placed directly in the 

way of disability justice, which is why it is often challenged among disability studies scholars 

(Dolmage, 2017).  

The ADA attempts to address issues of accessibility but does not guarantee equity for all. 

For example, if a disabled student needs to request testing accommodations, the request alone 

puts the onus on the disabled student.  It requires the student to self-identify as having a 

disability, provide the required documentation of the disability to the campus disability office, 

request specific accommodations; and wait for the adjustments to be implemented (Scott, 

McGuire, and Shaw 2003).  This creates a different test experience for disabled students 

compared to their non-disabled peers.  Dolmage (2017) explained   

To seek an accommodation is not to ask for a special advantage within a world in which 

your needs are centered—rather, it is to identify your needs within a framework in which 

everyone (from teachers to administrators to pundits) seems to know what college 

students need, and who they are, better than they do themselves; a world in which any 

small, real adjustment can be quickly inflated into a “state of the kids these days” 

fictionalization; a realm in which asking for help is immediately stigmatized. It should 

not be difficult to imagine that accommodations for students with disabilities not only 

exist in a learning environment that no longer works but also that these accommodations 

can often increase what’s broken (p.69).  
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According to Hong (2015), one student who was granted a test accommodation preferred to 

“hold in my tics and take the test with ‘normal’ students rather than feel ashamed to have to go to 

another room” (p. 217).  The compliance mindset of disability services within higher education is 

a by-product of the medical of disability, which situates the disability within the individual and 

sees them as the root of the problem to be cured, treated or normalized (Shakespeare, 2016; 

Griful-Freixenet. Struyven, Verstichele, & Andries, 2017).  

The individualized accommodation process and approach also assumes that students have 

sufficient knowledge about their disabilities to effectively communicate their needs, which is not 

always the case (Holloway, 2001).  In fact, more than half of all students with disabilities receive 

their diagnosis after the transition to higher education and, as a consequence, do not consider 

themselves to have a disability at the time they make this transition (Wagner et al. 2005). 

Additionally, if disability services are not sufficiently promoted or advertised during orientation, 

new students may not remember how to reach out at a future time when the student decides 

accommodation is needed (Zehner, 2018).  

 Furthermore, the ADA guidelines do not offer flexibility which causes greater inequity 

for all people.  For example, there are a myriad of guidelines in the ADA for accessible 

bathrooms.  However, often those guidelines benefit wheelchair users.  The guidelines do not 

take into consideration all people.  Instead, the goal is an individualized level of accessibility and 

use (Dolmage, 2017).  In the example above, the same bathroom that might be completely 

accessible for a wheelchair user may be a nightmare for a little person or a blind person creating 

a very inequitable, discriminatory environment, which is inconsistent with the very purpose of 

the ADA.  Settling for minimum standards halts society’s progress and sends a confusing 
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message to higher education professionals by inordinately focusing on compliance versus equity, 

involvement and inclusion.  

Continued Evolution of the ADA: Amendments Act of 2008 

 The purpose of the ADA Amendments Act of 2008 (ADAAA) was to restore the intent 

and protections of the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990.  One of the major amendments 

was the broadening of the term disability to ensure the protection of individuals with 

impairments such as cancer, epilepsy, and diabetes.  The ADAAA states that the definition of 

disability should be interpreted in favor of broad coverage of individuals (EEOC, n.d.).  In the 

context of higher education, this means students who may have been previously denied 

accommodations due to the narrow scope of the term disability such as students with learning 

disabilities, are now protected and can request accommodations.  Nevertheless, because 

institutions of higher education have generally taken a broader view of disability and 

accommodations for students beyond what the law required the impact of this expansion may be 

limited (Henzel, 2009).  Additionally, regulations also make it easier for individuals to establish 

coverage under the “regarded as” part of the definition of disability.  The focus for establishing 

coverage is on how a person has been treated because of a physical or mental impairment, rather 

than on what an employer may have believed about the nature of the person's impairment.  The 

final regulations were approved by a bipartisan vote and were published in the Federal Register 

on March 25, 2011 (EEOC, n.d.).  

Disability Services Offices 

Over the years, the field of postsecondary disability services has moved from a fledgling 

aspect of the higher education enterprise to an established office in all institutions.  A study of 

national disability service programs revealed 11% of disability service offices were in existence 
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prior to the passage of Section 504, while 89% were established after the regulations began to be 

enforced in 1977 (Madaus, 1996).  Disability services have evolved rapidly, with professionals 

addressing increasingly complex issues on their campuses (Madaus, 2011).  In accordance with 

the law, the role of disability services offices is to provide services, resources, and programs to 

facilitate equal learning and working opportunities for disabled faculty, staff, students, and 

guests of the campus.  Additionally, the office determines whether individuals are eligible for 

reasonable accommodations and, if so, the nature of the reasonable accommodations. 

Faculty and staff are expected to follow the mandates of the law when they likely do not 

understand the nuances and complexities of it.  Salzberg, Peterson, Debrand, Carsey, & Johnson 

(2002) revealed that 73% of the faculty members and administrators considered it difficult to 

have faculty members involved in training regarding legal mandates, procedures and 

accommodations due to time constraints and their need to attend to other responsibilities. Past 

experiences or good intentions towards disabled students are not sufficient (Jensen, McCrary, 

Krampe, & Cooper, 2004).  The disability services office on campus can support faculty and 

staff in putting the mandates into practice inside and outside the classroom.  Instructors and the 

disability services office can work together to establish a plan that meets the needs of the student.  

However, as Cory (2011) pointed out, it is important to consider guidelines as a starting point not 

an endpoint; higher education is committed to meeting more than the minimum legal obligations 

for other subordinated groups such as, students of color, women, and LGBTIA+ students.  

Likewise, there should be a commitment beyond a legal obligation for disabled students as well.  

Disability services play a key role in helping disabled students access and remain in 

higher education (Collins & Mowbray, 2005; Enright, Conyers, & Szymanski, 1996).  However, 

despite the legislation and the presence of disability services, barriers to full participation in 
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postsecondary education remain for disabled students (Szymanski, Hewitt, Watson, & Swett, 

1999; Hong, 2015; Evans et al., 2017).  Legislation does not guarantee an equitable experience 

or address rampant ableism present on campuses (Abes & Wallace, 2018).  Hence, 30 years after 

the implementation of the ADA, disabled students still experience social isolation and ostracism 

from people across campus due to how their disability experience is perceived by others (Abes & 

Wallace, 2018; Hong, 2015; West, Kregel, Getzel, Zhu, Ipsen, & Martin, 1993). While disability 

resource centers on campuses operate with the intention of supporting students, students reported 

feelings of shame, discomfort and stigma from being viewed as different and requiring 

accommodations (Kattari, 2015).  Additionally, there are inconsistencies in communication with 

the involved parties, and the degree of understanding policies and procedures related to 

accommodations. This leads to inconsistent accommodations and student frustration (Gallego & 

Busch, 2015).  Disabled students who have invisible impairments experience utter exhaustion, 

constantly having to experience these ableist microaggressions while having others determine 

their “right” to identify as disabled and utilize accommodations (Kattari, Olzman, & Hanna, 

2018). Accommodations may be effective in helping students succeed in the classroom but do 

not ameliorate all the students’ concerns about being on campus with a disability (Zehner, 2018).   

According to Hadley (2011), “disabilities have been viewed traditionally as a negative 

characteristic addressed by disability services” (p. 79).  However, it is crucial to consider how 

disability can become a positive aspect of students’ identity (Weeber, 2004).  With the growth of 

disability studies and its influence on campuses, more disabled students are longing to connect 

with each other, share experiences, and build communities that validate their disability 

experience even if their campus does not have a disability studies program (Hadley, 2011).  

These desires can be met with the presence of a disability cultural center.  According to Renn 
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(2011), cultural or identity centers help students from similar backgrounds find one another, and 

they create a sense of critical mass to support one another.  

Student Perspectives 

Perceptions of Faculty  

It is well known that disabled students face physical, social, and emotional barriers in 

their postsecondary education (Buggie-Hunt, 2007), including lack of financial support, outright 

discrimination such as lack of access within built structures, and  negative interactions with 

faculty regarding use of accommodations (Holloway, 2001; Hutcheon, & Wolbring, 2012). 

Timmerman and Mulvihill (2015) identified that disabled students felt faculty did not have a full 

understanding of the disability experience and were often skeptical about students using 

accommodations, which increased frustration.  For instance, Timmerman and Mulvihill reported 

that one student stated: “professors are skeptical of, that if we take the tests and go get 

PowerPoints or something ahead, that we’ll go spread the word, but what do I have to spread? 

They’re going to find it out anyway. They’re all in this class” (p. 1618).  In another study by 

Kurth and Mallard (2006), a disabled student shared how their instructors did not feel 

comfortable with interpreters in the room and often questioned why she needed one.  A third 

study found that students felt they were treated differently than a nondisabled students once the 

instructors found out they had a disability, expressed by one student as “all I wanted was the 

teachers’ understanding and that I’m not a lazy or disinterested student” (Hong, 2015, p. 214).  In 

the same Hong study, another student stated, “I’ve been told that I would not be successful in the 

class if I miss it at all and that I shouldn’t have taken a course if I can’t attend” (p. 214).  Other 

students shared their accommodation requests to instructors were met with immediate refusal, 

which forced them to get other parties involved in the process.  This not only placed the onus on 
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them, but added another layer of academic stress (Fossey, Chaffey, Venville, Ennals, Douglas & 

Bigby, 2017).  

Perceptions of Peers  

Faculty is only half the battle, in addition to faculty, how peers view disability can have a 

powerful effect on whether disabled students feel included within the college environment.  

Research has highlighted concerns of students related to accommodations, typically due to the 

stigma associated with disability disclosure, accommodation request, and fear of humiliation by 

peers (Fleming et al., 2017, Hong, 2015). Some students did not request specific 

accommodations such as note-taking out of fear of being a burden to their classmates (Black, 

Weinberg, & Brodwin, 2015).  In a study conducted by Lyman, Beecher, Griner, Brooks, and 

Jackson (2015), interviews revealed many participants had a strong desire to avoid negative 

social reactions related to their disabilities. The participants’ comments made it clear that 

accommodations are not used in isolation, and many of them seemed keenly aware of how their 

use of accommodations affected others and influenced others’ perceptions of them. 

Similar concerns are present in earlier research. According to Marshak, Van Wieren, 

Ferrell, Swiss, and Dugan (2010), students frequently avoided accommodations out of fear of 

being singled out, embarrassed, stared at, and judged.  Additionally, several students reported 

believing their peers were thinking their disability meant receiving special treatment or the 

disability was simply being used as an excuse to receive accommodations.  Furthermore, 

students reported feeling frustrated because their peers and faculty viewed them as helpless, not 

expecting them to do anything great (Kurth & Mallard, 2006).  
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Perceptions of Belonging  

 Disabled students tend to feel a lack of belonging from both faculty and peers on campus 

based on the way disability is viewed and treated as an individual problem, which becomes 

apparent in the accommodation process (Fleming et al., 2017).  As an example, the 

accommodation process resulted in a divide and a difference in experience between the disabled 

student and their nondisabled peers when they leave the classroom for tests (Kurth & Mallard, 

2006; Timmerman and Mulvihill, 2015).  Additionally, for disabled students, educational and 

vocational goals could be compromised if they choose not to self-identify as disabled or provide 

the required documentation. As such, individuals are required to align with the institutionalized 

medical understanding in order to have access regardless of the beliefs they hold about their 

disability experience (Pothier & Devlin, 2005).  Like students of color, disabled students may be 

subject to negative attitudes, subtle and overt messages from peers, faculty, and staff that create 

unwelcoming environments especially when the burden is on them to initiate and maintain 

accommodations (Fleming et al., 2017; Hutcheon, & Wolbring, 2012).  

 The above research suggests accommodations alone are not sufficient for disabled 

students.  The compliance mindset does not validate students’ unique experience or leave any 

room for a shift in the way higher education consistently frames disability as an individual 

problem that requires accommodation.  Higher education must become vigilant in targeting new 

and effective ways for improving student services beyond the basic federal mandates or disabled 

students will continue to encounter frustrations and negativity, inevitably leading to premature 

departure, increased financial burden, and unfavorable employment outcomes (Hong, 2015).  

Disabled students, who are the most informed as to their own needs, should be involved in 

initiatives such as, creating an opportunity for students and others to engage in dialogue to help 
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change the way disability is constructed and viewed on campus (Hutcheon, & Wolbring, 2012).   

A disability cultural center can be a space for disabled students to take on leadership roles with 

respect to changing the dominant narrative of disability.  

Disability Studies 

According to Hernandez (2005), “disability studies scholars, researchers and advocates 

recognize the importance of disability identity to personal empowerment, disability activism, and 

participation in the emerging disability culture” (p.119).  Disabled people are given the 

opportunity to organize collectively and draw attention to the real problems with disability: the 

barriers, limited options, low expectations, patronizing attitudes, and stigma (Swain et al., 2003).   

Therefore, enforcing the civil rights of disabled people is the way to solve the disability problem, 

rather than charity or pity (Shakespeare, 2016). 

  Disability studies has yet to gain the status and recognition of other movements (Swain 

et al., 2003).  Omansky, Gordon and Rosenblum (2001) emphasized the links between disability 

studies and the study of race, gender, and sexual orientation.  Disability scholars draw on these 

connections in an attempt to create a political movement similar to other minority groups 

(Albrecht et al., 2001).  In the 1980s, disabled people formed a political movement which 

challenged the disabling physical and social environment in which they lived, eventually leading 

to the passing of the ADA.  A central aim of the Disabled People’s Movement was to change the 

definition of disability from one of helplessness and tragedy, brought about by impairment, to 

one of civil rights and equality where disabling environments are believed to be the cause of 

disability (Swain et al., 2003).   
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Disability Culture 

Disability culture is best understood as a social movement that champions “a sense of 

common identity and interests that unite disabled people and separate them from their 

nondisabled counterparts” (Barnes & Mercer, 2001, p. 522).  Disability culture offers disabled 

people another framework of possibility or choice to pursue their own or shared goals. Brown 

(2002) wrote:  

Disabled people have forged a group identity.  We share a common history of oppression 

and a common bond of resilience.  We generate art, music, literature, and other 

expressions of our lives and our culture, infused from our experience of disability.  Most 

importantly, we are proud of ourselves as disabled people. We claim our disabilities with 

pride as part of our identity. We are who we are: we are disabled people (p. 49). 

Disability culture presumes a sense of common identity and interests that unite disabled people. 

There is a further presumption that disability culture rejects the notion of impairment as a symbol 

of shame or self-pity and instead stresses solidarity and a positive identification.  However, the 

transition from a medicalized, impairment-based self to a disabled identity and consciousness is 

not necessarily one-directional or one-dimensional (Barnes & Mercer, 2001).  Traditionally, the 

responses of the dominant culture to the prospect of a disability culture have questioned its 

legitimacy, being variously hostile, dismissive, and patronizing. Hence, disability culture 

emerged out of political struggle and with few resources (Barnes & Mercer, 2001).  Disability 

culture allows disabled people to unite and share a common identity.  

