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Letter from the Editor

Kathleen M� Hunzer

In November of 2011, when Temple Grandin spoke on our campus, she 
shared that when she thinks about ideas and concepts, she thinks not in 
words but in pictures� She also spoke about how rather than thinking in a 
top down fashion, she thinks in a bottom up style, which makes traditional 
writing tasks difficult for her� The example she cited was this: think about 
the word dog� When a person who is not on the autism spectrum (some-
times this person is called neurotypical) hears the word dog, that person 
can generalize about the term dog� When someone on the spectrum who is 
a primarily visual learner hears the word dog, however, very specific images 
come to mind rather than a generalized notion: a poodle from a neighbor-
ing house, a Doberman seen at the park last week, a pug from a TV com-
mercial, a German Shepard that patrolled the airport last month, etc� In 
other words, this person sees each of these as distinct pictures that flash 
through her mind as she thinks of the word dog rather than a generalized 
image of a dog� In order to then generalize, the person with autism who is 
primarily a visual learner looks for the elements that tie all dogs together: 
They are all classified as canine, all have the same shaped nose, all have the 
same basic physiology, etc� 

As I drove home that night after her talk, I had an odd thought: here 
is Temple Grandin—a highly intelligent, internationally-known, and well-
published person who has practically single-handedly improved her indus-
try, yet if she were in a traditional composition class, she likely would have 
done poorly because her thought processes do not match the neurotypi-
cal policies and assignments used in many traditional writing classes� As 
I imagined this brilliant mind not doing well in one of my first-year writ-
ing classes, my brain buzzed with questions: how would other people who 
think like this survive a college writing class that privileges linear top down 
thinking? How does someone who thinks in images translate that to the 
standard form of the essay? Does the dominant paradigm used in most 
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writing classes accommodate or alienate someone like Temple? Would 
Temple have failed simply because of a neurotypical bias? 

At this same time, I was the Director of Written Communication for 
our two- or three-course composition sequence (depending on placement 
scores) that served approximately 1,500 in-coming students each year� In 
typical WPA fashion, I was the point person for all instructors of these 
writing classes, which included both tenure-line and adjunct instructors, 
and as the only person formally trained in Composition and Rhetoric in 
the department, I quickly learned that I was expected to be the answer per-
son and the problem-solver for all things related to our writing sequence� 
In hallway or drop-in meetings with the writing instructors, I answered a 
plethora of questions, but as I thought more about what Temple said, my 
brain honed in on some of the most recent questions raised by our instruc-
tors: Why am I responsible for accommodating students with disabilities? 
Why is asking a student to be a note-taker my job? What do I do with a stu-
dent with Tourette’s who shouts out in class? If students can’t control their 
anxiety, should they even be in college? How do I get the kid in the back of 
the room to stop rocking back and forth and tracing the map of Egypt as 
I lecture? Some instructors asking the questions seemed annoyed that they 
had to find ways to accommodate all students, but more of the instructors 
were sincerely interested in providing a classroom experience that would 
help all students succeed� 

In true serendipitous fashion, after hearing Temple speak and complet-
ing a sabbatical exploring the connections of Ability Studies and Com-
position, I was asked to be the inaugural chair of the CWPA Disabilities 
Committee, and in our first year, we created our Position Statement on 
Accessibility� We disseminated this statement at the Savannah, Georgia 
meeting of the CWPA� The audience was very interested in what we wrote, 
offered helpful feedback, and agreed that we all should commit to being 
more award of issues of ability and accessibility as they pertain to our roles 
as WPAs� By the end of the conference, we were all committed to raising 
awareness of these issues, which included future CWPA conferences having 
an Ability and Accessibility Information table as well as more presentations 
about these issues� Happily, from this experience came the invitation to 
compile this special issue of our journal, which is what you will read today� 
Only being able to select a few articles to include was difficult since there 
are a multitude of perspectives to explore when addressing issues of ability 
and accessibility in our programs, so I selected pieces that discuss some key 
aspects of our jobs�

First, Melissa Nicolas invites us to think holistically about these issues 
by examining if some of our program policies are problematic in her arti-
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cle “Ma(r)king a Difference: Challenging Ablest Assumptions in Writing 
Program Policies�” Following this, Steven J� Corbett explores the issue of 
assessment in his piece “Toward Inclusive and Multi-Modal Writing Assess-
ment for College Students with Learning Disabilities: The (Universal) Story 
of Max�” Casie Fedukovich and Tracy Morse then address an issue perti-
nent to many WPAs jobs—GTA preparation—in their piece “Failures to 
Accommodate: GTA Preparation as a Site for a Transformative Culture of 
Access�” Because online writing classes and teacher preparation are a con-
cern of WPAs, Sushil K� Oswal and Lisa Meloncon’s piece “Saying No to 
the Checklist: Shifting From an Ideology of Normalcy to an Ideology of 
Inclusion in Online Writing Instruction” raises key issues about online 
writing design� The final essay, Kelly A� Shea’s “Kindness in the Writing 
Classroom: ‘Accommodations’ for All Students,” asks us to step back and 
consider that some of the accommodations we enact for people with ability 
and accessibility challenges may be beneficial to all students� "As a whole, I 
believe this issue—along with perceptive reviews by Brenta Blevins , Ella R� 
Browning, Annika Konrad, Elisabeth L� Miller, and Kelly A� Whitney—
will open our minds to new ideas, challenge us to re-think some of our 
practices and pedagogies, and will, most importantly, get our community 
talking so that we can all serve our students in the best way possible� Enjoy!

Kathleen Hunzer is the Director of the Chancellor’s Scholars, Honors Program, and 
Falcon Scholars and is a professor of English at the University of Wisconsin-River Falls, 
a four-year comprehensive public university. She is the author of journal articles as well 
as scholarly presentations and published the edited collection Collaborative Learning 
and Writing: Essays on Using Small Groups in Teaching English and Composi-
tion. She has taught a variety of writing theory and practice classes as well as disabili-
ties studies. Her first young adult novel, Always a Reason to Smile, encourages readers 
to embrace all friendships regardless of ability status. 
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Ma(r)king a Difference: Challenging Ableist 
Assumptions in Writing Program Policies

Melissa Nicolas

Abstract

WPAs are tasked with creating and maintaining writing programs’ policies 
and procedures; however, we have paid surprisingly little critical attention to 
how our program policies function as rhetorical constructs, particularly in terms 
of disability. Using the commonplace of the mandatory attendance policy, I 
explore ways that ableism—the privileging of a hypothetical “perfect” body—
permeates some of our most basic practices. In this essay, I argue that even in 
cases where we decide to make exceptions to our mandatory attendance policy, 
we do nothing to address the fundamental problem with the policy itself: its 
failure to take into account the embodied, material realties of our students’ 
lives. Indeed, I demonstrate that the mandatory attendance policy creates the 
very conditions under which we need to make multiple exemptions, creating 
disabling situations for our students and our instructors. I conclude by calling 
for an application of the principles of UDL in policy-making.

Introduction

It is week ten of a sixteen-week semester� Three different FYW instructors 
have scheduled appointments with me (the WPA) to talk about students 
who have accrued enough absences that their grades should be penalized 
according to our writing program attendance policy, which allows students 
to miss a week’s worth of classes after which their course grades are penal-
ized (Appendix A)� The instructors want to discuss their students with me 
because something doesn’t feel right about penalizing them� Here are the 
students’ stories:1

Leandra has told her FYW instructor that she hasn’t been sleeping or 
eating well for the past two weeks. Up until week seven, she hadn’t 
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missed any classes, was an active class participant, and was turning in 
exemplary work, but over the course of the past few weeks, she has been 
silent in class, has missed a few minor assignments, and has been absent 
four times.

Tighe sometimes uses a wheelchair and other times uses crutches to navi-
gate campus. He turns in assignments on time and his papers have all 
earned passing grades. His class participation is solid. However, because 
he is often not present by the time his instructor takes roll, Tighe is usu-
ally marked “tardy” according to the writing program policy, so by this 
point in the semester, he has accumulated enough absences (three tardies 
= one absence) that his course grade is now being affected.2

Jasmine is struggling in her writing class. She received a D on her first 
formal paper and is holding a C- average in the course. Her attendance 
is spotty at best, and she often falls asleep in class. She has not responded 
to her instructor’s emails about her course grade being affected by her 
multiple absences.

I doubt any of these scenarios are unfamiliar to WPAs or experienced 
teachers� Semester after semester, I have conversations about why instruc-
tors might want to relax the attendance policy� Instructors who seek me 
out about situations like the ones I just described say something feels "off" 
about enforcing the attendance policy� What these instructors are sensing 
is the fact that our attendance policy is not predicated on the reality of an 
embodied student; therefore, when students do not perform/present in cer-
tain predetermined ways, ways outlined in our attendance policy, there is 
confusion about how to treat them� We—Leandra’s, Tighe’s, and Jasmine’s 
teachers and WPA—do not know for sure what is causing their absences; 
we can and will ask them, but as Jasmine has made clear, some students 
are just not interested in sharing—or cannot—talk to us� But even if we 
decide to suspend the attendance policy in these cases, we will have done 
nothing to address the fundamental problem with the mandatory atten-
dance policy: It fails to take into account the embodied, material realties 
of our students’ lives� 

Mandatory attendance policies (and some other writing program poli-
cies), as I will demonstrate in this essay, are premised on ableist assumptions 
of a “normal” student body� These assumptions actually undermine writing 
programs’ attempts to promote equity, diversity, and social justice by reify-
ing normate behaviors� While the spirit of mandatory attendance policies is 
laudable and keenly in line with some of composition studies’ core beliefs—
particularly, that community is essential for becoming a better writer so 
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students need to show up and participate in such a community if they are to 
get anything out of our classes (also see Prendergast)—the purpose of this 
article is to challenge WPAs to begin taking a more critical look at what 
our policies actually force us to practice� By challenging some of our com-
monplace policies such as mandatory attendance, I hope to provide WPAs 
with a generative space from which to start rethinking and remodeling not 
just our classrooms but also the programs that feed, nurture, and support 
those classrooms� 

Biomedical and Social Models of Disability

Western higher education is grounded in a Platonic version of an ideal-
ized student body�3 This body is young, healthy, white, male, and usually 
straight (Davis 3)� This body can sit for anywhere from 50 minutes to 3 
hours and listen to a lecture and take perfect notes by hand, aided by a pho-
tographic memory� This body is not shy, never experiences anxiety or men-
tal illness, can control all of its bodily functions, has 20/20 vision, excellent 
hearing, and perfect gross and fine motor skills� Its limbs can easily navi-
gate a campus of any size, moving with speed and ease between buildings 
in short amounts of time� This body can also read, write, and speak with-
out effort and can process information in a linear fashion; it is just as fluent 
with text as with speech as with manipulating objects, and it has total and 
precise recall abilities (Dolmage, “Writing” 110–115)� A common term for 
this mythical body is “normate�”

As disability scholars have reminded us, the normate body does not 
actually exist, but rather, it becomes an impossible standard that we all fail 
to meet (Davis)� The above description of the normate student body is not 
written anywhere, but the assumption of it is hiding in plain sight in many 
of our policies�4 Dolmage and Lewiecki-Wilson tell us, “The normate posi-
tion occupies a supposedly preordained, unproblematic, transparent, and 
unexamined centrality� A normate culture, then, continuously reinscribes 
the centrality, naturality, neutrality, and unquestionability of this normate 
position” (24)�

As WPAs, we have an obligation to our students and our writing pro-
grams to start chipping away at these embedded assumptions� As Jay Dol-
mage suggests:

If the composition teacher wants to treat students ethically and 
respectfully, she must consider the spaces where she teaches in terms 
of disciplinary attitudes, but also in terms of bricks and mortar, walls 
and steps that exclude bodies� The disciplinary and the institutional, 
the discursive and the physical, must be considered always in inter-
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action� For this reason, we must map composition in terms of the 
exclusionary potential of spaces and see the potential for construct-
ing alternative modes of access� (“Mapping” 16) 

WPAs need to participate in this mapping of the spaces—like our program 
attendance policies—that may be creating impediments in our writing pro-
grams in order to reimagine ways to create more access�

Mandatory attendance (and tardiness) standards arguably serve the pur-
pose of getting students to come to class on time, but they are grounded in 
ableist assumptions about the ease of waking to an alarm clock, getting out 
of bed, and making it to class in a timely manner (among others)� For some 
students with disabilities, however, some or none of these things are easy 
assumptions� A student who has just changed medications may be unable 
to sleep at night, only to crash in the early morning hours and sleep right 
through her morning alarm� A student with fibromyalgia might be so weak-
ened and sore that it is too painful for him to move� A student who uses a 
wheelchair might not be able to navigate the campus’s icy sidewalks if the 
ground crew hasn’t salted the paths yet� Should these students be penalized 
for missing class? Are their absences of the same kind as the absences of 
students who are too hungover to get out of bed or of students who simply 
don’t want to come to class? Furthermore, how do we, teachers and admin-
istrators, decide who is worthy of exception to our policies? What makes us 
qualified to judge the conditions of others’ lives, especially given composi-
tion studies’ very prominent mission of social justice? Honestly, do we really 
want to continue in this adjudicative role?

An important first step in beginning to answer these questions is an 
awareness of the critical perspective disability studies scholarship brings 
to conversations about embodiment and disability� To oversimplify for 
the sake of explanation, disability scholars speak of two models of disabil-
ity� The first is a biomedical model that anchors disability in the body via 
some diagnosable, locatable, medical condition, disease, or malfunction� 
For example, in the biomedical model of disability, a person who cannot 
walk is disabled because a spinal cord injury paralyzes her lower body; the 
paralysis is the disability� On the other hand, in the social model of dis-
ability, scholars argue that the built environment, not a medical condition, 
creates the condition of disability� Using the same example, then, we would 
say that a person who cannot walk is disabled only because she encounters 
material circumstances that limit her mobility� If buildings no longer had 
stairs, if all curbs had curb cuts, if cars had standard hand controls, etc�, 
not being able to walk would not limit her mobility in any way; therefore, 
walking on two legs would just be one of many equally navigable mobility 
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options� In the social model, then, disability is constructed by choices soci-
ety makes about norms�5

The tensions between these two models of disability are very much in 
play in higher education where many institutional (not just writing pro-
gram) policies are based on a biomedical model of disability� Yet, in colleges 
and universities, when the topic of disability comes up, the conversation 
inevitably turns to accessibility and accommodations, features of the con-
structed environment� Accessibility is usually about the built environment 
(ramps, stairs, elevators) while accommodation is about practices (timed 
tests, electronic devices, etc�) and “procedural changes and modifications 
in teaching and academic evaluation practices” (Jung 269)� Both accessi-
bility and accommodation mandates are needed because either the campus 
physical environment or the classroom (pedagogical) environment have 
been constructed (social) with the normate student in mind� For example, 
if all buildings had ramps, there would no need to move a class for a student 
using a wheelchair� If timed tests weren’t used, students with processing 
disorders wouldn’t need extra time� In this way, accessibility and accom-
modation mandates operate to address the concerns of the social model 
of disability�

However, the very process by which students activate their legal rights 
to access and accommodation is steeped in biomedical authorization� 
Consider the standard operating procedure at many institutions: To get 
accommodations under the ADA, students need to submit medical docu-
mentation to a designated person (usually a disability coordinator of some 
kind) who then certifies that the student 1) qualifies as disabled under the 
government sanctioned definitions of disability and 2) is permitted to have 
a certain set of reasonable accommodations� The determination of eligibil-
ity for disability accommodation can only be made if there is supporting, 
written documentation from some sort of institutional authority (a doctor, 
a therapist, a testing specialist)� As teachers, we are made aware when this 
process occurs because students hand us official letters from the disability 
office telling us that they get time and a half on tests, or a distraction-free 
testing environment, or an in-class note-taker, etc� 

The process by which students must obtain their legal rights to accom-
modations quickly turns the conversation away from what individual stu-
dents need or want and instead turns the entire process into one about 
meeting legal standards and medical definitions of disability�6 Perhaps even 
more harmfully, when we force students to get the imprimatur of the dis-
ability services office before we will offer them tools to allow them to be 
more successful in class, we are reinforcing the ideal of the normate student 
body� This reinscription of the ideal student makes accommodation about 
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seeking favors and advantages� As Karen Jung reminds us, “the process of 
accommodation—which involves providing special exceptions to the ordi-
nary rules—also contributes to the ableism that singles out disabled people 
as targets of resentment” (271)� Having to be an exception, asking for an 
exemption, being a special case is not a desirable position to be in, yet, poli-
cies (and pedagogies) premised on ableism situate students with disabilities 
in precisely this position all the time� Cynthia Lewiecki-Wilson and Brenda 
Brueggeman point out that this positioning can have “dire academic conse-
quences” as many college-aged students with disabilities will not even regis-
ter with the disability office because of the stigma or simply because of the 
difficulties inherent in the process itself (2–4)� 

I believe so many FYW instructors come to me about our attendance 
policy because, even though they cannot articulate the reasons, they sense 
the inherent contradictions between compositions’ emphasis on student 
empowerment and the ways that the mandatory attendance policy disem-
powers them� Our instructors want to help their students, not penalize 
them, yet the structures our writing program creates around attendance 
forces our instructors into a Catch-22: per their employment contract, 
instructors are required to uphold all writing program policies and proce-
dures, yet, the writing program attendance policy simply does not work for 
all students because it is based on the normate student body� Our atten-
dance policy creates the very conditions under which we need to make mul-
tiple exemptions� Our policy rhetorically constructs disabling situations for 
our students and our instructors� 

Marking Difference

Because we have created the conditions under which we now operate, we 
have the power to change them� As James Porter et al� remind us: 

Though institutions are certainly powerful, they are not mono-
liths; they are rhetorically constructed human designs (whose power 
is reinforced by buildings, laws, traditions, and knowledge-making 
practices) and so are changeable� In other words, we made ‘em, we 
can fix ‘em� (611)

As the WPA, I am tasked with creating and maintaining my writing pro-
gram’s policies and procedures� Indeed, in a 2012 survey of WPAs and 
department chairs, Shirley Rose et al� discovered that creating, implement-
ing, and maintaining writing program policy is a key component of many 
WPAs’ jobs (57)� Despite Porter et al�’s call to harness the rhetorical power 
of what we have created, however, WPAs have paid surprisingly little criti-
cal attention to how our program policies function as rhetorical constructs�7 
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For the remainder of this essay, then, I am going to explore some alternative 
pathways for re-thinking normate-centric policies� While I do not claim to 
have this all worked out, I hope to jumpstart critical, productive conversa-
tions about how our writing program policies do or do not welcome dis-
ability and invite us to brainstorm ways to adjust accordingly�

One way composition scholars are engaging with diversity, especially 
disability, is moving beyond what Stephanie Kerschbaum calls fixing dif-
ference, that is: “treating difference as a stable thing or property that can 
be identified and fixed in place” (Toward 6)� Fixing difference maps on to 
the biomedical model of disability in that fixing difference involves choos-
ing certain qualities or characteristics—race, class, gender, dis/ability—and 
assigning a person to that category as the sole determinant of their identity 
and marker of difference� For example, labeling Tighe as disabled would be 
fixing Tighe in the category of disabled, eliding all the other things about 
Tighe that make him who he is� Like the biomedical model that always 
points to identifiable, label-able causes for disability, fixing difference 
always points to a particular characteristic or quality that makes someone 
different from someone else in a static way� 

Writing program policies, by their very nature, are primed to fix differ-
ence precisely because they function to standardize experience across mul-
tiple sections of what is supposed to be the same course� Fixing difference 
in program policy leads to the scenarios that began this essay� Because our 
attendance policy is written for normate students—students who will not 
have major depressive episodes as Leandra might be having, students who 
will not have trouble navigating campus as Tighe might be having, or even 
students like Jasmine whom we know little about—our teachers are left 
with three choices, none of them optimal: 1) subject themselves to repri-
mand for not following writing program rules by not docking Leandra’s, 
Tighe’s, and Jasmine’s grades; 2) subject their students to lower grades for 
breaking writing program rules (after three absences� � � ) or 3) attempt to 
find ways to make exceptions for their students who don’t seem to fit neatly 
under the rules as they are written� Our students are left to either ask for 
an exception to be made, to other themselves from their classmates, or to 
accept a lower grade for circumstances that may be out of their control� 

While it is tempting at this point to say we should just eliminate atten-
dance policies, this solution is not practical� Policies are necessary aids to 
ensuring all students receive equitable treatment� When I was an associate 
dean overseeing grade appeals, incomplete requests, and authorizing late 
withdraws from classes, I frequently turned to college policy for guidance 
in order to confirm that I was not giving one student a special consideration 
I was not giving another� This doesn’t mean I didn’t take individual circum-
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stances into account—I considered it my duty to make informed, ethical 
decisions based on coordination between college policy and the particulari-
ties of each student’s situation� But I definitely needed and wanted a general 
statement of the beliefs and desires of the college regarding the issues I was 
asked to decide on� We need writing program policies for these same rea-
sons� Instead of eschewing policy completely, we need to find a new way—a 
broader way—to envision what our policies can do�

Kerschbaum suggests just such an approach� Instead of fixing—or fixat-
ing—on difference, she asks us to mark difference, a rhetorical move that 
encourages us not to erase the reality of differences nor elide those differ-
ences� Marking difference creates space for constantly shifting identities 
to be reconstituted and reconstructed kairotically� The process of marking 
difference allows for fluidity and negotiation in every relationship (Toward 
7; 67)� Marking difference easily maps on to the social model of disability 
because marking difference is about situatedness� Returning to Tighe’s situ-
ation, then, we might say that Tighe is disabled when it comes to getting 
across campus, but when he is playing basketball in his wheelchair league, 
the category of disabled no longer holds any relevance; when he is playing 
basketball, Tighe most strongly identifies as a forward� When we mark dif-
ference, we use a rhetorical lens that “emphasizes the relationship between 
speaker/writer [writing program policy] and audience [students] as well as 
the situated nature of all communicative activity” (Toward 67)� This kairotic 
process of marking difference seems especially apt for the writing classroom 
as teachers and students often have a chance to build personal relationships 
because of our relatively small class sizes and the give-and-take of the writ-
ing process� If our policies were constructed with the intention of marking 
instead of fixing difference, our rules might not be so rigid and formulaic, 
and a wide range of attendance policies could be on the table� 

The moment of critical intervention for WPAs comes precisely at this 
point where the need for policy, a need that strongly pulls us towards fixa-
tion, begs for a reality that allows for the fluidity of marking difference� 
But creating these kinds of policies is no easy task� Kerschbaum herself 
admits that

It still sometimes makes me anxious when students ask me to allow 
or excuse a large number of absences� [� � �]� It is never simple for me 
to figure out how to fully reconcile my belief that it is valuable for 
students to engage with me and their classmates during class meet-
ings with the fact that some students are not always able to be physi-
cally present for those sessions� (“Anecdotal” n� pag�)
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Besides working through our own personal and pedagogical desires for stu-
dents to be physically present at all time in our classrooms, reimagining our 
program policies raises two other salient issues: How do WPAs make policy 
decisions that focus on what individual students and teachers might need, 
yet, at the same time, have these policies perform the necessary work of 
structuring common program expectations and requirements? If we are able 
to create fluid program policies, how do we enforce them in equitable ways? 

