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“...Every time we expanded our civil rights guarantees to include 

another oppressed minority, America got richer. America is 

not rich in spite of civil rights. America is rich because of civil 

rights.” Justin Dart, 1994.

Introduction
Opposing discrimination against people with disabilities1 and ensuring access 

for disabled faculty on campus often are omitted from discussions about faculty 

diversity, but these issues should be part of the mix. For institutions to retain a 

faculty as diverse as the populations they serve, and for disabled faculty to be 

able to serve as positive role models for students with disabilities, colleges and 

universities must achieve physically accessible campuses and create positive 

social environments for all disabilities. This should be considered part of an 

institution-wide commitment to social justice and equality. The concept of 

diversity should not be aimed at achieving a static condition but instead should 

be a process of ever-widening inclusiveness.  

Concern about disability rights has been heightened by a series of U.S. Supreme 

Court decisions dating back to 1999 that restrict or modify the Americans with 

Disabilities Act (ADA).2 Several decisions denied protection from disability 

discrimination to many people whom the law was intended to protect, and one 

decision “devastatingly stripped  the  right of state workers to sue their employ-

ers for money damages for violations of Title I of ADA, which prohibits employ-

ment discrimination against people with disabilities.”3 Another 2000 decision 
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denied state employees the right to sue their employers for money damages for 

age discrimination under the Age Discrimination in Employment Act.4  

This article describes the work of members of United University Professions’ 

statewide and campus disability committees, which may be useful as a model 

for faculty at other institutions. 5 Since the early 1990s, members of the UUP, a 

public employee union, have worked to preserve and create awareness of dis-

ability rights through the development of chapter disability rights and concerns 

committees. The recognition that some disability issues also must be addressed 

at the state level led to the establishment of a statewide disability committee. 

Finally, U.S. Supreme Court decisions led the union to form a human and civil 

rights committee aimed at defending the rights of state employees under the 

Americans with Disabilities Act, the Age Discrimination in Employment Act, the 

Fair Labor Standards Act and other federal laws. 

How Many of Us Have Disabilities?
One impediment to assessing the effectiveness of disability-friendly campus 

policies is the lack of data on college faculty who have disabilities. For example, 

the UCLA Higher Education Research Institute’s 2004 Faculty Survey collected 

data on gender, race, ethnicity, sexual preference, but had no questions on dis-

ability.6 The Association of American Medical Colleges also tracks gender, race 

and ethnicity, yet faculty members with disabilities remain uncounted.7

More generally, the 2000 U.S. Census showed that 49.7 million people in the 

United States age 5 and over have a disability—nearly one in five U.S. residents, 

or 19 percent.8 Of these, 30.6 million were between the ages of 21 and 64; and 57 

percent of this group were employed.9 As the population ages, more people will 

acquire disabilities. Everyone has a stake in disability rights. 

         	  

The collection of disability statistics is in need of reform. In 2004, the National 

Council on Disability10 released Improving Federal Disability Data,11 a position 

paper calling on the U.S. Departments of Commerce and Labor to address prob-

lems in the collection of disability data, including the need to revise Census ques-

tions to reflect the ADA definition of disability. The collection of disability data 

also reflects unevenness in the willingness of respondents to identify themselves 

as persons with disabilities. 
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Disabled People and Employment
A 2004 National Organization on Disability12/Harris Survey of Americans with 

Disabilities13 found that only 35 percent of people with disabilities reported be-

ing employed full or part time, compared with 78 percent of those who did not 

have disabilities. 

Although 22 percent of employed people with disabilities reported encounter-

ing job discrimination in 2004, it was a dramatic drop from the 36 percent who 

reported encountering discrimination only four years earlier.

The mean earnings in 2000 of year-round, full-time workers ages 16 to 64 with 

work disabilities was $33,109 compared with $43,269 for those without work 

disabilities.14 And 72 percent of people with work disabilities had high school di-

plomas or higher education, and 11 percent had bachelor’s or advanced degrees  

in 2001.15

Women, Minorities, and Persons with Disabilities in Science and Engineering: 

2004, from the National Science Foundation, documents disability employment 

statistics in science and engineering: People with disabilities comprise 7.8 per-

cent of this group while those without disabilities make up 92.2 percent.16 

Are Disabled People a Minority Group? 