Identity 

Identity is defined as a multifaceted entity comprised of personal characteristics, beliefs, 

experiences, feelings, images, statuses, and societal roles that an individual recognizes as being a 
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part of him or herself (Breakwell, 1983).  Identities define us.  They can be focused on our past 

(what was true once), the present (what still is true), and the future (our wishes, expectations, and 

fears) (Dunn & Burcaw, 2013).  No one element defines identity, rather it is a combination of 

elements that typically answer the question, “Who am I?” Identity tends to guide individual 

experiences, perceptions, and decisions.  Indeed, identities help people make sense of different 

and distinct parts of their self-concepts (Dunn & Burcaw, 2013).  Therefore, as individuals 

continue to make meaning with social and personal identities they tend to belong and identify 

with multiple identities. (Abes, Jones, & McEwen, 2007).  

Disability Identity 

Murgami (2009) contended disability entails a particular identity context, one that marks 

the individual as part of a group; a minority group subjected to marginalization, prejudice and 

discrimination.  Disability identity refers to possessing a sense of self and feelings of connection 

to and solidarity with the disability community.  In fact, Murgami (2009) believed the 

construction of a disability identity is likely to help individuals adapt to a disability and thrive, 

including the successful navigation of social pressures and societal stigma. 

Similar to other identities, disability identity is complex and fluid, not singular nor static.  

Shakespeare (1996) contended the process of disability identity arises in three areas: (1) the 

political, as in disability activism, (2) the cultural, as in artwork and music and (3) the personal, 

i.e., understanding one’s own disability experience.  Therefore, disability identity is a fluid and 

continuous process with no endpoint.  Additionally, disability identity is likely to fluctuate 

depending on societal events and the sociopolitical climate in which individuals live (Corker, 

2001).  Due to its fluidity individuals who have incorporated a disability identity may not 

represent the entire disability community.  Disability identity and pride can be displayed when a 
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political issue threatens to shape the future of the disabled community.  For example, in 2017, 

hundreds of disabled people gathered in Washington D.C. to protest cuts to Medicaid, which 

would have been detrimental to the community (ADAPT, 2017).  Much more than legislative 

advocacy, protests were an opportunity for disabled people to come together, celebrating a 

shared identity.  

Disability Identity Development  

 Disability identity models explain how people with overt or invisible impairments come 

to understand themselves in relation to identity (Evans et. al, 2017).  Similar to disability, 

identity is socially constructed.  Jones and Abes (2013) explained:  

Viewing identities as socially constructed locates identity development within larger 

historical, social, political, and cultural contexts and suggests that identity does not exist 

outside contingent social realities—and therefore that it is constantly changing amid 

shifting contexts rather than fixed and stable. (p.xx) 

Dunn and Burcaw (2013) suggested that the salience of disability identity is likely to shift based 

on context of how the individual or the sociocultural environment defines disability. This context 

will have a huge impact on individuals’ recognition and acceptance of their disability. Johnstone 

(2004) described disability identity as personal construction, an attempt to make meaning of self 

within the world. He reported that majority of disabled people see disability as common identity 

or culture built upon shared experiences of negotiating disability in a world made for non-

disabled people.  A common disability identity and cultures helps individuals develop positive 

personal identities. This common culture can also promote to society the value and worth of 

disabled people (Johnstone, 2004).   
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 Kraus (2008) proposed a multidimensional model of identity in response to the 

limitations of traditional stage models by merging fluidity and stage concepts. Students who have 

recognized their disability will experience a linear progression of development through the stages 

of ignorance and questioning.  Kraus explained ignorance in this context as; initially students are 

unaware of disability, not just their own disability, also the overall concept of disability. They do 

not question themselves until they are prompted by interactions with others, or increased life 

experiences.  Kraus stated, “Once individuals become disabled or they realize that not everyone 

has a disability; they begin to question” (p. 182).  They begin to question what disability means 

for them and the potential influence of disability in society.  Kraus’s model allows students who 

moved from the first two stages described above into negotiated identity. Negotiated identity 

involves an understanding of identity that is dynamic, fluid and is created in response to 

environmental cues and barriers. Kraus (2008) stated “the term negotiated disability identity was 

introduced intentionally to capture and describe the on-going experience of reconciling internal 

and external factors as well as the ability the individual has in shaping the environment” (p.182).  

Negotiated identity elicits a sense of motion, allowing an individual to experience identity that is 

fluid and in flux.  A Multidimensional Model of disability identity allows individuals to live in 

the multiple dimensions of disability where all experiences are valid and neutral (Kraus, 2008).  

 Forber- Pratt and Aragon (2013) created a four-stage model to understand identity 

development in college students with physical impairments including acceptance, relationship, 

adoption and giving back.  During the acceptance phase, students come to acknowledge their 

disability and make decisions to ensure, their disability does not limit their interactions with the 

world. In the relationship phase, students seek to make connections with other disabled students 

to form a community.  During the adoption stage, students adopt the core values of disability 
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culture independence and social justice. In the final stage, students recognize individual issues as 

issues affecting their community; they may engage in activism to evoke change as a way of 

giving back to their community Forber-Pratt & Aragon, 2013).  

 Professionals benefit from research on identity models to inform their practice. Student 

development research has produced models of identity development around race, gender, sexual 

orientation, and religion, but there is no seminal model for disability. While the models discussed 

above are beneficial, the lack of a seminal model leaves professionals without a consistent 

framework to understand the experiences of disabled students. This knowledge is crucial to 

support disabled students to develop and explore their disability identity.  

Models of Disability 

Throughout history, models of disability arose in an attempt to conceptualize the 

disability experience.  Models provide a framework for how disability is defined and addressed 

by society.  Our society predominantly operates from the medical model perspective of 

disability, where the individual is the problem (Swain, French, & Cameron, 2003). On the 

opposite side of the spectrum, the social model of disability is slowly emerging, which argues the 

environment is the problem (Goodley, 2016).  Our society will not be able to fully embrace 

disability as an aspect of human diversity and the social model until attitudes of disability shift 

(Davis, 2016).  

Medical Model 

 Historically, the experiences of disabled people have been framed as individual problems 

that reside within the individual, rather than within the environment. Often, even neutral 

experiences are viewed as negative.  Thus, disabled people have been explained in terms of 

divine punishment, karma or moral failing.  While these negative and disempowering attitudes 
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about disability are shifting, the implications of a history of oppression and exclusion continue to 

inform contemporary society’s  concept of disability (Shakespeare, 1996).  Both disabled and 

non-disabled people continue to be socialized to understand disability from the medical model of 

disability.  According to this model, a physiological difference, impairment or injury is viewed 

as a deficit or a failure of a bodily system.  The primary focus of this model lies in its location of 

disability as an individual problem tied to the functional limitations of the bodies of people with 

impairments (Swain et. al., 2003).  Individuals are viewed as abnormal, less-than, weak, and 

incapable.  Corrective surgeries, therapies, interventions, and devices are imposed by medical 

professionals to fix, cure or “normalize” the individual as much as possible (Goodley, 2016).  

This perspective leads people to believe that disability is inherently a bad thing that needs to be 

eliminated.  Consequently, professionals are given the power, which oftentimes feeds into the 

common stereotypes of disabled people, including fear, pity, shame, avoidance and that they are 

in need of professionals’ services (Vash, 2003).  In an attempt to rid disability from society, 

disabled people were euthanized, institutionalized, and sterilized, some of which is still going on 

today. For example, disabled people are forced into institutions known as nursing homes where 

quality care, choice and independence vanishes because they do not have access to in-home care 

options.   Presenting the disadvantage of disability as the consequence of a naturalized 

impairment or biological flaw lets exclusionary society off the hook (Goodley, 2016).   

Social Model 

The social model posits that environment is disabling, not the individual. Design disables 

people with impairments.  This model calls for a paradigm shift, a shift from disability being 

viewed as an individual’s impairment to considering disability a socially constructed experience.  

According to Swain et. al. (2003) 
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This is a shift in thinking of disability as a condition of the individual, to understand 

disability as a condition of a society in which people with impairments are discriminated 

against, segregated and denied full participative citizenship. It is a shift in ‘disabled’ 

being seen as a personal tragedy, to ‘disabled’ being a positive identity. And it is a shift 

from dependency and passivity, to the rights of disabled people to control decision-

making processes that shape their lives (p.1)  

Thus, from a social model perspective, there is a clear distinction between impairment and 

disability (Goodley, 2016).  Impairment is defined as a physical limitation, whereas, disability is 

defined as social exclusion.  Disability is no longer described in terms of function but oppression 

and political ideology.  Disability is imposed on top of impairments by the way the environment 

unnecessarily isolates disabled people from full participation in society (Shakespeare, 2016).  

According to Oliver, the pioneer of the social model, the problem isn't that I can't get into a 

theatre. The problem is that the lecture isn't accessible to me (Kelly-Costillo, 2019).  After all, 

disabled people want equal opportunities in life similar to their nondisabled peers including: 

education, employment, housing, relationships, and autonomy to make their own decisions. 

 The social model provides an alternative to understand the disability experience.  It 

generates a clear agenda for social change.  The social model offers a straightforward way of 

distinguishing allies from enemies.  In basic form, when people use language such as “disabled 

people” this signals a social model approach (Shakespeare, 2016).  The social model proclaims 

that disability is socially constructed and calls for a reassessment of how a disabling society 

consistently constructs disability.  Disability through this stance is collaboratively negotiated and 

co-constructed by disabled individuals as well as peers, health professionals and society at large 

(Goodley, 2016).  As a social and political construct, this challenges society to take 
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responsibility for the environmental barriers that create the disabled experience.  According to 

Seale and Cooper (2010), disability is the mismatch between the needs of the user and the design 

offered. 

Understanding models of disability is vital in order to acknowledge and understand how 

one internalizes and acquires a disability identity.  These models have influenced how both 

disabled and non-disabled people learn and make meaning of disability. The social model should 

be adopted by higher education professionals to create campus communities that appreciate 

disability as a natural part of life and aspect of diversity.   

Universal Design 

 Universal Design (UD) is often interpreted as a list to apply to the physical environment. 

However, UD is much more than that, it is a set of strategies that can help higher education move 

towards inclusive practices, less disabling environments for all people. In some ways, it is also a 

worldview. Universal Design is not a tailoring of the environment to marginal groups; it is a 

form of hope, a manner of trying (Dolmage, 2017). 

In 1985, Ronald Mace coined the term universal design as the design of products and 

environments to be usable by all people, to the greatest extent possible, without the need for 

adaptation or specialized design. The seven principles include (1) equitable use, (2) flexibility in 

use, (3) simple and intuitive use, (4) perceptible information, (5) tolerance for error, (6) low 

physical effort, and (7) size and space for approach and use. The seven principles of universal 

design move beyond the compliance standards outlined in the ADA to a commitment to all. This 

is an important distinction because in this context design is no longer focused solely on disabled 

people.  The focus is on making the environment usable and flexible for everyone.  In a 
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universally designed society disability would be eliminated (Preiser & Ostroff, 2001).  People 

would no longer be oppressed or excluded by their environment.  

Peterson (2017) interviewed disabled doctoral students about their experiences navigating 

doctoral programs. Several participants shared their experience and perspective on universal 

design. One participant shared,  

I’ve had some professors that implemented universal design, but what tends to happen is 

they implement universal design for some disabilities, but not others. For example, 

because you provide something in electronic format doesn’t mean that you’re following 

universal design. You need to consider all disabilities. And I think people are very quick 

to say that they universally design something, but they universally design something for 

one particular subgroup instead of for everybody. And that’s not the purpose of universal 

design… I think that professors need to understand that universal design can make all the 

difference in a person’s experience in higher education. It’s not just to appease people 

with disabilities. Universal design is for everybody. And I think once we realize we’re 

changing the game for everybody we’re going to be moving in the right direction. We 

can’t keep saying that universal design is for people with disabilities. Because it’s not. 

It’s for everybody. So, when we make that transition we’ll have a much more inclusive 

environment. Because right now the way higher education is set up we exclude a lot of 

people with disabilities from participating. Because academia—the environment is not 

conducive to certain types of disabilities (pp.142-143).  

In a universally designed environment, all students would have access to the same experience.  

Professors would think about design proactively not retroactively. This approach sends a 

message to disabled students that they belong in the classroom rather than viewed as an 
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afterthought. Individual accommodations become unnecessary. For example, there would be no 

need for note-takers because PowerPoints would be provided ahead of time to all students. Tests 

would be untimed take-home, giving all the students flexibility and opportunity to take the exam. 

Assignments would be given with options (i.e. write a paper, make a video, or work in groups) to 

compliment all learning styles. This is the level of access and equity higher education should be 

striving for instead of bare minimum access for a select group of people. Only then can disability 

because of the environment become outdated, and discrimination would be unthinkable.  

The principles of universal design should be implemented across all campuses to ensure 

safe, welcoming, and affirming spaces for all students. This helps move towards living in a 

society in which the accessibility we create for one person can also lead us to broaden and 

expand accessibility for all (Dolmage, 2017). Along with the implementation of UD, theories 

related to the student experience inform higher education practices. 

Tinto’s Theory of Student Integration 

Tinto’s (1975, 1993) theory of student integration is the most widely cited theoretical 

perspective of student departure, but has received a considerable amount of criticism from higher 

education scholars. His model has three basic elements including: (a) individual characteristics, 

(b) interaction within the college environment, and (c) institutional characteristics. According to 

Tinto (1993), students who become a part of their campus academically and socially are more 

likely to stay in their study program.  Institutions must set out student expectations, which in turn 

aid student success. It is vital that students have the ability to develop social and academic 

integration skills in both informal and formal ways. If students manage to have informal and 

formal social and academic integration, they can re-examine their commitments, goals and 

intentions from and to the institution, and see them as external commitments. External 
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commitments are considered personal desires, family, jobs and peers mainly outside the 

university environment. Based on these commitments, and levels of success and integration, 

students can decide if they want to remain at university. Dropping out, in this context, means the 

student leaves that particular university, rather than abandoning higher education altogether 

(Tinto, 1993).  

An underlying assumption of Tinto’s (1993) theory is students who come from cultures 

inconsistent with the culture of their college campus must detach themselves from their cultures 

developed prior to attending college and adopt the values, assumptions, and norms of the 

dominant campus cultures to be successful.  This assumption has been criticized for the burden it 

places on students to assimilate to the dominant cultures of their campus because this theory 

misses the mark for minority students and neglects to acknowledge the oppressive histories of 

marginalized students (Tierney, 1999).  Student affairs attempts to close the gap between student 

population experiences by creating diverse educational experiences that involve programs, 

networking opportunities, and supports (Karkouti, 2016).   

One component that Tinto’s model neglects is the type of institution. It is to understand 

how student retention and persistence applies at various types of institution. Braxton, Hirschy, 

and McClendon (2004) questioned the validity of Tinto’s student integration theory at non-

residential institutions and highlighted issues related to institution size. For example, an effective 

intervention for students in a small institution might not be applicable for a large-scale 

institution. Additionally, a smaller institution might lack appropriate resources to create a 

supportive environment or administer a successful intervention in comparison to a larger 

institution (Chrysikos, Ahmed, & Ward, 2017).  Not all campuses have appropriate staffing and 
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resources to ensure all students have the opportunity for social and academic integration to take 

place.  