Universal Design for Policy-Making

In a recent conference paper, subtitled “Throw Away Your Attendance 
Policy: For the Love of God Do it Now,” Catherine Prendergast explains 
that she has experimented with cripping her attendance policy for stu-
dents who cannot always make it to class because of some disability they 
have disclosed to her� “Cripping,” in this case, means “throwing it away�” 
For Prendergast, “To ‘crip’ our attendance policy, we must recognize that 
there will be no conformity to a norm, whether a norm of disability or a 
norm of ability� We stop enabling a systemic erasure of [students’] disabili-
ties” (9)� As a classroom teacher, I admit that I, too, have thrown away my 
attendance policy� Some instructors fear that if they don’t have a manda-
tory attendance policy, students will miss more class� Prendergast reports 
anecdotally, and my own anecdotal evidence echoes hers, that the absence 
of a mandatory attendance policy does not negatively impact attendance�8 
Cripping our attendance policies might be one way that individual teach-
ers can avoid fixating on difference on their own syllabi; however, I’m not 
so certain the cripping of attendance policies by throwing them out can be 
scaled up to the programmatic level� 

As I argued above, program policies do serve the important function 
of ensuring that students are held to similar expectations and receive simi-
lar experiences across multiple sections of the same course� Similar, how-
ever, does not mean the same, so we do not need to continue with overly 
prescriptive policies (after three absences� � �)� Instead, maybe we can start 
incorporating the concepts of Universal Design (UD) into our policy-
making� UD, or UDL (Universal Design for Learning) is a pedagogical 
model developed by disability educators�9 Lewiecki-Wilson and Bruegge-
mann remind us that “the universal in UDL means that one should design 
a class in anticipation of a variety of student learners, not for a single type of 
universal, idealized, abstract student” (6; emphasis original)� While UD is 
classroom focused, its principles can be easily applied to policy making; we 
should create policy for a variety of students, not a normate student� This 
call for universality clearly resonates with Kerschbaum’s call to mark dif-
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ference� Both UD and marking difference are premised on the interactions 
among teachers, students, and the environment� 

Here is my very modest proposal� Let’s flip the script and ground writ-
ing program policies in a non-normative perspective� Using our attendance 
policy as an example, let’s say that instead of assuming getting to class every 
day on time is a simple task, let’s start from the assumption that students, 
like their professors, have complicated lives and bodies that will never reach 
the Platonic ideal� Based on this common understanding of embodiment, 
the three-strikes-and-you-are-out versions of attendance policies no longer 
seem just� Let’s stop penalizing students for their bodies not being in the 
classroom space and instead focus more on ways to make the classroom 
space more fluid� Let’s find ways to make attendance an honest and open 
negotiation among stakeholders� As Dolmage reminds us, “UD is not a tai-
loring of the environment to marginal groups; it is a form of hope, a man-
ner of trying” (“Mapping” 24)� 

If our writing program rewrites our attendance policy to empower 
instructors to work with their students, to start from a collaborative space 
instead of a regulatory or punitive space Leandra, Tighe, and Jasmine, as 
well as their classmates, would have the chance to freely negotiate with their 
instructors� Their instructors would not have to fear a reprimand for not 
following writing program policy, and the students would not be made to 
feel as though they were asking for special treatment, nor would they need 
to necessarily come out in an official way by registering with the disabil-
ity services’ office� Finally, the idea of exceptions would all but disappear 
as all attendance matters, for all students, would be open for discussion� 
I do not yet know how to capture this desire in a program policy; I have 
not yet found the right words to create an effective non-mandatory writing 
program attendance policy, but I am hopeful, and I invite other WPAs to 
join me in trying�

Notes

1� The scenarios presented in this essay are based on actual situations I have 
encountered as a WPA and Associate Dean overseeing disability services; however, 
I have taken liberties with the details of each vignette for the sake of brevity and 
narrative coherence� 

2� While not explicitly stated in our policy, lore in our program has made the 
“three tardies equals one absence” standard a de facto policy�

3� I use “student body” here to refer to both a singular body and the collective�

4� These assumptions are hiding in some of our pedagogical practices, too; 
however, that discussion is beyond the scope of this essay�

WPA: Writing Program Administration, Volume 40, Number 3, Summer 2017 
© Council of Writing Program Administrators



WPA 40�3 (Summer 2017)

20

5� Within disability studies, there is debate about how to describe the con-
struction of non-physical, chronic, and/or invisible disabilities like mental illness, 
fibromyalgia, chronic pain, cancer, etc� For highly nuanced discussions of these 
topics see Davis; Price, Siebers�

6� I want to pause here and shout out that I concur with Jung who has rightly 
pointed out that accommodations have allowed many, many students who were 
previously denied a college education access to the academy� For that reason alone, 
access and accommodations are worth celebrating� Also see Lewiecki-Wilson 
and Brueggemann�

7� There is evidence that disability scholars in composition are starting to 
make this turn toward policy discussions� Wood and Madden, for an example, 
perform a rhetorical analysis of how disability accommodation statements are pre-
sented on syllabi and Vidali offers and embodied theory of plagiarism�

8� Obviously the field would benefit from a formal study of what happens to 
student attendance in the absence of mandatory attendance policies�

9� A special thank you to Catherine Prendergast for pointing out that the 
vision I was describing for policy-making was in line with the principles of UD�

Appendix A: University XXXX Core Writing Program Handbook

According to XXX policy, there are no excused absences (see “Class 
Absences” in XXX’s course catalog)� Attendance is particularly impor-
tant in Core Writing courses because so much of the learning in these 
courses happens during in-class writing exercises, peer review, and discus-
sion� Nevertheless, students are allowed [two absences without penalty if 
course meets two days per week; three days if course meets three days per 
week]� Every absence thereafter will result in a penalty to your course grade; 
after [four (for a twice-weekly course) or six (for a thrice-weekly course)] 
absences, you will be failed from the course for excessive absences� 

There are a very few exceptions to this policy� One is if you are repre-
senting the university in an official capacity (sports, debate, band, etc�)� In 
this case you may qualify for a limited number of additional absences� To 
qualify for this exemption, you must bring me official notification (on uni-
versity letterhead, complete with contact information) from a university 
official by the end of the second week in class� Once I have your letter, you 
and I will decide if you should remain in the course or should find a section 
whose schedule better fits yours� The other exception may come in case of 
serious injury/illness� If you wish to petition for an additional limited num-
ber of absences, you or a representative must notify me within a week of the 
incident� Again, there are no excused absences from XXX courses, so excep-
tions are at my discretion and must be negotiated by the above conditions� 
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If you miss a class, it is your duty to determine what you have missed� 
As for tardiness, you need to be in your seat when class starts and ends� If 
you are not, I reserve the right to mark you absent� 
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Toward Inclusive and Multi-Method Writing 
Assessment for College Students with Learning 
Disabilities: The (Universal) Story of Max

Steven J� Corbett

Abstract

This essay draws on current research on learning disabilities (LDs) and writ-
ing pedagogy, writing assessment scholarship, and my own case study research 
to explore options for an inclusive, multi-method model of writing assessment 
with and for LD students. I highlight the experiences of one student writer 
(self-identified as autistic) in particular: Max. In the first part, I engage con-
cepts of Universal Design for Learning (UDL), and arguments involving con-
nections between LD and basic writing students. In the second part, I detail 
how peer-to-peer and portfolio pedagogies can enact principles of UDL for all 
student writers. In part three, I offer multivoiced case study research with Max 
and two other course-based tutoring participants: his instructor, Mya, and the 
tutor, Sara (self-identified as dyslexic). I describe the interactions of all three 
participants as they worked together and with other students in a developmental 
first-year writing classroom. I also touch on the subsequent collaborative activi-
ties we undertook together, including presenting our work at local and regional 
conferences. In the final part, I offer four principles for building and sustaining 
inclusive assessment mechanisms for LD and—by design—all student writers.

Hello everyone! My name is Max, and I’m a junior majoring in Account-
ing at X State University in X. To tell you a little about myself, I was 
born with autism, obsessive compulsive disorder, and anxiety. Autism 
presents challenges with speech and language and, due to my having this 
disability, I have always struggled with comprehension and writing in 
school. When I was in grammar school, I could not even write one para-
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graph if I did not have total guidance from my parents and my teachers. I 
always felt very vulnerable because of my disability, but liked school and 
was determined to go to college.

Max, a student with high-functioning autism, expressed these opening 
words aloud eloquently and passionately in our panel at a 2012 regional 
writing center conference� Let’s juxtapose Max’s personal sentiments (which 
readers will hear more of throughout this article) to some broader statistics 
regarding students with learning disabilities (LDs):

• According to Boyle et al�, “Developmental disabilities are common 
and were reported in 1 in 6 children in the United States in 2006-
2008� The number of children with select developmental disabilities 
(autism, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, and other develop-
mental delays) has increased from [12�84% to 15�04% over 12 years], 
requiring more health and education services” (1034)� 

• Shannon Walters reports that “Directors of Student Disability Ser-
vices at two major universities estimate that only half of students with 
disabilities report their disabilities and note that students with dis-
abilities often forgo accommodations for which they are eligible be-
cause they believe their instructors will treat them differently” (427)� 

During a case study of course-based tutoring in a developmental writing 
course at a four-year comprehensive state university, I came to know Max 
well� My involvement with him, his peer tutor Sara (who also identified as 
having an LD, dyslexia), and their instructor, Mya, led me to investigate 
disability studies theory and research� I soon found myself confronting the 
question of what is the best sort of learning environment for student writ-
ers with LDs� Like Amy Vidali, Margaret Price, and Cynthia Lewiecki-
Wilson—editors of the 2008 special issue of Disability Studies Quarterly 
“Disability Studies in the Undergraduate Classroom”—I became con-
cerned with questions of how higher education is welcoming these students 
and how we might work toward designing more accommodating condi-
tions for neurodiverse students, accommodations that—by design—might 
also benefit all students, teachers, and writing programs� Like Vidali in her 
2015 WPA essay “Disabling Writing Program Administration,” I wanted 
to attempt “the challenge of disabling WPA narratives,” in order to “invite 
disability in new and diverse ways” (47) in relation to discussions of writ-
ing assessment�

While there is a substantial amount of literature on ideal learning envi-
ronments for student writers with LDs, and recent writing assessment 
scholarship urges principles of multi-method and inclusive design (see, 
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for example, White et al� 142-68; Inoue, Antiracist 283-300), all instruc-
tors of writing could benefit from more explicit discussions of how these 
two issues intersect� In other words, how might the needs of LD students 
fit within current writing assessment designs and practices? The following 
multi-voiced study offers WPAs a framework for designing inclusive, multi-
method models of assessment for LD student writers� This framework is 
based on working toward two universal goals: 1) first and foremost, the 
idea of universal acceptance and 2) the idea of universal accommodation� 
Specifically, I describe an assessment frame that includes mainstreaming 
LD students, a focus on peer-to-peer and ePortfolio collaborative perfor-
mances, and multi-method measures that include student self-representa-
tion� Following Patricia Dunn’s exhortation that “Young people’s versions 
of their experiences should be just as valid as the version given by the most 
credentialed among us” (97), and in the spirit of the disability rights move-
ment motto “Nothing About Us Without Us,” I relay the story of Max 
via case study research with other course-based tutoring participants, his 
instructor Mya, and his peer tutor Sara� I represent their collaborations—
in their own words as much as possible—as they worked together and with 
other students in the developmental writing classroom� I hope to ultimately 
offer fellow instructors and WPAs suggestions for ways we can continue to 
work with like-minded thinkers to build more inclusive assessment mecha-
nisms for LD (and all) student writers� 

Why Design for Inclusive and Universal Assessment?

My first year experience at college was nerve-wracking at first mainly 
because I had no idea what to expect. I felt fairly confident that I could 
hold my own in the mathematical courses, but I worried about how I 
would survive the challenges of the English courses I would need to take 
to graduate. Math came easy to me as it is very concrete: there is always 
a right or wrong answer. English was another story altogether. There 
were many questions that I had in my head: Would I be able to keep up 
with the rest of the class? Would I get confused about the directions for 
assignments? Would I understand the material in order to write appro-
priate responses?

Fortunately, I was placed in a remedial English course to better prepare 
me to handle the challenges of the required English courses I would need 
to eventually take. Having the opportunity to be a student in this course 
was an important stepping stone for me to work on my language and 
comprehension skills with reading and writing. At the point that I began 
college, I was able to organize my thoughts better and understand that 
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sometimes things are not always concrete. But I had a long way to go. I 
still depend greatly on other people to help me, and I needed to gain con-
fidence in myself. I wanted to work on developing my thoughts and ideas 
in an organized manner. I wanted to become a better writer. . . 

What are some ways we—as teachers and administrators—can work toward 
attitudes and methods that embrace universal acceptance and design? And 
why should we? Like Max, so many students come to college with their fair 
share of anxiety and trepidation: returning, non-traditional students; stu-
dents with social anxiety; students who have been labeled remedial or basic 
in their math or writing skills� Writing studies scholars have been think-
ing about these questions in terms of accommodating the many faces of 
student learning and performance ability, and several—from a variety of 
angles, including professional and technical communications (Greenbaum; 
Walters) and writing center theory and practice (Kiedaisch and Dinitz; 
Mann; Brizee et al�; Babcock and Daniels)—have answered by advocating 
theories and principles of universal design� The Center for Universal Design 
explains that its intent “is to simplify life for everyone by making products, 
communications, and the built environment more usable by as many people 
as possible at little or no extra cost� Universal design benefits people of all 
ages and abilities�” Further, Universal Design for Learning (UDL) attempts 
to design curriculum that accommodate as many people as possible, while 
still pushing against a one-size-fits-all pedagogical solution� Several of the 
elements of their comprehensive accommodation frame feature pedagogical 
methods and strategies familiar to writing studies, including 

• teaching for transfer; 
• developing cognitive and motivational scaffolds; 
• designing multiple forms of performance modeling, mentoring, and 

feedback in problem-exploring situations; 
• fostering peer-to-peer collaboration and support; and
• providing options for self-regulation, self-assessment, and reflection� 

(National Center on Universal Design for Learning)� 

The developmental writing classroom, like the one Max found himself 
placed into, is a pedagogical location where this sort of balanced, multi-
dimensional philosophy makes sense to think more about� 

But, starting with an often crucial first question in writing assessment, 
should students with LDs be placed in typical developmental writing class-
rooms in the first place? Kimber Barber-Fendley and Chris Hamel argue 
that it is impossible to establish a neutral or equal playing field for LD stu-
dents in the writing classroom� Instead, they propose alternate assistance 
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programs that provide supplemental instructional resources outside of class� 
They argue that supplemental instruction conducted outside of the class-
room can better support LD students’ privacy and dignity� However, dis-
ability scholars like Vidali and Mark Mossman disagree� Vidali urges us to 
do what we can to unify basic writing and LD pedagogies in the same class-
rooms (“Discourses”)� She believes that LD students have much in common 
with more traditional basic writing students (including that they are both 
overcoming some sort of learning deficit that labels them as other) and ben-
efit from the structural support systems afforded basic writers in all their 
various diversities� This integrative attitude echoes Mossman’s belief that, 
for LD students, classroom environments need to be places where they can 
claim power and equality through what he posits as a process of “authenti-
fication�” This process occurs, Mossman explains, 

when disability is understood as ‘normal,’ and in our classrooms this 
process of normalization happens only when we allow our students, 
all of them, to speak, to fully participate in the discussion, when we 
give them, all of them, a normalized status� (656; also see Dunn, 
110; 163-64)

Universal acceptance, like the type called for by (self-identified) autistic 
scholars Scott Robertson and Ari Ne’eman, starts with deep listening for 
what makes LD students unique, as well as what pedagogical methods and 
assessment mechanisms might work toward authentification and inclusiv-
ity� Taking steps toward universal accommodation means engaging all stu-
dents in aspects of personal and social development via writing practices 
that cultivate deep meaning-making activities through clear writing expec-
tations and interactive writing processes (Anderson et al�)� Two commonly 
used pedagogical tools in writing classrooms—peer-to-peer collaboration 
and ePortfolios—can be combined to help writing instructors work toward 
universal acceptance and accommodation, for all students�

Two Tools for Universal Learning Assessment: 
Peer-to-Peer Pedagogies and ePortfolios

One of the best features of my introductory English course was the built-
in support system that was available to me. It was a small class, and my 
professor was able to give all of us individualized assistance. In addition, 
the class had a peer tutor who was always available to help me. My tutor 
helped alleviate my anxiety over the understanding of assignments, as she 
would go over the specifics with me before I started it. She gave me ideas 
and examples to consider when I worked on my essays. I learned to use an 
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online site for creating my writing portfolio. My teacher and peer tutor 
were able to monitor my work on the site and give me the important feed-
back I needed in order to improve my writing.

Whether intended for LD or able-for-now students, strong currents in 
writing studies have flowed toward the adoption of peer-to-peer (including 
peer review and response, writing center, and writing fellow) and portfolio 
pedagogies as strategies for accommodating a wide array of student learn-
ers� The complex relationship between how students perceive what it means 
to write at the college level and how instructors go about facilitating this 
learning has led writing studies scholars for the past thirty years to link the 
importance of reflective and metacognitive practice to writing assessment, 
especially holistic assessment (Yancey; Huot and O’Neill; Carroll 120–26)� 
Composition scholars have further linked the importance of reflective and 
metacognitive practice to portfolio assessment (Yancey; Huot and O’Neill; 
Wills and Rice; White and Wright; Yancey et al�; Condon et al� 45-71)� 
Kathleen Yancey’s extensive portfolio and ePortfolio research maintains 
that writing portfolios are exercises in substantial reflective activity� She 
further links reflection to identity formation or formation of the self� She 
writes, “The self provides a lens through which we can look backward and 
forward at once, to inquire as to how it was constructed � � �The self is con-
structed quite explicitly through reflection” (498-99; 500)� If we continue 
to help all students (and ourselves) think of the reflective process as the 
creative and critical exploration of the self through writing, through time 
and attention, we will enable students to simultaneously look back to their 
former selves while looking forward to their potential selves� It will also 
enable a more creative and critical presentation of those potential selves to 
the assessment world of multiple readers and audiences� 

Among the questions that portfolio assessments enable us to ask, then, 
like what, how, and why am I supposed to be learning here, the question 
of with and from who am I learning—or the question of models—is an 
important concept for designing inclusive writing assessments� Social learn-
ing theory, including five decades of pioneering research by Albert Ban-
dura, posits that students acquire much information about their capabilities 
through knowledge of how others perform� Things like goal achievement 
and motivation are affected when students perceive their performances as 
either similar to or significantly different from others� Students will attend 
to models when they believe the modeled tasks will help them achieve their 
goals� One interesting connection between peer-to-peer pedagogies and 
metacognition is the idea of coping and mastery peer models (Bransford 
et al� 67, 279; Carroll 136-37; compare to Condon et al� 92-113)� Coping 
models initially demonstrate the typical fears and deficiencies of observ-
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ers but gradually improve their performance and gain confidence in their 
capabilities� Mastery models exhibit high confidence and flawless perfor-
mance from the outset� In order to learn from models, students need to 
see a variety of performers, with different modeling styles� A diversity of 
models might also address students’ various learning styles and predilec-
tions� Modeling for universal learning would involve not only providing 
a writing environment where motivation-enhancing short-term goals are 
explicitly built into lessons and chances to view both coping and mastery 
models abound, but would also encourage students to reflect on their col-
laborative experiences� 

Equitable Assessment in Action

Many times our class was broken up into groups, and through peer edit-
ing, we were able to learn from each other’s strengths and weaknesses. 
We supported each other, and I began to get involved in class discus-
sions because I knew no one would ridicule me. I was okay with making 
mistakes, as I knew I would be guided in how to correct them. When I 
did not understand something, my professor and tutor would patiently 
explain the material to me. My fears lessened as my confidence grew, and 
I took more chances with my writing—which was a big step for me.

During my case study research with Max and his classmates, his tutor 
(Sara), and his instructor (Mya), I witnessed peer-to-peer and ePortfolio 
pedagogies intertwining in compelling ways� The first time I visited the 
class to observe participant interactions during peer review and response, 
I noticed Max visibly struggling� His two peer group partners seemed to 
be experiencing no trouble at all� The peer tutor, Sara, who was circulating 
around the room, saw that Max was having trouble� She later said: 

I noticed Max looking nervous over in his seat so I went over to see 
what I could help him with� His partners Kim and Adrianne already 
had their computers set up and were starting the assignment� Max 
wasn’t as far along� He hadn’t even logged into the computer�

Sara spent much of the remaining class session helping him get on track 
with the multiple complex organizational and communicative tasks stu-
dents needed to negotiate during this peer review and response session: 
working with online files, following the response guidelines and instruc-
tions, and reading and offering feedback to his group members� 

During my second visit, just one month later, I noticed both Max and 
his peer response partners taking on much more interactive collaborative 
roles� Max seemed in much better shape—no visible worries� I noticed that 
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rather than frequently asking Sara for help, he seemed to be much more 
involved with his two partners� In contrast to what I witnessed during my 
earlier visit, Max seemed to have a good grasp of what he was supposed to 
be doing� He asked his partners a question and they helped him; they asked 
him questions and he helped them� I was impressed with how well all three 
students in Max’s group were communicating and interacting� In contrast 
to my last visit, Sara only came over to the group a couple of times� At one 
point, the group talked about works cited pages and the fact that neither 
of Max’s partners did one, but that he did� Sara ended up spending much 
more focused time with other students, including a male student who was 
having difficulty with citations and formatting� Sara gave her impressions 
of her involvement with Max and his group members in this second peer 
review session: “I looked at Max’s work and realized he was very ahead of 
the game� He had his ePortfolio set up very nicely� He already had one 
paper posted and was almost ready to post another�”

 By the time I interviewed Max near the end of the term, I found out 
much more about his personal and social journey as an autistic student, a 
journey that whispered the importance of inclusive writing assessments� He 
spoke of specific teachers he felt were rude and disrespectful: a “crazy” sixth 
grade teacher in the resource room who would yell at him; a history teacher 
in his sophomore year of high school who was “ignorant of him and not a 
very nice person” and, in addition to being mean and rude to everyone else 
in the class, (Max would find out) he made fun of Max outside of class� 
When reminded of just how emotionally challenging school can be for all 
students, the importance of working toward universal acceptance in atti-
tude and action becomes paramount� 

Max went on to say that he has trouble with writing prompts and does 
not do well with standardized tests like the SAT� He said that he does not 
think it is fair that students with LDs have to take and pass those tests� He 
feels, rather, that they are far too time consuming and that a better indi-
cation of any student’s intelligence is how hard they work� Regarding the 
SAT and ACT, he said, “It’s hurting a lot of people, especially those with 
learning disabilities�” He feels that in college he is better able to advocate for 
himself; he has become more independent, and only relies on the campus 
Disability Resource Center for paperwork to give to his instructors asking 
for extended times for test taking� He said he was given the option by Mya 
to move from English 110 on to English 112, but he chose to go to the 
intermediary English 111 instead because he wants to eventually “kick butt 
in English 112!” He said that while he feels he is getting much stronger on 
so many things with his writing, he believes all the constant practice with 

WPA: Writing Program Administration, Volume 40, Number 3, Summer 2017 
© Council of Writing Program Administrators



Corbett / Toward Inclusive and Multi-Method Writing Assessment

31

planning and revising is making him so much better� During our interview, 
Mya emphasized this important point: 

By the end of the course described above, Max proved to be the 
most successful student in the class and was deemed ready by several 
teachers/readers [during end-of-term portfolio norming sessions] of 
his work to be offered the chance to skip a level� This is huge, I think, 
since only about two to four [English] 110 students per semester are 
invited to do so� And he came from so far behind, at least in confi-
dence, that semester�

Max’s words regarding the inequity of standardized tests versus the sort of 
meaningful assessment he experienced in his first-year composition courses, 
underscores the importance of universal accommodation in writing assess-
ment design� Vidali et al�, reflecting on their DSQ special issue, found it 
somewhat disconcerting how often they received submissions describing 
traditional instructional practices like timed-writing, lecture-based class 
formats, and heavy reading and writing loads� This led them to a quali-
fied lament: “While the presence of disability ‘curricula’ or ‘content’ in so 
many locations is impressive, the adoption of inclusive pedagogies appears 
less common” (also see Greenbaum 41)� 

Max’s peer tutor, Sara, told me about the class’s end-of-term party� 
It stands in stark contrast to the first time I saw Max struggling in the 
classroom: 

Today we had a party for our last day of class � � �It was amazing to 
see Max interacting with all the students� They were including him 
in the conversation and you could hear the joy in his voice� I thought 
this was amazing because Max had been very uptight and nervous 
for the first part of the semester� This class has been so accepting of 
him, so he finally started letting a little loose� After one class about 
half way through the semester I was talking to Max after class and he 
told me that college was so much nicer than high school; the people 
are so nice� I got the impression that Max’s high school was not very 
accepting of him, so it was great that Max got to interact with a won-
derful group of students� As class came to an end, each student said 
goodbye to all the other students� It was a great end to the wonderful 
semester with these students� 

What if we could give every student—as much as possible—such experi-
ences to associate with writing, as they move through their time in college, 
as they look back from their professional lives? What if assessment systems 
were designed with a single universal-as-possible student like Max at the 
center, as the gravity that all other parts of the system orbited around? We 
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might see a system of universal social imbrication and support like the one 
represented in figure 1�

Figure 1� System of universal social imbrication for equitable assessment

I came to reflect on what I was observing and hearing with Max and 
his colleagues as very much in line with a universal design for learning phi-
losophy� In her mediations on the accommodation of autistic students in 
the writing center, April Mann relates how writing center studies has had 
to come to terms with some pedagogical beliefs about student autonomy 
and teacher control and directiveness, instances where “tutors working 
with students with [autism spectrum] sounds very similar to best practices 
advice for writing teachers and tutors in general� The difference,” she found, 
lying “in how much help students might need, not in the type of help they 
might need” (53)� The types of recursive, multi-dimensional writing situ-
ations Max experienced in his developmental writing course exemplified 
this universally inclusive emphasis on “how much” rather than “type�” In 
the end, I believe the collaborative learning environment established by the 
close instructional partnership between Mya and Sara enabled all students 
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in their basic writing course to experience learning to write and writing-
to-learn at an optimal level� Further, the collaborative research process—
including conference presentations like the one delivered throughout this 
article by Max—in which all participants engaged added another impor-
tant metacognitive learning level� Since all participants were interviewed 
and followed up with in depth, gathered together to reflect on their expe-
riences as a group, and were involved in the textual interpretation and 
analysis of the data presented, all participants experienced multiple learn-
ing moments in relation to the overall case study� Over the course of seven 
years, all participants have had an active and dialogical role in their own 
self-representation� 

Principled Suggestions for Designing 
Inclusive Writing Assessments

I think one of the best benefits of my intro to English class was that 
I found I actually liked English. I enjoyed reading and discussing the 
material the most, but even the part I always feared, writing, became 
more enjoyable. I felt a sense of pride and accomplishment when I would 
write something and receive positive feedback from my professor. Writ-
ing will always remain my biggest challenge, but I have come a long way, 
and I feel confident that I will continue to grow.