“...individuals with disabilities are a discrete and insular 

minority who have been faced with restrictions and limitations, 

subjected to a history of purposeful unequal treatment, and 

relegated to a position of political powerlessness in our society, 

based on characteristics that are beyond the control of such 

individuals and resulting from 	 stereotypic assumptions 

not truly indicative of the individual ability of such individuals 

to participate in, and contribute to, society…” (Americans with 

Disabilities Act of 1990).17

 	
In the past, disability was defined almost exclusively as functional impairment. 

Since the 1970s, however, there has been increasing recognition that disability 

is a product of the interaction between the individual and the environment. To 

understand disability requires an understanding of the architectural, institution-
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al and attitudinal environment encountered by disabled people. The primary 

problems for these individuals are bias, prejudice, segregation and discrimina-

tion.18  These problems can only be overcome by changing attitudes, and by laws 

and policies guaranteeing equal rights to people with disabilities. Public policies 

reflect the attitudes of society. Inaccessible buildings are constructed and toler-

ated because laws or customs allow the exclusion of disabled people. Public 

attitudes restrict opportunity even more than inaccessible facilities do. 

In at least two studies, college faculty with disabilities reported both overt dis-

crimination and the failure to provide reasonable accommodations.19 Medical 

school faculty with disabilities reported mixed acceptance by peers and su-

pervisors, often accompanied by a tepid institutional commitment to disabled 

persons.20 In our study of State University of New York faculty, professionals and 

librarians, we found that 38 people (16.2 percent) felt they had been discrimi-

nated against and 26 (11.1 percent) said they had experienced harassment.21 

Seventy-two (30.8 percent) said there were accommodations, which they did not 

have, that would enable them to better perform their jobs. 

In both studies, fear of disclosing a hidden disability or of being discriminated 

against because of accommodation requests inhibited people from requesting 

reasonable accommodations to which they should have been entitled. 

Even Before the ADA, Our Union Had Heard From Us
In 1985, the University at Albany hired a young assistant professor with a visual 

impairment. She needed a “talking” computer, which cost more than the com-

puters provided to her colleagues. Although the university supplemented the de-

partment’s funds to buy the computer, this case alerted us to the possibility that if 

a department thought it might have to pick up the entire cost of some accommo-

dations, even if the actual costs were quite low, the department might be deterred 

from hiring qualified people. As a result, three disabled union members took our 

concern to the union along with a recommendation that a central fund be estab-

lished to help departments cover the cost of reasonable accommodations. 

Unions aren’t automatically aware of members’ needs and concerns. Not with-

out effort did labor unions come to support the rights of women and minorities. 

Unions should advocate for the rights and inclusion of disabled members, but 

often disabled members will need to claim that backing and advocacy.22
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In the late 1980s, with funding from the New York State/United University Pro-

fessions (UUP) Joint Labor-Management Affirmative Action Committee, a group 

was formed to undertake a disability needs-assessment survey of representative 

SUNY campuses represented by UUP. Questionnaires were mailed to campus 

“504 coordinators”23 and 25 individuals were interviewed. Based on that survey, 

our 1989 recommendations included a matching fund for reasonable accommo-

dations to be monitored over a three-year period.24 

UUP sought a matching fund for accommodations in the next contract negotia-

tions with the state, but the state turned it down. However the union did negoti-

ate a joint labor-management program, the Grants for Employees with Disabili-

ties Program, which covers out-of-pocket disability-related expenses incurred 

for professional work-related projects such as paying for personal assistance 

needed to attend professional conferences. It does not cover accommodations 

the campus must provide under the ADA.25 

Founding the Chapter Disability Committee
In 1992, UUP Albany chapter president Ivan Steen asked me to represent UUP on 

a campus task force that would assess the campus to see if it met the new ADA 

requirements. He offered me the opportunity to organize a disability committee.  

A few of us drafted a charge to present to the chapter’s executive board, which 

accepted it in 1994. (See Appendix A.)