Tierney’s Concept of Cultural Integrity 

Tierney (1999) argues, “rather than view the academic world as a place into which 

students need to fit and assimilate or face intellectual suicide, this explanation views the 

academy as ripe for reinterpretation and restructuring.  Not only must students fit into the 

academic culture, but educational organizations must also accommodate for and honor students' 

cultural differences” (p. 83).  Tierney’s notion of cultural integrity challenges traditional 

assimilation perspectives and is based on the belief that colleges can shape their dominant 

campus cultures to engage students from diverse backgrounds. Cultural integrity transfers the 

problem of educational inequity from the student to the institution and identifies cultural 

background as an essential element for academic success. Whereas Tinto's model assumes that 

college students must commit a form of cultural suicide to be academically successful, Tierney 

believes students from marginalized communities should find ways to have their cultural 

backgrounds affirmed and honored on their respective campuses (Tierney, 1999). Therefore, 

programs that foster cultural validation by engaging students’ racial and ethnic backgrounds are 

a vital component of campus such as, cultural and identity centers (Museus, 2008; Tierney, 

1999).  

Student Affairs Initiatives 

It has often been difficult to arrive at a single definition for student affairs. The dynamic 

nature of student affairs in addressing challenges over the decades leads to emphasizing different 

aspects of responsibilities depending on the greatest needs at the time. When describing it as a 

profession, different names surfaced including student affairs, student services, and student 
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development, depending on the emphases in organizational structure and model (Dungy, 2018).  

Despite all the changes, the commitment to the students remains constant. The work of student 

affairs is based on the 1937 philosophical statement and its revision in 1949 that unequivocally 

state a commitment to the development of the whole student as a unique individual and to the 

support of the academic mission of the institution (American Council on Education Committee 

on Problems and Plans in Education, 1937, p. 1). This commitment to delivering programs and 

services in a changing environment that enhance the educational experience of students has been 

a constant through the decades. A significant strength of student affairs is its ability to adjust 

education and support strategies as students and the context of their learning change. 

Professional development and the diversity of backgrounds, skills, and routes into student affairs 

enable student affairs professionals to be flexible and adaptable in effective ways (Dungy, 2018).  

One goal of student affairs is to provide all students including historically marginalized 

students with services and opportunities outside the classroom because marginalized students 

have often been excluded from campus life (Patton, 2006).  Thus, student affairs professionals 

develop and lead many opportunities for students to get and stay involved with programs and 

centers.  Cultural and identity centers are one institutional response to helping students cope with 

campus climates characterized by outright hostility and subtler, but no less harmful, 

microaggressions defined as the day-to-day messages that these students do not completely 

belong at the institution (Renn, 2011; Solo´rzano, Yosso, & Ceja, 2000).  Identity and cultural 

centers are increasingly prevalent on college and university campuses such as, LGBTQ Resource 

Center, African American Student Affairs, Women and Gender Resource Center.  Student affairs 

professionals often lament the gap between their work and that of their faculty colleagues, but 

centers provide a point of connection that goes both ways, from curriculum to curriculum and 
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back (Renn, 2011).  However, despite the growing presence of such spaces, little research has 

been conducted about their impact on student development, which can potentially threaten their 

existence (Marine & Nicolazzo, 2014).  Renn (2011) stated, “historically, identity centers have 

brought together faculty, students, and administrators within the communities represented in the 

centers, but they have also become lightning rods for accusations of self-segregation or campus 

balkanization and locations for in-group discrimination” (p. 244).   

Over the years, the presence of identity and cultural centers have been met with 

opposition and misconceptions (Renn, 2011; Patton, 2006).  Those in opposition contend cultural 

and identity centers promote separatism, self-segregation and prevent collaboration between 

other campus resources (Renn, 2011).  It is believed that separate spaces force certain groups 

such as, African American students to only rely on each other rather than campus resources that 

are in place to benefit the entire student body (Marine, & Nicolazzo, 2014; Patton, 2006).  

Another misconception is that these spaces are only focused on individual students.  However, 

these perspectives come from a misunderstanding of why cultural and identity were originally 

created.  As Patton (2006) points out, these centers emerged out of the exclusion of marginalized 

students from campus life, an exclusion that, in many forms, still exists.   

Cultural and identity centers serve critical functions that support student learning and 

operate within a system of campus politics and symbols that reinforces their importance in 

supporting students from diverse identity categories (Renn, 2011).  Most importantly, these 

spaces work to change the campus climate.  Hurtado, Clayton-Pedersen, Allen, and Milem, 

(1998) developed a framework to understand the four dimensions of campus climate beyond 

increasing the number of racial and ethnic students on campus.  The four dimensions include (a) 

historical legacy of inclusion or exclusion, (b) structural diversity, (c) psychological dimension, 
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and (d) behavioral dimension.  With the four dimensions in mind, few if any institutions can 

claim to have created inclusive climates for all marginalized students which can contribute to 

differential outcomes in student success (Renn, 2011).  Therefore, cultural and identity centers 

are a necessity to combat the campus climate and act as a buffer against the negative campus 

climate marginalized students may encounter (Renn, 2011; Patton, 2010; Patton, 2006).  

Summary 

As demonstrated in this synthesis there is a lack of research on the role of disability 

cultural centers and how such spaces can impact student success.  While there is research on the 

benefits of other identity and cultural centers, this study can potentially bridge the gap by 

highlighting the impact of a disability cultural center on campus.  Additionally, the findings 

obtained from this study can inform the field about the role of a disability cultural center and 

how it can be used as a campus resource to challenge the way higher education views, constructs, 

and reinforces the dominant narrative of disability.  
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODS 

Design 

This qualitative study used a social constructivism lens to examine how disability is 

constructed from a medical versus social model on college campuses.  This approach is 

consistent with the phrase captured by Charlton (1998) “Nothing about us, without us.” (p. 3) 

because it gave voice to disabled students.  Specifically, the study explored the role of disability 

cultural centers in higher education from the perspective of disabled students, a population 

consistently overlooked and underrepresented in higher education.  Aligned with social 

constructivism, this study afforded participants an opportunity to share disability experiences on 

campus, remaining the originators of meaning and a central point for critical social analysis of 

ableism in higher education (Marshall & Rossman, 2016).  Moreover, the results from this 

qualitative study can be generative regarding the potential impact of a disability cultural center 

on a college campus (Zou & Trueba, 2002).  

Researcher Identity  

Disability is a life experience I share with the participants and by which I define myself: I 

proudly identify as a disabled woman and I am an insider in the disability community.  Sharing 

some commonalities with interviewees regarding my own disability experiences as a college 

student created a level of comfort for genuine conversation to take place.  On the other hand, 

being an insider can problematize data collection as interviewees may suppress feelings and 

experiences out of fear of being shunned from the disability community.  With this in mind, I 

was careful to ask neutral interview questions and ask clarifying questions with the intent of 

understanding participants’ perspectives, rather than sharing my own thoughts and experience.  
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Another important dynamic to address is my professional role at the University of 

Arizona as the first program coordinator of the disability cultural center.  In this role, I am very 

familiar with both campus and community climate around disability, and invested in 

understanding the role that a disability cultural center can play on a college campus.  To avoid a 

power dynamic in which participants may be reluctant to critique the disability cultural center, I 

did not discuss the details of professional commitments during interviews and consistently 

presented myself as a researcher in the interviews, rather than as the program coordinator of the 

disability cultural center.   

Research Questions  

The question informing this dissertation is:  

1.  What is the role of a disability cultural center on campus? 

Sections  

 This chapter is organized into five primary sections: 1) Site description  provides  

information on where the study is taking place; 2) Participants includes sampling procedures, 

and inclusion and exclusion criteria, and sample size; 3) Instrumentation  summarizes the use of 

interviews; 4) Procedures details participant recruitment and consent, and data analysis; and 5) 

Limitations discusses limitations of this methodology. 

Site Description 

 The research site for this study was purposefully selected because The University of 

Arizona is one of the few higher education institutions in the United States that has an 

established disability cultural center as part of a student affairs initiative.  Additionally, the 

disability cultural center at The University of Arizona was relatively new, receiving funding in 
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the summer of 2018 to begin development and programming.  With this in mind, the focus of the 

research was on what roles the disability cultural center could play. 

The University of Arizona   

 The University of Arizona (UA), established in 1885, is the state's land-grant university 

located in Tucson Arizona.  As a Research I University, UA is a leader bringing in more than 

$622 million in research investment each year, ranked 22nd among all public universities (About 

Us, 2018).  UA enrolls a high number of disabled students.  A definite number is nearly 

impossible to ascertain because not all disabled students are registered with the Disability 

Resource Center (DRC).  However, as of March 2019, the DRC served 2,871 students during the 

2018-2019 academic year (personal communication, March 12, 2018).  Importantly, data on 

disability status is not required by the university unless students are requesting academic 

accommodations.  Additionally, UA relies on self-disclosure of disability status as much as 

possible, requiring additional documentation when the nature of the academic accommodations 

are unclear. For many disabled students, given the option to self-identify versus the chance for a 

fresh start in college, some students prefer to avoid the stigma of identifying as having a 

disability, preferring to not request accommodations (Zehner, 2018).   

 UA has a longstanding commitment to disability access, often viewed as national leaders 

on disability access, with one of the most state-of-the-art disability resource centers in the world 

(Carbajal, 2017). The UA is often listed as one of the most disability-friendly universities for 

disabled students (Segaren, 2019; College Choice, 2018). The DRC was founded over 40 years 

ago, pre-dating the passing of the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 (ADA) by nearly 

twenty years.  Beyond ADA compliance, the DRC is committed to the inclusion and full 

participation and access for disabled individuals, including all UA students, employees, and 
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campus visitors.  The DRC works hard to ensure similar, if not identical, experiences for 

disabled individuals to that of their non-disabled counterparts.  Additionally, the UA has the 

largest and most successful collegiate-based, adaptive sports program in the country (Disability 

Resource Center, 2019).   The adaptive athletics program currently offers six competitive teams 

including men and women wheelchair basketball, track, hand cycling, tennis and rugby.  Located 

within the DRC, there is also a state-of-the art adaptive fitness center open to disabled athletes, 

students, and community members. The popularity of the adaptive athletics program has drawn 

disabled students from across the country to the UA, creating a vibrant campus disability 

community.  In addition to attracting disabled individuals because of the flat terrain and 

temperate climate making it possible to train all year long, the adaptive athletics offers a 

community of disabled athletes who support one another (Disability Resource Center, 2019).  

Furthermore, UA has a long-standing commitment to infusing disability into larger conversations 

on diversity and social justice within the university, bringing in guest speakers from around the 

country with unique lived experience and expertise on the social experience of disability. The 

DRC is part of the Disability Studies Initiative on campus with the goal expanding the number of 

disability studies classes offered to increase visibility and create a major, minor, or certificate 

program in disability studies. As of 2018, the UA was the second institution in the country to 

secure funding, staff, and dedicated space for a disability cultural center.  

Participants 

Sampling  

 For the purposes of this study, non-probability purposive sampling is most appropriate, as 

generalizability is not the goal of qualitative research.  According to Tongco (2007), purposive 

sampling is the most common form of sampling when random sampling is not possible, as it 



DISABILITY CULTURAL CENTERS                                                          58 
 

provides a method to select cases that are representative of the population the researcher seeks to 

understand.  It is purposeful because the researcher used a criterion-based selection to create a 

list of attributes essential to the study (Marshall & Rossman, 2016).  With this in mind, the goal 

was to select participants who could answer the research question posed above by implementing 

the following inclusion and exclusion criteria.  

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria  

 To meet inclusion criteria, participants needed to (1) have an impairment, (2) be 

involved/affiliated with the University’s Disability Cultural Center, (3) be a student at UA, (4) 

speak English, and (5) be willing to be audio recorded.  All research activities were conducted in 

English.  This specific criterion ensured the participants were appropriate in my effort to better 

understand how disability cultural centers fit within higher education.  It was my goal to 

contribute to a more inclusive and equitable campus climate.  

Sample Size 

 There are several factors to consider when determining sample size such as, purpose of 

the study, time, feasibility, and the amount of data that is necessary to answer the questions 

posed above.  Qualitative research methods typically involve smaller samples because the focus 

is on garnering an in-depth understanding of a phenomenon (Marshall & Rossman, 2016).  For 

this study, six participants were selected based on criterion outlined above.  The six participants 

include Joseph, Lori, Jack, AJ, Sam, and Alex (all names are pseudonyms). Several participants 

requested gender-neutral pseudonyms.  Limited descriptive information is provided to protect 

confidentiality and identity because the DCC is a small community.  However, some important 

information should be noted.  The mean participant age was 33.6. Five out of the six participants 

chose to live off campus due to disability-related reasons such as fear of being misunderstood, 
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fear of being judged and needing more space for assistive technology and equipment.  One 

participant chose to live on campus because she believed it would be the most accessible option. 

Two out of the six participants transferred to the UA from other schools. All six participants had 

different majors.  Additionally, for two participants this was their first year at the University of 

Arizona.  

Instrumentation 

Data for this study derived from six participants who each participated in one interview 

that included experiences of disabled students and the disability cultural center.  Specifically, 

semi-structured interviews were used to provide some general topics to help the participant 

reveal their perspective.  In particular, the researcher listened carefully to how the participant 

framed and answered the interview questions because the goal was to focus on the emic 

perspective (participant views), rather than the etic perspective (researcher views).  Furthermore, 

semi-structured interviews allowed for a systematic and iterative gathering of data where 

questions were arranged in an effective way that evoked rich data (Galletta, 2013).  

Interviews  

Connected to the study research question about the role of the university DCC, the 

interview questions and protocol were designed to elicit participants’ experiences at the 

university as well as the DCC.  At the same time, reciprocity informed researcher and participant 

relations. As explained by Trainor (2012), reciprocity is an ethical stance that governs 

researchers’ behaviors with communities in which they conduct research in which researchers 

give back in a reciprocal manner to what they ask of or take from the communities.  In the 

context of this study, the researcher carefully explained that the purpose of the interview 

questions was to understand the participant’s experience in order to identify roles that the 
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disability cultural center could play in improving accessibility and attitudes toward disability on 

campus.  In addition to noting that the purpose of the study was to improve the campus 

environment where the student went to school, reciprocity required the researcher to not 

minimize, ignore, or distort participants' experiences, instead asking clarification questions and 

privileging the lived experience, perspective, and needs of each participant (Kiluva-Ndunda, 

2005).  As an example, the desired interview protocol was to interview participants two separate 

times to allow them to reflect on the content of their interviews between meetings.  However, all 

participants who agreed to participate requested a single meeting time due to their hectic 

schedules and lack of time during midterms.  Instead of two interviews consisting of 60-minute, 

the interview process was modified to a single interview for each participant that lasted 

approximately two hours.  Importantly, the same interview questions were asked as was the same 

duration, but the interviews all occurred in a single instance, rather than being broken up across 

two separate interviews. Ultimately, participants dedicated approximately the same amount of 

time and answered all of the desired interview questions. Furthermore, participants had the 

opportunity to follow- up to share additional thoughts based on their interviews as a way to offer 

all respondents time to reflect.  As a form of member checking, four out of six participants 

provided additional thoughts after their interviews, which were coded with the rest of the 

interview data.  

Therefore, the researcher conducted one interview for each participant to delve deeply 

into the context of disability cultural centers and to establish rapport.  Participants were 

prompted with a series of guiding, open-ended questions to help provide an in-depth account of 

their experiences.  The first half of the interview questions focused on experiences prior to being 

involved in the disability cultural center on campus (See Appendix A).  The interviewer avoided 
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the use of "why" questions and focused on “what” and “how" questions instead.  Open-ended 

questions  allowed the participants’ freedom to respond.  Furthermore, open-ended questions 

offered participants the ability to make their own meaning by sharing feelings, attitudes, and 

experiences (Seidman, 2013).  The second half of the interview questions also used open-ended 

questions, but rather than participants’ own experiences, the aim was to elicit perspectives on the 

role of a disability cultural center, including how physical space, culture, and programming can 

influence attitudes toward disability on campus.  This interview format was consistent with a 

social constructivist perspective because it sought to situate participants perspectives within their 

own personal histories (Albrecht et.al., 2001).   Furthermore, premised on the notion that a 

disability cultural center cannot be constructed without input from disabled students. The focus 

of the study fit with the disability mantra coined by Charlton (1998) “Nothing about us, without 

us.” (p. 3).    