Scholars in WAC and their disciplinary partners have reported success in 
developing cross-curricular cohorts that closely collaborate in efforts to 
design effective writing assessments (Broad et al�; Yancey et al�; Anson et al�; 
Soliday; White et al�)� When students work closely with other students, and 
their writing process and product performances are delivered via ePortfo-
lio, they are enacting a similar collaborative network of enterprise: holding 
a stake in, engaging in, and contributing to the mechanisms of their own 
assessment� Throughout this little essay, my colleagues and I have tried to 
offer some of the implications of why we should continue to think consci-
entiously about designing for universal acceptance and accommodation� 
I’d like to end with four principles for ways we can continue to work with 
like-minded thinkers to design more inclusive assessment mechanisms for 
LD—and, in the process, all—student writers�

Principle 1

Assessment loops must begin with the valuing of student input that (for 
programs that use it) directed self-placement (DSP) can provide, and 
include mainstreaming of LD (Vidali; Mossman) students as much as pos-
sible� Recall how Max performed so strongly in his developmental English 
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110 class that he was deemed by Mya and other readers of his portfolio 
ready to move directly from English 110 into English 112� Yet he chose to 
go to the intermediary English 111� I believe his collaborative and reflective 
experiences in English 110 made him much more metacognitively aware 
of the probable value of taking that intermediary English 111 course� Max 
felt he could benefit from more practice, more time, and more thoughtful 
cognitive and motivational scaffolding (Mackiewicz and Thompson) that 
would support his desire to “kick butt in English 112!”

Principle 2

Assessment must be performance or “labor” focused (Inoue “Grade-Less;” 
“Teaching”; Antiracist)� This includes prioritizing the Framework for Success 
in Postsecondary Writing “habits of mind” while coaching students toward 
the sorts of performance outcomes we might desire in writing assessments 
(White et al�) Recall, during my interview with Max he described what he 
felt was the undue stress placed upon him in high school by standardized 
tests� He feels that they are far too time consuming and that a better indi-
cation of any student’s intelligence is how hard they work� The SAT and 
ACT, he said, are “hurting a lot of people, especially those with learning 
disabilities�” Assessment mechanisms like (e)portfolios allow for much more 
equitable learning environments for all students, providing them—and 
instructors, and programs—with the time and space needed for optimum 
learning, development, and reflection (see Condon et al�)� 

Principle 3

Assessment must be multi-method, including self-assessment measures and 
(continuing from DSP) with inclusion of student voices/stories (Dunn; 
Lewiecki-Wilson and Brueggemann; Hobgood)� Students should be con-
sidered major stakeholders in assessment loops, stakeholders—like Max 
and his tutor Sara—whose points of view are as equally valid and reliable 
as other assessment measures� 

Principle 4

Assessment mechanisms must ask: How well are we facilitating LD stu-
dents’ personal and social development (Anderson et al�) and preparing 
them for life after college (MacNeil)? In order to do this and effectively 
gauge the progress of individual students, as well as to what degree pro-
grams are meeting the needs of these students, assessment must be (a) col-
laborative, socializing students through activities like guided peer review 
and response; and (b) longitudinal, scaffolding recursive pedagogical 

WPA: Writing Program Administration, Volume 40, Number 3, Summer 2017 
© Council of Writing Program Administrators



Corbett / Toward Inclusive and Multi-Method Writing Assessment

35

processes that facilitate self-regulation through delivery mechanisms like 
ePortfolios and meaningful mentorship experiences�

On that longitudinal note, I’d like to end this essay with where we 
began, the words of Max from the latest email reply I received from him:

Dear Dr� Corbett,

I want to say hello and wish you a Happy Holiday & Happy New 
Year! I read the story that you wrote and I really liked it� I’m forever 
honored for being part of your research� I learned a lot from you, Pro-
fessor [Mya] & Sara� I wouldn’t be as successful as I am today with-
out all of your help�

In the spring of 2014, I graduated from X State U cum laude with a 
3�63 GPA� I’m currently working as a Finance Clerk in the Account-
ing Department at City Hall� I really like the people I work with� I 
never thought that I would be working for my hometown� I hope 
everything is well with your job and that the new year goes well�

Sincerely, 
Max
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Failures to Accommodate: GTA Preparation as 
a Site for a Transformative Culture of Access

Casie J� Fedukovich and Tracy Ann Morse

Abstract

This article introduces interview-based data in order to complicate our disci-
plinary narratives about early-career graduate students as identified primarily 
by the remediation of their teaching. Instead, we explore the place of disability 
in the lives of five MA/MFA graduate student teaching assistants (GTAs) teach-
ing first-year writing to argue for more attention to accessibility in teacher prep-
aration programs. We seek to begin conversations about redesigning our physical 
and pedagogical spaces and practices in service to a “transformative culture of 
access,” defined by its goal of “question[ing] and rethink[ing] the very construct 
of allow[ance]” (Brewer, Selfe, and Yergeau 153-54). We conclude by arguing 
for more attention to a flexible, adaptive administrative design for GTA prepa-
ration that takes into account principles of universal design to ensure that we 
strive to address the needs of all GTAs and contingent faculty. 

In Fall 2015 at Southeastern State University, only 81 graduate students 
(across all programs at the university, master’s through doctorate) sought 
accommodations through the Disability Services Office, less than one per-
cent of the 9,904 graduate students enrolled� This number cannot account 
for the many graduate students who qualify for accommodations but do 
not seek them� 

The process of students self-advocating for accessibility creates a novel 
challenge when it intersects with the culture and processes of graduate 
study, including graduate teacher preparation� The First-Year Writing Pro-
gram at Southeastern State works with approximately 45 master’s-level 
graduate teaching assistants every semester, split between incoming and 
returning students� The performance-based metrics that we use to evalu-
ate teaching—from in-class mentoring with experienced faculty to class-
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room observations—can collide with GTAs’ unexpressed needs, creating a 
situation whereby these novice teachers feel both disempowered to ask for 
help and vulnerable that they need it� 

Writing program administrators are tasked with addressing accessibil-
ity in first-year writing classes, but no research has explored accessibility for 
graduate teaching assistants (GTAs) who would benefit from but may not 
seek accommodations or who may be granted accommodations as students 
but not as instructors� Likewise, no research has explored the ways in which 
our GTA teacher preparation practices may be improved for accessibility� In 
our disciplinary scholarship, GTAs are identified most frequently by their 
novice teaching status (Bullock); their development as teachers (Dryer; 
Restaino; Estrem and Reid; Reid, Estrem, and Belcheir); and by their resis-
tance to teacher preparation, including the practicum (Dobrin; Ebest)� 

Additionally, most extant scholarship contends with doctoral-level 
GTAs, understandable since these students provide longitudinal data and, 
the assumption may be, will graduate to join the professoriate� 

This article introduces interview-based data in order to complicate our 
disciplinary narratives about early-career graduate students as identified 
primarily by the remediation of their teaching� We explore the place of dis-
ability in the lives of five MA/MFA graduate student teaching assistants 
(GTAs) teaching first-year writing to argue for more attention to accessi-
bility in teacher preparation programs� We present these five narratives not 
to establish any generalizations about GTAs with disabilities� Instead, we 
seek to begin conversations about redesigning our physical and pedagogi-
cal spaces and practices in service to a “transformative culture of access,” 
defined by its goal of “question[ing] and rethink[ing] the very construct 
of allow[ance]” (Brewer, Selfe, and Yergeau 153–4)� To clarify, we argue 
for writing programs to approach their physical and intellectual spaces of 
teaching, teacher preparation, and planning in radical ways that encourage 
user-centered transformations of those spaces�

None of the GTAs in this study advocated for themselves in obvious 
ways—asking for accommodations, for example—fearful that doing so 
would make them vulnerable to criticism from colleagues and program 
administrators� In particular, they worried about how disclosing their dis-
abilities might affect their teaching assistantships, especially since GTAs 
at Southeastern State teach only in seated, face-to-face (not fully online or 
hybrid) sections of first-year writing� The culture of graduate school was so 
pervasively threatening to them that they chose to work off the institutional 
grid and solve their disability needs themselves, typically without disclosing 
their struggles to anyone, even peers� 
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We describe the study before moving to explore the five GTAs’ expe-
riences with serving as graduate teaching assistants who self-identify as 
having a disability� We conclude by proposing a path to taking a disciplin-
ary stance on the role of disability awareness in teacher preparation pro-
grams� This piece extends Brewer, Selfe, and Yergeau’s call to consider “a 
culture of access [as] a culture of transformation” (151) while also honoring 
both accessibility and teacher preparation as complex, iterative social pro-
cesses (Wood, Dolmage, Price, and Lewiecki-Wilson)� 

We are compelled as writing program administrators by an ethical obli-
gation to bring attention to the many graduate students in our program 
who may be laboring as instructors without needed accommodations� As 
Tara Wood, Jay Dolmage, Margaret Price, and Cynthia Lewiecki-Wilson 
describe in “Where We Are: Disability and Accessibility,” we are look-
ing toward Disability 2�0� Our “what-now moment” finds exigency in the 
knowledge that we are preparing future teachers without, in many cases, 
regards for their individual needs� As such, this article aims to “emphasize 
a dynamic, recursive, and continual approach to inclusion, rather than mere 
troubleshooting,” to describe GTA preparation as a part of our commit-
ment to “an orientation of inclusion” (147–48)� 

The Study

The data presented here come from a larger study on GTAs’ perceptions 
of threat while in graduate school� In Spring 2015, Casie interviewed 
eight graduate teaching assistants at Southeastern State, a large, land-grant 
research university in the southeast�1 Participants were invited by email� 
Seven of eight participants completed an introductory survey, an exit sur-
vey, and three one-hour interviews� (See Appendix A for survey questions 
and interview protocol�) One participant completed both surveys and one 
interview� Half of those interviewed, four of eight, identified diagnosed 
and treated disabilities, including PTSD, dyslexia, anxiety disorders, 
ADD/ADHD, and physical disabilities related to chronic pain� One GTA 
described pervasive anxiety and emotional distress associated with teach-
ing, though she did not seek medical intervention� 

The research study emerged from Casie’s experience as a writing pro-
gram administrator tasked with preparing large cohorts of master’s-level 
GTAs to teach first-year writing� The initial study did not explicitly identify 
disability as a threat faced by graduate students� (See Appendix B for the 
informed consent approved by the Institutional Review Board�) However, 
because half of the participants identified as having medically-verifiable dis-
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abilities and none sought accommodations, we knew that we had to explore 
this line of inquiry� 

The Participants

Mario is 26 and studies World Literature� His background is in Compara-
tive Literature and Sexuality Studies� His first teaching experience was with 
his mentor in first-year writing� He described his first year of graduate work 
as “painful” and “very difficult,” culminating in a failed suicide attempt� 
He described struggling with PTSD and medically treated anxiety, stressors 
compounded by a number of physical ailments, including mobility issues 
that caused him to walk with a cane� 

Susan is 22, studying rhetoric and composition� She held no prior 
formal teaching experience, but she described experiences with informal 
teaching, particularly as a volunteer teacher for students with special needs, 
where she helped with reading interventions� Susan described herself as “not 
a very good writer” since she struggles with dyslexia� Her dyslexia causes her 
anxiety as both a novice teacher and a graduate student� She related that she 
always struggles with telling her professors about her disability because she’s 
afraid it could “come across as an excuse�” Though she has far more profes-
sional development than others in her cohort—service with a national jour-
nal, attendance at national disciplinary conferences—she feels like she must 
work “extra hard to make up for [the] potential errors” caused by dyslexia� 

Michaela is 35 and studying British and American literature� She 
entered the program after leaving a career in law, which she described as 
“stressful, punishing, and too competitive�” She had no prior teaching expe-
rience, formal or informal, but she indicated that she was excited to get into 
the classroom� She described a history of struggling with ADHD and ADD 
and was concerned with the reality of teaching 100-minute classes� “I’m 
such a people pleaser,” she said, “and desperate to do what I’m supposed 
to do � � � but it’s like I have to work three times as hard as everyone else�”

Jane is 26 and pursuing her MFA� She identified no prior teaching expe-
rience, but she did list leading a creative writing workshop under informal 
teaching experiences� From her description, she acted as a de facto teacher 
of record� Jane did not disclose a formal medical diagnosis, but she did 
describe a history of abuse that affects her teaching preparation to the 
extent that she has sought counseling� 

Chloe is 22, also working towards an MFA, and tutored for one year at 
her BA-granting university� On her entrance survey, she disclosed a diag-
nosis of PTSD, rooted in a history of physical, psychological, and emo-
tional abuse� Her teaching philosophy is grounded in her experiences with 
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abuse, as she identified one of her goals as helping students who are strug-
gling with hidden (not visible) disabilities� She described graduate school as 
the “perfect storm” for exacerbating her existing struggles with anxiety: “I 
think there’s a kind of air where you have to act like you’re smart and you 
have everything under control, and you don’t� You’re judged at every turn, 
and it can be difficult� The evaluation part can be difficult, and some people 
are not very nice� And that can be difficult�” 

Before entering their own classrooms as instructors of record, all five 
GTAs completed Southeastern State’s rigorous teacher preparation pro-
gram� This program includes shadowing an experienced faculty mentor 
for one semester, completing two graduate courses—one in composition 
theory and a teaching practicum—and completing an intensive one-week 
pedagogy workshop� At the time of interviews, each GTA had taught, as 
the instructor of record, one section of first-year writing in Fall 2014 and 
had started their second semester teaching one section of first-year writing 
in Spring 2015� At Southeastern State, first-year writing is a one-course, 
four-credit-hour requirement, and each GTA taught seated (not online or 
hybrid) sections either four days a week for 50 minutes a class or two days 
a week for 100 minutes a class� In their first semester teaching, Fall 2014, 
each GTA also attended the pass/fail teaching practicum one day a week� 

“It Felt Very Threatening to Me”: Teaching 
as a Dangerous Activity

“Do you think it would be okay if I used my cane in class while teaching?” 
Mario asked Casie this question as he began preparations to teach his first 
section of first-year writing in Fall 2014� Of course, Casie advised him to 
use whatever accommodations he needed to feel comfortable while teach-
ing� In the spring, during formal interviews, Mario went on to narrate some 
of his fears about teaching, particularly that students would identify his use 
of a cane as frailty� Though it never emerged in practicum discussions in the 
fall, in interviews, Mario described situations where students would litter 
classroom pathways with their bookbags and other personal items� He told 
Casie, “It didn’t feel intentional at all, but I do think that students chose to 
overlook my cane � � � [In the spring], I came in on the first day and said, 
‘Sometimes I will have to use this, please get used to it�’” He was concerned, 
he said, with making a “spectacle” of his disability� Mario identified his age 
as contributing to his hesitance with using his cane in front of his students: 
“I’m only 26, so it’s not like I can say it’s old age� My students will know 
it’s because of something else�” 
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Mario was the only participant to disclose a physical disability, but like 
two of the other four GTAs, he also identified as having emotional disor-
ders, specifically anxiety and depression, related to the traumatic car acci-
dent that led to his mobility issues� Mario’s relationship with his faculty 
teaching mentor was tumultuous, but neither mentor nor GTA contacted 
Casie to mediate the situation� In Mario’s end-of-term teaching evaluation, 
Mario’s mentor formally reported that Mario might struggle with teaching, 
primarily because his anxiety left him, at times, unfocused and unprepared� 
Mario came to Casie visibly upset, concerned that the program would 
choose to terminate his assistantship, a decision held in reserve for only 
those GTAs who cannot be confidently placed in the classroom� 

Mario’s stressful situation with his mentor culminated in him attempt-
ing suicide during the spring pedagogy workshops� He told Casie that he 
had not confided in any of his peers or professors, saying, 

The day I was late [for the workshops], something had happened� 
It was a suicide attempt� It’s something I don’t like to unload on 
people because I know it’s difficult to deal with� It wasn’t anything 
grand, but it was an ideation that resulted in action � � � because I was 
so overwhelmed�

He assured Casie, as the WPA who oversees GTA preparation, 
This isn’t a reflection on you, but I didn’t know what [my mentor] 
had told you about how I was working out� I don’t blame anyone� I 
would never say to someone, “You drove me to suicide,” but the psy-
chological—it was amped up after talking with [my mentor about 
my teaching]�

Mario had thought his mentor had intended to recommend nonrenewal, 
which would terminate his funding and end his graduate career� 

Mario’s experience illustrates the need for our research: he struggled 
with both physical and emotional disabilities, and the teacher preparation 
process at Southeastern State exacerbated these challenges� He was caught 
between his graduate student identity, one which acknowledges vulner-
ability, and his developing teacher identity, where it is assumed he will 
be focused and prepared at all times� Casie has pondered the many junc-
tures where this situation could have been better addressed: perhaps with 
increased communication with his mentor along the way, or if Mario had 
been offered the opportunity to teach online, negating the need for physical 
presence in a brick-and-mortar classroom� Mario’s admission of his suicide 
attempt stands as a stark example of what can happen when GTAs’ needs 
outside teaching preparation aren’t fully considered� 
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Chloe and Jane likewise narrated complex experiences with anxiety, 
depression, and teaching� Chloe described growing up in an extremely 
conservative, religious household as an experience in dislocation, as in 
her words, “being stuck” in a bad situation and feeling out of place� She 
described her experience like “growing up in a cult,” where women were 
considered subservient and groomed for marriage and motherhood, not 
higher education� Chloe’s sister committed suicide at age 11� Chloe wit-
nessed the event and still struggles with PTSD� She sees a therapist once 
a month to “talk through her stress” and gain perspective on the anxiety 
that attends graduate study� “The program has been supportive,” Chloe 
assured, “People are not terribly critical, but it is still stressful�” She used the 
same term, “shell-shocked,” to describe both the aftereffects of her sister’s 
suicide and her acclimation to graduate school� Though Chloe is complet-
ing an MFA, her goal is to work in the medical field� Medical school, she 
admitted, will add to her stress, but graduate school so far has “taught me 
how to balance [my work and life],” so “I won’t be shell-shocked when I 
get there�” Because of her history with PTSD, Chloe identified a pedagogy 
influenced by invisible challenges� She described a process of teaching that 
foregrounded student affective need instead of course policies or the like, 
primarily because she said she “knows how it feels when professors see their 
own plans for teaching the course as more important than students’ desire 
to learn�” 

Jane likewise described a history with abuse that influences her rela-
tionships with students: “A lot of [my interaction with students] comes 
from growing up in an abusive household and being the oldest child of 
three, being the person who was put in charge of managing and protecting 
other people�” These early childhood experiences were followed by an abu-
sive romantic relationship that proved difficult to leave� However, she said 
these relationships gave her a grounding perspective: “I’ve been through a 
lot worse with less, and I can get through [graduate school]� [When I am 
down,] I am able to turn myself up, and that’s very helpful�” It is impor-
tant to note that Jane did not self-identify as having a medically-verifiable 
disability; however, her anxiety affected how she perceived her role as the 
teacher on record, and she chose to foreground these experiences with abuse 
as foundational to her development as a teacher� 

During her first year in graduate study, Jane experienced some scary 
and expensive health issues� She described a few weeks where she thought 
she would lose her apartment because she couldn’t afford rent� During 
this time, she visited the on-campus food pantry for groceries and found 
piecework to supplement her income� Jane identifies her difficult past and 
struggles with anxiety related to abuse as giving her both the strength and 

WPA: Writing Program Administration, Volume 40, Number 3, Summer 2017 
© Council of Writing Program Administrators



WPA 40�3 (Summer 2017)

46

determination to push through: “I care about my life, and I want it to look 
like what I want it to look like� I don’t want other people to have power 
over that�” 

Jane also expressed that she had experienced unwanted advances from 
male students, which triggered some of her anxiety about interactions with 
men� Jane described her pedagogies as “very decentered, the typical writ-
ing workshop circle where the teacher wants to hear from everyone�” These 
practices were thrown into question after a tense exchange with a male stu-
dent during a class discussion, where the student described Jane as “sexy” 
and “distracting�” As a creative writer, she held the power of the open writ-
ing workshop as sacrosanct, “but there are those natural moments where 
me as a small woman who has grown up in her life being intimidated and 
abused by men, those moments I don’t feel safe in the situation�” Jane was 
forced to rethink her pedagogies, concluding that she needed to clearly 
and calmly express how inappropriate these comments were for the benefit 
of the entire class and even if it shut down discussion for that day� Being 
authoritative, she determined, did not run counter to her desire to decenter 
her classroom; instead, it helped her manage the classroom environment for 
everyone’s comfort and safety� Jane concluded one interview by stating that 
she knows that some students will transgress boundaries but that it is her 
responsibility as the teacher on record to maintain them�

Mario disclosed both emotional and physical disabilities; Jane and 
Chole disclosed emotional disabilities and challenges, specifically PTSD 
and anxiety� Michaela and Susan, in contrast, disclosed learning disabili-
ties� These disabilities—ADD/ADHD in Michaela’s case and dyslexia in 
Susan’s—affected the novice teachers’ sense of security and confidence in 
graduate school and during their teacher preparation� Michaela mentored 
in a 100-minute section of first-year writing, an experience that forced 
her to consider her own learning needs within the frame of her develop-
ing pedagogies: “I have ADD, and I would have trouble getting back on 
track [in class],” she said of her experience as student� As a novice teacher, 
she worked with her faculty mentor to plan ways of supporting her teach-
ing needs while also supporting students’ learning needs� As the teacher 
of record, Michaela said that she disclosed her disorder to her students to 
build community and encourage those who need accommodations to ask 
for them� Michaela’s experiences with ADD and ADHD also encouraged 
her to rethink what engagement looks like in her classroom, and she framed 
her teaching with students with learning disabilities in mind� For example, 
she would diversify the classroom modalities, incorporating written and 
aural instruction, kinesthetic learning, and collaborative learning� She was 
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aware of environmental features like noise and light and their potential 
effects on students� 

During her first semester as instructor of record, one student, Michaela 
said, “self-identified as having ADHD, and he said he realized that tak-
ing the 100-minute class was not the best choice for him� We talked about 
how he might consider taking shorter classes�” Michaela could recognize 
her own struggles in this student’s experience, and she honored his effort, 
saying, “[I can see] he’s trying, he’s fighting�” Our interviews were the first 
time Michaela had mentioned her struggle with ADD and ADHD� She 
was placed in a 100-minute section for her mentoring semester and then 
in a 100-minute section for her first teaching semester� She had requested 
50-minute classes in the fall, but indicated that 100-minute sections would 
be acceptable but not preferred� Because of the many intricacies in sched-
uling over 90 sections of first-year writing a semester, we ask all faculty to 
give us a range of available teaching times� Our scheduling process tends 
to value seniority first, with long-time faculty granted their first choices� 
Graduate students, because they teach only one section and have the least 
seniority, are generally considered last and typically in the context of their 
coursework schedules over their preferences� As a result, we unintention-
ally placed Michaela in a teaching situation that exacerbated her disability� 

Like Michaela, Susan disclosed a history with a learning disability, spe-
cifically dyslexia� She described her graduate school experience thus far as 
rewarding but challenging, since she felt as if she had to work doubly hard 
to produce (and, with teaching, assess) written products� “I’m dyslexic,” she 
said, “and I have a really hard time with grammar and mechanics and that 
can be paralyzing in a lot of ways�” Her dyslexia was co-morbid with anxi-
ety and bi-polar disorder, a “sort of perfect storm,” she said, when it came 
to the challenges of graduate study� Living away from home for the first 
time amplified her experiences, as she noted, “I was really nervous living by 
myself in this very unfamiliar place� The first thing I had to do when I got 
here was find a doctor�” After acclimating to her new living arrangements 
and schedule, Susan said that she could better focus on her coursework and 
preparation to teach� Writing for evaluation “can be a difficult thing for 
[her] to do,” and she admitted that she has a 

hard time taking criticism for [her] writing because it’s so much eas-
ier to believe the bad stuff because of how I think of myself as a 
writer� I’m not very good at absorbing the good things when I write 
because I’m so focused on the ways I could improve�

This anxiety with sharing her work with her graduate-school peers influ-
ences the way she conducts her own classroom, as she always worked to alle-
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viate anxiety for all of her students� Susan never identified the practicum 
as an uncomfortable space, however students are required to conduct peer 
teaching observations and to peer review a number of course documents, 
including their evolving teaching philosophies� Though the modality for 
peer reviews was left open to individual pairs, so students could review 
paper copies or use a digital sharing service like Google Docs, each student 
was required to participate as a part of the course� With the new knowledge 
of Susan’s dyslexia and the anxiety it creates with peer review, Casie began 
to rethink this element of the teaching practicum� 