We emphasized that our disability issues are work-related issues. Disabled 

members’ concerns are UUP’s concerns. In a 2000 article in The Voice, we 

said that “having a disability is a particularly important reason to be active in 

our union. Disability isn’t just an individual matter. We join forces—as do all 

minorities—not because of our individual conditions, but because ignorance, 

stigma, political circumstances, and physical barriers deprive us all of rights 

and opportunities.”26

The Committee’s Work Over the Years
Some important committee responsibilities are to channel communication to 

the executive board and management, to exchange information among mem-

bers, and to build solidarity between members and the union. The following 

examples of our work illustrate these functions.
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Shortly after the committee’s inception, we were contacted by a woman whose 

office was on the third floor of an old building with no elevator. She said an 

elevator was scheduled for installation in two years but that she needed it 

sooner. Her worsening arthritis made it painful to climb two flights of stairs 

every day. She told us that her work would suffer if she moved her office away 

from her department, and her requests through departmental channels had 

produced no results. She asked whether we could help. I told our chapter 

president who brought it up at a labor-management meeting. The elevator was 

installed the next summer. 

Snow in Albany is a serious problem and can be especially difficult for people 

using crutches, canes and wheelchairs. Sometimes, people have been unable to 

get to their offices because deep snow had not been removed or because plowed 

snow was piled up, blocking routes or parking lots. In 2001, chapter president 

Candace Merbler repeatedly brought this concern to labor-management meet-

ings; the union prevailed in getting adequate snow removal procedures in place. 

In 1998, at a meeting of the executive board, our chapter president reported that 

the university administration, which in the past had supported disability con-

cerns, planned to move handicapped parking away from the academic podium as 

part of a plan to beautify the campus. The academic podium, which is the heart of 

the campus, consists of 13 academic buildings on a common platform with halls 

and tunnels connecting classrooms and laboratories, the main library, the science 

library, the campus center and the performing arts center. Without the union’s 

input, it might have been a long time before we even knew about these plans. 

News of the plans shocked the campus disability community. Members of the 

UUP disability committee joined forces and took leadership roles in an informal 

coalition to explore options and raise awareness. The coalition collected 1,000 

signatures on a petition calling for retention of accessible parking near the po-

dium and met with civil rights and disability rights lawyers to consider options. 

Although the ADA does not mandate a specific maximum distance from an 

accessible entrance within which handicapped parking spaces must be located, 

we discovered that the Parking Consultants Council of the (U.S.) National Park-

ing Association recommended a maximum distance of 100 ft., and the Canadian 

accessibility guidelines recommended a maximum distance of about 83 ft.27 

In response to public outcry, the university’s executive vice president presented 
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the university’s plans at several open meetings while the union raised the sub-

ject at several labor-management meetings. The campus was abuzz, and, by fall, 

things had changed. New consultants were hired. The university created a park-

ing and pedestrian issues committee that included two members of the UUP 

disability committee. Some changes were made, but handicapped parking was 

saved. The UUP chapter leadership, especially labor relations specialist Gary 

Ruberti, chapter president Ivan Steen, and members of the disability committee, 

played an important role in saving it.

Statewide Disability Rights and Concerns Committee Established
The Albany chapter committee had existed only a few years when members 

requested that a statewide UUP committee be formed to raise awareness of 

disability issues at delegate assemblies, to sponsor resolutions, make contract 

recommendations, and coordinate the work of chapter committees. The state-

wide committee, organized in the mid-1990s as the disability issues commit-

tee, in 1996 changed its name to the disability rights and concerns committee. 

This committee was charged by the UUP executive board “[t]o monitor campus 

implementation of the Americans with Disabilities Act and to make recommenda-

tions regarding disability rights.”28

Statewide Committee Surveys SUNY Campus  
Implementation of ADA
Responding to its charge, the disability committee surveyed UUP bargaining 

unit members in 2000. The findings were published in a 2004 report, Disability 

Access at SUNY Campuses: 10 Years After the ADA: A Report from United Univer-

sity Professions’ Disability Rights and Concerns Committee, which was based on 

a survey of 234 members who had disabilities as well as telephone interviews, 

data from campus accessibility checklists, and written reports from two campus-

es. To protect anonymity, we omitted questions about gender, race or campus 

specifics, although this meant that we could not report on those differences. De-

spite our effort to protect anonymity, we know that some people did not respond 

to our questionnaire because they feared being identified. 