The interview questions arose with the research question of the study in mind. 

Discussions with committee members during the prospectus meeting helped to edit and refine 

questions. This process ensured participants had ample opportunity to share their experiences 

related to the research question. The interview questions included:  

1. Tell me a bit about yourself. 

a. How old are you? 

b. What is your major?  

 

2. How does your disability relate to your sense of identity? 

a. In what ways does your disability influence how you view yourself? 

b. Who are your allies/support systems on campus? 

 

3. What brought you to the University of Arizona? 

a. How long have you been at the U of A? 

b. How much time do you spend on campus?  

c. How did you decide where to live?  
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4. What is it like to be a physically disabled person on this campus?  

a. What spaces are most and least accessible for you? 

b. What spaces are most and least comfortable for you? 

c. Are there spaces you avoid? If so, why? 

 

5. Describe what it is like to interact with people on campus as a disabled person. 

a. What is it like to interact with other students? 

b. What is it like to interact with faculty?  

c. What is it like to interact with staff, advisors, and other university employees? 

 

6. How do you think your institution views the disability experience as a whole? 

a. How does the university climate support or not support your disability 

experience?  

b. How can the university improve your experience as a disabled student? 

 

7. What are the potential roles of a cultural center on a college campus?  

a. What role do you believe is most important and why?  

b. How do you think the disability cultural center can improve the accessibility of 

the campus environment and climate toward disability? 

c. How would you like to see disability talked about/represented at the disability 

cultural center?  

 

8. Describe your involvement in the disability cultural center. 

a. When and why did you initially get involved?  

b. How often do you visit the space? For what reasons? 

c. What has your experiences been like in the disability cultural center? 

d. How has involvement in the disability cultural center influenced your experience 

of disability on campus?   

 

9. What are the benefits of having a physical space for the Disability Cultural Center? 

a. What would you like to see happening in the space?  

b. What are the drawbacks of the space?  

 

10. What are programs/ events you would like to see happen at the Disability Cultural 

Center? 

a. How might these events influence your disability experience/ identity? 

b. In what ways might these events influence your connections to peers, faculty, and 

allies? 
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c. How might these events impact your sense of belonging on campus? 

 

11. How can a disability cultural center influence attitudes toward disability on college 

campuses? 

12. How can a disability cultural center challenge the narrative of disability on campus? 

13. How can a disability cultural center act as potential resource for training?  

a. What trainings would you like to see in the space? 

   

Procedures 

Recruitment Process  

Participants were recruited from The University of Arizona disability cultural center.  In 

other words, only students who were aware of the disability cultural center and on the center 

listserv were aware of the study.  Recruitment emails were distributed through the disability 

cultural center listserv in the spring of 2019.  Additionally, the researcher used the DCC physical 

space to display flyers as well as the DCC social media (Facebook page) to disseminate 

information regarding the study and contact information for the Principal Investigator (PI).    

Informed Consent 

Prior to the interview, participants were given a copy of the informed consent.   The PI 

was the only person answering study-related questions from consenting subjects.  The consent 

script informed each participant they may withdraw from the study at any time during the 

process and addressed minimal potential risks to the subjects.  

Potential Risks to Subjects 

 There appeared to be no obvious risks to study subjects; however, completion of the 

interviews may have been difficult for some participants because questions asked them to share 

personal experiences.  As an example, it can be emotional to share personal experiences of 

microaggressions and feelings of marginalization.  To reduce any anxieties, participation was 



DISABILITY CULTURAL CENTERS                                                          64 
 

voluntary, and participants were allowed to stop at any point, including the option of skipping 

interview questions.  Additionally, subjects could have felt uncomfortable being audio-recorded. 

To reduce the potential for such risk, the investigator reminded subjects that participation is 

voluntary.  

Potential Benefits to Subjects 

 There are no obvious direct benefits to participants. However, participants have an 

opportunity to voice their perspective, which could foster thoughtful personal reflection. 

Additionally, participation possibly gave interviewees time to consider the benefits of the space 

and ways to improve the disability cultural center on their campus.  

Data Analysis 

 All participant interviews were audio recorded, transcribed verbatim, and analyzed for 

themes, patterns, and conclusions as they pertain to the research questions (Marshall & Rossman, 

2016; Seidman, 2013).  Participant perspectives were analyzed for themes related to how 

disability is constructed from a medical versus social model.  Transcribed interviews were open-

coded in order to establish themes and commonalities across participants.  Participant’s quotes 

were grouped by theme.  In the second step, the codes were renamed using the Constant 

Comparative Method (CCM) described by Strauss and Corbin (1994).  This method included 

data comparisons, highlighting similarities, differences and connections (Lau & McKenna, 

2002).  Relationships between codes were created for preliminary analysis of the data (see 

Appendix B).  In the final stage of analysis, the investigator rigorously analyzed and interpreted 

interviews using reflexivity, taking personal beliefs and experiences into consideration (Patton, 

2002).  This was essential to make sure the data were consistent with participant experiences 

regardless of the purpose of the study.  The investigator reflected on the future implications for 



DISABILITY CULTURAL CENTERS                                                          65 
 

research and practice in accordance with the findings relevant to the research questions 

(Sideman, 2013).  

Validity  

The investigator ensured credibility of the study through triangulation of data through 

cross verification from two sources.  First, code patterns were triangulated by comparing and 

contrasting across interviews to capture participants’ perspectives.  After the coding, member 

checking was performed to confirm the validity of the code patterns and to ensure that the 

participants’ narratives were accurately coded.  During the member checking, the investigator 

provided thick rich description by providing a detailed description including context, feelings, 

actions, and meanings of each of the interview (Ponterotto, 2006).  This gave the interviewees 

the opportunity to check all transcriptions for accuracy.  This refers to the level of consistency 

the interviewee presents across all interviews (Seidman, 2013).  

Reliability  

 The essence of reliability for qualitative research lies with consistency (Leung, 2015).  

The researcher used analytic memos to continuously reflect on actions to maintain consistency 

across all procedures.  Analytic memos are defined as write-ups or mini-analyses about what you 

think you are learning during the course of your research. Written both during and after data 

collection (Saldaña, 2016).  Analytic memos also create an important extra level of narrative: an 

interface between the participant’s data, the researcher’s interpretation and theory. Additionally, 

the investigator created a code manual to keep track of the evolution of coding iterations and the 

frequencies related to each code (See Appendix B).  Throughout the process, designing the 

study, analyzing results, and judging its quality, the researcher implemented reflexivity and 
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bracketing techniques to monitor their biases, assumptions, beliefs and presumptions (Cypress, 

2017). 

Limitations  

There are two notable limitations to the proposed study.  First, participants were only 

recruited from one DCC.  The small sample size makes it difficult to generalize results across 

populations.  Findings cannot be extended to wider populations with the same degree of certainty 

that quantitative analyses can.  There is no test to discover whether the findings are statistically 

significant or due to chance (Atieno, 2009).  To address this concern all implications were 

framed in the context of higher education.  Generative insights from this study can help 

institutions of higher education become more inclusive and equitable for all students by 

establishing disability cultural centers.  

Second, study bias may exist due to the researcher’s connection to disability culture and 

the disability community.  However, the precautions listed above were taken for data analyses to 

remain trustworthy.  This in no way means the researcher is standing in an absolute or totally 

presuppositionless space.  To say this would be to fall into the fallacy of "pure objectivity" that 

natural science has often been prone to claim (Hycner, 1985). 

Summary 

In this chapter, methodology for the study was presented, including site description, 

sampling, instrumentation, data analysis, and limitations.  In the next chapter, discussion of the 

findings that emerged from the six participants’ interviews relative to their experiences at the 

institutional level and the disability cultural center as disabled students are presented.  

Specifically, the researcher identified categories and themes related to the overarching research 

question “What is the role of a disability cultural center on campus?” 
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS 

This chapter presents the findings that emerged after conducting interviews with 

the six disabled students in my sample.  Two central categories--(1) institution and disability and 

(2) disability cultural center--emerged across participant interviews to answer the guiding 

research question: What is the role of a disability cultural center on campus?  Across interviews, 

there were clear distinctions between how participants described the institution in contrast to the 

disability cultural center (DCC) and the disability resource center (DRC), where the DCC is 

housed.  As a result, the findings are presented in two sections, one focused on the institution and 

one on the DCC (See Appendix B for the coding manual).  This chapter prioritized participants’ 

voices to highlight their perspectives and experiences as disabled students on campus. 

Institution and Disability 

 Institution and disability, the first category, consisted of two related themes.  The first 

theme was climate and attitudes with subthemes of (a) campus, (b) faculty, (c) advocacy and 

social change, and (d) sense of community.  The second theme was ADA compliance as 

“functional access” with subthemes, including (1) definition of disability and (2) physical space 

and access.  The category of institution and disability focused on participant’s experiences as 

disabled students on campus and their perception of how the institution viewed the disability 

experience.  The climate is the sum of all these daily effects and interactions on campus. 

Participants discussed frustrations when others felt the need to help simply because of their 

disability.  In this way, the theme of climate captures how the larger context of the institution 

often reinforced dominant negative perceptions of the disability experience informed by the 

medical model.   
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Climate and Attitudes  

  Focused on participants’ stories, all six participants had experienced a campus 

environment filled with microaggressions, invalidations, inappropriate comments, and 

assumptions, similar to the “chilly” campus environment as described by Kimball et al. (2016).  

As defined by Sue (2010) “microaggressions are the brief and commonplace daily verbal, 

behavioral, and environmental indignities, whether intentional or unintentional, that 

communicate hostile, derogatory, or negative racial, gender, sexual, and religious slights and 

insults to the target person or group” ( p. 6).  A microaggression is a comment or action that 

subtly and often unconsciously or unintentionally expresses a prejudiced attitude toward a 

member of a marginalized group.  For disabled students, microaggressions are an extension of 

ableism, which is the “belief that disability in and of itself makes one in some way lesser” (Poe 

& Garcia, 2014, p. 76).  Based on previous research findings, a common example of an ableist 

microaggression is dismissing the intelligence of disabled student even if the disability has 

nothing to do with cognitive ability (Kattari, 2015; Bialka & Morro, 2018).  Within the theme of 

climate and attitudes, it is thus important to note that all of the sub-themes found in the present 

study related to participants’ direct experiences as disabled students on campus with 

microaggressions. Often a result of interactions with faculty, peers, and campus spaces, 

participants described how the institutional context influenced their own beliefs and perceptions 

about disability.  The broader theme of climate and attitudes within the institution were broken 

into the subthemes of campus climate and attitudes, faculty climate and attitudes, each described 

in the following.  

Campus.  All of the participants discussed being objects of pity and inspiration, recalling 

uncomfortable interactions when asked the interview question, “what is it like to interact with 
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students as a disabled person on campus?” and “how do you think your institution views the 

disability experience as a whole?”  For instance, AJ stated:  

Society thinks they need to help the poor disabled person... Disability needs to stop being 

seen as something that an individual needs to be overcome. We are often pitied by our 

peers and professors or we are seen as a source of inspiration... Negative attitudes and 

lack of understanding about disability creates barriers.   

Similarly, Joseph shared, that “Some people refuse to make eye contact with me, you feel 

contagious sometimes, while others will poke my leg in the middle of class and ask me if I can 

feel it.”  Related to pity and inspiration, other participants described how faculty and peers 

seemed surprised to have disabled students in the classroom; they do not educate themselves on 

disability, and they rely on making assumptions about what a disabled person looks like. For 

example, they do not expect a graduate student to be disabled.  As an illustration, Lori noted:  

My wheelchair is the first thing people notice when they meet me. People make 

assumptions, I can tell because they look shocked when I get an answer correct in class... 

People assume there are not disabled students on campus because they assume someone 

with disabilities cannot succeed at the university level.   

Similar to Lori, another participant named Alex explained, “People assume I can’t answer 

questions for myself, they always ask the non-disabled person with me or assume that the non-

disabled person with me is my nurse or a caretaker. ….”  Alex went on to explain that “it can be 

isolating because I don’t get invited to study groups or dinners, people say they don’t invite me 

because they don’t know if the places they are going are accessible for me so I automatically get 

left behind.”   
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Finally, all six participants brought up the fact that they are often tokenized on marketing 

materials or at events to make the university look good.  Jack noted:  

I am tired of being a heartwarming story. I am waiting for the day after my graduation to 

see pictures of me on social media and the school’s website. Look at this wheelchair user 

rolling across the stage getting a degree. Why am I on it and not these hundreds of other 

graduates who got their degree? I know it is going to happen and it is frustrating. Why do 

I have be everyone’s inspiration?  

While the pattern of exploitation and marginalization of subordinate students is not exclusive to 

disability, the present study found unique disability-related themes.  For instance, although other 

minority groups are often exploited on university websites as a strategy to make the university 

appear welcoming and diverse (Hurtado et. al., 1999; Renn, 2011), disability is accentuated as 

overcoming a medical barrier, which may or may not impact cognitive and academic ability. As 

Kraus (2008) pointed out “marketing plays a key role in advertising what may or may not be an 

inclusive community” (p.190), yet disability is completely overlooked and neglected as part of 

inclusion.  Rather, it is marketed as amazing, such as the headline following a 2019 graduation 

“Giant steps: A mother's resolve and a son's grit give a UA student his dream of walking at 

graduation” (D’Anna, 2019).  Rather than commenting on academic achievement of graduating 

from one of the most competitive business schools in the country, the focus is on the ability to 

stand, a physical status unrelated to the actual accomplishment.  Such examples are even more 

problematic given the noticeable absence of disability pride events.  While most campuses have 

pride events for other identities such as LGBTQIA+ pride, campuses do not have disability pride 

events.  In this way, participants in the present study expressed that the campus climate and 

attitudes within the university did not celebrate disability like other minority groups because 
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disability was not seen as a valid identity, but rather a medical condition that must be overcome.  

Alex, Sam and Joseph also commented and posed the question of why are there no disability 

pride events on campus?  There are pride events for other groups on campus, and these 

participants viewed the lack of a disability pride event as a statement about the climate and 

attitudes toward disability on campus.   

Faculty.  Participants described interactions with faculty that were consistent with 

previous research (Hong, 2015; Timmerman & Mulvihill 2015) that higher education is a by-

product of the medical model of disability, which situates the disability within the individual and 

sees them as the root of the problem to be cured, treated or normalized (Griful-Freixenet., 

Struyven, Verstichele, & Andries, 2017; Shakespeare, 2016).  Specifically, all six participants 

described negative interactions with faculty members related to their disability experience when 

asked the question “describe what it is like to interact with faculty as a disabled person on 

campus?”  

