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Introduction

“Disability” refers to conditions that fundamentally alter 
how someone engages in the world around them, 
including physical, psychological, cognitive, and 
developmental

○ Can be temporary, chronic, or episodic
○ How does this compare or contrast with how you 

might define disability? Does this definition surprise 
you?



Introduction

Often, disability is described in terms of “impairment” to 
“normal” function, which is challenging to define

○ What constitutes “normal” function? Highly contextual
■ Ex. if everyone in a community has a form of dwarfism 

and their homes and businesses are built to suit short 
stature, are they disabled?

■ Ex. neurodiversity movement: are autism and other 
mental conditions simply forms of human difference, or 
disability that limits one’s abilities?
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Disability is an important type of human diversity

○ 26% of American adults are disabled (CDC)
○ Includes many types of disabilities

■ Blindness, deafness, mobility disabilities, cognitive 
disabilities, mental illness, developmental conditions like 
Down syndrome, etc.

○ Intersectionality: disability intersects with other forms of 
diversity such as gender and race, which together shape 
someone’s lived experience
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Language considerations around disability (Ladau 2021)

○ Person-first language VS identity-first language
■ Person with autism VS autistic person
■ Use the language chosen by individual or community

○ Reflect on nuances of language; “wheelchair bound” 
suggests dependence, “wheelchair user” is more accurate 
and focuses on the “user” or person

○ Avoid stigmatizing language; “that’s insane!” could be 
replaced with, “that’s unbelievable!”
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Types of issues encountered by disabled people in the 
workplace

○ Physical barriers
○ Knowledge & attitudinal barriers
○ Systemic barriers 
○ Occupational marginalization and injustice (Durocher 

et al., 2014; Wilcock & Townsend, 2009)



Challenges and Benefits

Economic Benefits of disabled people in the workplace
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Disability in Higher Education

● The challenges encountered by disabled people in the 
higher education workplace are likely also experienced by 
students and other constituencies

● Both disabled students and faculty members face barriers 
and discrimination in higher education (Price 2011)

● “To ensure full inclusion of students with disabilities and 
campus staff, the work must be done both campus wide
to ensure universal access and individually to ensure 
students and staff receive accommodations.” (Hill et al 
2020)



Figure 1. The Johns 
Hopkins Disability 
Health Research Center 
(DHRC) University 
Disability Inclusion 
Total Scores and 
Category Scores for the 
top 50 Undergraduate 
Universities by National 
Institutes of Health (NIH) 
Funding, November 
2021

(Campanile et al 2022)



Disability in Higher Education

A Disability Diverse Workforce Supports Disability Inclusion in Higher Education

● “Hiring staff who reflect that diversity of thought will provide insights into 
design and development of higher education approaches, curricula, and 
more, while offering mentoring to all students, including those with 
disabilities.” (Hill et al 2020, p..7)

● “Review your current hiring practices and include a statement that the college 
or university encourages applicants with disabilities. For the Board of 
Trustees, require that the governance committee include criteria for 
identifying members with disabilities. An effective way to increase student 
diversity is to encourage diversity throughout all levels of the system.” (Hill et 
al 2020, p.9)



Summary

In all, disability is an important consideration for diversity, equity & 
inclusion efforts in the workplace

○ Defining “disability” is itself a political act, and we need to 
attend to using appropriate and accurate language when we 
talk about disability

○ Disabled people encounter barriers in the workplace, but they 
also bring valuable perspectives and advantages (see Lindsay 
et al 2018)

○ In higher education, a disability diverse workforce is important 
for institution-wide diversity efforts and disability inclusion



Disability Inclusion is Big Business

https://www.weforum.org/impact/disability-inclusion/

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OcwYEQ4DSQw
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Discussion

● How can higher education be more inclusive for disabled 
employees?

● What challenges exist in higher education to greater 
inclusion of disabled employees?

● What opportunities are there in higher education to 
enhance disability representation and meet the needs of 
disabled employees?
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