With regard to campus accessibility, we found the general picture on SUNY 

campuses to be very uneven. There are still a lot of places where it is difficult or 

impossible for disabled people to access programs or facilities. Unsafe conditions 

jeopardize everyone and put the university at risk for liability suits; nonetheless, 
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many unsafe conditions were reported. Barriers exist even on the most accessible 

campuses; some campuses have many obstacles, even though accessible facilities 

would benefit almost everyone. Building access may be quite difficult. Some old 

buildings are inaccessible because nothing has been done to improve them, while 

other old buildings have been creatively rehabilitated to make them accessible. 

Despite criticisms, respondents acknowledged that there have been improvements 

and there is good access to buildings and other locations on many campuses. 

With regard to reasonable accommodations, we wrote:

“There is a serious lack of needed accommodations for disabled 

employees at SUNY. Stinginess in  providing job-enhancing 

accommodations is “penny-wise and pound-foolish” and 

translates into a loss of  productivity to both SUNY and the 72 

employees who need them. UUP chapters and their disability 

committees  should strive to educate their campus communi-

ties, including supervisors, about the importance of reason-

able  accommodations. Employees who need accommoda-

tions must vigorously request them and UUP chapters and  

their disability committees should support individuals in their 

requests for accommodations.”  

Discrimination was found on some campuses, but most disabled people gave 

positive ratings to the “acceptance” of disability by SUNY colleagues, students, 

supervisors, and administration. On a scale of 1 to 10 (with 10 being the high-

est level of acceptance), respondents perceived acceptance of disability by the 

following groups: students, peers, supervisors, and college or university admin-

istrators. Peers were rated the highest with an average rating of 7.7 percent and 

administrators the lowest with an average rating of 6.7 percent.

Additional findings and suggestions are included below in the recommenda-

tions section of this article. 
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The Disability Committee Alerted the Union to a Threat to 
Public Employees’ Rights
In 1999, members of the disability committee learned of a disturbing use of the 

11th Amendment by the U.S. Supreme Court. Based on a 1996 court ruling29 that 

Congress could not override states’ 11th amendment immunity from monetary 

lawsuits under certain laws, the court had dismissed a case for overtime pay 

brought by employees of the state of Maine because even though the Fair Labor 

Standards Act made it illegal to deny someone time-and-a-half overtime pay, 

the state could no longer be sued by a private party.30 We feared that the court’s 

interpretation of the 11th Amendment could be used to deny state employees 

the right to sue the state employer under several federal laws including the 

Americans with Disabilities Act. We brought our concern to UUP president 

William Scheuerman. As a result, in 1999 the UUP executive board created the 

committee on civil rights and the 11th Amendment, which later became the 

human and civil rights committee, when it became apparent that judicial threats 

to our rights were broader than simply 11th Amendment cases. The UUP execu-

tive board charged the committee to prepare a report on the impact of recent 

U. S. Supreme Court decisions on UUP members’ rights. The committee also 

was charged to offer specific policy recommendations. The committee’s report, 

Restoring the Rights of State Employees: A Report from United University Profes-

sions’ Human and Civil Rights Committee, is available online.31 The human and 

civil rights committee continues to monitor threats to the civil rights of public 

employees, explore options to restore or retain employee rights, and inform the 

UUP executive board and the membership about the committee’s actions. 

Recommendations for Campuses and Academic Unions
The following recommendations are based on both our experience and our sur-

vey. Some apply more to individual campuses, others to larger entities or both. 

Campus Accessibility 

“The major problems confronted by people with disabilities can 

be traced to the restraints imposed by a disabling environment.”32 

Overall, we found a very uneven picture when it came to transportation and 

communication barriers. There were still a lot of places where it was difficult 

or impossible for disabled people to access programs or facilities. The survey 
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responses confirmed the need for action based on a systematic professional 

evaluation of every campus. Highlights of the recommendations include: 

Lobby for systematic funding to evaluate all campus facilities by profes-•	

sional disability-accommodation consultants and for funding to implement 

the ensuing recommendations.

Conduct more stringent evaluation of SUNY in terms of latest self-evalua-•	

tion forms and checklists for 504 compliance from the U.S. Department of 

Education.