“Thankful for the Perspective”: Lessons from GTAs

Sibylle Gruber reminds us that GTAs often feel like “[t]here is nothing we 
can do about it” in regards to their low status in the program and their felt 
needs (35–37)� As with teaching, those responsible for teacher preparation 
cannot possibly account for every need of every student in class� As a num-
ber of critics of Universal Design point out (Dolmage “Disability Studies 
Pedagogy”; Vidali; Yergeau et al�), the idea that we can ever design a class-
room, or a preparation process, for all students overstates the flexibility of 
even the most flexible designs� In “Mapping Composition: Inviting Disabil-
ity in the Front Door,” Jay Dolmage reminds us that “UD is not tailoring 
of the environment to marginal groups; it is a form of hope, a manner of 
trying” (24)� A single best-practice approach to GTA preparation is not suc-
cessful; there is not a universally designed teacher preparation program we 
can pick up and use from place to place or with group to group� What we 
have learned from the GTAs in this study is that we can use principles of 
Universal Design to help us engage in a process that transforms our prepa-
ration of and support for GTAs� These principles extend to our administra-
tive work with all faculty teaching in our writing programs, and particu-
larly contingent faculty who may not feel empowered to self-advocate� After 
all, “Universal Design is a process, a means rather than an end” (Yergeau et 
al�) The framework of Universal Design often neglects continued feedback 
from users, but if we reinforce Universal Design as a process, we can create 
spaces and practices where all individuals have a part in recreating those 
spaces and practices (Dolmage “Disability Studies Pedagogy”)�

These GTAs, much like the students in our first-year writing classes, 
are adept at navigating difficult situations, often without our assistance� 
They can pass without us as administrators noticing the barriers we have 
constructed in our preparation practices (see Brueggemann’s “On (Almost) 
Passing” for more on the complexities of identity often experienced by aca-
demics with disabilities)� We may think in terms of accommodations, espe-
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cially those familiar to us as teachers of students with disabilities� While 
being aware of accommodations may be a step in the right direction, in 
practice it is a problematic framework to use� Yergeau et al� explain that 
“accommodations are usually discussed in terms of individuals’ needs; thus, 
they tend to locate a disabled individual as a problem, even when this is not 
the intention” (n�p�)� To extend this thought further, it is our approach to 
teacher preparation and supporting GTAs that has identified participants 
by the visible and invisible barriers we have constructed� We can learn from 
their perspectives and argue for a recursive preparation practice that is flex-
ibly designed� Our GTAs are not problems to be solved, nor is our accepted 
language on accommodation the solution� 

All five participants identified a sort of self-reliance that came out of 
their histories with disabilities and a desire to push through the rigors of 
graduate study, even—and especially—when their coursework or teaching 
duties exacerbated their struggle� What we have learned from these GTAs, 
and others, is that the work of passing can become the detrimental main 
focus with wide ranging results:

When I get to feeling this way—trapped, nailed, stuck in between 
overwhelming options—I tend to become frantic, nervously ener-
gized, even mean� And my will to pass, to get through and beyond at 
all costs, kicks in ferociously� Some animals freeze in fear, shut down 
in fright; I run-harder, faster, longer� I run until I pass—until I pass 
on, or out� (Brueggemann “On (Almost) Passing” 655)

While Bruggemann is focusing on her own experiences feeling displaced 
in Deaf and Hearing cultures, the participants in this study faced their 
own emotions when it came to passing or disclosing their disabilities to 
the students they taught� The GTAs faced this decision during a time 
in their careers when they are also balancing the rigors of graduate-level 
expectations� 

To counter this exacerbation, WPAs can transform the culture of their 
writing programs and GTA preparation structure to become a culture of 
access� What is necessary in this transformation is the clarity of the par-
ticipants that they are indeed participants—they should be encouraged to 
provide feedback, to be co-creators of the culture of access� We need to pro-
mote the “disabling of writing program work” that Amy Vidali argues for 
in “Disabling Writing Program Administration” (33; emphasis original)� 
Doing so, we will make our work accessible and inclusive, authentically 
including “how disability can inform all writing program work by drawing 
attention to the bodies that do such work” (Vidali 33)� WPAs must create a 
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culture that affords all participants in that program invited perspectives to 
constantly recreate the culture�

Transforming GTA Preparation, Troubling Accommodations

Disability scholarship in first-year writing has focused primarily on the 
ways teachers might be more responsive to student need and, more recently 
and pertinent to this study, the intersection of contingency and disability� 
The preliminary findings presented here not only implicate new discussions 
in teacher preparation; they also, because many of these GTAs will become 
our non-tenured colleagues, force us to continue to consider the role of dis-
ability in the lives of those who are insecurely employed� This discussion 
necessarily implicates discussions of contingency and calls for increased 
attention to how instructors off the tenure track navigate disability� 

Sushil K� Oswal reminds us in “Ableism” that the Americans with Dis-
abilities Act (ADA) promises to remove barriers for people with disabilities� 
We often see the work of the ADA in retrofits—ramps, Braille signage, sign 
language interpreters� Oswal points out that the work of the ADA at insti-
tutions of higher education is nominal at best:

exclusionary practices at various institutional and interpersonal levels 
continue to flourish even at colleges where significant resources have 
been invested in developing disability-related administrative policies 
and guides� How often do faculty using wheelchairs need to remind 
their colleagues that a meeting in a less distant part of the cam-
pus would enable them to participate without losing precious time 
maneuvering through circuitous paths and barely accessible build-
ings? How many times do visually impaired faculty members have to 
hear that the presenter forgot to email them the handouts in advance, 
but that they will make sure to email them as soon as possible? How 
often does it occur to the presenter that a disabled faculty member 
cannot fully participate in the meeting without the resources every-
one else can readily access in real time? (n�p�) 

The dependence of many of our WPA peers and colleagues on the ADA to 
do the work of creating access for all program participants is not enough� 
We argue that WPA work needs to be interdependent (much like the partic-
ipatory design and interdependence that comes from an ethical infrastruc-
ture that Margaret Price argues for in “Space”)� The GTAs we train and 
support in their early teaching should be encouraged as contingent faculty 
to participate in the collaborative work of a writing program� Their partici-
pation should impact the culture of access of that program�
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We know that what we are calling for is a significant change to ways of 
thinking and ways of administering� We know that WPAs are often over-
worked and underappreciated, and many may respond to this call for trans-
formation with “Oh, no, not one more thing�” However, it is from the role 
of the WPA where change can emerge� We are not arguing for WPAs to 
anticipate individualized solutions for specific types of disabilities� We want 
WPAs to be flexible and adaptable in the intellectual and physical spaces 
they engage in with faculty (all instructors—GTAs, contingent, tenure-
track, tenured)� We must also state that we are not arguing for WPAs to 
become therapists� We want WPAs to use more inclusive language that pur-
posefully does not exclude faculty with physical or psychiatric disabilities� 
What message might we send when we refer to something being lame or 
insane? In “Community,” Elizabeth Brewer points to the invaluable support 
peer-run communities are providing psychiatrically disabled people� We 
may want to borrow from this discussion the framework of “safer spaces” 
Price explains in Mad at School: 

Safer kairotic spaces could take many forms, including gatherings of 
friends, sessions of private writing, or—as is suggested by Jane Thi-
erfeld-Brown, who works with students with Asperger’s syndrome—
‘safe rooms’ on her college’s campus for students to visit if they need 
a break from the constant stimulation of more public space� (100)

If WPAs encouraged safer spaces among their faculty and GTAs, then a 
transformation of the culture moves to more accessibility and inclusivity� 

WPAs need to acknowledge the discriminatory, at worst, and problem-
atic, at best, GTA preparation practices that have held court for so long 
and, instead, encourage a transformation for a culture of access� By being 
transparent about expectations and flexible and adaptive to ways of meeting 
expectations, by encouraging participatory reciprocity, and by using inclu-
sive language, we may pick up momentum for significant change that will 
better address the needs of all GTAs and contingent faculty�

Notes

1� This study was granted IRB clearance by the NC State IRB board, Protocol 
Number 5213� All names and places (except NC State) are coded� 

Appendix A: Data Collection Protocol

TA recruitment email
Dear TAs:

I am writing to invite you to participate in a research project I am conducting�
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This project is tentatively titled “Perceptions of Threat: GTAs and Mate-
rial, Psychological, and Physical Harm�” The purpose of this study is to 
explore the many different kinds of threats that GTAs encounter during 
their time in graduate school, from intellectual threats from peers and pro-
fessors to the looming threat of what comes next and the potential threats 
accompanying teaching for the first time� By gathering individual narra-
tives, I hope to be able to better address GTAs’ needs in the future� 

Participants’ narratives will be kept confidential, and all identifying fea-
tures will be coded� Participants may also elect to drop out of the study at 
any point without consequence� 

I will be scheduling private introductory meetings between 1 November 
and 30 November� At this meeting, I will review our research process and 
answer any questions you might have� Please reply to me at cjfeduko@sesu�
edu or stop by my office at XXXX if you are interested in learning more 
about the project or if you would like to attend an introductory meeting� 
Attendance at this meeting does not assume that you will participate in the 
study� 

Participation in this study is strictly voluntary and not participating will 
have no influence on your standing in the First-Year Writing Program or 
the English Department� Participation is limited between November 2014 
and May 2015, and includes surveys, three one-hour interviews, and one 
optional focus group� 

As always, you can stop by my office (XXXX) or email with questions� 

Best,
Casie

Text for introductory survey (Dec� 2014)

Perceptions of Threat: GTAs and Material, Psychological, and Physical 
Harm 

Introductory Survey
Participant Copy

Name: 

Coded name (please choose a pseudonym to use throughout the study):

Age:

Cohort membership:   1st year   2nd year

Area of study:

Prior degrees awarded:
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Years teaching before participation in this project� (Teaching is here defined 
as acting as the instructor of record in a formalized educational environ-
ment: K12, higher ed�, etc�):

Do you have additional informal teaching experience that may inform your 
participation in this project (tutoring, leading discussion groups, etc�)? 
Briefly describe these experiences and their duration: 

Use the remainder of this space to include any additional information you 
feel is pertinent to your participation in this study: 

Protocol for first individual interview (Jan. 2015)

What made you interested in participating in this project?

Tell me a little about your decision making process when it comes to con-
tinuing into graduate study� What, if any, options did you consider before 
making your decision? 

Can you describe for me a little bit about your experience in graduate 
school so far? What have been some of the most rewarding aspects? What 
about the most challenging?

Protocol for second individual interviews (Feb. 2015)

For these spring discussions, we’re going to use a process that the business 
world calls a SWOT matrix—an exploration of the complex interaction of 
strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats� 

For today’s interview, we’re going to use the following diagram to talk 
about the SWOT protocol in two areas: your identity as a graduate student 
and your performance/identity as a teacher or soon-to-be teacher�

First, what would you describe as your strengths in graduate study, as 
a student?

Your weaknesses?

Your opportunities?

Your threats?

What would you describe as your strengths as a teacher/soon-to-be teacher?

Your weaknesses?

Your opportunities?
Your threats?

WPA: Writing Program Administration, Volume 40, Number 3, Summer 2017 
© Council of Writing Program Administrators



WPA 40�3 (Summer 2017)

54

External Influences
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Opportunities Threats

Strengths How do you leverage 
your strengths to benefit 
from opportunities?

How do you use your 
strengths to mitigate 
threats?

Weaknesses How do you ensure your 
weaknesses will not stop 
you from opportunities? 

How do you address your 
weaknesses to mitigate 
threats? 

Protocol for third individual interviews (April 2015)

For this final interview, we’re going revisit the SWOT protocol, using it to 
talk about your plans for what comes next, after you graduate� Describe 
your plans after graduation, even if they’re tenuous or nebulous� Then we’ll 
fit these plans in the SWOT matrix, using the prompts below:

External Influences

In
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rn
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 R
es

po
ns

es

Opportunities Threats

Strengths How do you leverage 
your strengths to benefit 
from opportunities?

How do you use your 
strengths to mitigate 
threats?

Weaknesses How do you ensure your 
weaknesses will not stop 
you from opportunities? 

How do you address your 
weaknesses to mitigate 
threats? 
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Text for Exit Survey (May 2015)

Coded name:

Cohort membership:   1st year   2nd year

Briefly define the word “threat,” in the context of your professional experiences: 
Rate the following areas on a scale of 1 to 5, with 5 being “most confident” 
and 1 being “least confident�”

My performance as a student in a graduate classroom

1  2  3  4  5

What experiences have led you to assign your student performance 
this ranking?

My performance as a teacher of record

1  2  3  4  5

What experiences have led you to assign your teacher performance this ranking? 
Given that the focus of this study is on perceptions of threat, what topics 
do you feel are most relevant to address with graduate teaching assistants? 
Why these topics? 

Protocol for optional Focus Group (May 2015)

Describe one day, in composite, that you feel is illustrative of your 
spring semester�

Appendix B: Informed Consent Southeastern State University 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM for RESEARCH

Perceptions of Threat: GTAs and Material, Psychological, and Physical Harm

Dr� Casie Fedukovich, Principle Investigator

What are some general things you should know about research studies?

You are being asked to take part in a research study. Your participation 
in this study is voluntary� You have the right to be a part of this study, to 
choose not to participate, or to stop participating at any time without pen-
alty� The purpose of research studies is to gain a better understanding of a 
certain topic or issue� You are not guaranteed any personal benefits from 
being in a study� Research studies also may pose risks to those that partici-
pate� In this consent form you will find specific details about the research 
in which you are being asked to participate� If you do not understand some-
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thing in this form it is your right to ask the researcher for clarification or 
more information� A copy of this consent form will be provided to you� If 
at any time you have questions about your participation, do not hesitate to 
contact the researcher(s) named above� 

What is the purpose of this study?

This study seeks to explore the types of “threats”—physical, psychological, 
intellectual, and emotional—Graduate Teaching Assistants (GTAs) in the 
First-Year Writing Program (FYWP) at SE State may perceive as they enter 
the classrooms for the first time� As novice teachers and scholars, GTAs find 
themselves immersed in a range of new and emotional experiences, from 
teaching to participation in high-pressure graduate courses and consider-
ations of future employability� Extant research on graduate students looks 
at their identity negotiations (Restaino) and their relationships to students 
as writers (Dryer)� As Jessica Restaino points out, much that has been writ-
ten about graduate TA training focuses on how these students effectively 
assimilate the mores of academia and their home program� No studies 
have yet looked at the constellation of perceived threats GTAs may experi-
ence, which the PI argues is an important factor for keying GTA training 
to unspoken needs� This study in which you are invited to participate is 
important because it extends this line of inquiry to look at the constella-
tions of anxieties particular to this population in the hopes of improving 
graduate TA training by accounting for perceived threats� 

What will happen if you take part in the study?

Participation is limited between November 2014 and May 2015� This 
research process includes attendance at three individual interviews in Spring 
2015; attendance at one optional focus group in Spring 2015; and comple-
tion of two surveys (an introductory survey and an exit survey)� between 
January 2015 and May 2015; approximately 1 hour of mixed-methods data 
completion, including the two surveys (introductory and exit)� 

If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to complete the 
following steps, in chronological order:

1 Nov.–30 Nov. 2014: Attend a private meeting to review IRB, Informed 
Consent, and the research process� Meetings will be held in XXXX 232, a 
private faculty office� 

Dec. 2014: Complete the introductory survey�

Jan. 2015: Attend first individual interview, held in XXXX 232�

Feb. 2015: Attend second individual interview, held in XXXX 232� 
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April: 2015: Attend third individual interview, held in XXXX 232� 

On or around 1 May 2015: Attend optional focus group and complete exit 
survey� 

Risks

There are two notable risks associated with participation in this study� First, 
the PI also serves as your direct teaching supervisor� Participation may cre-
ate undue stress on this relationship� Participation is strictly voluntary, and 
you may stop participating at any time� Your participation will not affect 
your teaching review or your potential consideration for teaching award 
nominations or other opportunities� If you feel that you have experienced 
unfair judgment in these areas as a result of your participation in this proj-
ect, you may contact the Director of First-Year Writing, [removed name], 
at XXX-XXX-XXXX� 

Second, participation in this study may elicit discussions about specific 
kinds of threats, which may trigger past traumas or create anxiety� The PI 
will not ask direct questions about specific past threats� All discussions of 
these experiences will be participant driven� You will receive all individual 
and focus group interview questions in advance and may notify the PI if 
you feel uncomfortable discussing any question or if you feel that discus-
sion would negatively impact your standing in the program� In the event 
that you do wish to seek additional psychological or psychiatric support, 
you may visit SE State Counseling Center at XXX XXXX Avenue� You may 
reach the Counseling Center by phone at XXX-XXX-XXXX or on the web 
at http://� � � /counseling-center/�

Benefits

There is no direct benefit to your participation in this project� However, by 
better understanding the range and types of threats GTAs experience, we 
can better adjust our graduate student training to account for these threats 
and thus provide more grounded and better contextualized preparation� 

Confidentiality

The information in the study records will be kept confidential to the full 
extent allowed by law� Data will be stored securely in a locked faculty office, 
with digital records kept password protected� No reference will be made in 
oral or written reports which could link you to the study� All names and 
other identifying materials will be coded� 
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Compensation 

You will not receive anything for participating� 

What if you are a SESU student?

Participation in this study is not a course requirement and your participa-
tion or lack thereof, will not affect your class standing or grades at SE State� 

What if you are a SESU employee?

Participation in this study is not a requirement of your employment as a 
GTA at SE, and your participation or lack thereof, will not affect your job� 

What if you have questions about this study?

If you have questions at any time about the study or the procedures, you 
may contact the researcher, Casie Fedukovich at XXX-XXX-XXXX (cell), 
by email at cjfeduko@sesu�edu, or on campus in XXXX 232� 

What if you have questions about your rights as a research participant?

 If you feel you have not been treated according to the descriptions in this 
form, or your rights as a participant in research have been violated during 
the course of this project, you may contact XXXX)�

Consent to Participate

I have read and understand the above information� I have received a copy of 
this form� I agree to participate in this study with the understanding that I 
may choose not to participate or to stop participating at any time without 
penalty or loss of benefits to which I am otherwise entitled�

Subject’s signature__________________ Date _________________

Investigator’s signature_______________ Date _________________
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Saying No to the Checklist: Shifting from 
an Ideology of Normalcy to an Ideology of 
Inclusion in Online Writing Instruction

Sushil K� Oswal and Lisa Meloncon

Abstract

Writing Studies finds itself looking to outside sources in an attempt to under-
stand disability, differing abilities, and accessibility. As a result, in an effort 
to make our online courses accessible, we often turned to as varied sources as 
Universal Design for Learning (UDL), Quality Matters Rubric (QM), and 
Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG), which we are referring to as 
checklists, due to their form and instrumental purposes. Programmatically and 
administratively, we seem to have accepted checklists at face value as something 
we simply need to adopt and/or implement rather than something to question. 
With the growing number of students with disabilities in our online classrooms, 
we argue that such reliance on checklists perpetuates an ideology of normalcy, 
and we ask, instead, that we start WPA work from the location of disability 
and accessibility. When we do so, we encourage direct participation from our 
disabled students and faculty in our theory, in our research, in our curricular 
planning, and in our pedagogical conceptualizations. Starting with access helps 
us move toward an ideology of inclusion.

Writing Studies has produced a significant body of scholarship that takes 
a critical and engaging stance on key issues in the field� However, the criti-
cal momentum of this scholarship loses all of its force in some crucial set-
tings, such as online writing instruction (OWI)� It seems the field makes an 
almost a 90-degree turn in which research is discarded in favor of check-
lists at key pedagogical moments� Rather than rolling up our sleeves and 
face the task using the field’s own scholarly acumen, the field too readily 
looks for crutches designed by any self-styled outside expert� Of late, dis-
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ability and accessibility and their implementation in online writing courses 
(OWCs) have been such a topic� 

Over the past decade a growing group of Writing Studies scholars have 
produced a sizeable body of critical scholarship around issues of disability 
and accessibility (e�g�, Dolmage, Disability; Kerschbaum; Lewiecki-Wilson 
and Brueggemann; Meloncon, Rhetorical; Oswal, “Participatory”; Slatin 
and Rush; Walters; Zdenek)� However, this scholarship has failed to ade-
quately address the programmatic and pedagogical issues associated with 
moving OWCs online� Writing studies finds itself fumbling for answers in 
trying to understand disability, differing abilities, and accessibility, and as 
a result, we often turned to outside sources such as Universal Design for 
Learning (UDL), Quality Matters Rubric (QM), and Web Content Acces-
sibility Guidelines (WCAG), to name the most common� Whereas bor-
rowing and adapting from other fields is nothing new for Writing Studies, 
our immediate discontent with these checklists is the failure to adequately 
engage with them in a critical way (Dolmage; Oswal, “Physical”; Wood et 
al�)� We are using checklist as a catchall term to mean a heuristic that pro-
vides a list of actions that should be taken to make OWCs accessible� In 
general, the checklist provides suggestions for implementation of the most 
basic levels of accessibility� Programmatically and administratively, we seem 
to have accepted checklists at face value as something we simply need to 
adopt and/or implement rather than something to question� 

In what follows, we take up this question of wholesale adoption of 
accessibility checklists in OWI, and we do so because accessibility affects 
a college population—estimated at eleven percent of undergraduates and 
eight percent of graduates (US Dept� of Education)—that has been histori-
cally ignored or underserved by our universities� By building on the exist-
ing scholarship specific to OWI and accessibility (see Hewett and DePew; 
Oswal and Hewett; Oswal and Meloncon; CCCC OWI committee), we 
first situate our argument theoretically within the related work provided by 
scholars in Writing Studies and Disability Studies� In the next section, we 
discuss the most commonly used approaches to online course design, the 
Quality Matters assessment rubric (QM), Web Consortium Accessibility 
Guidelines (WCAG), and the Universal Design for Learning framework 
(UDL)� In the last section, we propose participatory approaches as an essen-
tial step in realizing the goal of a user-centered accessible design for OWI 
that will enable fully inclusive and accessible classrooms� 
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A Critical Explication of OWI Design Approaches

With at least a third of all students taking a course online (Allen and Sea-
man), the need to ensure that our online writing courses are accessible to 
students with disabilities becomes a paramount concern� Further, with 
many students not identifying as disabled when they enter college (Roberts 
et al; Schelly, et al; Wagner et al), instructors face additional challenges of 
trying to determine how to meet the needs of students with disabilities� The 
importance of designing accessible online learning spaces was clearly high-
lighted with the publication of the Conference on College Communication 
and Composition’s Position Statement of Principles and Example Effective 
Practices for Online Writing Instruction� Principle 1, which is described as 
an overarching principle, states: “Online writing instruction should be uni-
versally inclusive and accessible�” To help achieve this goal and to assist fac-
ulty who may have little understanding about accessibility standards from 
both a curricular, technical, and legal standpoint, many institutions are 
adopting standards that are produced by outside organizations and often 
include the implementation of a checklist� 

While checklists are meant to help facilitate inclusive and accessible 
classrooms (both online and face-to-face) by providing faculty a starting 
place on issues where they may not have a lot of experience, unfortunately 
they are often both the starting and ending place for accessible course 
design� As Sushil Oswal and Lisa Meloncon reported, many faculty are not 
“paying attention” to accessibility, and they do not realize that part of their 
role as instructors is to play a major role in making their OWCs accessible� 
To do so means they have to move beyond the simplistic approach offered 
by checklists because in many ways checklists are simply another way of 
enforcing the “ideology of normalcy” (Moeller and Jung)�

Moeller and Jung discuss the ways that existing beliefs about OWI are 
helping to reinscribe the ongoing problem of both students and online edu-
cation as being “less-than substitutes for the ‘real’ versions,” and then they 
offer an important theoretical perspective when they “[attend] to the ways 
in which the dynamics of online education � � � reinscribe an ideology of 
normalcy�” As WPAs and institutions are struggling to provide sufficient 
professional development for faculty to create OWCs, more often than not 
they turn to checklists to provide guidance to faculty caught in unfamil-
iar territory often with few institutional resources to help guide them� The 
checklists are one way that program administrators and faculty are being 
encouraged to normalize their classrooms� Online writing courses, then, 
become sites that potentially restrict access to those students who are out-
side of the realms of normal, particularly when most checklist-based OWCs 
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would not meet most accessibility standards; that is, OWCs that only fol-
low a checklist will most often not meet the needs of the majority of stu-
dents with disabilities� Thus, the ideology of normalcy is continued� 

Our critical attention has to turn to OWI because instructors have a 
responsibility to conceptualize an accessible course design, to create its con-
tent that reflects the differences of its users, and to select or make allow-
ances for its technology choices that embrace these users’ abilities and 
skill-levels� This approach to OWC design must also apply to the learning 
management system and extend to third-party content, such as audio and 
video elements, library materials (e�g�, e-books and �pdf articles) and exter-
nal web pages, which must offer the same level of access to disabled stu-
dents as it provides for others� Thus, course design, content, and technology 
should enable all students instead of erecting barriers for students with dis-
abilities� Beyond the accessibility of content in an OWC, instructor-student 
and student-to-student interaction requires special attention because not all 
disabled students want to fit into the mold of ableist, or normal, interac-
tions and many might benefit from alternative means of sharing, exchang-
ing, and transferring ideas, information, texts� 

To create truly accessible courses means that it becomes necessary to 
move beyond thinking in terms of checklists� To situate our discussion 
further, in the next section, we look at the three most common checklists: 
Quality Matters, Web Content Accessibility Guidelines, and Universal 
Design for Learning� All of these are used to plan, implement, and assess 
online course construction and delivery�

Quality Matters (QM)

QM is a national benchmark for online course design that is centered on 
peer review (by instructors who have been QM certified) using rubrics�

Currently in its fifth edition, the QM rubric workbook includes a sec-
tion on accessibility and usability, but due to copyright restrictions that 
limit reproduction to subscribed institutions only, all the components can-
not be listed here� However, the overarching problem with the QM rubric 
is that the advice is still painfully general and limited, and if integrated, 
would not necessarily meet even basic standards of accessibility� The first 
criteria (that one can find with an Internet search) is that “course navigation 
facilitates ease of use�” This is a general guideline that can be found in any 
number of checklists and in a multitude of resources about moving courses 
online� What Writing Studies can learn from user experience design and 
usability is that while this seems to be a straightforward and useful crite-
rion, this is much easier said than done� For example, Mahli Mechenbier 
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brought attention to the fact that many institutions have mandated the use 
of templates in their content/learning management systems, and those tem-
plates often do not receive the type of usability tests necessary to determine 
whether the mandated course navigation actually facilitates ease of use for 
students, much less students with disabilities� Likewise, Patrick Lowenthal 
and Charles Hodges applied the QM checklist in their evaluation of six 
MOOCs, but their results acquired through this rubric failed to bring up 
any information about the accessibility of these online courses for disabled 
students� Furthermore, it is extremely telling that QM has added a spe-
cific disclaimer to their website about the accessibility criteria of their own 
guidelines: “Meeting QM’s accessibility Standards does not guarantee or 
imply that specific country/federal/state/local accessibility  regulations are 
met� Please consult with an accessibility specialist to ensure that accessibil-
ity regulations are met” (www�qualitymatters�org/rubric)� This disclaimer 
helps to situate the limitations of the QM accessibility component while 
placing disability in an exclusionary category, particularly when many fac-
ulty who may be reviewing courses to certify them may not be fully versed 
in the wide variety of disabilities students may face� Questions that need 
to be critically considered include: How might a QM reviewer address all 
the accessibility barriers for all the students in the design phase? How does 
an instructor navigate through decision-making process for the choice of 
delivery tools without a context-specific understanding of technology, par-
ticularly when our courses are social media-rich and the learning environ-
ments are highly interactive? 

Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) 2�0

The World Wide Web Consortium established WCAG guidelines in their 
second edition, and they offer an acronym-based checklist, POUR, for 
creating accessible web content (www�w3�org/TR/UNDERSTANDING-
WCAG20/intro�html)� Since OWCs are delivered online, WCAG guide-
lines have applicability both for content creation and delivery of content� 
POUR equates to perceivable, operable, understandable, and robust, and 
WCAG provides a series of examples and guidance instructions for imple-
mentation� However, the failure of widespread adoption of WCAG guide-
lines within OWI may be because they seem too technical� They have been 
primarily designed to support software developers and may seem targeted 
to an industry perspectives that reflect the user needs based on detailed, 
long-term empirical studies and participatory design research� While these 
guidelines are relevant for developing web-based LMS to ensure techni-
cal access to screen reader and keyboard users, and even could be of use 

WPA: Writing Program Administration, Volume 40, Number 3, Summer 2017 
© Council of Writing Program Administrators

https://www.qualitymatters.org/rubric


WPA 40�3 (Summer 2017)

66

to faculty developing their own course websites, these guidelines lack the 
context-specific knowledge-base that instructors of online courses can build 
through the experience of working with disabled students over time� For 
example, researchers like Christopher Power et al�, who have studied the 
usability of these guidelines, report that WCAG 2�0 address only about half 
of the problems that blind users face in typical web pages�

Questions about these guidelines that need to be critically considered 
include: How well can guidelines designed for software industry concerns 
serve the needs of online learners and educators? How does the technical 
focus of these guidelines detract us from the pedagogical needs of our dis-
abled students? And most crucially, should the living experience architec-
ture of our teaching and learning environments be guided by the machine-
centric ethos of WCAG?

Universal Design for Learning (UDL)

Likewise, the principles of Universal Design (UD) have been adopted with-
out critical attention to its usefulness for OWI work� These principles were 
originally conceptualized for architectural design (Mace) and later adopted 
by CAST as Universal Design for Learning (UDL) for K–12 curriculum in 
face-to-face settings� The curriculum designers behind the development of 
UDL Guidelines, Anne Meyer and David Rose, originally described UDL 
as a framework but now call them a tool in their CAST promotional mate-
rials� The UDL principles stress that instructors provide learners with Mul-
tiple Means of Representation, Action and Expression, and engagement� 
Beginning with the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, and under incrementally 
improved Individuals with Disabilities Education Act of 1977 (more com-
monly known as IDEA), schools were legally obligated to include disabled 
students in all the educational programs� The Special Education teachers, 
who had quite a range of disabled students with differing needs and abili-
ties at their hand, had an urgent need for a formulaic accessibility structure 
that would lend to adapting their existing curricula for this diverse cohort� 
At the same time, these Special Education and other subject matter teachers 
did not want to engage in the actual pedagogy of access and did not have 
any other reliable resources to learn access from bottom up� UDL became 
a straightforward rubric to work with for the school curriculum specialists 
and to provide Special Education teachers with a ready-made curriculum 
that could pass as accessible for all at the state and national level� 

UDL was never intended as a stand-in for critical engagement with 
accessibility issues for curricula planning, particularly in online environ-
ments� As far back as in 2002, composition scholars Patricia Dunn and 
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Kathleen Dunn de Murs presented simple remedies to improve accessibil-
ity in OWCs based on UDL� While their work raised awareness about the 
need for accessible academic spaces, the current conception of UDL is a 
far cry from re-imagining whole pedagogies as Dunn and Dunn de Murs 
expected� Outside the United States, particularly in Europe, the UD ter-
minology also has been criticized for its universalist claims� The seven UD 
principles themselves also have been critiqued for moving design activ-
ity away from producing objects and environments to the authoring of 
abstract codes and standards, and despite its user-centered claims, it has 
been blamed for turning people into abstractions (Sandhu)� We also want 
to highlight that even though UDL’s stated goal is to build inclusive course 
design from bottom up, its design process focuses on checklists—the pol-
icy aspect—rather than on the individuals and learners� It can easily verge 
into another formulaic approach like QM when the implementers of the 
UDL guidelines lack a meaningful understanding of disability and are not 
already well-versed in accessible pedagogy� The questions that need to be 
critically considered include: How can instructors without sufficient knowl-
edge about disabilities and disabled learners can come up with appropriate 
means of representation, action and expression, and engagement? How can 
WPAs simply insert an existing curricular framework of the kind of UDL 
into our online writing instruction training without engaging our faculty 
in some serious preparation for learning about disability, accessibility, and 
accessible technologies? 

The most basic critique to checklists as a means to create OWCs is 
that they propose a one size fits all model—a re-inscription of normalcy—
because they present course design as something that simply needs to be 
checked off� This is a model WPAs and faculty need to critically question� 
We might also stress the obvious that every human being is different and 
so are the disabilities, some due to the varied psycho-physical differences 
among bodies and others arising out of the restrictive socio-physical envi-
ronments surrounding these selves� Consequently, the one size fits all QM, 
WCAG’s POUR method, and UDL is hard to adapt for human processes 
that involve information processing, imagination, critical thinking, and a 
whole array of mental and physical processes embedded in the acts of con-
ceptualizing, composing, and designing on and off-line writing� While 
recent scholarship provides more specific suggestions on making courses 
accessible (e�g�, Oswal and Meloncon; Oswal “Accessibility” and “Physi-
cal”), WPAs and faculty need to start pushing back against the checklist 
mentality because the fact is that many institutions and instructors assume 
that following these heuristics makes their course(s) accessible, which is not 
necessarily true� 
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Thus, there is certain irony found in Tara Wood et al�’s response to the 
question “whether there is a checklist of things that writing teachers can 
do to make their classrooms more accessible”; however, they respond with a 
mixed “yes and no�” Wood et al� assert that that checklists are useful as far 
as they “offer a place to start”, but they also emphasize that the checklist 
can make the process reductive (147)� Using any checklist without critical 
engagement and awareness of strategies to address multiple types of dis-
abilities from our perspective only means that courses will have the patina 
of accessibility without true engagement and implementation� Our brief 
analysis of these checklist-based guidelines is aimed at providing admin-
istrators and faculty insights into how they should use these tools with a 
pinch of salt and rather take the next constructive step toward participatory 
design to become critically engaged in the serious work of building organic 
accessibility in their programs while making a good-faith effort at accepting 
disability at par with all other constituencies� 

Emphasizing the dynamic nature of all learning interactions, as well 
as recognizing the diverse needs and capabilities of students with disabili-
ties like other learners, we propose the adoption of participatory design 
approaches as ongoing processes that program administrators and instruc-
tors should regard as central to constructing, implementing, and modeling 
access in OWI programs and OWCs� What we are arguing for is a move 
from an ideology of normalcy to an ideology of inclusion� An ideology of 
inclusion recognizes the experiences and understandings of disabled partici-
pants—both as students and instructors—so that a crucial reconfiguring 
can occur within pedagogies and programmatic structures to move cur-
ricular design beyond ableist notions represented by checklists and rubrics� 
Inclusion in such an ideological formation is a way of seeing, doing, and 
being, and it must be integrated into curricular design and pedagogical 
practices, which will be the only way exclusionary legacies of ableism are 
replaced by participatory values of equity, agency, and inclusion� 

Participatory Design Approaches for Moving beyond Checklists

Amy Vidali asks, “how we can revise our WPA narratives to better include 
disability and diverse embodiment?” (34)� To this we would add “how can 
we revise these narratives in a way that moves us past the ideology of nor-
malcy?” One way to do this is to consider other methods for designing 
inclusive classrooms that pay attention to disability and diverse embodi-
ments� One such approach is participatory design, which most simply 
defined is an approach to design where all stakeholders play an active role 
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in the development of a product, service, or information to ensure that all 
users’ needs are met� 

Bonnie Nardi reminds us that “today’s complicated, interactive systems 
should not be researched, designed, or tested in laboratories in isolation 
from the actual users; they demand a participatory process at all stages of 
design, development, and deployment�” Participatory design has long been 
a successful approach in workplace practice and has been studied and dis-
cussed in technical and professional communication (e�g�, Balzhiser et al; 
Oswal; Salvo; Read, et al)� Moreover, some scholarship that looks at or 
incorporates UD and/or UDL is also focusing on participatory design, 
which could be a potential way to critically move beyond checklists and 
make OWI truly inclusive and accessible� Allen Brizee, Morgan Sousa, and 
Dana Driscoll provide a link between universal design and participatory 
design� Brizee et al� build on their previous work and discuss the usability 
research that went into the re-design of Purdue University’s Online Writing 
Lab, particularly how they collaborated with other programs on campus 
to assist students with disabilities� Their work is a specific example in how 
collaboration across units and attention to participatory design can work 
toward creating learning services that are inclusive for all students� 

Patricia McAlexander and Danielle Nielsen both advocate for using ver-
sions of universal design in ways that move beyond the checklist or heuristic 
approach, and their pedagogical practices are more in line with the princi-
ples and practices of participatory design� For example, McAlexander calls 
for shifting pedagogies to incorporate the whole class into decision-making 
about learning methods and common topics� Nielsen, too, incorporates 
participatory design into her curricular practices, such as her decision to 
provide multiple assignment choices for students to achieve specific learn-
ing outcomes� While neither McAlexander nor Nielsen frame their peda-
gogical choices in the language of participatory design and neither move 
beyond a cursory examination of UDL, both provide important examples 
that could be implemented in OWC design�

For OWI, participatory design can accomplish a number of impor-
tant goals:

• Give students a voice in curriculum design�
• Ensure students with disabilities can access course material�
• Provide a forum for all students—not just those with disabilities—to 

voice suggestions or concerns about course content�
• Enable increased buy-in in the course curriculum and/or program�
• Balance student voice with learning outcomes�
• Encourage student-centered and experiential pedagogies�
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Some examples of specific activities where instructors can easily imple-
ment participatory design include

• Create multiple assignments where students can choose�
• Use mid-term evaluations to evaluate not only course content but ac-

cessibility features�
• Implement end-of-term focus groups with students as part of profes-

sional development activities for faculty�
• Create a community of practice for your program to share accessibil-

ity features that have been successful for OWCs (see Meloncon and 
Arduser for details)�

• Work with the instructional designers or those in charge of templates 
for the LMS to test those templates with students, including students 
with disabilities (see Brizee et al�)�

• Take up self-study projects with potential research value for acquir-
ing first-hand knowledge of accessibility barriers our students face 
by learning adaptive technology, such as, a screen reader or a voice 
recognition program, and using it for testing your campus learning 
management system tools (see Oswal, “Accessible”)

In OWI work so far, instructional designers, scholars, and instructors 
have not engaged disabled participants systematically even though partici-
patory approaches encourage collaboration with disabled students to arrive 
at well-tested course design and delivery models� It might be important to 
point out that each disabled user participates in online technologies and 
pedagogies from an entirely different vantage point shaped by their social, 
physical, and educational experiences� Similarly, each user interacts with 
multimodality differently depending upon the body they got, the adaptive 
technology they employ on their end, and the uses they have for multimo-
dality in their repertoire of learning tools� 

Consequently, only ongoing participatory studies can build a reliable 
knowledge base for designing OWI� By this time, readers would have 
realized that accessibility problems do not exist simply because of linger-
ing issues from the pre-ADA era, random technological gaps, or missing 
pieces of furniture in the classroom—although these also contribute sig-
nificant accessibility barriers� These problems are far more deeply rooted in 
the exclusionary institutional structures—structures without visible bodies 
that have a stranglehold over the machinery of systemic change in the form 
of university, departmental, or academic policies we have developed over 
time� What we’re arguing for is that participatory design has to become a 
central component of OWI production technologically, pedagogically, and 
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culturally in order to exert pressure for change in institutional policies and 
structures� 

Our purpose of employing participatory design methods is to launch 
longitudinal studies conceptualized for building continuous feedback 
loops� Participants could not only be partners in original course design 
stages but also have the capacity of constantly analyzing their interactions 
with an online course platform, while simultaneously assessing the usabil-
ity and accessibility of various tools, content, and pedagogical techniques� 
Examples of immediate areas where participatory design could be engaged 
is in content storage (downloading and uploading documents); machine 
delivery (access to the asynchronous content being staged such as tradi-
tional and streaming videos, information present on web pages, etc�); and 
interaction tools (discussion boards, chat spaces, collaboration wikis, quiz 
building and hosting platforms, etc�)� This sort of collaborative course con-
struction would provide ongoing feedback specific to how an OWC actu-
ally performs when it is operationalized as a living course� 

Implications of Participatory Design for 
Writing Program Administration

Participatory accessible design is entrepreneurial, has the potential of 
becoming an ultimate arbiter for usability, and can advance innovative ped-
agogical methods� While proponents of user-centered design (e�g�, Albers 
and Mazur; Redish and Barnum; Norman 1988) have advocated for practi-
cal, useful, and customer-focused designs, their definition of customer/user 
has remained selective, designer-centered, and focused on a typical able-
bodied user (Meloncon “Technological”)� We would like to emphasize that 
those in human-centered design, such as designers and developers, continue 
to view users from an ableistic lens, and their involvement in participatory 
design remains mostly restricted to the able-bodied, and after-the-fact fixes 
or retrofits to accommodate disabled users’ needs are the norm than an 
accidental exception� Even when the needs of this group receive attention, 
rather than integrating the affordances of accessibility theory into our base-
line design theory and practice, those in human-centered design relegate 
such work to a separate corner, thus pushing accessibility and disability 
even farther in the margins� We emphasize that this process of implement-
ing the participatory design of programs, courses, and assignments should 
not be limited to certain categories of disabilities� Even when in our teach-
ing approaches we try to integrate disabled students as constituents and 
stakeholders, our specific pedagogical strategies stop short of being inclusive 
of the gamut of disabilities represented among our students� 
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From the perspective of student-centered learning approaches, the 
affordances of participatory design offer an altogether unexplored field of 
educational opportunities both for scholarly research and teaching innova-
tion where program administrators, instructional designers, and faculty in 
charge of putting together the curriculum and delivering it as online writ-
ing courses, have the chance of coming face-to-face with online disabled 
students as active agents and learn from them about their ways of interact-
ing with our pedagogy� 

From the perspective of faculty engagement, participatory responses 
to faculty training for accessible design and delivery of online curriculum 
supplies a unique opportunity to place faculty with disabilities in key posi-
tions as participants, leaders, co-trainers, and shapers of academic programs 
while assisting the institution integrate disabled students and disability in 
every aspect of the university life� Participatory design approaches offer an 
incentive for deans and chairs to become proactive rather than reactive to 
the growing threat of legal suits for noncompliance with disability laws� 

From an administration perspective, these approaches can provide valu-
able data that can be used to advance curricular changes as well as to argue 
for resources for faculty development opportunities� Ongoing participatory 
feedback about accessibility issues from disabled students in each of our 
courses and the resulting iterative design and pedagogical improvements by 
faculty and instructional designers not only can ensure that programs are 
legally and ethically compliant with existing laws and regulations but also 
elevate the overall quality of our programs� Our movement to participatory 
design invokes the scholarly voices of Moeller and Jung who called for more 
research with actual students� Their perspective, as well as ours, advocate 
for research studies in OWI that would provide important data for making 
administrative cases on improving OWCs�

Within this broader argument for participatory approaches is the more 
nuanced argument that students with disabilities are not monoliths who 
can be cordoned off into one campus corner with Disability Services and 
their accessibility concerns cannot be addressed with a checklist� What we 
want to underscore is that the solutions offered by easy-to-apply checklists 
can make instructors and programs deceptively feel good about having paid 
attention to accessibility even when these lists are most likely not making 
our courses or our programs accessible in any meaningful manner� 

We are pointing to specific participatory design approaches to get 
beyond these checklists so that root-level attitudinal and institutional 
shifts could become possible through ongoing re-visioning and reimagin-
ing of institutional spaces and policies for removal of barriers through the 
direct involvement of the primary stakeholders� We intend these partici-
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patory approaches as a collaborative teaching and learning project among 
disabled and non-disabled faculty, students, and staff� These participants 
can also assist institutions of higher education in speeding up the process 
of making third-party software and systems accessible through continuing 
reporting of design issues and functional glitches with learning tools and 
content management systems� We need not spell out that we are suggesting 
a whole new way of employing participatory design methods to build acces-
sibility capacity in writing programs while engaging our faculty, disabled, 
and non-disabled students in undergraduate research� Scholars and teachers 
conducting participant design research can further employ methodological 
tools such as rapid ethnography, expert consultation, user diaries, obser-
vation ‘in situ’, and testing with prototypes, tools popularized by design 
industry to give voice to student ideas who are at the forefront as learners 
but can also enable user-facilitated innovation�

Conclusion

We previously argued that the field had to begin to build capacities in writ-
ing programs by training graduate students and faculty in issues of acces-
sibility: “for accessibility to be effectively implemented across programs 
requires a fundamental shift in ideology; it requires starting with accessibil-
ity as a parallel to learning outcomes” (294)� Moving away from checklists, 
which promote an ideology of normalcy, and toward participatory curricu-
lum design affords programs a way to think of OWC design in terms of an 
ideology of inclusion� 

Our effort in this article has been to share the ways of thinking about 
access as a participatory, scholarly project for our programs than prescrib-
ing another set of course characteristics as a checklist for building access� 
We have chosen this path to advancing access in OWI not only because 
students with disabilities are diverse and require differing pedagogies but 
also because the institutions of higher education and instructors are also 
equally diverse� While this diversity does not give us an excuse to ignore or 
marginalize our disabled students, it endows us with differing opportuni-
ties and abilities to think about how we have so far approached the ques-
tions of access without input from almost every fifth of our students and 
how we could redesign our programs and curricula with this type of par-
ticipatory studies—ones that are fulfilling for all our students in achieving 
their learner goals and equally satisfying for us as researchers and teachers� 

Even though external standards of access—whether they relate to the 
content of our web pages (WCAG 2�0) or to the concept and structure of 
our pedagogy (UDL 2�0)—might give us an implementable and universally 
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useable framework for designing access for our students, an ultimate move 
towards a more inclusive access depends on how we perceive ourselves and 
our students� Tobin Siebers once asked, 

What difference to human rights would it make if we were to treat 
fragility, vulnerability, and disability as central to the human con-
dition, if we were to see disability as a positive, critical concept use-
ful to define the shared need among all people for the protection of 
human rights? 

Looking at the frailties of our own bodies more closely when defining abil-
ity and disability, and more importantly access, allows Writing Studies an 
opportunity to enter into truly collaborative partnerships between admin-
istrators, instructors, and students to make our programs and pedagogies 
more inclusive� We would argue that it is only appropriate that all bodies—
labeled as disabled or non-disabled—take an active role in this institutional 
work by participating as co-designers in university structures, policies, pro-
grams, and curricula� We need to start our WPA work from disability and 
accessibility� When we do so, we encourage direct participation from our 
disabled students and faculty in our theory, in our research, in our cur-
ricular planning, and in our pedagogical conceptualizations� Starting with 
access helps to create an ideology of inclusion� 
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Kindness in the Writing Classroom: 
Accommodations for All Students

Kelly A� Shea

Abstract

In this essay, I remind readers that the composition classroom can be an apt 
model for how active learning should take place and that, as WPAs and writing 
teachers, we should consider interdisciplinary approaches that promote inclusiv-
ity for differently abled—and all—students. Perhaps it doesn’t matter what 
abilities students have, as long as everyone is treated fairly, receives assignments 
that are built for success, is given extra time when requested, and is allowed 
to use a computer, for example. This benefits everyone and singles out no one. 
So why not accommodate all of our students in these ways? This essay examines 
inclusive pedagogical approaches in the context of several students’ composition 
experiences—to what extent have active learning, universal design, or simply 
patient, thoughtful teaching affected their experiences in writing classrooms? 
Can’t we just teach all students in a more friendly and humane way? I believe 
we can—and should.

A September, 2015, article in The New York Times “Sunday Review” 
addressed the notion of whether the college lecture format was unfair� The 
writer, Annie Murphy Paul, showed that some students who sit in lecture-
based versus active learning classes are discriminated against and thus 
perform less well than other students (Paul)� She pointed out that “minor-
ity, low-income, and first-generation students face a[nother] barrier in tra-
ditional lecture courses: a high-pressure atmosphere that may discourage 
them from volunteering to answer questions, or impair their performance 
if they are called on” (Paul)�

Paul might just as well have been describing the experiences of students 
with physical, learning, or emotional disabilities; they are often similarly 
silenced� The good news for writing program administrators, faculty, and 
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students is that the typical writing classroom is the perfect model for how 
active learning can and should take place; this is learning and teaching that 
can benefit all students, and, in particular, those with so-called disabili-
ties� In fact, when writing about the difficulties of being inclusive across 
the many types of college classes and classrooms that exist, Rick Godden 
and Anne-Marie Womack acknowledge that “it is not lost on us that our 
experiences with small writing-intensive classes are markedly different than 
those of instructors with hundreds of students in lecture halls” (n� pag�)� 
The good news for most composition teachers is that we do teach in set-
tings that allow for paying more close attention to each student� Thus, on a 
daily basis, we as writing teachers and administrators would rather do well 
by our students by considering what interdisciplinary approaches to teach-
ing writing promote inclusivity, for differently abled—and, indeed, all—
students� Being inclusive, for example, means creating assignments that 
give everyone a chance to succeed� Does it matter what abilities students 
have or don’t have, as long as everyone is treated fairly, is given extra time 
when requested, and is allowed, perhaps, to use a computer? These practices 
benefit everyone and single out no one� So why not accommodate all of 
our students in these ways? As Jay Dolmage points out in his book Disabil-
ity and the Teaching of Writing, can we plan for diversity in the classroom 
rather than react to it (21)? Can’t we just teach all of our students in a more 
friendly and humane way? 

Undertaken herein is an examination of inclusive writing-pedagogy 
approaches that would benefit all students as well as discussion of several 
students’ academic experiences with and/or opinions of this idea� To what 
extent have active learning, universal design (Roberts et al� 5), or simply 
patient, thoughtful teaching affected their experiences or their perceptions 
of others’ experiences? What if accommodations were offered to everyone? 
What would happen?