As an example, Joseph stated, “It’s patronizing sometimes. When I was applying to 

masters programs I was concerned about discrimination due to my disability and some faculty 

members were like they can’t discriminate against you.”  Joseph’s comment is reflective of the 

larger idea that faculty may view and understand the disability experience from a legalized 

standpoint, rather than as a lived experience.   Alex stated, “Professors constantly dismiss the 

fact that accommodations are needed.” Jack went on to say: “A lot of faculty members are 

uncomfortable, which tells me they never dealt with disabled students in my program, some 

won’t even accept an accommodation.”  Similarly, AJ explained, “when I go outside my 

department there is a lot of unease, a lot of faculty do not know how to act around disabled 
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people. They are kind of afraid to do something wrong.” Lori also shared the same sentiment, 

stating:  

I’ve always as a student had this idea that I have to prove myself more so than most 

students because a lot of faculty make assumptions that lead me to believe they don’t 

really assume I’m going to succeed in their class. So, then when you try tenfold to prove 

yourself, to succeed.  Then when you do, I have even had incidences where they are like, 

"Oh, who helped you with this?"  it's like the assumption that I couldn't have possibly 

done it on my own.   

Finally, Sam explained that it is important for faculty to understand that the disability experience 

is fluid: 

Like when I started using a cane on campus... the first thing one of my faculty members 

said was “oh you’re using a crutch now?  Like, what’s that all about?” To the full class 

and you know in front of everyone.  I was thinking, I really do not want to answer this to 

the full class. This is none of their business… Another example is when I went to my 

department head to discuss my chronic illness and dealing with a lot of pain and fatigue, 

she just mentioned a medical leave. And like that was her solution and she really was not 

listening to me when I was just trying to be open and have more of a conversation.  

Across the data, participants revealed that faculty were, at best, naïve about disability, or, worse, 

unconsciously biased, perceiving of disabled students as inferior.  As an example, AJ stated, 

“professors support us in education but not the disability experience. Some don’t even know how 

to act around disabled people.”  Overall, each participant expressed concern that even when 

faculty were supportive and willing to listen, disability was viewed from a legal individualized 

accommodation perspective that emphasized medical conditions, rather than social prejudice and 
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marginalization.  The results of the present study are thus consistent with recent research by 

Gallego and Busch (2015) that there is a significant need for on-going awareness and training for 

faculty and teaching assistants regarding how to even talk about disability in the classroom.  

Recognizing disability as a form of diversity requires that faculty and teaching assistants are 

aware of the fluidity of the disability experience, including why a compliance approach is not 

sufficient to ensure disabled students have positive classroom experiences.  In sum, there was a 

noticeable lack of a social and cultural understanding of the lived experience of disability by 

faculty as reported by the participants in the present study. 

Advocacy and social change.  Given the prevalence of ableist microaggressions on 

campus as discussed above, it is important to note that participants in the present study discussed 

how the Disability Resource Center (DRC) staff was the only source of advocacy on campus. 

While the DRC was viewed as an important ally for disability rights on campus (Kattari, 2015), 

participants perceived the advocacy efforts of the DRC to primarily focus on exclusively 

physical access and barrier removal.  Joseph shared, “The advocating the DRC does is what 

makes this campus physically accessible.”  Lori, Joseph and AJ shared similar experiences 

stating, “The DRC advocates for me.”  Similar to previous research by Cory (2011), the legal 

guidelines implemented by the disability services office were viewed as a starting point, but not 

the endpoint, with advocacy involving much more than physical access.  AJ went on to note: 

“There are some situations where I have to advocate for myself to justify my disability 

experience.”   

Furthermore, most participants felt unsupported by the institution outside of the advocacy 

taking place at the DRC for disabled students.  Joseph shared, “The university only sees me as a 

heartwarming story.” Similarly, Alex stated, “The university does not really support disabled 
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people, disabled people support each other.”  More pointedly, Sam described the university’s 

commitment to disabled students as “no commitment… the institution doesn’t really care about 

us, until it’s like we want to be on a list, and look how great we are and look what we have to 

offer our students.”  According to Sam, “the institution likes to show off the DRC as something 

they have to offer students; they don’t really care about the students.”   

Although all participants recognized the DRC as a valuable and necessary resource for 

advocacy, it is equally important to note they all perceived a noticeable lack of advocacy and 

social support within the larger institution, outside the walls of the DRC.   In this way, 

participants characterized how the institution benefited from disabled students, but there was a 

lack of a reciprocal commitment to advocacy and institutional change in support of disability 

rights.  

Sense of community.  Most of the participants discussed the lack of community on 

campus as a disabled person.  Jack shared, “I avoid people on campus because they might not 

understand my disability.”  AJ conveyed a similar perspective: “I don’t have too many friends 

because they graduated so I don’t really have a support network, anyone who understands or who 

I can talk to about my disability.  Furthermore, Alex and Jack both shared “it feels pretty 

isolating as a disabled person on campus.”  These results echo previous research highlighting 

students from underrepresented groups tend to feel isolated, detached, and disconnected from the 

college campus (Bowman, Park, & Denson, 2015).  

 In contrast to the experiences of participants on the broader university campus, several 

participants were able to find a sense of community within the DRC.  Sam noted: 

I like that DRC attracts a lot of disabled people. There are many other disabled people on 

campus even if we are not real close or a do not know them at all on a friendship level.  
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For example, there are other disabled people in the dorms so I am not the only 

one…whether we want to acknowledge it or not there is a community of disabled people 

on campus.  

So, too, Lori stated, “I spend a lot of time at the DRC because I know there are other disabled 

people there, so I feel comfortable but that’s a place for accommodations.”  Joseph noted, “I 

work out at the DRC especially being a new wheelchair user; I’m figuring things out - I’m 

always meeting people willing to show me the ropes.”  While Lori and Joseph spent a great deal 

of time and felt comfortable at the DRC, both recognized that other disabled students would 

avoid the DRC because of the stigma attached to disability.  Joseph explained: “I don’t 

necessarily feel ashamed to come to the DRC, but a lot of students do. They feel like they get 

looked down upon for having a disability.”  While some students may avoid the DRC regardless 

of its location on campus, Lori commented on the location of the DRC within the larger campus: 

“It isn’t great that the DRC is housed within campus health, it doesn’t give much of a community 

atmosphere, it suggests we need help.”  Lori’s point is that while the DRC offers supports for 

disabled students, its location within campus health reinforced disability as a medical category, 

rather than a social identity.  While the DRC offered a reprieve from negative attitudes toward 

disability on campus, all of the participants expressed feeling an overall lack of sense of 

belonging and understanding of disability as a social experience.  Adding additional evidence of 

the impact of ableist microaggressions and “death by a thousand paper cuts” (Kattari et. al., 

2018, p. 479), participants in the present study were wary of the lack of understanding within the 

larger institution regarding what it meant to have a disability on campus. 

 In terms of the larger institutional context, the theme of climate and attitude captured how 

interactions with people, spaces, and policies on campus contributed to disabled students feeling 
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unwelcome, isolated, misunderstood, and, sometimes, tokenized.  Rooted in ableist 

microaggressions, it is the sum of daily effects participants experienced that accrued and 

accumulated into a portrait of disability as a medical problem in the individual.  All of the 

participants expressed frustration about the dominant narrative of disability as a medical problem 

rather than a social identity, making it challenging for disabled students and disability to be a 

valued part of the institutional culture.  

ADA Compliance: “Functional Access”  

 In addition to climate and attitude, a second central theme emerged related to the ways in 

which the institution supported and failed to support disabled students, described as exclusively 

“functional access” according to one participant.  At the institutional level, participants perceived 

that the aim of the institution was toward legal compliance, rather than a larger commitment to 

ensuring disabled students felt welcomed within the university culture.  In many ways, students 

viewed the institution as promoting a medical model definition of disability that emphasized 

physical access.  Rather than being proactive in making sure all buildings and classrooms were 

accessible, students believed the university approach was more reactive in nature, sending the 

message that disabled students are an afterthought on campus and that disability is a 

supplementary concern.  A reactive, rather than proactive approach to accessibility is consistent 

with Jay Dolmage’s (2017) explanation of the retrofit: 

Like the saying “what happens in Vegas stays in Vegas,” the retrofit also ensures that 

whatever accommodation happens in a single class stays in that class only. That is, we 

are encouraged, by the logic of the retrofit, to only change slightly for one student at one 

time, not to alter our teaching for all students in more permanent ways. Also, teachers are 



DISABILITY CULTURAL CENTERS                                                          77 
 

encouraged to view disability as something to be addressed only when it arises, never to 

let it extend beyond the classroom and into scholarship and service (p. 79).  

The impact of retrofit is that all participants in the present study experienced frustration and 

invalidation of their disability experience due to a narrow medicalized definition of disability and 

an overall lack of physical accessibility on the university campus.  Even at The University of 

Arizona, known internationally for having an advanced Disability Resource Center (DRC), 

physical accessibility was an issue in older buildings and classrooms.  More than just physical 

access, participants expressed the point of view that disability often seemed like an afterthought 

within the classroom.  Unfortunately, disability as an afterthought framed access as an 

accommodation to be requested in advance, rather than a civil right.  

Definition of disability.  All participants agreed that the institution viewed their 

disability as a medical diagnosis, something to overcome and pity, or in terms of the Americans 

with Disabilities Act (ADA), a compliance framework (Heyward, 1998; Zehner, 2018). 

Consistent with a medical model, dominant narrative of disability, AJ shared “the U of A just 

cares about functional access so that you can get your degree and leave.”  Joseph and Alex 

shared similar sentiments that “the school believes if they are giving me accommodations 

everything is fine.”  In addition, Jack and Sam also shared that disability was not seen as a valid 

human experience, identity, or something to celebrate; instead, you have to prove your need for 

accommodations.  Furthermore, once a student has received an accommodation, the university 

then viewed the disability as going away.  Joseph captured it best by stating:  

I do not think people understand disability beyond the law…I never thought about 

accessibility until I was a wheelchair user.  I kind of assumed that all buildings are 

accessible.  I am like it is the law, it is the ADA of course everything is accessible.  And, 
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it was not until I was a wheelchair user when I realized that was far from reality on 

campus. Even when spaces are technically accessible, by the law, they really are not 

accessible... There might be accommodations like a lift on steps.  You can just tell 

everyone is staring at you as this clunky lift lowers with noise.  Yes, it is accessible but it 

is a terrible experience.  

Joseph, like other participants, pointed to the limitations of legal accessibility as the least amount 

of effort possible, and suggested that the institutional focus on disability is exclusively in terms 

of legal compliance.  In other words, compliance was merely physical access and barrier 

removal, which does not guarantee that disabled students have similar experiences, equity or 

inclusion.  As Jay Dolmage (2017) pointed out, the issue is that “accommodations are 

accommodations: they cannot promise anything like actual, real access” (p. 79).  Rather than a 

proactive emphasis on universal design, a focus on accommodations as the primary way to 

include individuals with disabilities simply maintained the status quo. 

Physical space and access.  All participants described physical access on campus as not 

horrible, but far from perfect.  Jack stated, “Accessibility is definitely not a priority on campus, 

door openers never seem to work, I work with the DRC but do not always feel supported when it 

comes to physical access.”  When asked the question “what spaces do you avoid on campus?” 

Joseph shared, “I avoid Physical and Atmospheric Sciences building.  The access is an absolute 

nightmare, there might be a lift but it is loud and clunky and I feel like a pariah for everyone to 

stare at.”  While Joseph noted the limitations of one building, it is important to note that all of the 

participants discussed physical spaces that they avoid because they are not confident they will be 

accessible.  Alex noted, “Activities on campus are not accessible - the solution is oh well you 

don’t have to participate in this part of the activity, but I want to so it’s not accessible for me but 
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they really don’t care.”  AJ shared, “Clubs and organizations on campus are not outwardly open 

and accessible to disabled people so you don’t always feel welcome to attend events.”   Most 

participants also agreed they completely avoided older buildings with no elevators, such as the 

Gender and Women Studies building as well as the planetarium and the recreation center because 

the equipment is inaccessible.  Alex stated, “I only go to the recreation center for adaptive 

athletics events because everything else is inaccessible to me.”  Additionally, participants shared 

frustrations about accessible entrances and accessible bathrooms. AJ shared, “there are no gender 

neutral restrooms which makes it difficult to go to the restroom with a personal care attendant.” 

Lori explained, “Sometimes it can take 20 minutes to find the accessible entrance because it’s in 

the back alley or something.” Also, AJ noted, “Accessible bathrooms are usually in the 

basement, in a locker room with a shower curtain.”  Many participants had similar responses in 

regards to physical access, such as Joseph who stated, “There is so much emphasis on ADA 

compliance and nothing else about the disability experience and yet so many buildings are 

inaccessible.”  

All participants named classrooms as the least accessible and least comfortable spaces on 

campus with sharp florescent lighting, heavy doors, no space to navigate between desks and little 

to no desk space.  Sam shared, “I often feel so sick in class because of the florescent lighting.” 

Alex, Jack, Lori, and Joseph all discussed how classrooms have accessible seating, but it is 

usually limited to one seat option in the back of the classroom, making it difficult to interact with 

fellow classmates.  Alex noted, “Sometimes teachers will give me access to the slides and notes 

ahead of time but if they add things last minute I miss out.”  AJ added, “Things are technically 

accessible but you’re not a part of the class, you’re in the back of the room, and there is no space 

to navigate the room, so you are stuck in one spot, it’s not emotionally accessible.”  These 
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experiences highlight that physical access is vital to ensure disabled students have the same 

experience as their non-disabled peers.  While the university environment is technically 

accessible because of a single seat in the back of the room, the accessibility guidelines outlined 

in the ADA are not sufficient to create a socially inclusive environment where disabled students 

are able to have similar experiences as their nondisabled counterparts. 

As a central theme, the notion of a compliance framework per the ADA guidelines 

represented a limited effort by the institution to ensure inclusion and participation of disabled 

students as part of the educational experience.  While “functional access” is critical to disabled 

students attending college, the phrase also has become a critique capturing the disappointment 

most participants felt when it came to inclusion and participation.  The DRC on college 

campuses is essential to promoting physical accessibility and accommodation, a focus on 

functional access is not sufficient to acknowledge disability as a valued social identity.  More 

than physical access, participants noted that the lack of accessibility was an emotionally 

exhaustive experience that reflected an institutional failure to recognize disability as a lived 

experience and social identity, similar to other cultural minority groups (Kattari, Olzman, & 

Hanna, 2018). 

Summary of Institution and Disability 

 Based on participant experiences, at the institutional level, it is clear that factors 

including interactions with faculty and peers along with limited advocacy and sense of 

community coalesced into an unconscious or tacit bias that contributed to the palpable ableism 

present on campus (Hutcheon & Wolbring, 2012; Kattari, 2015; Kattari et al., 2018).  Ableism 

can be subtle or overt and can take the form of microaggressions that many participants shared, 

such as assuming disability is a negative characteristic by using language like “suffers from,” 
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“debilitating,” or “it’s horrible what happened to you.”  Language rooted in a medical model 

positions disability as an individual problem, placing the onus on the disabled student to request 

access.  Unfortunately, the necessity of requesting accommodations is in and of itself an ableist 

notion, sending a clear message to disabled students that their experiences are not accepted or 

valued and the higher education environment continues to be constructed in a way that does not 

assume disabled students will be part of it. 