Represent disability concerns on planning boards for new or renovated •	

buildings, and require that the principles of universal design (see section 

below) be an integral part in the planning of all new university buildings 

and technological systems.33

Ensure that campus meetings are held at accessible locations. Are the •	

meetings accessible to hearing-impaired persons? People with respiratory 

allergies? Ask them how they could be accommodated. Are other groups 

excluded by lack of access?

Universal Design

“The design imperative is to provide the necessary means for 

every person they can possibly serve.”34 

Universal design goes beyond accommodating disabled people; it requires an 

approach that promotes equity and social justice by design. The principle of 

equal environmental adaptations would “level the playing field” by permit-

ting disabled citizens to enjoy benefits commensurate with the advantages 

given the nondisabled in an unaccommodating environment.35 Also called 

“inclusive design,” it exceeds ADA standards. It incorporates inclusiveness 

in the design of everything, and can be applied to the design of landscapes, 

buildings, computers, the Internet, even tools and appliances. Universal de-

sign encompasses the needs of children, aging populations and people with 

disabilities of all kinds.

It is intolerant of anything that defines, distinguishes or segregates individuals 

on the basis of their capacity and ability.36 Examples include wide doors, flat 

entrances and door and drawer handles that do not require gripping or twisting 

to operate. The precedent that “separate is not equal” introduced an approach 
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that respects all users: “Accessibility features that are a thoughtless add-on 

after the basic design of a place or a product have a stigmatizing quality not 

unlike the segregated ‘back of the bus’ practices...once the norm in the United 

States.”37 The recommendation in this area was to require that the principles of 

universal design be an integral part of the planning of all new university build-

ings and technological systems.38

Reasonable Accommodations 

“...modification...to a job or the work environment that will 

enable a qualified applicant or employee with a disability to 

participate in the application process or to perform essential 

job functions...includes adjustments to assure that... individu-

al…has rights and privileges...equal to those ...without disabili-

ties.”39 

“Without necessary accommodations, faculty members may fail 

to achieve, let alone excel.”40  

Not all disabled people require accommodation, but for those who do, it may be 

essential. Accommodations may modify the physical environment or change the 

organization of work. Job Accommodation Network data suggest that more than 

half of all accommodations cost less than $500.41

 

Physical accommodations in our report included ergonomic furniture; air 

conditioners; TTY; visible fire and smoke alarms; amplifiers/volume adapter 

for phone; soundproofing rooms; revamping heating, ventilation, and air-con-

ditioning systems; handicapped parking permits; computer adaptations such 

as special software, roll-ball mouse, left-hand mouse, modifying keyboard tray, 

arm rest for keyboard, large monitor. 

Social or work organization accommodations included readers to check 

work; moving to a job that required no lifting; moving to a less stressful at-

mosphere; teaching scheduled in the same building where office is located; 

shortened workday and flexible scheduling; time off the tenure clock; moving 

work location because of allergies, speech, or hearing problems; moving to a 

building with an elevator.
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People had problems obtaining accommodations. Seventy-two people (30.8 

percent) said there were accommodations, which they did not have, that 

would enable them to better perform their jobs. Lack of needed accommoda-

tions represents a loss of productivity to employers and to the employees who 

need them. Unfortunately, some people think “reasonable accommodation” 

is “special treatment,” which they believe is undeserved.  Fear of disclosing a 

hidden disability often prevents people from requesting accommodations.42 A 

senior faculty member at a large campus told us she was afraid to admit she has 

a disability, and this kept her from requesting handicapped parking, which she 

needed. Another wrote: “I’m not willing to disclose my emotional [disability] for 

fear of repercussions.”43 The recommendations were: 

Educate the public about the reasonable accommodations employers are 	•	

required to provide under ADA. See Job Accommodation Network for more 	

information: http://www.jan.wvu.edu/

Assess whether the campus has adequate and well-publicized procedures •	

for requesting reasonable accommodations. Do they include appeal proce-

dures when requests are denied? Are procedures publicized and available?

Seek matching funds for more expensive accommodations from university 	•	

administration if possible. 