It was Paul’s article as well as recent discussions about college writing 
with a new friend that brought these pedagogical matters to the forefront� 
I met a young woman, Donna, in my exercise class�1 As I got to know her, 
I learned that she was in her early ‘30s and had taken dozens of classes at 
two local community colleges over a period of several years in an attempt 
to earn her associate’s degree� She explained that she had multiple learning 
and anxiety issues, and she had trouble focusing and participating in the 
classroom, taking notes, reading effectively, and writing coherently, among 
other challenges� She had spent her high school and college careers strug-
gling, being called stupid, feeling like a failure, and having zero confidence 
in herself academically and otherwise� Somehow, she had persevered and 
had gotten almost to the point of achieving her goal of an associate’s degree, 
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but one course that stood between her and the degree� Her nemesis was 
Composition 2� She had taken it 11 times and had dropped it six times and 
outright failed it five times�

At the same time, we had discussed how our exercise class was helping 
with some of her focus issues, and at one point, I asked, “Why don’t you 
try Comp 2 again?” So, she did� She ended up in a class with an instructor 
who was in tune with students with disabilities like Donna’s—not to men-
tion that this was a professor who understood how to work with the accom-
modations that were legally due Donna and others� She passed Comp 2 
and got her associate’s degree the following spring� Her confidence soared, 
she started taking additional classes (including math, another nemesis, and 
even creative writing courses), and she is now considering enrolling in the 
local four-year college (not where I work) to pursue her bachelor’s degree� 
Her struggles with academic work continue, but her experience getting over 
that seemingly insurmountable hurdle has also increased her self-advocacy 
and her own attempts to make peace with her so-called disabilities�

Donna’s story reminded me of some of the stories of my own students, 
and I realized that the reasons for these students’ successes focused on their 
persistence and their professors’ abilities to support them� It also occurred 
to me that many of the so-called accommodations that we are asked to 
provide for our students by our Disability Support Services (DSS) offices 
and by the students themselves are so simple and straightforward that we 
might consider whether they—or even some of them—could be afforded to 
all students, in some ways� In their article, “Making Disability Part of the 
Conversation: Combatting Inaccessible Spaces and Logics,” Godden and 
Womack suggest that 

there is no one answer even within one classroom� In contrast to sin-
gular best practices such as a universal ban on screens in classrooms, 
disability studies promotes multi-modal options and flexible design� 
When information and tasks are presented across multiple modes, it 
opens choices for all users about how best to access that information 
(first emphasis in original; second emphasis added)�

As it turns out, this broadened form of teaching and learning is not 
necessarily a new concept—at least not across elementary, secondary, and, 
somewhat more recently, post-secondary education� Many so-called accom-
modations for so-called learning disabilities fall under the category of the 
concepts known as Universal Design for Learning (UDL) or Universal 
Design for Instruction (UDI), or, simply, Universal Design� While these 
concepts were developed with learning disabled (or differently abled) stu-
dents in mind, Danielle Nielsen, in her article on UDL and first-year com-
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position in The CEA Forum, points out that “As a praxis � � � UDL attempts 
to address all students’ needs, not just those with disabilities, and suggests 
that rather than focusing on specific disabilities and interventions, teachers 
should ensure information is accessible in many different ways” (6)�

This concept is borne out in the research in several ways� In their review 
of studies of UDI in postsecondary educational practice, Roberts, et al�, 
documented a study in which a large-enrollment special education under-
graduate course employed, among other theories, UDI principles to 

develop predictable and accessible instruction for individuals with 
diverse abilities, address their varied learning pace and prerequisite 
skills, minimize nonessential physical effort, stimulate student inter-
est and attention by presenting information in different mediums 
[sic], and create a welcoming and inclusive instructional environ-
ment� Student evaluations indicated the course was better than other 
courses offered in the department and other undergraduate courses, 
including their particular appreciation for making course materials 
online� (12) 

Certainly, this type of success in a large classroom bodes well for college 
writing classrooms, which, according to the Conference on College Com-
position and Communication, should be no more than 20 students�

The idea of offering accommodations to all students cuts across sev-
eral layers in a writing program administrator’s work—teacher training, 
classroom teaching, and student learning� However, my particular inter-
est is not simply in what teachers of writing can/should/might/will do in 
this regard—we are certainly in charge of our own pedagogy, and much of 
what we do naturally no doubt follows UD principles, as described below� 
But what do students involved in such classrooms think of this idea? What 
would students with diagnosed disabilities think about allowing all stu-
dents to have accommodations that were designed with differently abled 
students in mind, especially accommodations that the students might have 
worked hard to secure for themselves? On the other side of the coin, as it 
were, how would students without diagnosed disabilities feel about being 
afforded certain accommodations without being asked? In a student-cen-
tered approach to teaching, in which, as described by Stes and Van Pete-
gem in their study of approaches to teaching, there is a “focus on what the 
students are doing � � � [and where] the teachers � � � help students develop 
their conceptions � � � or change their conceptions” (645); perhaps it’s most 
appropriate—indeed, it’s paramount—to ask the students� 

Before getting to the students, though, just what accommodations are 
we talking about? I have mentioned several above� In his book, Universal 

WPA: Writing Program Administration, Volume 40, Number 3, Summer 2017 
© Council of Writing Program Administrators



WPA 40�3 (Summer 2017)

82

Design in Education: Teaching Nontraditional Students, Frank Bowe notes 
that 

universal design challenges us to think again about who should be 
responsible for accessibility � � � � Universal design asks us to look at 
courses, texts, schedules, and other aspects of education: Is it really 
necessary for teachers to present the great bulk of our instruction 
via speech? Isn’t there a way, or aren’t there several ways, for us to 
offer much of the same material visually � � � ? Of course, the obverse 
obtains as well: Must we assign only printed materials for student 
reading? Can’t we find audible (spoken) versions, too, and make 
those available for people who need or prefer them? (2)�

Bowe (and others) describe seven (or nine for higher education) principles 
for Universal Design, which boil down to a few simple ideas: 

present information in multiple ways � � � offer multiple ways for stu-
dents to interact and respond to curricula and materials � � � provide 
multiple ways for students to find meaning in the material and thus 
motivate themselves � � � make good use of � � � course web pages� 
(4–5) 

Further into the twenty-first century, of course, this latter point means 
accessible course management systems and other digital technologies, but 
these remain valid principles, as discussed by Roberts, et al� (6–7), in the 
following list:

Principles of Universal Design in Higher Education

• Equitable use: Accessing course information, such as syllabi, in a 
variety formats, including print, disk, and online� 

• Flexibility in use: Varying instructional methods, including lecture, 
discussion, and individual and group activities� 

• Simple and intuitive: Clearly describing course expectations for 
grading, in different formats, for example narrative and rubrics� 

• Perceptible information: Using videos that include subtitles, or cap-
tioning, for those who may not hear, for whom English is not a first 
language, or for those who have trouble processing verbal information� 

• Tolerance for error: Providing ongoing and continual feedback on 
coursework rather than at specified interim periods, such as mid-term 
or final exams� 

• Low physical effort: Providing lecture notes, so students who have 
difficulty taking notes do not need to take notes� 
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• Size and space for approach and use: Making seating easily acces-
sible, if possible, so everyone can see each other and communicate 
with one another directly� Circular seating may address this principle� 

• Community of learners: Creating a variety of learning settings, for 
example, use of email groups, social networking sites, or chat rooms� 

• Instructional climate: Including a statement in the syllabus indicat-
ing the desire to meet the instructional needs of all students and for 
students to convey their needs to the instructor� 

Several years later in 2006, again as described by Roberts et al, a study was 
conducted by McGuire and Scott with focus groups 

to explore the validity of UDI as a new construct � � � Instructional 
methods described by the student participants that make up a “good” 
college course included: clear expectations, organizational materials 
such as course outlines and study guides, information presented in 
multiple formats (e�g�, lecture with visuals), affirmative classroom 
experiences, associating information with aspects of real life, fre-
quent formative feedback, supportive of diverse learning needs, and 
effective assessment strategies � � � The authors noted that participant 
reports regarding attributes of high quality college courses � � � paral-
lel the guiding principles of UDI� (9)

Writing Classroom UDI-Influenced Pedagogies

It is, perhaps, obvious from the list above how these ideas might work in 
the writing classroom, but what are some specific suggestions? In a perfect 
academic world, here’s a start: 

• Offer all students the option to use a laptop or other typing device in 
the classroom for informal writing as well as for in-class tests (if the 
latter is even necessary)�

• Offer all students the option to use electronic books and/or online 
texts of some sort�

• Provide deadline extensions for both in-class and out-of-class writ-
ing assignments when requested/possible, or offer blanket extensions�

• Minimize lecture in the classroom and in office hours�
• Offer extended time on essay tests—or any tests�
• Provide written feedback on essay drafts�
• Provide clear/concise/written essay assignment sheets�
• Offer teacher-provided class notes (when relevant)� 

So, now, finally, to the students� I had informal conversations with six col-
lege students (three of whom replied via email and three of whom replied 
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in conversation), with varying degrees of learning disabilities—or no diag-
nosed learning disabilities—who have recent experience in writing class-
rooms in high school and college� None of them were my students; in fact, 
none of them attend my institution� I asked them a series of open-ended 
questions (Appendix A) about their experiences with and/or observations 
of accommodations in the writing classroom� Did diagnosed students who 
were offered writing-related accommodations use them? Were they helpful? 
Were they (and non-diagnosed students) aware of other students who used 
accommodations? What benefit (if any) did such students enjoy? What is 
the opinion of both diagnosed and non-diagnosed students regarding offer-
ing all students accommodations in the writing classroom?

Generally speaking, the students seem to have no significant problems 
with making so-called accommodations available to all students, although a 
few of the students did take varying levels of issue with the idea� While the 
logistics of some of these accommodations could be difficult (Donna—the 
student mentioned above who does receive official accommodations—men-
tioned that perhaps not every student can get preferential classroom seating 
or alternate-site testing, for example), the idea of creating academic situa-
tions in which students can do better on their writing assignments makes 
sense to them� As Kevin (a student who does not receive official accommo-
dations) points out, “Students should without exception be offered what-
ever accommodations are needed to allow them to achieve their maximum 
individual writing potential�”

However, there were student concerns that focus on the ways that non-
learning-disabled students might take advantage of some of these accom-
modations� The most common concern is that, if all students were allowed 
to have laptops in the classroom, they could take advantage of the oppor-
tunity to, for example, look up answers to questions that they should know 
from the reading that they should have done, or engage in even less pro-
ductive work, like scrolling their social media sites or engaging in online 
shopping or checking their fantasy sports teams� This was both Saima’s 
(a student who does not receive accommodations) and Georgie’s (a stu-
dent who did receive accommodations) concern—and it has been one of 
many instructors with whom I’ve spoken over the years� Of course, I share 
this concern� However, a savvy instructor can work with these kinds of 
concerns—there are software programs available that allow a teacher to 
glance at the screens of the students from his/her own console screen and 
send messages of warning to stay on task� I have used one or two of these 
tools in the past, including the DyKnow classroom management software� 
This type of product can also be used to some positive effect to prevent 
cheating on in-class tests, which could provide a way for teachers in larger 
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classes to implement across-the-board laptop access� In fact, in any set-
ting, access to the internet can be disabled for a certain period of time or 
the whole class, if requested� This is similar to what some schools provide 
for students with DSS accommodations when they’re taking in-class tests: 
an internet-disabled laptop� Steve (a student who does receive accommoda-
tions) mentioned that, at his current institution, he is often given such a 
tool to take tests, since he is granted the opportunity to type his responses 
on assessments�

Steve’s experience and opinion lead to a concern that he has, which is 
that perhaps not all students should be offered accommodations� He ques-
tions whether the level playing field that accommodations are designed to 
provide would, indeed, still be level if everyone got the accommodations� 
He does not believe that accommodations should be offered to all students, 
because “the accommodation is intended to level the playing field and pro-
vide students with learning and/or physical disabilities the opportunity to 
produce their best work, which truly would not be possible for them to 
do otherwise�” Even with Steve’s physical disability, he types slowly—it’s 
a symptom of his fine-motor-skills problem� If others without that dis-
ability are also allowed to use the computer, Steve points out, they would 
potentially type faster than others and thus could write more in the same 
amount of time� If essay length were valued by teachers or scorers, that 
would then give the non-disabled student a further advantage� Of course, 
this is the case anyway—some students think and write (and type) faster 
than others� One would assume that the typing would benefit everyone, but 
not necessarily� But then perhaps the students could get extended time on 
such assessments, which is another reasonable accommodation that is com-
monly afforded to students in certain situations� Georgie also pointed out 
that there is a sense that giving accommodations to everyone might not be 
fair for people who truly need them, that it would be as if they were taking 
advantage of the teacher�

Interestingly, however, Donna, who also has the accommodation to 
use a computer to take notes and tests, doesn’t take advantage of that one, 
because, she says, “I hate computers and I write faster then [sic] I type� It 
would help with spelling but I hate computers!! I am getting better though 
so I decided to keep that on the list, maybe one day I will use it�” In fact, 
Donna chose to hand-write her survey answers rather than type them out� 
For her part, Donna does not have an issue with all students being offered 
accommodations, because, she says, it could help them get a better grade� 
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I think everyone has a LD even a little bit� Mine is just more 
noticable[sic]� � � � I think all the accommdations [sic] should be 
offered to all students – not just certain ones, with permission [sic] of 
the instructor of course�

Donna’s point brings to mind one of my own students� I didn’t interview 
this student (or any of my own students), but in office hours recently, he 
commented about using computers in the classroom—he’s a slow typist and 
worries about getting everything done in class� (If it’s not obvious already, 
I allow all my students to use their university-issued laptops in class for 
in-class writing exercises�) He says he does not have a diagnosed disability 
and thus is not working with the DSS office, so I told him to simply let me 
know if he needed any more time to complete an in-class writing assign-
ment and I would give him extra time (beyond class time) to submit� I don’t 
know if he would have even brought this up if we were not chatting one-
on-one outside of the classroom� This brings up the very important issue 
of students who are not diagnosed or who have not self-disclosed and who 
might benefit from this kind of accommodation� Much has been written 
about disclosure of hidden disabilities; suffice it to say that, as Alexandrin 
et al have pointed out, 

though they will acknowledge that there are advantages to people 
being unaware of their disability, like not having low expectations 
inflicted upon them [see Nick, below] or not being stared at, the risk 
and fear people with hidden disabilities face over needing to disclose 
often outweigh the comfort of their invisibility� (377–78)

Yet another student concern revealed by the surveys focused on the 
notion of extensions� One non-diagnosed student, Michaela, wondered 
whether blanket extensions are appropriate or helpful� To explain, she 
pointed out that extensions that are given a day or two before an essay is 
due because several people asked the professor for an extension can be con-
sidered unfair and even off-putting� In her case, she gauges her other work 
according to assignment due dates� If she has worked on that paper because 
it’s due Friday and then finds out Thursday she has more time on it, that 
can be upsetting if, for example, she had given less attention to another class 
or another assignment because she had the Friday due date on the essay in 
question� If she had known earlier that she would have had more time, then 
she might have been able to give better time to other projects or assignments 
or meetings or clubs or her other commitments� My best response to this 
concern is to explain, vis-à-vis due dates, that students can be given blanket 
notice that anyone who needs an extension is welcome to ask for one, with 
sufficient time before the due date—at least 24 hours is my normal practice� 
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This way no individual or group is unfairly advantaged or disadvantaged, 
and it allows the individual student’s academic situation to remain a private 
matter between the student and the professor�

On the other hand, the students who had been diagnosed with one or 
more learning or other disabilities said they liked the idea that, if everyone 
were given accommodations, it might be less obvious that they were the few 
in the class with the so-called learning disabilities� Some students described 
feeling embarrassed, at first, by being highlighted (either intentionally or 
unintentionally) by a teacher endeavoring to make their accommodations 
available to them� Both Georgie and Donna mention the stigma factor 
(Georgie’s term) associated with being a student with official accommoda-
tions� Donna points out that she wishes more professors had training in 
how to deal with accommodations—she says that she’s had professors who 
didn’t know what accommodations were, and, on the other hand, she has 
had a 

few instructors say in front of the class, I think without thinking, not 
wanting to cause a problem, ‘[Donna] don’t forget the test in the LD 
office�’ That’s embrassing [sic]—now the entire class knows� I think 
if all students were allowed accommdations [sic] I wouldn’t have to 
worry about all the list [of accommodations] above� We would fit 
more in[sic]�

In that vein, Saima described situations where students with learning 
disabilities actually helped the whole class, such as when an assignment 
wasn’t clear� In that event, if the LD students asked for more clarity, they 
and everyone else got the improved information or response from the pro-
fessor or teaching assistant� This observation points to the idea that UDL-
based assignments are good for all students, not just students with so-called 
learning disabilities� 

The literature reflecting the student perspective on this particular 
issue—accommodations for all students in the writing classroom—appears 
rather thin� Most of it focuses on learning disabled students who were com-
menting on their experiences in the general college classroom, not necessar-
ily a writing classroom� However, in “Learning Differences: The Perspec-
tive of LD Students” by Patricia Dunn, I was particularly struck by Nick, 
an LD student who, when asked about dos and don’ts for teachers, pointed 
out the following:

I guess there’s numerous dos and don’ts, but probably the number 
one don’t would be to look at [students with learning disabilities] dif-
ferently—because a student usually is uncomfortable with their dis-
ability anyway, and any time a teacher almost looks down upon them 
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and says, ‘You don’t have to do this quality of work because you have 
a disability,’ that, in my mind, says that they don’t think that we can 
do the work, so therefore they’re not making us do the work� There-
fore, they set a lower standard, and that perpetuates a continuously 
low quality of work� I see that happen continuously in high school as 
well as college� (149) 

This is a very important perspective, and one that should make all teach-
ers—and writing teachers in particular—pause and think about how we 
deal with our expectations of all of our students, whether learning disabled 
or not�

As Godden and Womack point out in “Combatting Inaccessible Spaces 
and Logics,”

this debate is about more than the best way to take notes� It is about 
the assumptions instructors make about students� It’s about the nar-
ratives educators construct about learning� All too often, underlying 
discussions of appropriate student behavior and traditional best prac-
tices are narrow visions of students’ abilities and classroom praxis� 
Seeing a study [sic] body as an undifferentiated group leads to strict 
rules and single solutions� (n�pag�)

Is it an overstatement to claim that this discussion is an issue of human 
decency and ethical treatment of students? Of what benefit is it to be hesi-
tant about offering accommodations to everyone or discouraging students 
from asking for favors or breaks? What is the harm of setting up situations 
in which students can actually learn to write better? There must be ways of 
making accommodations available to all students that are still deferential 
to the ways we make specialized accommodations available for differently 
abled students� And, has been mentioned, the generally-offered accommo-
dations might even help non-diagnosed LD students or students who have 
hidden their disabilities, which could be an excellent unintended outcome� 
According to the National Council on Disability, about eleven percent of 
undergraduates have a disability —however, how many of us can say with 
confidence that we have even ten percent of self-disclosing diagnosed stu-
dents in our classrooms? There must be many students who are going unno-
ticed and are thus potentially unserved�

There are reasonable concerns that could be and have been expressed 
regarding these ideas; some of them are based on academic freedom, some 
are based on access, and some are based on comfort level, among other 
issues� Certainly many faculty lack a comfort level with introducing these 
ideas into their classrooms� As Donna said above, teachers need to be 
trained� Of course there is the issue of academic freedom—faculty should 
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be allowed to teach in the ways that work for them� Generally speaking, 
no one would decry a faculty member’s reliance on print media or hand-
written notes—it is the stuff of traditional education� But I would submit 
that writing faculty need to consider rethinking their reliance on what 
John Jones, in his article, “The Situational Approach to Learning with New 
Media,” calls “the nostalgia approach” to teaching with (or without) media 
(Jones), and I would extend his ideas to teaching with accommodations� He 
says that “to the extent that electronic devices do not fit in that cultural con-
text � � � they are considered bad (for society/kids)�” And surely, not all stu-
dents—or faculty—have access to the electronic devices (the technology) 
that open opportunities for writing� But this is changing� Many students 
with and without so-called disabilities have access to, for example, laptop 
computers and smartphones� 

Jones would add that some faculty, as they relate to technology use (or 
avoidance), are focused on the “work habits approach,” which implies that 
people do their best work by following certain habits—but he contends 
that it is “important to not let habits close us off to new opportunities for 
learning” (n� pag�)� He ultimately suggests a “situational approach,” which 
“is respectful of the other two approaches, while simultaneously clear-eyed 
about the potential benefits (and drawbacks) of new technologies” and new 
ways of teaching� He points out that “when it comes to learning, we should 
be always open to questioning our own processes and assumptions, particu-
larly as the material and social conditions of our learning change�” (Jones)� 
This should extend to teaching� It would be my recommendation that writ-
ing faculty should constantly consider, situationally, what types of accom-
modations can work in their classrooms� Academic freedom means nothing 
if it, in effect, imprisons students in the professor’s ideal world� 

Indeed, what about the students? Who speaks for the students? I believe 
that students want to write better and teachers want to teach writing better� 
Perhaps some of the ideas expressed herein could be a start� From the per-
spective of access to technology, these ideas are admittedly based on a few 
important premises, and not all WPAs, writing teachers, and even students 
are at a place (literally and figuratively) in their teaching/learning careers, 
in their programs, and/or in their institutions to fully embrace these tenets� 
Indeed, these philosophies of teaching/learning probably require writ-
ing faculty to consider whether the following principles are realistic in 
their settings:

1� Writing classes are small (no more than 20 people)�

2� Students have laptops or other mobile devices—or access to them�

3� Students and teachers are comfortable with technology�
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4� Teachers are aware of their own disabilities, biases, pet peeves, 
hang-ups, and are willing to work with them—or let them go, if 
necessary�

5� Teachers value kindness and are willing to help students learn and 
succeed rather than expecting them to do it alone� (It’s important,  
as some teachers instead value toughness—and for good reasons�)

6� Teachers want to reflect and improve�

7� Teachers want to reach more students�

Certainly as WPAs and writing teachers we should regularly reflect on 
our practice� As noted by Juli Kramer in her article, “A Deweyan Reflec-
tion,” we need to see problems from a different perspective� She contends 
that, by 

engaging in a methodical process [of reflection], teachers can exam-
ine and think about choices, methods, experiences, and other aspects 
of classroom life in order to uncover and understand what works, 
what does not, and perhaps identify paradigms that put up barriers 
to more effective learning (76)�

In fact, I have come to realize that some of my so-called accommo-
dations, which I thought were so helpful, might not be� The practice of 
allowing all students laptop access is a critical one at my university, as all 
undergraduate students are issued laptops as part of their academic pro-
grams� Many faculty do not allow laptops in the classrooms� I do—and 
require their use� However, I can think of situations (as have been described 
herein) in almost all of my classes where, even though everyone is typing, 
one or two students still took a while to type out their responses to, say, an 
in-class writing prompt� In this case, I can see where allowing everyone to 
have a laptop in the classroom may not be helpful� Maybe those students 
type slowly, maybe they take a while to compose their thoughts, maybe 
they struggle to do on-call writing/typing� Certainly if they asked me for 
more time or to post their response later, I would allow it, but it’s interest-
ing, nonetheless, to realize that the laptop may not actually help everyone� 
And yet for some people it’s critical�

I also find myself thinking about whether I give too many accommo-
dations—in other words, if a student has only certain accommodations on 
his/her list, do I give the student the benefit of the doubt in other areas just 
because I have a DSS letter? Do I expect less of her/him? Or does that just 
feed into my theory of giving everyone everything I can give, assuming it 
will help a lot of people and hoping it won’t hurt anyone?
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Ultimately, this pedagogical work rests on the idea of giving� When we 
teach, we are giving students us, and they are giving us them� In talking 
about the classroom as a home, where the teacher is hospitable to her/his 
students, Kramer gives life to students/guests: 

They are people with their own worth, experiences, and feelings� 
Teachers will always have the responsibility to control and shape stu-
dent behavior and their classroom experience, but by putting on the 
lens of hospitality and kindness, they reframe how they work within 
and use their authority� (83)

It seems that, in our own ways, if we can be kind, inclusive, and under-
standing—while still challenging our students in the process—we can help 
our students learn through and about writing� They might become better 
writers—and we might become better teachers�

Notes

1� All names are pseudonyms� This research was determined to be exempt 
from IRB-required approval�

Appendix A: Questionnaire: Accommodations 
in the Writing Classroom

1) How many years of college have you completed? If you’ve graduated, 
when did you graduate and with what degree? 

2) As a high school or college student, were you diagnosed with one or 
more learning, emotional, or physical disabilities?

3) If so, and if you feel comfortable sharing, which one(s)?

4) If you were not so diagnosed (or even if you were), did you know 
anyone in high school or college who was diagnosed with such 
disabilities? Do you know which ones?

5) If you did have such a diagnosis or if you did know people with 
such diagnoses, what accommodations did you receive (or are you 
aware others received) in classes that featured a significant amount 
of writing (two or more essays or papers)? These accommodations 
might have been untimed essay tests, extended time on papers, use 
of a computer in the classroom, and so on� Please list and any all 
accommodations that you either received and/or that you’re aware 
that others received�

6) If you did receive such accommodations or knew people who did, 
how helpful (as far as you know) were these accommodations to the 
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students’ academic achievement? Please describe how helpful they 
were as best you can�

7) As far as you know, were these accommodations not helpful? Please 
describe, as best you can, how they were not helpful�

8)  Have you ever received such accommodations in a writing class 
without being asked if you needed and/or wanted them? If so, which 
accommodations and what is your opinion about that experience?

9)  Do you think that accommodations for differently abled students 
should be offered to all students – at least those that involve writing? 
Why or why not?

10)  If you think accommodations should be universally offered, do you 
think all accommodations should be offered or just certain ones? If 
just certain ones, which ones would be appropriate for all students?