Disability Cultural Center 

The Disability cultural center (DCC), the second category, represented a stark contrast to 

the larger institution, according to the six participants of this study.  Despite the fact that the 

DCC was a new initiative created six months prior to the interviews, all of the participants who 

volunteered to be part of the study were vocal about its benefits.  Perceptions of the DCC 

included common themes and subthemes that followed a similar pattern to the first category of 

the institution, yet with vastly different content.  The first theme related to the DCC was climate 

and attitudes with subthemes including (a) campus, (b) faculty, (c) advocacy and social change, 

and (d) sense of community.  The second theme countered the “functional access” definition of 

disability in the institution category and focused on moving beyond mere compliance to culture 

with subthemes including definition of disability and physical accessibility.  When describing the 

DCC, participants shared their experience with the DCC and how the DCC was a place that 

recognized and validated their disability experience.  

Climate and Attitudes    

 While the stories shared by participants about the institution reflected common physical, 

social, and emotional barriers within the postsecondary education (Hutcheon & Wolbring, 2012; 

Kimball et al., 2016), stories about the DCC captured a much different experience.  Absent were 
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microaggressions, invalidations, and inappropriate comments, replaced with an understanding 

environment that valued disability and the disability experience.  The broader theme of climate 

and attitudes in the DCC were divided into the subthemes of campus, faculty, advocacy and 

social change, and sense of belonging each described in the following. 

 

 Campus.  In contrast to participants’ stories about disability bias, stereotypes and 

microaggressions implicitly and explicitly reinforced in language, media and behavior within the 

larger institution (Keller, 2010), the DCC was viewed as a step toward creating a more inclusive 

campus environment.  When asked about the role of a DCC, Lori shared, “A DCC can help 

change attitudes on disability to more positive.  We do not stand out and cannot be ignored. We 

are here to be part of the college experience.”  In fact, all of the participants discussed how a 

DCC can challenge misconceptions of the disability community.  Throughout the interviews, 

participants noted many microaggressions and misconceptions they had personally experienced, 

including: (a) disabled people are looking for a cure, (b) disabled people cannot have kids, (c) 

disabled people cannot play sports at an elite level, and (d) disabled people cannot be active 

members of their community.  Even though the DCC was relatively new, all six participants 

named the DCC as a significant avenue to challenge disability prejudice and stereotypes on 

campus.   

Offering a place to discuss ableism, including privilege and oppression, Alex explained, 

“The DCC is very encouraging and uplifting environment, a place you go to feel supported 

without it having to be said, a form of unspoken support.”  Similarly, Joseph described the DCC 

as:  

You can really feel like yourself, you do not feel like you are being judged or pitied. 

Because, I mean, when I am pushing around campus, I mean, as a wheelchair user, you 
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will notice people trying not to make eye contact with you.  Whereas, here, you do not 

feel like that.  You feel like, people look you in the eye.  They see you for you and want 

`to interact with you.   

In terms of challenging ableism on campus, all of the participants viewed the DCC as promoting 

a social and cultural understanding of disability (Kattari, 2015; Hutcheon & Wolbring, 2012).  

Unlike the larger institutional context, participants viewed the DCC as rooted in social and 

cultural understanding of disability that was designed for and involved disabled students.  

Focused on awareness-raising, participants were hopeful that a DCC would be a place that could 

provide disabled students with opportunities for media expression and social activities that 

embraced disability as a valued, social identity (Kraus, 2008).  

Faculty.  All six participants identified that faculty need more training in order to 

understand the depth of the disability experience as a social identity.  However, participants were 

clear that the need for training was less about accommodations and more about understanding the 

social experience of disability, including the issue of ableist microaggressions (Kattari, 2015). 

Participants in the study recommended training specially delivered by the disability cultural 

center that focused on disability as a lived experience and cultural identity.  For example, Sam 

shared, “It is important trainings come from the DCC, not the DRC because there needs to be 

more of a political lens and identity-based training.”  Perhaps because faculty were already 

aware of the DRC and issue of legal accommodations, participants in the study pointed out a 

need for cultural understandings of disability as a minority identity.  AJ noted, “Faculty cannot 

standardize their approach to disability because it is so wide ranging and diverse.  Trainings need 

to be offered on the experiences of disabled students so it is less clinical.”  Similar to AJ, Alex 

stated, “Trainings on disability culture should be given proactively not after the fact when a 
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situation arises.”  Participants also discussed the importance of faculty being present at the DCC 

for either trainings or events.  Joseph shared, “DCC events have allowed me to share my 

experiences with faculty beyond accommodations.  In fact, Jack viewed faculty as potential allies 

for students:  

Training should not only address the depth of the disability experience but discuss how 

they can be allies to disabled students and what it really means to honor an 

accommodation and create a universal experience for all…  not just inclusive because 

that doesn’t always mean integration and that disabled people can fully participate like 

their peers.  The DCC is a great space to engage with faculty interested in doing disability 

justice work. 

According to participants, the DCC’s role could combat the negative interactions they described 

with faculty on campus through awareness-raising activities (Hutcheon & Wolbring, 2012).  In 

this way, the participants felt the DCC offered an understanding of disability to curb faculty who 

seemed hopelessly naïve, uncomfortable, and biased toward disabled students.  

Advocacy and social change.  All of the participants viewed the DCC as a place to 

engage in advocacy that can lead to social change, using language that described the DCC as the 

very place to empower, advocate, and spread the word.  Sam and Alex stated that the collective 

voice of the DCC can “talk to the higher ups whoever the people are who make big decisions 

about accessibility and the experiences of disabled students.”  Joseph added, “The DCC can help 

implement or help communicate the needs of the students to people at the university.”  Most 

participants agreed that they would like to see the DCC do more organizing and advocacy to 

evoke change, including AJ who argued, “The DCC must also consider what is happening to the 

community outside of these walls to be truly cultural and make widespread change.”  Alex 
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added, “The DCC has left me feeling empowered, not let my frustrating experiences stop me 

from advocating more or from spreading the word about not just ableism but gender and classism 

too.” It is clear that participants view the DCC as an empowering place to organize and engage in 

campus-wide change for the disability community.  Campus wide visibility of the disability 

community can help challenge stereotypes that disabled students are not active, or do not wish to 

be active members of society.   

Sense of Community.  All participants recalled a positive sense of community at the 

DCC, where they felt welcomed, validated, and connected via a shared disability identity.  Jack 

noted, “It is helpful to have a community where you can identify and celebrate your identity 

without having to explain yourself.”  Free from judgement, the DCC was described as part of a 

collective voice.  Sam and Alex noted, “To not only see disabled people on campus but for us to 

come together it really gives me that sense of belonging and community... we now have a 

presence on campus.”  All participants shared similar experiences to Lori who stated:  

A community space like the disability cultural center where you can go in and be like, 

okay, A), I know I'm welcome here; B), I'm not the only person; and C), like, if my 

disability is essentially celebrated, then that's a space where you can be like, okay, I'm 

proud to be a physically disabled person, as opposed to being like the isolated one, or 

even just going to the DRC and being like, I'm here because I need help with something.” 

According to Joseph, “Before the DCC, I never realized, it never really occurred to me that we 

needed one… But know that we have one I do not know how we could ever be without one. This 

is just an absolute game changer for the community.”  The DCC values all aspects of the 

disability experience far beyond physical access.  Participants seemed to suggest it offered a 

community where you can feel human, like you matter, be your true self, and share frustrations 
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free from judgement were all common phrases shared about the DCC.  When talking about the 

benefits of a DCC, AJ added:  

Having that safe space for us to really be ourselves and discover our identity.  Because, 

sometimes you feel bad, like complaining and, you know, like something as simple as 

parking.  Like, oh, someone has parked in an accessible spot again.  Well, there is so 

many all around campus.  Yeah, I get it, you do not understand why this is a big deal.  

Whereas, you come in here, you know, you can vent.  You can let out your frustrations 

and not let them bottle up.  You can get support from people, for every aspect, not just 

academics. 

When asked the question “how has involvement in the disability cultural center changed 

your experience on campus”?  Lori shared:  

My experience at the DCC has been incredibly positive, I feel like it is about damn time 

we have a space, we need this space, and just giving us this space is very important. I 

want to participate in other cultural centers but they do not get it. This place as in the 

DCC has made me feel like I have a disability identity...I feel a sense of belonging seeing 

other folks that are being supportive and active in their support, taking the time to be in 

the space is very validating.  

The sense of community at the DCC is crucial for disabled students who are mingling within an 

institution that consistently excludes them from the campus community. As a community, it 

represented a safe haven where disability was more than a problem to address; being disabled 

was part of the student experience at the DCC. Consistent with (Renn, 2011), it helps disabled 

students form a critical mass to support one another. As one participant pointed out, “The DCC 

has helped me get out of my shell because meeting others is not my strong suit; disabled students 
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support each other at the DCC.”  In other words, a DCC is consistent with literature on disability 

identity models, which Kraus (2008) explained as students are initially unaware of disability, not 

just their own disability, also the overall concept of disability.  They do not question themselves 

until they are prompted by interactions with others, or increased life experiences.  However, 

through a shared dialogue with other disabled students, the notion of disability as an identity 

emerges and grows, assisting disabled students to find a sense of community and belonging.  

Moving Beyond Mere Compliance to Culture  

  

 The second theme related to how participants described the DCC was consistent with a 

disability studies perspective that ensured disabled students are not excluded from social justice 

conversations and initiatives (Charlton, 1998).  Viewing the DCC as a cultural space, disability is 

much more than access, accommodations, and barrier removal; disability is an identity that can 

be explored and embraced (Bialka & Morro, 2018).  Five out of the six participants linked their 

disability to their identity when asked the question “how does your disability relate to your sense 

of identity?”  Lori responded, “I would say disability is the most silent part of my identity. It’s 

taken me a while to get there but at this point in my life It’s the aspect of my identity I relate to 

most. It’s who I am. I am proud to be a disabled woman.”  Sam added, “It took me a long time to 

get to a disabled identity, its fluid. And it wasn’t until after I took a disability studies class, even 

though I have been disabled my whole life.”  Alex stated, “I only recently started identifying as 

disabled pretty recently, the DCC is helping me.” Joseph shared a similar experience:  

I never really thought of it so much as identity until maybe four months ago or so. And 

it’s still kind of forming.  I have realized it is a part of who I am. It always will be. It is 

time I embrace it and come to terms with it. Having the DCC has really opened my eyes 

to the history and activism of my community.  
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All participants agreed that the DCC was a positive place to continually develop and explore 

their disability identity.  Based on participants perspectives it is clear that a DCC can be a space 

for identity development to take place.  For disabled students who already identified strongly 

with their disabled identity, a DCC can be a space on campus to validate, celebrate, and affirm 

their disability identity to counteract the chilly climate of the larger institution.  In many ways, 

the DCC is the very place to foster a positive disabled identity on college and university 

campuses (Kraus, 2008).   

Participants also highlighted the positive influence the DCC has had on the campus 

environment specifically in relation to connections with peers and faculty, attitudes toward 

disability, and narrative of disability on campus.  Jack stated, “Because of the DCC I have allies 

and support from other groups. I am not alone... I can have fun conversations which set the stage 

for a welcoming space.”  Similarly, Sam, AJ and Joseph all pointed out their appreciation of the 

work the DCC does with other cultural groups.  Furthermore, Lori discussed how she believed a 

DCC could challenge the dominant medicalized view of disability: 

DCC events have given me a tangible way to find allies, people who care to learn more 

about the disability community… Think the cultural center can turn all that on its head, 

for lack of a better word.  I think it's going to put out, not only events, but a space and an 

area where you can take those experiences and turn them around, make them different, 

and put out different views of disability on campus so that we're encouraging, no, we're 

not here to be pitied.  We are not here for you to feel sorry for us or for us to be different.  

We are just here to be part of the college experience.  

Importantly, the DCC may be able to shift the disability narrative in higher education from legal 

compliance to disability as a cultural identity in an attempt to address the inequity of disabled 
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students and strive for inclusive experiences. For the participants of this study, the role of the 

DCC seemed to represent disability as empowerment.  

Definition of Disability.  All participants appreciated that disability was broadly defined 

and represented as a valid identity and natural part of the college experience within the DCC.  

Most participants used the term neutral when asked, “How would you like to see disability talked 

about in the space?” Joseph shared the “DCC is a more holistic view of disability rather than a 

diagnosis.”  Sam and Joseph have both recently started identifying as disabled and admitted the 

DCC helped them to find and celebrate their disability identity. In fact, both of these participants 

echoed a sentiment that the DCC is great for undergraduate disabled students who are in the 

process of figuring out their identity, which fits with the literature on disability identity 

development (Kraus, 2008).  Lori noted, “The DCC can only continue to make disability as an 

identity and minority group more prominent on campus and sort of change the view of 

disability.”  AJ added, “The center helps us build our identity as a minority group and celebrate 

our disability not from the pity angle.” All participants agreed that this was a great space to share 

disability history, activism and the lived experiences of the disability community.  Furthermore, 

all participants appreciated the value placed on intersectionality.  As an example, Jack noted, 

“disability identity intersects with other cultures and that simple fact cannot be ignored.”  Lori 

used herself as an example:  

I am proud to be a disabled woman; I wish more people understood the pride attached to 

the disability experience. It has taken a long time to be able to identify as disabled in a 

way that is not all about overcoming challenges. The DCC helps us celebrate and define 

our identity in a positive way. 
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As Stella Young (n.d.) once said, “I do not identify as a person with a disability. I am a disabled 

person. And I'll be a monkey's disabled uncle if I'm going to apologize for that.”  Identity-first 

language was used by participants to describe and represent disability within the DCC as an 

intentional way to combat ablest language and the dominant narrative of disability on campus.  

Most importantly, participants seemed to value the DCC as affording the space and community 

to embrace disability as one of many intersecting social identities, not a medical issue.  

Physical Accessibility.  All participants described the physical space of the DCC as 

comfortable and spacious for events and trainings, highlighting the importance of having a 

physical space for disabled people to connect and share experiences.  Alex noted, “A physical 

space where you can talk, laugh, be yourself, and not feel like you will be physically harmed is 

important.” The comment by Alex is indicative of the fact that disabled students do not readily 

feel safe on campus.  The creation of a safe space is vital for students to have a safe space to 

escape from the invalidating campus climate outside the walls of the DCC.  

At the same time, all of the participants named the location of the DCC space as the 

biggest drawback.  Alex stated, “The location, it’s not well known, it’s like a hidden gem.” This 

is consistent with the institution’s attempt to hide disability on campus (Kraus, 2008).  If the 

location was more centralized, it would attract a wider audience and more of the campus 

community may have access to reap the benefits of the space.  Most participants argued that the 

location of the DCC is not central to campus like other cultural and resource centers.  Joseph 

noted, “The DCC is not treated like other student organizations are.  It’s treated like a subset of 

segregation.”  Joseph is alluding to the fact that disability services and the DCC are subjected to 

the outskirts of campus away from other students, which further marginalizes the disability 

community. Based on proximity to the center of campus, disabled students are not seen as equals 
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to their non-disabled peers.  AJ added, “The location really hinders it, it should be moved to the 

student union.  According to Lori, “The space sends a different message because it is connected 

to a space like the DRC that provides accommodations and resources.”  Location communicates 

much more than a physical address to the campus community regarding the value placed on the 

disability experience, making it nearly impossible to hold disability on par with other social 

identities.  