Attitudes and Behavior Toward People with Disabilities

“[It]…is the attitudes and institutions of the nondisabled, even 

more than the biological characteristics of the disabled, that 

turn characteristics into handicaps.”44 

Most people with disabilities feel there is at least a moderate degree of “accep-

tance” of disability on SUNY campuses, but 38 (16.2 percent) felt they had been 

discriminated against, and 26 (11.1 percent) said they had experienced harass-

ment. Discrimination and harassment persist and may occur because of stereo-

types and prejudice, because in a competitive environment differences may be 

exploited, because of lack of knowledge, misunderstanding or other reasons. 

Whatever the reason, no level of discrimination and harassment is acceptable.”45

The public often ranks disabilities into hierarchies of perceived legitimacy, and 

these have been reported in several studies.46 To some people, only stereo-

typical conditions such as blindness, deafness, or those requiring the use of a 
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wheelchair are considered legitimate disabilities. Because of the stigma, people 

whose disabilities can be hidden often do not disclose them. In our study, 35.7 

percent of those with psychiatric and emotional disabilities and 18.2 percent of 

those with cognitive or learning disabilities disclosed their disability to no one. 

Slightly more than 16 percent said they had been discriminated against during 

their employment at SUNY. The most frequently reported type of discrimina-

tion was in accommodations (9.8 percent) followed by promotion (6 percent) 

and salary (2.6 percent). Nine of 19 written responses indicated mistreatment 

by administrators or supervisors. Six said their positions were threatened or 

that they had been demoted.47

Just over 11 percent said they had experienced harassment because of disability. 

Harassment was reported by 36.4 percent of those with learning disabilities, 36.4 

percent of the people with speech disabilities, and 12.8 percent with chronic ill-

nesses. One person whose hearing disability was often the subject of insensitive 

jokes by colleagues told us about being harassed and then being punished for 

reporting it.48 The recommendations were: 

Demand policies against harassment of persons with disabilities and 	•	

enforcement of such policies where they exist.

Educate the public about the less-understood disabilities, especially psychi-•	

atric disabilities, learning disabilities, speech and hearing disabilities. 

Make clear the union’s commitment to empowering everyone, including •	

those with disabilities, to enjoy a fully productive professional life.

Challenge insensitive comments and jokes demeaning the ADA or people •	

with disabilities.

Age and Disability
People who become disabled later in life are often poorly prepared to become 

independent and productive with a disability, but there is much they can learn 

from the experience of others. These older individuals often experience a sense 

of personal loss and threat to identity even though disability is a natural part of 

life and, in a positive climate with a well-designed environment, does not pre-

vent people from continuing to be productive.

 

It is crucial that people who become disabled later in life regain a sense of pur-

pose by moving beyond negative self-perception and feelings of loss. Middle-

aged people with disabilities should not have to cope with inaccessible campus-
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es or with being marginalized or ostracized. When colleges provide accessible 

campuses and reasonable accommodations, and accord disabled persons the 

respect and dignity due all people, then aging with a disability should be like ag-

ing without a disability. Recommendations include: 

Make campuses physically accessible and socially inclusive so that all of us, •	

and all of our students, can participate in campus life.49

Create a mutually supportive disability community that can give members •	

who have disability-related questions access to the experience of other 

disabled people. 

Expenses

 “…people with disabilities...have among the...highest out-of-

pocket expenses of all population groups.”50 

Living with a disability usually costs more than living without a disability. Out-

of-pocket expenses can include things such as the cost of readers or interpreters, 

assistive technology, transportation, personal assistance, co-pays for covered 

medical equipment, prosthetics and drugs, and the full cost of medical expenses 

that may not be covered by insurance. 

More than half (53.4 percent) of the people in our study had disability-related 

expenses not covered by their health insurance or HMO, but only 15 percent had 

out-of-pocket expenses for personal assistance necessary to perform their work. 

More than half of our respondents had out-of-pocket medical expenses; almost 

25 percent had annual expenses under $500, and almost 19 percent had annual 

expenses over $500. 

The recommendations were to:

Seek contract coverage for as many medical or disability-related needs as •	

possible. These might include things such as hearing-aid reimbursements 

and also better coverage of durable medical equipment and dental expenses. 