11) Is there anything else about your (or others’) experiences with 
accommodations in the writing classroom that you would like to 
share or add to what you’ve said above?
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Review

Developing Inclusive and Accessible Online Writ-
ing Instruction: Supporting OWI Principle 1

Brenta Blevins

Coombs, Norman� Making Online Teaching Accessible: Inclusive Course De-
sign for Students with Disabilities� Jossey-Bass, 2010� 192 pages�

This text is also available in a Large Print edition from ReadHowYouWant, 
2012� 264 pages�

In response to the rise in online writing instruction, the CCCC OWI 
Committee released in 2013 A Position Statement of Principles and Example 
Effective Practices for Online Writing Instruction (OWI)� The statement’s first 
principle is: “Online writing instruction should be universally inclusive 
and accessible�” With growing numbers of students taking online instruc-
tion—more than one in four students enrolled in an online course in 2014 
(Allen and Seaman 12)—and given that eleven percent of college students 
reported having disabilities in 2012 (US Department of Education), the 
need exists for making online writing instruction accessible and inclusive� 
Preceding the development of the CCCC OWI Committee’s 2013 position 
statement, Norman Coombs’ Making Online Teaching Accessible: Inclu-
sive Course Design for Students with Disabilities provides helpful guidance 
to instructors, instructional designers, information technology staff, stu-
dent disability services staff, and administrators for supporting accessible 
OWI� A blind, Black scholar, Coombs draws from his own experiences and 
expertise as student, instructor, and learning technologist to reconceptual-
ize difference and advocate accessibility as an advantage to all� Although 
published seven years ago, this book is an enduring volume that focuses on 
concepts important for supporting the CCCC OWI Principle 1� Coombs’ 
book presents a reassuring approach by having faculty use the “everyday 
content-authoring applications that faculty are already familiar with—such 
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as Microsoft Word,” resulting in implementing accessible content more eas-
ily, and less expensively, than feared (x)� 

Coombs helpfully identifies early what accessibility is and why it mat-
ters� In the preface, he defines accessibility as providing online course 
content that “can be effectively used by people who fall into the follow-
ing disability groups” and lists students who are blind, have severe visual 
impairments but are not legally blind; students who have upper body motor 
impairments; students with either visual or cognitive processing difficul-
ties; and students with hearing impairments (x)� Coombs provides admin-
istrators and instructors arguments for why accessibility matters, pointing 
out that in US society, “we have decided that providing access to public 
buildings and transportation for people who are unable to walk is the right 
thing to do,” and have created building codes and laws to support that deci-
sion (xii)� Such decisions have extended to the educational realm (10–15), 
although Coombs notes that educational equal access has lagged (xii)� As 
Webster Newbold points out in Foundational Practices of Online Writing 
Instruction, however, “it is our institutions’ legal responsibility and ours as 
employees to make appropriate accommodations under the Americans with 
Disabilities Act (ADA) of 1990 (see also Section 504 of the Rehabilitation 
Act of 1973)” (xiii)� Coombs’ book helps instructors and administrators 
meet these responsibilities in online courses� 

Making Online Teaching Accessible resides at the intersection of two 
writing instruction-focused conversations: OWI and disability� Online 
writing instruction has been addressed by Scott Warnock, Beth Hewett, 
and Hewett and Kevin Eric DePew, as well as others� Scholars, such as 
Sushil K� Oswal, Melanie Yergeau, Jay Dolmage, Stephanie L� Kersch-
baum, and Margaret Price (works by Dolmage, Kerschbaum, and Price 
are also reviewed in this special issue), and resources, such as Disability 
and the Teaching of Writing: A Critical Sourcebook, have brought increasing 
attention to issues of disability in writing classes� These conversations have 
been addressed in combination in Oswal’s “Physical and Learning Dis-
abilities in OWI” while Hewett provides some discussion of accessibility in 
The Online Writing Conference: A Guide for Teachers and Tutors� Although 
not specifically a writing instruction-focused text, Making Online Teaching 
Accessible is an important addition� Coombs’ combined attention to access 
and online instruction is detailed and approachable, even for individuals 
without extensive technical expertise� 

The majority of Making Online Teaching Accessible focuses on faculty, 
primarily in helping instructors develop accessible online courses� Coombs 
begins with descriptions of students, describing how people with disabili-
ties use computers through such tools as voice recognition technology, on-
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screen keyboards, screen magnification software, screen readers, and audio 
transcriptions and video captioning, which student disability services staff 
can help students use� Such perspective is helpful in understanding the stu-
dents who may enroll in online courses� 

The majority of the book’s chapters focus broadly on developing acces-
sible course content� Citing the American Foundation for the Blind (2008), 
Coombs offers that accessibility depends on “three ‘legs’ of the online learn-
ing tripod”: accessibility of the learning management system (LMS), acces-
sibility of the actual course content, and the skill of the student in using 
up-to-date assistive technology” (19)� Instructors can support the second leg 
of accessible course content by incorporating such characteristics as con-
sistent designs and accessible graphics (24)� Coombs includes additional 
practical advice, such as modularizing and organizing course content into 
bite-size chunks, providing a text equivalent for every non-text element (for 
instance, when including images—which he advocates inclusion of for stu-
dents who learn better with visuals—incorporating also a textual descrip-
tion for screen readers), including captions for multimedia presentations, 
applying color carefully, and using headers to make data tables accessible 
(24–28)� 

A design focus facilitates implementation of accessible content� Univer-
sal design enables “products and environments to be usable by all people, to 
the greatest extent possible, without the need for adaptation or specialized 
design” (Connell et al)� Coombs provides an overview of universal design, 
the goal of which 

when applied to education is to make learning inclusive for all stu-
dents, not just those with disabilities� It is an approach to designing 
all products and services to be usable by students with the widest 
possible range of both functional (physical) capabilities and different 
learning styles� (7)

For example, in providing instructions on how instructors can create nar-
rated slide shows, which simulate an instructor delivering traditional class-
room talks, Coombs states that although narrated presentations will cause 
few problems for most individuals with disabilities, people with hearing 
impairments will have trouble; including a transcript accompanying the 
video provides a means for individuals to access that content� Applying 
these universal design principles using familiar authoring tools “is not a 
burden” in creating accessible content (Coombs 124)� The universal design 
approach supports Coombs’ contention that the “first step in advancing 
online content accessibility is improving your quality of teaching and the 
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clarity of your communication for everyone, including students with dis-
abilities” (124)� 

In articulating how instructors can develop accessible course content, 
Coombs demonstrates that instructors can utilize their familiarity with 
such tools as Microsoft Office in chapters Three and Four� Here, Coombs 
identifies features to avoid because of their incompatibility with assistive 
technology—although he notes that assistive technologies may support 
them in the future� Coombs carefully walks readers through concepts like 
making content accessible using such software as Microsoft Office and 
Camtasia’s video maker, addressing specifically such tasks as creating nar-
ration in PowerPoint and publishing formatted files through Word� One 
inevitable outcome from this specific description is that software changes 
rapidly, and thus some step-by-step instructions and images do not precisely 
match those in more recent software versions� However, despite such minor 
discrepancies, the book’s conceptual presentation remains highly relevant, 
and readers can accomplish the described software activities through minor 
adaptation� Coombs additionally provides information on a number of 
resources throughout the text, pointing readers to such tools as the WAVE 
Web accessibility evaluation tool, available online and through browser 
extensions, and also includes an extensive Resources list after the Appen-
dices� Throughout, Coombs’ software discussion demonstrates accessible 
content can be made through the software tools with which instructors are 
already familiar�

The last chapter addresses the need for institution-wide support of online 
instruction accessibility and inclusion� Such support should be provided for 
students with disabilities taking online courses; faculty and instructional 
design staff developing online course content; and IT staff responsible 
for the LMS and supporting faculty learning and using it (Coombs 118)� 
Coombs argues for an integrated, campus-wide support team� Accessible 
online learning requires more than just committed instructors and admin-
istrators; it also requires institutional support and input across the campus, 
particularly as some concerns cannot be addressed by instructors alone� For 
example, accessible courses require not only having an LMS that is itself 
accessible, but also that any pages required for the student to navigate to 
the LMS and any pages housing content must also be accessible� An institu-
tional structure enables faculty and staff to support each other in support-
ing students� With their discussions of legal responsibilities and a proposed 
campus structure, the first and last chapters best support administrative 
considerations for supporting online course accessibility� 

Covering the range of LMS software, course content development, 
legislation, and student populations, Making Online Teaching Accessible 
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makes clear that having accessible, inclusive courses means having mul-
tiple individuals working together toward this shared goal� Building upon 
the familiar—that is, instructors’ familiarity with using tools in Microsoft 
Office—makes accessibility easier, and less expensive, than many might 
fear� With its clear, concise text, consistent headings, legible typeface, and 
bite-sized chunks and summaries, the book itself demonstrates the kind of 
design principles that Coombs recommends for accessible online courses� 
Administrators at both programmatic and institutional levels, online course 
instructors, IT, and student disability support staff can look to Norman 
Coombs’s Making Online Teaching Accessible: Inclusive for guidance on 
developing and supporting online writing courses that provide the accessi-
bility that US law and the OWI Principle 1 require� 
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Review

Rereading and Retelling Rhetoric’s Embodied Stories

Ella R� Browning

Dolmage, Jay Timothy� Disability Rhetoric� Syracuse University Press, 2014� 
349 pages�

A powerful and exciting project for those readers in rhetoric and writ-
ing studies who are familiar with disability studies, Jay Dolmage’s Dis-
ability Rhetoric offers an accessible entry into this important conversation 
for readers from a range of backgrounds with either disability studies or 
rhetoric and writing studies, from undergraduates to senior scholars� Dis-
ability Rhetoric asks us consider what kinds of disability futures might be 
possible if we reconsider our understandings of rhetoric, disability, and, at 
their intersections, disability rhetoric, all through disability historiography 
and disability futures� Put another way, in Disability Rhetoric Dolmage asks 
critical questions of the stories we have told about certain bodies, the sto-
ries we have ignored, and the stories that need to be retold� Importantly, he 
gives readers the tools to continue asking these kinds of critical questions 
and to teach our students to do so as well�

Part historical, part theoretical, and part applied rhetorical analysis, 
Disability Rhetoric argues that we can and should reread bodied rhetorical 
history and embodied rhetoric as powered by an ongoing and longstanding 
tension around notions of normativity� Through such a disability histori-
ography, we might re/shape potential disability futures� The introduction, 
“Prothesis,” provides readers with an overview of the book, its structure, 
and a preview of some of Dolmage’s central arguments� In chapter 1, on 
“Disability Studies of Rhetoric,” Dolmage explores the rhetorical history of 
the disability studies concept of normativity, drawing on the work of dis-
ability studies scholars such as Martha Rose and Lennard Davis and schol-
ars of rhetoric such as Andrea Lunsford and Susan Jarratt, among others� In 
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chapter 2, “Rhetorical Histories of Disability,” Dolmage turns his attention 
to the classical roots of the field of rhetoric and asks that we “expand our 
ideas about who our rhetorical teachers might be, and what types of intel-
ligence they might valorize, as well as what forms this intelligence might 
take in body and mind (always together) in action” (67)� Chapter 3, “Imper-
fect Meaning,” examines the ways that disability has been constructed and 
defined as deficit, as well as proposed models and theories of disability as 
unique, imperfect, powerful, and meaning-making� 

Chapter 4, “Métis,” is one of the book’s most important chapters, focus-
ing on the mythical stories of the disabled Greek god Hephaestus, “his 
craft, his cunning, his ability” (193) and challenging commonly held per-
ceptions about this figure� Chapter 5, “Eating Rhetorical Bodies,” continues 
the work of chapter 4 and looks at the figure of Metis, the Greek goddess 
named after métis, the form of intelligence, alongside mythical and rhetori-
cal retellings of métis myths, notably Helene Cixous’ use of the Medusa 
myths and Gloria Anzaldua’s mestizaje, among others� In Chapter 6, “I Did 
It on Purpose,” Dolmage focuses on the Oscar-winning film, The King’s 
Speech because it is both a movie about rhetoric and a movie about disabil-
ity, as a space in which to apply the questions and ideas of the book in order 
to argue that such questions and ideas “have real, contemporary signifi-
cance” (225)� Finally, in the book’s conclusion, or “Prosthesis,” Dolmage 
considers the stories the book has told and the future stories that the book 
might help readers tell about disability rhetoric� Among the progression of 
these chapters Dolmage has also included two interchapters, an innovative 
new genre that provides useful and quite powerful takeaways for readers to 
apply to their own classrooms, writing programs, and scholarship� 

The two interchapters Dolmage includes in Disability Rhetoric are worth 
discussing here in depth because of the important accessibility they pro-
vide for readers new to the field of disability studies� The first, located after 
chapter 1 and titled “Archive and Anatomy of Disability Myths,” charts 
persistent disability myths in order to demonstrate the ways that disability 
is rhetorically shaped� Dolmage provides a chart constructed of three col-
umns—Myth, Description, and Example—and traces a range of disability 
myths, such as Physical Deformity as Sign of Internal Flaw, Disability as 
Isolating and Individuated, and Disability as a Sign of Social Issue through 
a variety of contemporary and historical rhetorical artifacts, including nov-
els, speeches, films, and the Bible� Of particular use in this section is what 
Dolmage describes as the “Disability Myth ‘Test’�” Similar to the Bechdel 
Test, developed by Alison Bechdel as a way to interrogate how female char-
acters are positioned in a movie, Dolmage proposes versions of a Disability 
Myth Test to interrogate how disability is positioned in a movie and asks 
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that readers continue to problematize and theorize such a test and the texts 
to which we could apply it� This test, along with Dolmage’s broader list 
of disability myths, would be a useful way of introducing undergraduate 
students to a disability studies perspective they might turn on the cultural 
texts they consume in their everyday lives�

The second interchapter, located after chapter 4 and titled “Repertoire 
and Choreography of Disability Rhetorics,” proposes a range of disability 
rhetorics: “means of conceptualizing not just how meaning is attached to 
disability, but to view the knowledge and meaning that disability gener-
ates” (125)� Contrasting his inventory against that of the Diagnostic and 
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM), Dolmage describes this work 
as labeling a range of conditions–in this case, rhetorical conditions–but 
in a way that frames them as potential rather than deficit (126)� Recall-
ing Jeanne Fahnestock’s definition of rhetorical figures as departures from 
the expected order of words, Dolmage extends this definition further and 
argues that “in this way, all rhetorical figures are nonnormative or ‘dis-
abled’: they are the abnormality that fires newness and invites novel and 
multiple interpretations” (126)� The rhetorical figures Dolmage includes in 
this interchapter, then, have the potential to generate nonnormative mean-
ings, and Dolmage provides examples of how to do this kind of reinterpre-
tive work so that readers might adapt, activate, and make their own mean-
ings� Much like the chart Dolmage includes in his first interchapter, this 
inventory of disability rhetorics is also in the form of a chart with three col-
umns: Rhetoric, Description, and Example� Dolmage’s full list is too com-
prehensive to include here, but one example can demonstrate the usefulness 
and importance of this addition to the book� 

Describing Situated Knowledges as “an elaboration of the concept of 
standpoint epistemology,” and recalling Donna Haraway’s explanation that 
“subjugated standpoints are preferred because they seem to promise more 
adequate, sustained, objective, transforming accounts of the world” (191), 
Dolmage provides the following explanation of how we might consider dis-
ability as situated knowledge framed with an emphasis on potential rather 
than deficit: “One example of disability as ‘situated knowledge’ offering 
a ‘transformative account’ of the world is that many of the technologies 
developed first for people with disabilities (such as optional character rec-
ognition texting, or email) have reshaped communication for all” (130)� 
This simple shift in perspective is a powerful one, and one that could be 
particularly useful when deployed in the classroom� How else might we 
take rhetorical figures and re/figure them taking into account the poten-
tial of disability for generative meaning-making? How else might we reread 
embodied rhetorical strategies as disability rhetoric?
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One of Dolmage’s central arguments is that the body has never been 
fully or fairly understood for its role in shaping and multiplying our under-
standing of rhetoric as deploying every available means of persuasion� Some 
bodies were neglected from the story of rhetoric’s beginnings while oth-
ers (or, “Others”), like those with disabilities, were positioned as arhetori-
cal through which discourses on rhetoric were shaped� Exceptions to this 
arhetoricity were figures Dolmage identifies as super crip, a disability myth 
Dolmage expands on in interchapter 1 and traces from Greek mythology 
through contemporary texts� He expands on his goals by explaining:

An emphasis on rhetorical embodiment, when coupled with this dis-
ability studies perspective, offers ways to interrogate how our ideas 
about bodily norms have conditioned our experience of rhetoric and 
offers ways to analyze how and why, and to what effect, we have pro-
jected our visions, feelings, and experiences of rhetoric into this nar-
row, nearly fictional world, invested in a particular kind of body, 
imprisoned in the geometry of the norm� We may never fully escape 
this normative conditioning, but we can engage with the ongoing 
work of critical realignment� The first step is to recognize the canon 
of bodily denigration and then to begin shaking it, both from within 
the specific rhetorical histories we have chosen and from without� 
(71; emphasis original) 

Throughout Disability Rhetoric, Dolmage returns to the stories that make 
up rhetoric’s canon and shakes them out� In so doing, he also asks us to 
shift the ways that we consider the rhetorical implications of contemporary 
texts, and offers readers critical tools through which to do so�

While not every first year writing seminar or writing program includes 
attention to disability rhetoric, perhaps it should� In fact, perhaps all post-
secondary writing and rhetoric instruction should attend to disability rhet-
oric in some way, from content-focused discussions to critical approaches 
to assignment design (see also the review in this volume by Annika Konrad 
for examples of how a politics of wonder uncovers unexamined assump-
tions about disability in classrooms and writing programs)� As I have writ-
ten about here already, one of the most engaging and compelling aspects 
of Disability Rhetoric is that it is filled with stories: stories of Greek gods 
and goddesses, stories of classical philosophers and mythical figures, stories 
on the screen, stories on the page, stories we tell ourselves, stories we have 
forgotten, and stories we have ignored� Most importantly, in asking us to 
re/consider the stories of where rhetoric and disability, and the intersec-
tions of the two, have come from, Dolmage also asks us to re/consider the 
future of stories of disability rhetoric� In his “Prosthesis” to Disability Rhet-
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oric, Dolmage writes, “Métis is a model for adaptation, change, critique, 
uniqueness, prosthesis, recursivity, invention, intercorporeality, ambiguity, 
and abstraction� What if these were our central educational values (instead 
of accumulation, retention, comprehension, compliance, reproduction)?” 
(289)� We might extend this question one step further and ask, “What if 
these were our central cultural values?” Disability Rhetoric was published in 
2014 but now, more than ever, these questions must be asked, especially as 
we work to shape the stories of our futures� Dolmage’s concluding lines to 
Disability Rhetoric are powerful ones, and it seems fitting to use them here: 
“This book, like the ‘even flame’ of Hephaestus’ metallurgy, might offer 
some illumination and heat� But it is up to you to forge and to adapt your 
own tools” (291)� Luckily for the wide range of readers this book has likely 
already attracted, Dolmage has provided us with the means to do so�
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Toward an Interpretive Framework for 
Access in Writing Programs

Annika Konrad

Titchkosky, Tanya. The Question of Access: Disability, Space, Meaning. Uni-
versity of Toronto Press, 2011� 192 pages�

“I’ve never had to deal with accessibility because I’ve never had a 
student with a disability in my class.”

“But I wasn’t trained to deal with students with disabilities.”

“If a student’s accommodations document asks for extended time on 
tests, but we’re only writing papers, then I don’t change anything.”

These are some of the claims I have heard instructors make about dis-
ability� In The Question of Access: Disability, Space, Meaning, Tanya Titch-
kosky argues that what is say-able about disability reflects our unexamined 
assumptions about what disability is and how access is created� The say-
able things above, whether intentional or not, reflect disability as a vis-
ibly apparent problem found within an individual that needs to be treated 
using proper methods delivered by a bureaucratic entity� This is how uni-
versities often conceptualize disability, and it is through these means that 
students with disabilities receive accommodations� College instructors also 
depend on university services to address disability as an individual prob-
lem; for example, instructors are often required to include a statement in 
their syllabus that points students to disability resources, and they wait for 
students to present documentation that justifies individual accommoda-
tion� Titchkosky argues that relying solely on bureaucratic approaches to 
treat access on an individual basis makes disability an essentially excludable 
category of partial, maybe, contingent, not yet participants� Ultimately, 
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Titchkosky offers a conceptual framework that writing programs can use 
to move beyond bureaucratic approaches to access to practice interpretive 
approaches that involve constant, critical reflection upon relations between 
bodies and spaces�

Scholars in the field of Rhetoric and Composition/Writing Studies 
who research disability have also warned about the dangers of approach-
ing disability as a bureaucratic matter� In “Where We Are: Disability and 
Accessibility,” Tara Wood, Jay Dolmage, Margaret Price, and Cynthia 
Lewiecki-Wilson argue that checklists for accessibility reduce disability to 
an individualized problem that is “over there” (147)� Instead, Wood et al 
advocate that disability should be perceived as an opportunity to experi-
ment with our own practices like “adaptation, creativity, community, inter-
dependency, technological ingenuity, and modal fluency” (148)� Similarly, 
in “Suggested Practices for Syllabus Accessibility Statements,” Shannon 
Madden and Tara Wood recommend that it is time to move beyond legal 
obligations for access� One way to do so is by recrafting our syllabus acces-
sibility statements to reflect a more inclusive classroom space where access is 
co-constructed rather than only obtained through bureaucratic means� For 
similar arguments about other shortcomings of institutional conceptions 
of difference and the opportunities of relational, rhetorical approaches, see 
Kelly A� Whitney’s review of Stephanie Kerschbaum’s Toward a New Rheto-
ric of Difference and Elisabeth Miller’s review of Margaret Price’s Mad at 
School: Rhetorics of Mental Disability and Academic Life� What Titchkosky 
offers our field, however, is a rich, layered interpretive framework for criti-
cally interrogating our own assumptions about what disability is and where 
access lies� Titchkosky’s framework moves access from the realm of bureau-
cracy to the realm of perception� By engaging Titchkosky’s methodology 
of a politics of wonder, writing program leaders and instructors can criti-
cally examine their own perceptions of what disability is and where access 
lies� In doing so, we can use access as an interpretive lens for all that we do 
within writing programs�

A politics of wonder as Titchkosky defines it is a means of understand-
ing access and disability as acts of perception or “a restless reflexive return 
to what has come before” (15)� Engaging in a politics of wonder involves 
asking reflective questions about interpretive scenes of access� Titchkosky’s 
book is comprised of interpretive scenes of access drawn from her experi-
ences advocating for access in her role as a professor in the Department of 
Sociology and Equity Studies in Education at the University of Toronto� 
Repeatedly applying questions such as “Who needs access? What is disabil-
ity? Where is disability? When is access?” to these interpretive scenes reveals 
countless assumptions about who belongs, when, where, and how in univer-
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sity life� Here I review a few examples of how a politics of wonder uncovers 
unexamined assumptions about disability, and I contextualize them within 
writing program administration� 

Refiguring relations around access begins with the work of understand-
ing what access is� The predominant understanding of access is that it is 
something that is granted or not, that either people have it or do not, and 
that it is something which can be arranged with appropriate policies, pro-
cedures, resources, tools, and documents� In other words, it is inherently 
tied to bureaucracy� While she recognizes that access does need to be legally 
protected and physically provided, Titchkosky argues that access also needs 
to be understood and questioned as interpretive relations between embod-
ied experiences and the times, spaces, places, and social environments they 
inhabit� Access is an act of perception that orients our understandings of 
who does and does not belong in social space� People whose embodied 
experiences depart from what is naturally expected—such as people with 
disabilities—are perceived as less valued, less human, and in need of assis-
tance and care� When we perceive disability as an individual problem, 
Titchkosky explains, we fail to notice the ways our perceptions naturalize 
only some bodies and some environments, making disabled people “justifi-
ably excludable�” 

Interpretive scenes of access are often organized around cost and the 
quantification of bodies� Titchkosky recalls encountering these concerns in 
response to her efforts to use department grant money to build a flexible 
classroom space for up to forty students� She was met with a demand for 
information about who exactly will use this classroom because “you can’t 
accommodate everybody�” Examined through a politics of wonder, percep-
tions that insist upon “Who? Who will potentially be present? How many 
will actually need access?” reveal normative assumptions about “the ordi-
nary shape of participation—the shape of the person and the shape of the 
space” (40)� The danger of leaving assumptions about the relations between 
bodies and spaces unquestioned is that belonging is left to bureaucracy, and 
the effect is “actual bodies disappearing, becoming illusory background 
figures on the foreground of bureaucratic management” (39)� While cost is 
likely also a concern for many writing programs, writing program leaders 
need to utilize their resources to maintain agency over “the shape of partici-
pation” (40)� As scholars who have long been attuned to the socially situated 
nature of language and identity, we need to use our resources to avoid per-
petuating the bureaucratic disappearance of people whose embodied expe-
riences place them outside normative interpretive relations� 