Summary of the DCC 

The voices of participants in this study noted the ways in which the DCC seemed to 

challenge institutional ableism, and all six participants recommended that the DCC could do 

more.  For these disabled students, the first step was recognizing and acknowledging the 

importance of having a dedicated safe space for disabled students, faculty, and staff to explore 

and celebrate disability identity, culture, and community.  Additionally, the DCC can be part of 

the paradigm shift by offering trainings and events campus wide rooted in disability culture that 

can create a more welcoming campus environment.  Informed by disability studies, the DCC can 

move the conversation away from access and accommodations to disability as a valid identity 

and social justice issue.  Programing and events conducted in the space are inclusive and 

equitable which help to alleviate stress, frustration, and anger for disabled students. In this space, 

the disability experience is validated the same way campus attempts to validate other cultural and 

identity groups.  Many students alluded to this by describing the DCC as a safe space, safe 

haven, a welcoming place, and a place to call home.  

 Advocacy is also a key component to the DCC. The DCC can be a place for students to 

organize, make change, and navigate institutional ableism. In this space, disabled students are 

empowered to share their stories, input, and knowledge to challenge ADA guidelines and subpar 
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access and progress toward inclusion for all.   These opportunities can help dispel the myth that 

disabled people require the help of non-disabled people in order to be successful and evoke 

widespread change.  

Conclusion 

The above results highlight a clear distinction between disabled students experiences at 

the institutional level compared to the DCC. At the institutional level, disabled students 

perceived their identity on campus through a medical model, seen as individual problems that 

need to be hidden, fixed, or accommodated. Unfortunately, the disability experience is seen as 

nothing more than a diagnosis. In contrast, at the DCC, disability is represented as a respected 

identity and valid part of diversity.  Disabled students are valued, respected and celebrated as 

members of the campus community. These experiences have the potential to contribute to a 

campus-wide paradigm shift in the way we think about both diversity and disability to create a 

campus environment committed to celebrating all identities. 

  



DISABILITY CULTURAL CENTERS                                                          93 
 

CHAPTER FIVE: INSIGHTS ON THE ROLE OF A DCC 

To address the lack of research on disability cultural centers in higher education, this 

research sought to draw attention to disability as a socially constructed identity and experience 

(Murgami, 2009; Shakespeare, 1996).  Specifically, this study aimed to explore the role of a 

disability cultural center on campus from the perspective of disabled students with insights 

regarding how a disability cultural center can navigate the institutional complexity of higher 

education.  With this in mind, results from the study can inform institutional practices and 

policies to create a more inclusive campus for all students.  Moving the conversation of disability 

beyond accommodations and legal compliance to disability as a valued cultural experience and 

identity, this chapter is organized into two major sections that answer the questions: (1) What is a 

DCC and (2) What can a DCC do?  

What is a DCC? 

It is important to answer the question “what is a DCC?” in order to fully examine the role 

of a DCC.  The following discussion is based on perspectives shared by the disabled students 

who participated in the study and the central themes of institutional “Climate and Attitudes” as 

well as “Mere Compliance” discussed in chapter four.  While study participants are not in a 

position to examine the multi-faceted pressures that shape institutional spaces, such as budget 

constraints and upper administration oversight, their insights point to six core needs a DCC 

should prioritize: (1) dedicated space, (2) physical space, (3) location, (4) staffing, (5) disability 

culture, and, (6) community.  Crucial components and functions of a DCC, these six needs help 

to understand the uniqueness of the DCC as a cultural space and how it not only can impact 

disabled students’ experiences, but the campus climate as a whole.  
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Dedicated Space  

Most importantly, this study demonstrated that, from the perspective of students, there is 

a clear distinction between a Disability Cultural Center (DCC) and initiatives that do not offer a 

dedicated space, including a disability focused event, class discussion, or academic programming 

(Brown, 2002).  Participants described the DCC as a dedicated physical space where disabled 

students could explore disability culture, identity, and history.  Similar to other cultural centers 

(Renn, 2011; Patton, 2010; Patton, 2016), disabled students valued having a consistent space to 

visit where they can engage in shared experiences and conversations around disability discourse 

beyond diagnosis and academic accommodations.  The DCC is different from a disability service 

office because it serves a unique purpose akin to other campus cultural centers where the 

disability experience is celebrated and validated as a social justice issue.  In other words, a DCC 

is a place for disabled students to explore and address how they are treated by faculty and peers.  

One participant explicitly commented on this problem: “I am tired of professors slapping two 

disability studies readings on a syllabus and think they are doing a good job.”  Focused on 

making disability a more visible social justice issue on campus and not just a checklist addressed 

via guest lectures or readings on disability, a DCC  is situated within the institution to advocate 

for a progressive and contemporary concept of disability consistent with other cultural identity 

groups and student centers (Raver, Murchake, & Chalk, 2018; Davis, 2011; Kraus, 2008).  In this 

way, a DCC can function similar to other student cultural centers, where student learning is 

recognized as occurring within a system of campus politics and symbols that marginalize 

students from non-dominant groups (Renn, 2011).   Cultural centers can play a critical role in 

promoting a more equitable campus climate, according to Hurtado, Clayton-Pedersen, Allen, and 

Milem (1998), who identified four dimensions of change: (a) historical legacy of inclusion or 
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exclusion, (b) structural diversity, (c) psychological dimension, and (d) behavioral dimension.  

Aligned with these four dimensions, participants in this study recognized a need to challenge 

academic ableism within the campus climate, noting a history of exclusion and inequities 

(Dolmage, 2017). The DCC has the potential to act as a buffer against the negative campus 

climate (Renn, 2011; Patton, 2010; Patton, 2006).  

Physical Space   

Participants in the present study expressed the importance of the DCC’s dedicated 

physical space as not just any space.  When discussing what they liked about the space, the 

reasons were connected to the principles of universal design (Preiser & Ostroff, 2001).  For 

example, participants mentioned how accessibility of the physical space, including the fact that 

information was provided in multiple formats, the door has an automatic door opener, and the 

open, spacious layout provides disabled students flexibility in how they want to use the space.  

Thus, it is important the physical space modeled the seven principles of universal design to 

ensure not only access, but also equity.  In contrast to the rest of campus, participants mentioned 

how it was easy to attend DCC events because they did not have to register ahead of time to 

receive accommodations.  Rather, universal design and accommodations were built into the 

event so disabled students could simply attend the event like their non-disabled peers without 

any extra institutional requests.  As an illustration, an interpreter is present at every event, 

sending the message that access is a civil right not an accommodation that must be requested in 

advance. 

Location  

Related to physical layout of a dedicated space for DCCs, participants were somewhat 

critical of the physical location of the DCC being so far from the central part of campus and the 
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fact that the DCC was housed within campus health services and the Disability Resource Center 

(DRC).  While the university does not have a specific location for all student cultural centers, 

most other centers are located more central to campus, within or near the student union.  In 

contrast, participants noted that the location of the DCC on the other side of campus sent the 

wrong message to the campus community about the disability experience as peripheral. 

Participants were concerned that the location of the DCC on the outskirts of campus was another 

example of how the university intentionally and sometimes inadvertently hides disability and 

excludes disabled students from the larger campus.  Indeed, the geography of the DCC situated 

at the periphery of campus became a sort of metaphor for the ongoing challenge of integrating 

disability within the university.   Sharing a building with campus health perpetuated the 

stereotype that disability is primarily medical and something to be fixed, cured or accommodated 

(Goodley, 2016; Swain, French, & Cameron, 2003).  As a cultural center, the DCC offered a safe 

haven as it simultaneously fostered social integration in the larger institutional experience; 

however, even this safe haven was on the outskirts of campus   

Staffing  

 Although no participant specifically mentioned an optimal number of staff within the 

space, participants discussed positive experiences with staff and the importance of their presence 

in the space.  Theoretically, this means the more staff the better.  Many participants viewed the 

program coordinator as the key player in planning events and outreach.  Similar to other cultural 

centers on campus, it is important that the staff and students who run the DCC have personal 

experience, in this case with disability.  The field of disability studies places strong emphasis on 

the idea that disability is not a single, objectively determinable thing, and that disabled people 

need to be leaders in the conversations about them, a right which they have traditionally been 
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denied, captured by Charlton (1998) in the phrase: “Nothing about us, without us” (p. 3).  

Participants mentioned that it was important that the program coordinator be part of the disabled 

community and identified as disabled.  It is thus critical that disabled people hold leadership 

roles in higher education and the DCC must reflect a value on the disability experience.  More 

than just having a disability themselves, it is critical that the program coordinator and other staff 

working in the space have experience and a firm understanding of disability studies because the 

DCC space and everything that happens within the space is informed by disability studies.   

 Given the scale of the DCC’s role in terms of supporting disabled students and changing 

institutional climate, it was not surprising that participants remarked about staff at the DCC.  

Most cultural centers have a director, coordinator and at least one graduate assistant.  No other 

center on campus is currently expected to run with only a coordinator, which is the case of the 

DCC.  Whether real or perceived, the fact that the DCC is less funded than other cultural centers 

unfortunately carries an implicit message that the DCC is not as important within the institution.  

Additionally, the lack of long-term secured funding suggests the institution may not view the 

DCC as a student cultural center with a long-term future.  The lack of secure funding and 

adequate staff is critical given that all of the participants spoke to the importance of staff 

participating in meaningful interactions and opportunities to support the disability community as 

well as the campus as whole.  A strong presence on campus is vital as the DCC begins to shift 

the narrative of disability, while also opening the door for more disabled students to take on 

leadership roles.  

Disability Culture  

 In line with the call to value in disability rights, the DCC should be consistent with the 

social model of disability, which can represent an important shift in the conversation of disability 
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from mere compliance to culture.  Similar to Brown’s (2002) definition of disability culture, 

participants in the study reported that when they were in the DCC they felt connected to the 

larger disability community through a shared disability identity.  All students were clear that 

disability was a salient part of their identity and found it refreshing when asked about disability 

in relation to their identity.  Most students described disability identity as fluid, evolving as they 

received more exposure to disability studies, disability history, activism, and the disability 

community – all core components of the DCC.  Importantly, disability culture challenged the 

notion that disability is a singular and static negative characteristic. 

 In relation to disability culture, oppression was a common topic, coming up when 

participants discussed oppressive structures on campus or oppression they experienced by 

society.  Disability culture is the shared history of oppression within the disability community 

(Brown, 2002) and all participants appreciated that the DCC was a place that such oppression 

was validated, acknowledged and discussed.  Sharing that common connection and 

understanding allowed the disabled students who participated in this study to celebrate their 

disability identity without fear of being misunderstood.  Most participants in the study 

highlighted the DCC as one of the only spaces on campus that celebrated and affirmed disability 

as a valuable identity.  Displaying the work of the disability community, such as artwork and the 

activism (Haller, 2010), participants appreciated that the DCC space was decorated intentionally 

to reflect disability culture and history that is routinely missing from the curriculum outside of 

the few classes offered and informed by disability studies on this particular campus.  In this way, 

the DCC was an example of disability culture because it challenged the disempowering societal 

views of the disability experience focused on cure (Swain et.al., 2003). 
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Community  

 Rooted in disability culture, the DCC helped create a larger sense of community for 

participants in the study, who expressed that disability was otherwise a neglected community on 

campus.  As Renn (2011) pointed out, a cultural center can provide a safe and supportive 

environment for underrepresented groups on a college campus.  Similarly, the DCC has provided 

a cultural space for disabled students to connect with others and receive validation from others.  

Increasing their sense of belonging on campus, all of the participants reported they had a strong 

disabled peer group and network, partially as a result of the DCC.  Previous research has found a 

sense of belonging to be crucial to college persistence and retention of disabled students 

(Fleming, Oertle, Plotner, & Hakun, 2017), and thus it is not surprising that students named the 

DCC their safe haven and home away from home on campus.  Community is much more than 

physical access, and academic accommodations alone are not sufficient to create a sense of 

belonging.  Exposure to positive disability identity on campus can foster a sense of belonging 

(Raver, Murchake, & Chalk, 2018).  Participants in the present study benefited from the DCC as 

a cultural space that recognized and validated the disability experience as a valid identity.  

 In all, the results of this study suggest that the role of a DCC is multi-faceted. It is both a 

physical and cultural space. It is both a safe haven and a place for advocacy. It is both 

community and belonging. How well a DCC caters to these unique components depends on the 

institutional context.   

What does a DCC do? 

Admittedly, what a DCC is should connect to what it does. For the purposes of this 

chapter, however, the previous section focuses more on what it affords disabled students. This 
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section emphasizes what a DCC can do on university campuses.  Understanding the injustices 

faced by disabled students requires the DCC to be responsive to the issues raised by participants 

in chapter four including: campus climate, faculty, advocacy, sense of community, definition of 

disability and physical accessibility. Participants described the DCC as a safe haven on campus, 

while the rest of the campus was characterized as a negative climate filled with ableism in the 

form of microaggressions, assumptions, misconceptions and cultural misunderstandings.  With 

this in mind, the results of the present study suggest that the DCC can influence (a) leadership, 

(b) attitudes and perceptions, (c) faculty training, (d) pride, and, (e) advocacy campus-wide to 

create a campus culture committed to celebrating disability as a valid identity.  

Leadership  

 One of the key roles that the DCC can play on campus is to provide leadership 

opportunities for disabled students similar to other cultural centers.  Historically, disabled people 

have not held positions of power and have not been seen as leaders within the dominant culture 

(Davis, 2011; Shakespeare, 1996).  When disabled people do hold leadership positions, they are 

taught to hide, ignore, overcome, or mask their disability out of fear of being seen as weak or 

unqualified.  An example of ableism, there are very few photos of President Franklin D. 

Roosevelt in his wheelchair, and this same level of stigma exists within higher education.  As a 

tight-knit community, participants in the present study discussed being able to name and count 

on their hands the number of faculty members on this campus with overt disabilities.  In order for 

the DCC to grow, there is a need to create more positions and opportunities for disabled students, 

faculty and staff to become more visible on campus.   It is thus critical that the DCC affords 

opportunities for disabled students and faculty to be leaders, which can be accomplished via 

graduate assistants and student leaders (Harper & Quaye, 2007). These leadership opportunities 
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not only impact the DCC space but become the conduit to challenge ableism on the campus as a 

whole because visibility is the most important step toward equity.  Unless disabled people have 

more of a visible presence on campus, it will be difficult to challenge the negative climate and 

attitudes on campus expressed by all of the participants in this study.  Having disabled students 

and staff as leaders moves the campus away from the token disabled person to disability as a 

natural part of diversity on campus.   

Additionally, having disabled leaders visible on campus can influence current and future 

disabled students because they see and interact with people who share similar experiences.  Role 

modeling is vital for students from underrepresented groups, and the visibility of campus leaders, 

professors, staff or administrators, with whom they culturally identify, can send the message that 

students can be successful on campus and that they are welcomed (Grigely, 2017; Hurtado et. al., 

1999; Kraus, 2008; Renn, 2011). The DCC can play a powerful role in promoting disability as a 

positive characteristic, rather than a deficit, and empowering disabled students to influence the 

larger campus climate.  Having role models and leaders can empower new generations of 

disabled students to strive for a career they want, not one that it is being chosen for them because 

of preconceived notions of disability.  Recognizing the value and worth of the disability 

experience, the DCC can challenge a larger campus climate that continues to perpetuate ablest 

attitudes and practices. 