Seek medical flexible spending account plans; although they don’t reim-•	

burse medical or disability-related costs, these plans do allow people to 

shelter more of these expenses from income tax.
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A Just Community

“Our demand for accessible campuses and an end to discrimi-

nation is based, not on charity or pity or even humaneness, but 

on a claim to justice.” 51 

An ideal university maximizes the opportunities and contributions of everyone. 

As we call for equal opportunity for disabled faculty, we must concentrate no 

less on the needs and rights of disabled students.52

In 1998, New York’s Task Force on Postsecondary Education and Disabilities de-

veloped “a global vision and strategies to enhance access and encourage full par-

ticipation of individuals with disabilities in postsecondary education.” Its vision:

“all students with disabilities who have acquired knowledge 

and skills to benefit from a higher education experience will 

have full access and opportunity.”53  

Just as race and gender have been reconceptualized by scholars of their respec-

tive studies, disability studies should be a part of the “just” academic commu-

nity to contradict the inadequate and inaccurate conceptualizations of disability 

that have dominated academic inquiry. Exposure to disability studies provides 

a view of disability as part of universal human experience. It compares the way 

disability has been interpreted; the development of the disability community 

and of social identity; the political results of assigning value to bodies; the histo-

ry of how disability influences and is influenced by the distribution of resources, 

power, and status; and how disability affects artistic production.54 The “demedi-

calization” of disability replaces a medical view with a sociopolitical perspective 

that should become standard in any class about art, literature, history, politics, 

culture, or anywhere “disability” is mentioned.

There is growing support nationally for disability studies. The Modern Language 

Association has established a committee on disability issues in the profession, 

and the MLA’s annual meetings now include sessions on disability studies. 

For example, the 2008 convention call for papers includes a call from the MLA 

Children’s Literature Association for papers on Representations of Disability.55 

The discipline supports three scholarly journals and has been recognized by 
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academic organizations including the American Historical Association, the 

American Studies Association, American Speech-Language-Hearing Associa-

tion, and the Speech Communication Association. Several major academic 

conferences are now devoted to discussions that center on pedagogical and 

scholarly research in disability studies, the Society for Disability Studies annual 

conference being the main one.56 Recommendations, then, include:

Work for campus commitment to a statement of principles for a just com-•	

munity as well as a commitment to providing full access and opportunity to 

all students with disabilities who have the knowledge and skills to benefit 

from higher education. 

Demedicalize disability in teaching and all other contexts. •	

Support the addition of disability studies courses and promote the estab-•	

lishment of a disability studies major.  

Work for the inclusion of disability in programs that promote diversity.•	

Role of the Union 
Our experience shows that unions can play an important role in promoting disabil-

ity rights and access. Disability advocacy is needed at all levels. The local chapter 

committee is essential to remove campus barriers, improve individual working 

conditions, and build solidarity among disabled members. But the individual cam-

pus exists as part of a larger organization, in our case the State University of New 

York, and university policies and priorities are addressed by the statewide union.  

Union advocacy for the rights of disabled members to equal opportunity and full 

participation in campus and community life is part and parcel of UUP’s commit-

ment to all members including other minority groups. As noted earlier, UUP’s 

committee on disability rights and concerns and other union committees have 

included disability rights in some form as part of their agendas. The human and 

civil rights committee has monitored court decisions and made recommenda-

tions57 regarding the results of the Supreme Court’s ADA decisions.58 The UUP 

legislation committee’s initiatives include endorsing legislation to restore the 

rights of public employees to sue the state for violations of the ADA.59 

UUP chapters also can be important in dealing with the day-to-day concerns 

of individual members. At labor-management meetings, chapter officers can 

raise issues such as accessibility, snow removal, unsafe traffic conditions as 

well as campus policy issues. Members of chapter disability committees can 
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be mutually supportive and communicate about disability concerns to the 

chapter leadership.60

The UUP contract addresses some disability concerns. The joint State-UUP Af-

firmative Action/Diversity Committee administers the Grants for Employees with 

Disabilities Program and the Dr. Nuala McGann Drescher Affirmative Action/

Diversity Leave Program, which enhances employment opportunities giving pref-

erence to minorities, women, employees with disabilities, and Vietnam-era veter-

ans who are preparing for permanent or continuing appointments. The campus 

grants committee encompasses programmatic committees and provides funding 

for needs such as making the workplace safer; encouraging and promoting pro-

fessional development; expanding affirmative action/diversity opportunities for 

women, Vietnam-era veterans, and minorities; and promoting funding opportu-

nities for employees with disabilities.61 A provision of the UUP Empire Plan En-

hancements, the “Medical Flexible Spending Account Plan,” allows people to put 

aside pre-tax dollars for medical expenses (including disability-related expenses 

such as making homes and vehicles accessible). These efforts continue. 