Questioning what we imagine disability to be is also imperative to 
engaging in a politics of wonder about access� One way to approach this 
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is by examining the signs we use to signify access� Titchkosky takes the 
universal access sign (the white stick figure in a wheelchair on a blue back-
ground) as her case study� She tells a story about noticing signs of univer-
sal access in her workplace that mark doors that are too heavy, too narrow 
for wheelchairs to pass through, doors with automatic openers that lead to 
stairs, etc� When signs of access mark spaces that are not actually acces-
sible, they construct disabled people as a “partially imagined may-be” (64)� 
Like bureaucratic procedures that treat disability as a contingency, these 
misleading signs of access shape our collective imaginations of disabled 
people as partial participants� Writing program leaders and instructors need 
to engage in a politics of wonder about their own signs of access—e�g�, syl-
labus accommodations statements, readings about disability, instructors’ 
mentioning (or not) of disability resource centers, etc� As Madden and 
Wood ask, what message are we sending when we place information about 
disability resources at the bottom of our syllabi? What message are we send-
ing when we speak only about disabled students in terms of accommoda-
tion? Or when we do nothing more than review accommodations guide-
lines with instructors in training? By asking ourselves these questions, we 
can begin to see how our own collective orientations toward disability “can 
also be made contingent – made into a maybe” (67)�

In addition to critically examining what we imagine disability to be, we 
need to prevent the justification of the absence of access in our programs� 
Titchkosky demonstrates how disability appears “as a justified absence” in 
the ordinary exclusionary talk of her colleagues (70)� Titchkosky lingers 
on one all-too-familiar say-able refrain relative to disability: “You know, I 
mean, things just weren’t built with people with disabilities in mind” (73)� 
Even if people disagree with these excuses for inaccessibility, “it remains an 
unexamined ‘fact’ of social life that it is reasonable to seek a reason for the 
lack of access” (77)� The problem with giving reasons for inaccessibility is 
that it normalizes inaccessibility and conditions people to not even notice 
the absence of accessibility and the absence of people with disabilities� Say-
able claims about inaccessibility solidify people with disabilities into a cat-
egory that is justified as “essentially excludable�” Writing programs should 
not participate in the justification of exclusion but rather serve as leaders 
in noticing the absence of accessibility and students with disabilities in our 
buildings, classrooms, curricula, technologies, and values� By challenging 
justifications of exclusion, “perhaps we can begin to remake that which has 
conditioned consciousness by telling a new story about who and where we 
are” (91)� 

Bureaucracies structure students with disabilities as not only partial par-
ticipants in space but also in time� In Titchkosky’s interpretive scenes, access 

WPA: Writing Program Administration, Volume 40, Number 3, Summer 2017 
© Council of Writing Program Administrators



Konrad / Review: Toward an Interpretive Framework for Access in Writing Programs

109

is repeatedly postponed� In exploring this concept, she recounts her experi-
ence of advocating for notifications of closures of accessible washrooms� If 
students who rely on accessible washrooms are not notified of their closures, 
they cannot participate� When bringing this matter to the attention of the 
university, she heard a variety of arguments that rely on the contraction and 
expansion of all—“should ‘all’ students receive notifications of accessible 
washroom closures when they already receive too many emails?” and “We 
are not just talking about access to washrooms here; we need to talk about 
‘all’ matters of exclusion” (106)� While all gets contracted and expanded to 
determine an appropriate bureaucratic measure, the students who depend 
upon accessible washrooms disappear� Titchkosky argues that perceiving 
access in relation to “all” reveals that “disability, unlike window cleaning, is 
not yet imagined as an essential aspect of all of our lives” (109)� In another 
interpretive scene, students who brought movable desks into the hallway 
outside a flexible classroom agree to move their desks for the students who 
use wheelchairs and canes, but only when they arrive� Through the lens 
of “When?” we see access as a contingency, as something that needs to be 
dealt with “not yet” but when those students arrive� While arguments for 
universal design and flexibility are useful for making accessibility relevant 
to all, Titchkosky warns that these arguments can postpone access, and in 
the meantime, individuals who really need it disappear�

Conceptualizing access as interpretive relations between bodies and 
spaces should not sound unfamiliar to professionals in our field� We have 
long been attuned to the socially situated nature of learning and identity, 
and we are always negotiating our values within bureaucratic spaces� Yet 
writing programs themselves can function as bureaucracies that treat dis-
ability as an individual problem to be fixed� Rather than reinforcing a 
bureaucratic approach to disability that solely relies on accommodating 
individual problems, we need to employ a conceptual framework for access 
as an act of perception at all levels of writing programs, from how we 
design our curriculum to our teacher preparation and models for instruc-
tion� When instructors say, “But I wasn’t prepared to work with students 
with disabilities,” we hear a cry for information about individual disabilities 
and strategies� We need to refocus instructors’ attention away from accom-
modating individuals toward the spaces, times, and social environments we 
construct in our programs, buildings, and classrooms that create disability 
and inaccessibility� 

Rather than ignoring or dismissing bureaucratic and individualized 
approaches to disability, we need to engage them as part of the current 
perceptual landscape of access� Individual accommodations are useful for 
many students, but our work does not stop there� We must turn the atten-
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tion of our leaders and instructors to locating disability and inaccessibility 
in our collective interrelatedness because as Titchkosky says, “It is in cul-
ture, in the midst of others, that disability is made; in this way, we are never 
alone in our bodies” (59)� 
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Centering Madness in the Academe: Supporting 
and Learning from Mental Disability

Elisabeth L� Miller

Price, Margaret� Mad at School: Rhetorics of Mental Disability and Academic 
Life� University of Michigan Press, 2011� 271 pages�

Universities are known as institutions of the mind� Teacher-scholars make 
a living by using their minds� Students, at least in the context of a liberal 
education, attend universities to expand their minds� So what does it mean, 
in the spaces of academe, to have a disability that affects one’s mind? Mar-
garet Price asks this important question in Mad at School: Rhetorics of Men-
tal Disability and Academic Life� In answering that question, Price exposes 
ableist “norms” at the core of academic discourse and higher education 
in general� Assumptions about energy and collegiality permeate our job 
postings, requirements for interviews and campus visits, and hiring deci-
sions� Our environmental expectations demand comfortable-looking social 
performances at conferences and speedy production of scholarship� In our 
classrooms, we assess students for reasoned ways of speaking up and adher-
ence to attendance requirements� In the most extreme of contexts mental 
illness lurks behind conversations about campus violence� 

These assumptions and exclusions must concern writing program admin-
istrators as we support teachers, conceive of curricula that impacts students 
across the university, and manage the substantial demands of our work� 
Mad at School is an important resource for enabling us to both include and 
learn from individuals with mental disabilities� Price’s primary contribu-
tion is a sharp critique of the ableism undergirding many of the most basic 
assumptions of higher education, and an insistence that educators not only 
critique, but do something about these inequities (57)� Price accomplishes 
this scholarly, pedagogical, and activist work in an introduction, six robust 
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chapters, and a succinct conclusion pointing to further avenues for research 
and teaching� Each chapter focuses on varied sites, forwarding “not a single 
sustained argument,” but a “kind of smorgasbord” (21) of issues, needs, and 
implications for mental disability in higher education� Price uses critical 
discourse analysis (CDA) as her method and methodology, analyzing “rich 
features and salient patterns” of texts (Barton 23)� That practice leads her to 
pinpoint several common topoi of academic discourse that mental disabil-
ity challenges: “rationality, criticality, presence, participation, productivity, 
collegiality, security, coherence, truth, and independence” (30)� 

From the important critical work of Mad at School, I highlight three 
primary moves instructive for the theory and practice of writing program 
administration: 1) challenging norms of academic discourse; 2) offering 
suggestions for improving access in the everyday spaces of higher educa-
tion for students and academic professionals with mental disabilities; and 
3) turning beyond the everyday to spaces of crisis, self-representation, and 
independence and exclusion to learn from mental disability� 

Price first employs CDA to interrogate how academic discourse con-
flicts with mental disability� In her first chapter, “Listening to the Subject 
of Mental Disability,” Price joins conversations in disability rhetoric ini-
tiated by Catherine Prendergast and Cynthia Lewiecki-Wilson to assert 
that mental disability affects individuals’ “rhetoricity”—or their ability to 
be perceived as capable of producing rhetoric, to be listened to� She then 
explores how various discourses perpetuate that loss of rhetoricity� Psychi-
atric discourse (such as the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 
Disabilities, or DSM) as well as approaches taken up in rhetoric and com-
position, including Berlin’s “rhetoric of reason” and various tenets of criti-
cal pedagogy, assume reasoned discourse and rational subjects as a starting 
point, excluding “the mad subject in academic discourse” (37)� Likewise, 
Price argues that pedagogies of listening (Lee, Ratcliffe), while they decen-
ter rationality, still fail to address a central question of rhetoricity and men-
tal disability: “What happens to the rhetor who cannot be ‘listened’ to—
because ze is not present, or fails to participate in discussions, or fails to 
‘make sense’ on a neurotypical scale?” (44)�

After challenging the very foundations of academic discourse, Price 
turns to the practical heart of Mad at School in chapters 2 and 3: a critique 
of the inaccessibility of academic spaces for students and teacher-scholar-
administrators with mental disabilities� Here she provides myriad strategies 
for “ways to move” toward more equitable access� The difficulty of ensur-
ing access in academic spaces is made vivid through Price’s conception 
of “kairotic spaces”: the “less formal, often unnoticed, areas of academe 
where knowledge is produced and power is exchanged” (60)� These envi-
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ronments and situations (e�g�, classroom discussions, office hours, academic 
conferences, and job interviews) are unscripted, but they have serious con-
sequences for students’ grades and identities, and for scholars’ professional 
advancement� Kairotic spaces are about timing, combining an expectation 
for “spontaneity with high levels of professional/academic impact” (61; empha-
sis original)�

For students, kairotic spaces rely on the topoi of presence and partici-
pation, each grounded in a number of ableist expectations—particularly 
for attendance and classroom discussion� Presence is taken “as an a priori 
good” (64)� Students who fail to be present are perceived to be unmoti-
vated, underachieving, or simply bad (65)� While Price does not argue that 
we should remove all attendance requirements, she urges educators to cri-
tique the logics underlying our insistence on presence as a physical perfor-
mance and as the baseline for student success� Price also challenges educa-
tors to rethink participation (beyond the sharing of ideas verbally through 
rational discussion)� What appears disruptive to our standards of normal 
academic participation “might in fact be a student participating in a way that 
performs, or attempts to accommodate, her own mental disability” (74; 
emphasis original)� What educators interpret as rude whispering or note-
passing “may be efforts to ‘catch up’ on discussion that is progressing too 
fast to follow; they might also signal that a student cannot speak in front 
of the group but deeply wishes to express some idea” (74)� Even cell phone 
use may actually help a student stay active in thought or work through 
classroom anxiety�

For teachers or administrators wondering how to rethink classroom 
topoi such as presence and participation, a 15-page section of Mad at 
School, “A Way to Move: Redesigning the Kairotic Space of the Classroom,” 
is an invaluable resource� Drawing on universal design (See Dolmage; 
Womack; Blevins), Price offers multiple suggestions to create environments 
that are “accessible to all learning styles, abilities, and personalities” (87)� 
These ideas offer not a fail-safe checklist to reach inclusion, but rather ways 
to engage in the “consistent effort” of creating access for students (and one-
self as the teacher) (87)� (See also Annika Konrad�) 

Among myriad compelling ideas, Price argues for demystifying the 
kairotic spaces of your classroom� What are your norms for class discus-
sion? How will class material be shared – online, in handouts, in discus-
sion? Explain what participation and presence means in your classroom, 
and provide various channels for both� For instance, consider offering the 
option for online discussion even during in-person class sessions� Price’s 
own requirements for participation include assigning annotation of docu-
ments to engage students as “active interveners in texts” with details for 

WPA: Writing Program Administration, Volume 40, Number 3, Summer 2017 
© Council of Writing Program Administrators



WPA 40�3 (Summer 2017)

114

these annotations helpfully included in Appendix A and B (93)� Participa-
tion can be made increasingly accessible by having students call upon one 
another, asking for volunteer note-takers for discussions, or using response 
cards on which students hold up answers or write notes to the instructor� 
Opening multiple channels of communication—offering online chat office 
hours, for one—may also mitigate anxiety and improve communication for 
students and instructors� Most importantly, teachers must understand that 
not all instructional and communicative approaches work for all students 
(or all instructors)� Teachers “committed to creating more accessible kai-
rotic spaces for those with mental disabilities” are not “‘solving problems,” 
but rather “finding ways to move” (101)�

Access in academe also matters for scholar-teacher-administrators with 
mental disabilities� In chapter 3, “The Essential Functions of the Position,” 
Price interrogates the meaning and implications of the Americans with Dis-
abilities Act’s requirement that individuals be able to perform “the essen-
tial functions of the job�” She questions how our understanding of essen-
tial functions conflicts with and excludes mental disability� The academic 
job search and participation in academic conferences are two particularly 
exclusionary cases� Both are kairotic spaces, requiring performances of col-
legiality and productivity that are judged with real consequences: being 
hired or tenured (or not)� Learning from mental disability, Price offers a 
range of “recommendations for professional practice” (129), including an 
increased focus on listening—at interpersonal and structural levels� In 
addition to rethinking time and other constraints on tenure, Price suggests 
focusing mentoring relationships on accessibility—“responsive to ways of 
learning, social styles, and communication preferences” (139)� In essence, 
writing program administrators must not limit a focus on universal design 
to the classroom but extend that commitment to all of their work with stu-
dents and teachers� 

The everyday spaces of academe challenge educators to rethink assump-
tions about mental disability, rationality, and more� So, too, do our ongo-
ing discussions around crisis and violence in higher education� Chapter 4, 
“Assaults on the Ivory Tower,” addresses mass school shootings at Virginia 
Tech and Northern Illinois University� Analyzing media portrayals of the 
student shooters in both cases, Price explores how “madness is generally 
assumed to be the cause of the shooters’ actions,” relegating mental dis-
ability to “a space of unrecoverable deviance” (144–45; emphasis original)� 
Price persuasively demonstrates how linking mental disability, violence, 
and campus safety infringes upon students’ privacy—their diagnoses, writ-
ing, and more� Specifically, the practice of treating students’ writing as 
symptoms and prioritizing the referring of potentially mad or ill students 
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to medical resources further divides students with mental disabilities from 
the norms of academe� While providing students with access to resources 
is undoubtedly an important part of our role as teachers, Price argues that 
viewing individuals with mental disability as sources of violence fails to 
address “[l]arger social forces contributing to a culture of violence” (175)� 

In her two closing chapters, Price represents the voices and experi-
ences of people with mental disabilities—particularly outside of academe� 
Chapter 5, “Her Pronouns Wax and Wane,” examines three autobiogra-
phies composed by women with mental disabilities� Price analyzes how 
the authors inventively employ shifts between pronouns to assert their own 
counter-diagnosis, challenging topoi of coherence and truth� This chapter 
contributes to work on disability memoir and offers a potential essay for 
students to read as a model of close rhetorical analysis� Price moves into a 
qualitative study in Chapter 6, “In/ter/dependent Scholarship�” Focusing 
on the experiences of three independent scholars with mental disabilities, 
Price employs accessible methodology—co-determining with participants 
the modes for interviews and co-analyzing the data� Collaboratively, Price 
and these three independent scholars examine topoi of independence in 
academe and how norms around scholarship, publication, productivity, and 
credentials often bar individuals with mental disabilities from participation� 
Conversely, the role of independent scholar offers a critique of those aca-
demic norms and an important venue for scholarship outside of the con-
straints of higher education� 

The scope of Mad at School is at once admirably broad and pragmatically 
specific: critiquing the adherence to rationality and norms in academic dis-
course and providing ways to move toward access for students and teachers� 
What’s more, Price’s passion for bringing mental disability to the forefront 
of our discussions about higher education is apparent� “I wrote this book 
because I could not go any longer without writing it,” says Price in the last 
line of her introduction (24)� She similarly explains a deep commitment 
to including her final chapter focused on the experiences of independent 
scholars with mental disabilities “because, quite simply, I could not bear to 
publish this book without careful attention to those who operate outside 
the privileged borders of academe” (22)� Careful attention is indeed what 
Mad at School offers: attention to people with mental disabilities, the chal-
lenges they face in higher education discourses and spaces, and the signifi-
cant insight that they have to offer to educators and administrators—par-
ticularly in Writing Studies� Price urges each of us to pay attention, take 
action, and learn, reminding us that both listening and trying are necessary 
to support our diverse bodies and minds in the university: “we must try, 
think, query, flex, observe, listen, and try again” (101)� That is the effort 
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and ethical commitment that access requires and that we all—our students, 
ourselves, and our colleagues—deserve�
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Review

Making Space to Engage Difference in the Classroom

Kelly A� Whitney

Kerschbaum, Stephanie L� Toward a New Rhetoric of Difference� NCTE, 
2014� 185 pages�

Stephanie L� Kerschbaum’s Toward a New Rhetoric of Difference comes at an 
important moment as composition studies grapples with ways to make first-
year composition, and broader frameworks for postsecondary education, 
more inclusive� This movement toward inclusion has manifested in revised 
syllabi and reading lists that make space for a variety of perspectives and 
knowledges from traditionally marginalized populations, disciplinary state-
ments that endorse students’ various languages (“Students’ Rights”), and 
assignments that interrogate relationships between language, power, and 
knowledge� While these efforts have been crucial to the field’s commitment 
to diversity, scholars continue to call for more comprehensive approaches to 
course design that build difference into the curriculum itself (see Bruegge-
man and Lewiecki-Wilson; Coombs; Inoue; Price)� Kerschbaum offers 
composition’s disciplinary and pedagogic commitments to difference a 
critical and crucial examination of what it means—and what it takes—to 
weave difference into the fabric of pedagogic practice� This book challenges 
composition instructors and scholars and writing program administrators 
to adopt an orientation toward difference that enables a classroom culture 
founded on what she calls an “ethic of answerable engagement�” Conse-
quently, this book marks an important shift in how we as a field recognize, 
narrate, and value difference�

Readers who are familiar with Kerschbaum’s work will recognize her 
definition of difference as dynamic, relational, and emergent, a definition 
that departs from traditional conceptions of difference as static or self-evi-
dent (56; see also Kerschbaum, “Avoiding”)� Difference is always in-the-
making, she argues, and it is through interaction that differences come to 
matter� To illustrate how differences are emergent rather than fixed, she 
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offers a personal anecdote wherein she details some of the ways she identi-
fies (deaf, White, female, glasses-wearer, Midwesterner) and claims these 
features come to matter interactionally� She explains:

As I move in and out of different situations, some of them matter 
more at some times and less at others, and they take on different 
shades of meaning and nuance depending on who I am interact-
ing with� That I wear glasses is inconsequential in most interactions, 
whereas the fact that I’m deaf matters significantly more often� But 
how these things matter is highly variable� (65) 

Because certain features come to matter differently in different situations 
and interactions, she turns her readers’ attention not necessarily to what 
makes a feature different but, more importantly, how a feature emerges 
as different� Extending this concept of difference as dynamic, relational, 
and emergent to the classroom, therefore, opens up possibilities for explor-
ing how differences come to matter in students’ interactions� As students 
recognize the “rhetorical cues that signal the presence of difference,” they 
respond to these cues by asserting themselves in ways they want others to 
notice (57)� 

Kerschbaum recognizes that institutional discourses on diversity assume 
difference not as dynamic, relational, and emergent but as “something 
owned by individuals who have particular differences” (36)� Through a tex-
tual analysis of her institution’s diversity agenda statement, she finds that 
institutional diversity discourses, which reveal globalization and neoliberal 
influences and commitments (see also Gallagher; Slaughter and Rhoades), 
claim to value diversity because of what diversity adds to the university 
experience for students� As universities take action to improve diversity, 
real, lived experiences and bodies become reduced to categories of race and 
ethnicity, reminiscent of “add [race, ethnicity, gender] and stir” approaches 
to incorporating difference� While this method certainly improves the 
number of traditionally underrepresented bodies on campus, it functions 
as an institutional accommodation to difference rather than making an 
accommodating institution (see also Price)� Kerschbaum’s analysis of her 
institution’s diversity agenda serves as an excellent model for how WPAs 
might analyze their own local institutional discourses that influence their 
programs and classrooms, and, more importantly, her analysis identifies the 
limitations of institutional diversity commitments that commodify diverse 
bodies as “stable, objectively real things that persist across time, rather than 
as historically and locally situated human creations” (39)� Institutional dis-
courses on diversity, therefore, fail to engage difference on a structural or 
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institutional level in any meaningful way yet, she claims, they continue to 
influence how others understand and experience diversity�

While she recognizes the limitations of institutional discourses that 
mark difference through race and ethnicity, she is careful not to dismiss cat-
egory identifications; rather, she claims that category identifications allow 
us to “acknowledg[e] the way categories help us negotiate situations while 
holding those category identifications open for new interpretation and 
understanding” (92)� That is, when difference is understood as dynamic, 
emergent, and relational, we shift our attention to how these markers of 
difference come to matter in a particular interaction� Rather than eliding 
difference or simply acknowledging difference exists, an ethic of answerable 
engagement calls on students and teachers “to identify how they are nam-
ing, conveying, describing, and articulating difference in everyday interac-
tion” (78)� Markers of difference, therefore, become the starting point of 
engagement as we pay attention to how these markers come to matter and 
how we position ourselves through the interaction� 

To develop her concept of difference, Kerschbaum examines students’ 
interactions and how they recognize and respond to emerging differences 
during peer review sessions in a first-year composition course� As a frequent 
research site since the process movement, peer review has contributed sig-
nificant insight into how students engage with their own and other’s writ-
ing, and Kerschbaum contributes to this larger conversation “a complex 
dynamic in which relationships and positions, the very material of identity 
formation, emerged during interaction” (18)� For example, in one of several 
interactions she analyzes, Kerschbaum discusses how two students, Blia and 
Choua, read each other’s differences and position themselves within their 
interaction as they debate the placement of a comma� This interaction, Ker-
schbaum claims, “addresses not just whether a comma should appear, but 
also who gets to claim authority regarding the comma use” (94–5)� The 
manner in which these students talk over the other, use first-person plural 
or first-person singular, and invoke proper grammar rules or previous writ-
ing instruction all speak back to “how students mark their own and oth-
ers’ differences to marshal authority in the midst of disagreement” (98)� In 
other words, through each exchange in an interaction, students come to 
recognize differences, and in light of how they interpret these differences, 
(re)position themselves as the authoritative figure in the exchange�

While this moment of disagreement could serve as an opportunity for 
students to explore how they are marking each other’s differences and how 
they are positioning themselves in response to these emerging differences, 
Kerschbaum finds that none of the exchanges she observed led to meaning-
ful engagements with difference� This finding speaks back to what many 
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composition instructors may recognize as students’ often contradicting 
views on difference� While many Millennial students claim to value differ-
ences, they also often claim, perhaps in an effort to appear colorblind, that 
differences don’t matter (Pew)� These contradicting views make engaging 
with difference in the classroom particularly challenging� In this study, for 
example, students decide to move on to another topic instead of engaging 
their disagreements� In the end, disagreements “did not seem likely to lead 
to long-lasting change in perspective or orientation to a text” (98)� Adopt-
ing an ethic of answerable engagement, however, can bring into relief these 
contradicting views on difference by promoting individual responsibility to 
account for how differences come to matter without presupposing differ-
ences as always already existing� 

Analyzing students’ interactions during peer review allows Kerschbaum 
to tacitly remind her readers that opportunities to engage with difference 
are already prevalent in our classrooms and that adopting her conception of 
difference doesn’t require a revised curriculum� Instead, recognizing these 
rhetorical performances—or how students position themselves as differ-
ences come to matter—requires us to shift what we hear in the classroom 
and how we hear it� To adopt an ethic of answerable engagement, then, 
requires what she calls “flexible listening,” an approach to learning with 
students that pushes back on prescriptive ways of knowing about students� 
Echoing Ratcliffe’s rhetorical listening, flexible listening challenges us to 
reconcile that what we have come to recognize and know about students 
rests on experiential, disciplinary, and institutional narratives about stu-
dents (see also Price)� To open up what we listen to requires us to shift from 
“learning about” students to “learning with” them, which also leads us to 
ask questions such as “How are individuals positioned by others?” instead 
of “What groups do individuals belong to?” (74) 

By focusing on the how instead of the what, Kerschbaum invites reflec-
tion and consideration on the ways we articulate what we as composi-
tion instructors, scholars, and administrators do and value� For example, 
explaining to students that the goal of peer review is to improve a peer’s 
writing has effects on how students approach this particular activity� This 
articulation opens up possibilities for engagement—namely, for students 
to figure out ways to make the paper better—but also closes off other pos-
sibilities for engagement� To promote an ethic of answerable engagement, 
she claims, requires significant reflection on and accountability for how 
we narrate our work and our students to each other� Therefore, while what 
we do in the classroom might not necessarily change, how we articulate 
what we do shapes the classroom discourses and how students structure 
their interactions�
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Toward a New Rhetoric of Difference is a pivotal text that will shift the 
standards on disciplinary and pedagogic engagements with difference� For 
WPAs, this book invites critical programmatic reflection and serves as a 
cautionary tale for how institutional discourses on diversity structure oth-
ers’ orientations toward difference� For composition instructors both sea-
soned and novice, it illustrates the robust opportunities to engage difference 
in our classrooms� For scholars, it’s a crucial reminder that how we narrate 
students in our scholarship has effects on what we as a field do and value� 
This book is required reading for those who are committed to pushing back 
on neoliberal logics of difference and embracing ethical and responsible 
engagements of difference�
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