Attitudes and Perceptions  

 While behaviors and attitudes about disability are shifting, the implications of a history 

of oppression continue to inform society’s concept of disability (Shakespeare, 1997). Both 

disabled and non-disabled folks continue to be socialized to understand disability as something 

medical to be fixed or, cured, or something tragic to be hidden or pitied. Previous research on 
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disability bias, stereotypes and microaggressions highlighted the many ways both people and 

society implicitly and explicitly reinforce disability stigma through language, behaviors, 

representation and media (Keller, 2010). Specifically, the DCC can impact nondisabled folks’ 

perceptions of disability by exposing them to disability as an identity and natural part of 

diversity.  At the DCC events are more than just events with free food. Events are a tangible part 

of a paradigm shift to engage people, enhance awareness, educate and, start conversations about 

the richness of the disability experience.   One participant stated, “Events can break down 

negative stereotypes of disabled people.” This might sound simple, but outside of the DCC, the 

disability community is often excluded from social justice conversations and initiatives, which 

further perpetuates negative perceptions about their ability, value, and place on campus. As the 

famous saying goes, “if you’re not at the table you’re on the menu,” which essentially means if 

you are not represented at the decision-making table people speak for you and you are left out or 

worse, your civil rights are jeopardized.  

Additionally, it is important to acknowledge the unique history of the disability 

community, filled with oppression and activism. More often than not disability history is absent 

in society, curricula, and conversations. The DCC can use their space to educate non-disabled 

folks about the rich history of disabled people. This can happen through artwork, language, 

narratives, and media. For example, the DCC can push the boundaries by using language that 

challenges the dominant narrative of disability such as the terms crip or cripple or slogans like  

cripping the vote or cripping the classroom (Haller, 2010)   Using these terms or slogans within 

the disability community is not a sign of self-hatred or ignorance of disability history, quite the 

contrary. It is with intentional use to re-appropriate, reclaim, and challenge terminology 

historically used to objectify and pathologize disabled people. The point is to convey a bit of 
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edginess, humor, and confidence from a community that people tend to assume will be sad, 

bitter, and boring. At the same time, the DCC can bring awareness to moments of great stride for 

the community such as the Capitol Crawl, which led to the passage of the ADA. This type of 

exposure can help non-disabled folks question what they think they know about disability and 

move towards recognizing disability as not only an identity but as a community that shares a 

common bond. Furthermore, the DCC can help to dispel myths and assumptions by engaging in 

outreach across campus. The more connections that are established the more opportunity there is 

to change the way people think, act, and feel about disability. Visibility can help the DCC spread 

their message organically to campus partners in a non-defensive manner. The DCC can model 

best practices and promote inclusion to reduce the tokenization of disabled folks and to ensure 

appropriate representation and messaging around disability across campus.  

The DCC can also join forces with the DRC to highlight the importance of both physical 

access and disability culture and identity. This collaboration can be incredibly useful when 

working with campus partners whose practices are informed by the medical model and are 

resistant to change.  As Kraus (2008) pointed out “considering disability as a social construct 

may help professionals remember that the onus should not always be placed on the disabled 

student to request access and equity”(p. 186). Professionals should try to alleviate stress for 

disabled students by creating inclusive and equitable programs, services and overall 

environments. The work of both the DCC and DRC is not meant to stay within the walls of the 

building. This can generate increased awareness, help to build allies across campus, and begin to 

shift the campus climate. The more campus partners we can influence to spread our message of 

inclusion outside of the DRC and DCC the more likely it will impact the campus as a whole.  

 



DISABILITY CULTURAL CENTERS                                                          104 
 

Faculty Training  

 One facet of climate and attitude deserving of increased attention was clearly faculty 

training, with participants in this study viewing the DCC as the most appropriate space for 

educating faculty about the disability experience.  A concrete way to partake in a paradigm shift 

in relation to disability, trainings in the DCC can offer exposure to campus members who are 

stuck in the medical model framework.  Trainings can challenge the way disability is talked 

about on campus.  Additionally, in the DCC, people within the disability community conduct the 

trainings.  This is intentional to combat the paternalism and lack of trust that looms over the 

disability community.  At the DCC, disabled people are the experts in their own experiences. In a 

similar to manner to how the LGBTQA cultural center provides a series of monthly 

programming or how student veteran centers offer workshops for supporting former military 

students, DCC trainings will not focus on legal compliance, rather trainings will focus on a social 

model perspective of disability.   

Pride  

 Based on participants’ experiences, the DCC seems to be one of the only places on 

campus to engage in disability pride.  Many participants alluded to their frustrations with the lack 

of disability pride present on campus.  However, this is not shocking given that most of the 

attention to disability goes towards barrier removal and physical access.  Given that physical 

access is something this particular campus prides itself on, it is interesting that many students 

highlighted frustrations of physical access and barriers on campus.  All described the physical 

access as mediocre at best.  With that being said, is it surprising that disability pride was missing 

on campus prior to the DCC?  
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 Thus, a DCC can also help the campus as a whole recognize disability pride. This can be 

done through campus wide events and programming.  It seems fitting for campus with a DCC to 

host a disability pride day or disability pride parade.  Hosting a disability pride parade on campus 

can seek to change the way students, faculty, staff, and community members think about and 

define disability, to end the stigma of disability, and to promote the belief that disability is a 

natural and beautiful part of human diversity in which disabled people and their allies can 

celebrate and take pride in. According to Anna Landre, a disabled college student from 

Georgetown, we must learn to view disability as part of human diversity only then will harmful 

practices and inequalities such as framing disability as something to overcome, reinforcing that 

disability is incompatible with success cease within higher education (Vargas, 2019).  

 Another campus- wide event could be a disability arts festival. This festival can provide 

an opportunity for disabled artists such as, musicians, painters, writers, thespians, and, 

performers to share both their talent as well as their disability experience (Haller, 2010; 

Omansky et. al., 2001). The DCC at Syracuse University hosts a similar type of event called 

Disabilifunk, a night of engaging, inclusive, and exciting acapella, karaoke, and improv 

performances by student and community groups, as well as open mic karaoke and fun-filled 

entertainment for all students (Syracuse University Disability Cultural Center, 2019).  The goal 

of these types of events is to expose the richness of the disability community, which is rarely 

displayed in mainstream society. While disability pride events may not be possible on every 

campus, on a university that houses a DCC, such campus wide events can send the message to 

the disability community that their campus cares about disability identity, culture, and 

experience. This is crucial because in order to change the narrative of disability on campus, 
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change needs to happen at the intuitional level. The institution needs to acknowledge the value of 

the disability experience to shift towards a campus committed to culture, .not compliance.  

Advocacy  

 Through advocacy and activism, the DCC maintains a progressive view of disability 

where the environment is the root of the problem that needs to be changed or fixed not the 

individual.  This is an important distinction because in higher education the solution is often an 

accommodation to an individual problem.  In contrast to the larger campus environment, where  

participants noted extensive accessibility issues and negative attitudes toward disability, the DCC 

can model and promote universal design principles across campus (Preiser & Ostroff, 2001).  At 

the DCC, the focus is on systemic issues that impact the disabled student experience. This of 

course involves listening to individual experiences but the end goal is to make systemic change 

that can create a better campus experience for all students.  The following bulleted list were 

suggestions directly from the participants and offer a template for how a DCC can advocate for 

inclusive spaces across campus. According to participants, avenues for improving accessibility 

on the college campus include: 

• Appropriate space in classrooms to navigate around the room; 

• Various seating options not exclusively in the back of rooms; 

• Easily movable furniture;  

• Make it a policy to have breaks during classes, making two hour classes more 

feasible;  

• Use microphones consistently;  

• Have elevators accessing all floors in every building; 
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• Make all class notes available to everyone prior to class;  

• Adopt braille maps and menus around campus not just within the DRC; 

• Use exclusively automatic doors on campus; 

• Remove florescent lighting on campus;  

• Increase the number of gender-neutral/non-gendered restrooms on campus, giving 

disabled people more options   

• Remove scented soap from bathrooms on campus.  

To advocate for disabled students, a DCC can bring awareness to these campus needs and 

practices. Similarly, a DCC can be a visible point of advocacy to address campus climate and 

attitudes. The following bulleted list were suggestions directly from the participants of this study. 

According to participants, avenues for improving climate and attitudes on the college campus 

include:  

• Trust and validate disabled student experiences to decrease disabled students’ feelings of 

not being trusted or making the non-disabled people the experts of the situation; 

• Acknowledge disability as identity; 

• Include disability in diversity and social justice conversations without tokenizing one 

single disabled person;  

• Infuse disability culture and history into the curriculum, beyond a single reading;  

• Create a disability studies major- not housed within the same department as special 

education;   

• Host disability pride events;   

• Reduce person-first language;  

• Respect the use of identity-first language without correction;  



DISABILITY CULTURAL CENTERS                                                          108 
 

• Respect the lived experience of disability- knowledge about disability and understanding 

of the lived experience are two different things;   

• Continue to have events that allow disabled students and the disability community to 

share their stories and experiences;  

• Host joint events with other cultural centers to promote intersectionality;  

• Commit to a strategic plan of advocacy, organizing and visibility to create change.  

Recommendations  

 A disability cultural center cannot be established overnight. It takes a lot of thought, 

planning, space and, of course, funding. However, even if institutions do not have the resources 

for a disability cultural center, there are still ways to promote disability culture on campuses. 

Here are a few recommendations:  

• Create a student organization or club for disabled students to connect, share experiences 

while navigating campus life and the college experience. This club can engage students 

and create leadership opportunities for disabled students within the club. It is important to 

note that professionals should consult with disabled students to remain consistent with the 

phrase discussed above nothing about us without us.  The club should be run by and for 

disabled students to challenge the traditional power dynamic that suggests disabled 

people need help or need to be saved by non-disabled people.   

• Collaborate with other minority groups on campus to infuse disability into larger 

discussions of social justice.  Disability intersects with other identities. If your campus 

has other cultural centers or student groups, host an event or discussion that links both 

communities, such as ableism in the LGBTQIA+ community.   

• Include disability in campus-wide pride events for other minority and identity groups.  
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• Ensure when discussions of diversity or diversity initiatives arise, disability is not 

forgotten or neglected.  When you are in meetings or discussions, ask yourself the 

question, “Who is not (represented) at the table?” Invite disabled people; they know and 

understand their experience best.  

• Make sure disability is represented on marketing materials across campus. Marketing 

materials should be accessible to disabled students. If posters are hung so high that 

disabled students cannot see them or reach them, they may not be aware of various events 

and opportunities or feel welcome at the event.  

• Establish a disability studies major, minor, or class to expose campus to the depth of the 

disability experience, disability history, disability activism and the disability rights 

movement.  

• Join with the Association on Higher Education and Disability (AHEAD).  Within 

AHEAD, there is a special interest group (SIG) focused on disability studies. The group 

offers resources and information on disability cultural centers through discussions, online 

communities and webinars. This is a great place to make connections if your campus 

wants to promote disability pride or is in the consideration stage for a DCC. Additionally, 

attend an AHEAD conference. There are presentations dedicated to disability cultural 

centers and disability pride on campus.  

• Get connected with Disability Rights, Education Activism, and Mentoring known as 

DREAM, which is sponsored by National Center for College Students with Disabilities.  

It is a national organization for and by college students with disabilities. They often post 

research and resources about disability cultural centers and disability pride.  
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The above suggestions are a starting point and by no means exhaustive.  Not every 

suggestion is suitable or attainable for every institution. These are avenues to help address the 

feelings of exclusion and negative campus climate disabled students face every day (Abes & 

Wallce, 2018). The goal is to infuse disability as an identity across campus to challenge the 

dominant narrative of disability. This will help make progress towards an environment 

welcoming and inclusive for all students.   

Conclusion  

It is evident that a disability cultural center is necessary to combat ableism and the 

widespread disempowering views of disability that invade higher education. A DCC can act as a 

catalyst to shift away from the dominant narrative of disability as a medical diagnosis to 

disability as a valid social identity. This paradigm shift will heighten awareness, increase 

visibility, and promote dialogue that recognizes disability rights as civil rights rather than 

individualized accommodations.  Anna Landre (2019) said it best: “We cannot pretend to pursue 

a just and equal society if we continue to leave the largest minority behind” (p.3). Therefore, 

institutions must carefully examine how diversity and disability are constructed and represented 

to shift beyond a compliance culture to a campus culture that is welcoming and affirming for all 

students. 
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APPENDIX A 

Interview Questions 

Interview 1: Experiences/Personal histories  

1. Tell me a bit about yourself. 

2. Describe how your disability intersects with your identity. 

3. Describe your role on this campus. 

a. What brought you to this campus? 

b.  How long have you been here?  

4. Describe your experience as a disabled person on this campus?  

a. What does a typical day look like for you?  

b. What spaces do you tend to gravitate towards? Why? 

c. What spaces do you avoid? Why?  

5. Describe what it is like to interact with people on campus. 

a. Peers  

b. Faculty  

c. Staff 

6. Who are your allies/ support systems on campus?  

7. In what ways if at all, does your institution support/validate your disability 

experience/identity?  

8. In what ways, if at all, does your institution invalidate your disability 

experience/identity? 

9. In what ways, if at all, can your institution improve?  

10.  How do you think your institution views the disability experience as a whole? 
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Interview 2:  Perspectives  

1. What are the potential roles of a cultural center on a college campus?  

2. What are the potential roles of a disability cultural center?  

a. What role do you believe is most important and why?  

3. How do you think the disability cultural center has changed the campus environment?   

4. How is disability talked about/represented at the disability cultural center?  

5. Describe your involvement in the disability cultural center? 

b. How did you initially get involved?  

c. How often do you visit the space?  

d. How long have you been involved? 

e. How has involvement in the disability cultural center changed your experience 

on campus?   

6. What are the benefits of the space? 

a. What are the drawbacks of the space?  

7. What are some of the programs/ events happening in the space?  

a. In what ways, do these events influence your disability experience/ identity? 

b. In what ways, do these events impact the campus environment?  

c. In what ways do these events influence your connections to peers, faculty, and allies?  

8. In what ways can a disability cultural center influence attitudes toward disability on 

college campuses? 

9. In what ways, if at all, can a disability cultural center challenge narrative of disability on 

campus? 
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10. In what ways, if at all, can a disability cultural center act as potential resource for 

training?  
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APPENDIX B 

Interviews 

 

Coding  1 2 3 4 5 6 

Institution (Category 1)       

Climate and Attitudes (Orange) 

Acceptance *Assumptions  

Validation 

17 24 7 7 26 12 

Faculty (Pink) 

 – focus on accommodations, trainings, 

interactions  

2 3 4 3 4 4 

Advocacy and Social change (Yellow)  0 0 1 0 2 0 

Sense of Community (Blue) 0 7 1 2 2 0 

ADA Compliance: “Functional Access         

Definition of Disability – legal ADA 

compliance (Lime Green)  

3 

 

10 4 3 10 5 

Physical Accessibility (purple)  

Locations of things 

Classrooms 

Libraries 

9 14 5 7 11 10 

 Disability Cultural Center (Category 2)       

Climate and Attitudes – Safe space (Dark 

Green)  

Validation  

Acceptance 

* Challenge assumptions dominant 

narrative 

10 21 15 8 22 14 

Faculty Trainings – focus on disability 

experiences, interactions (Teal)  

2 1 2 2 2 2 

Advocacy and Social change (Burgundy) 3 2 2 2 3 5 

Sense of Community/allies (Brown)  15 16 11 6 7 10 

Moving Beyond mere Compliance to 

Culture  

      

Definition of Disability – disability culture 

and identity (Mustard)  

4 7 5 4 10 6 

Physical Accessibility (Black)  

Hidden gem 

Location on campus is separate 

2 4 3 2 6 7 
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