One crucial component of the union’s program is the establishment of chap-

ter disability committees where the needs of individual members can become 

the collective voice of the full membership. A chapter disability committee can 

show that the union is inclusive and present the chapter in a positive light for 

its interest in supporting all people who are represented. A chapter disability 

committee also gets people with disabilities involved in the union. Members 

of the disability committee also can become delegates or take on other chapter 

responsibilities. Occasional notes about issues of interest in the chapter newslet-

ter can reach people with disabilities whose union involvement to date has been 

minimal. Disability committee members can write these notes.

A chapter should recruit members with disabilities. It should reach out to 

those on campus whose disability-related needs are unmet, especially newly 

disabled people who need accommodations and may be unaware of acces-

sible facilities and services.

Disability committee representation on the chapter’s executive board provides 

two-way communication. The board has oversight of committee activities, and it 

learns about the ADA and about disability-related issues on campus.
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The disability committee also can serve as an institutional memory. Disability 

committees need to be kept functioning and alive even when nothing seems 

needed at the moment. They should remind members of their continuing exis-

tence so that they will bring disability-related job concerns to the committee.

Finally, a number of other union-related issues should be noted: 

The union should ensure that campus disaster planning includes plans for •	

people with disabilities, who should be involved in the planning process. 

See for example the NCD 2005 publication Saving Lives: Including People 

with Disabilities in Emergency Planning. http://www.ncd.gov/newsroom/

publications/2005/saving_lives.htm#executive 

The union can help facilitate electronic mailing lists and other forms of elec-•	

tronic communication about campus disability issues. One, for example, 

came out of the parking dispute at the Albany campus. 

The union should be proactive in getting out news stories. Too often the dis-•	

ability side of issues and events is underreported or trivialized. The union 

should undertake programs to promote public awareness. For example, a 

forum could be held recognizing that 2010 will be the 20th anniversary of 

the ADA. 

The union should urge agencies collecting demographic data on college •	

faculty to include disability in their data instruments. 

***

An institution truly interested in the diversity of its student body and its work-

force should place disability high on its list of concerns. Institutions need to find 

ways to alleviate the physical obstacles and attitudinal challenges that often 

stand in the way of disabled individuals on campus. Unions should be partners 

in this effort. 

This article records the ways one strong, progressive union has intervened to ad-

vance these efforts. We hope the information given here will provide inspiration 

and support to the efforts of individuals and organizations nationwide to create 

an accessible academic community for the disabled.   

We thank United University Professions past president William Scheuerman and 

the UUP executive board for their encouragement and leadership, and the UUP 
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officers and staff for their unflagging support. Our work is still in progress, and we 

look forward to continuing to work together with our  new president, board  and 

officers to strengthen the union and the rights of its members with disabilities.

APPENDIX A

Charge to the Committee on Disability Issues of the Albany Chapter of UUP
Recognizing that issues of employees with disabilities are labor/management concerns, 
in 1993 the Albany chapter of United University Professions formed an ad hoc committee 
on disability, composed of UUP members, to assist in the furtherance of these concerns.

The committee is charged to:

Advise the local chapter of UUP about the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 •	

and other relevant federal and state legislation;

Promote policies consistent with the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 includ-•	

ing the achievement of reasonable accommodations for UUP members;

Promote the recruitment, retention, and advancement of persons with disabilities on •	

SUNY campuses; 

Advise the Albany UUP chapter executive committee about the dissemination of •	

information to the UUP chapter membership regarding the needs, rights, and re-

sponsibilities of its members with disabilities;

Serve as consultants, advocates, or in other functions where appropriate, on •	

disability-related issues;

Cooperate with other disability-related groups to promote the rights and well-being •	

of all persons with disabilities;

Engage in other UUP or disability-related activities as appropriate.•	
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