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Making (Virtual) Space for Disability Equity in Academia 
 
Overview, Strategy, and Target Audience 
 
Although academia is widely noted as a bastion of intersectional ableist privilege (Brown & Leigh, 
2020; Dolmage, 2017; Kafer, 2013; Mackey, 2018), the COVID-19 pandemic offered up a brief—
and partial—reprieve. Resistance to providing remote access to public settings waned and an 
infrastructure of digital connections was built seemingly instantaneously (Jenkins, 2020). Many 
disabled academics and students and academics and students with chronic health conditions 
gained opportunities to more fully participate when meetings, conferences, classes, and events 
were switched to hybrid or virtual settings (Parsloe & Smith, 2022; Trager, 2022; Wu et al., 2022). 
Despite these accessibility gains, the pandemic simultaneously magnified healthcare, economic, 
and racial disparities – with marginalized people bearing the consequences most deeply 
(Crenshaw, 1991; Moore Jr. et al., 2018; Yusuf, 2022). In late 2021, when academic institutions 
mandated a “return to normal,” many of us pushed back. We asked our colleagues and 
administrators to explicitly recognize that the previous “normal” was neither equitable nor 
desirable for many (Annamma et al., 2013; Lindsay & Fuentes, 2022). With compassion and 
urgency, author and activist Sonya Renee Taylor (2020) voiced on Instagram it clearly in a 
statement (made during the emergent days of the pandemic): 
 

We will not go back to normal. Normal never was. Our pre-corona existence was not 
normal other than we normalized greed, inequity, exhaustion, depletion, extraction, 
disconnection, confusion, rage, hoarding, hate, and lack. We should not long to return, 
my friends. We are being given the opportunity to stitch a new garment. One that fits all 
of humanity and nature. 

 
 The “COVID years” demonstrated that performing the essential functions of faculty 
positions - teaching, mentoring, advising, conferencing, networking, work meetings, research and 
even lab work - can be accomplished remotely (Kahn et al., 2022; Sonbuchner et al.; Tosun, 
2021). Nonetheless, in 2023, many virtual options have been replaced by on-site-only options, 
and those who felt an increased connection in 2020-2021, feel abandoned and dismissed. Many 
in the disability community continue to be affected by the ongoing pandemic, a point often 
overlooked by institutions and professional organizations (Krebs, 2022). For some disabled 
academics, the oft-celebrated “return to normal” feels more like perpetual trauma as it continues 
to result in diminished opportunities for participation across a myriad of venues, unnecessarily 
stymying career trajectories (Mitchneck & Smith, 2021).  
 Our strategy, then, is to advocate for remote participation options to be available by default 
across institutional settings. Recognizing that remote options are not a best fit for all campus 
community members (Olsen, 2022), we believe an equitable and pandemic-informed academic 
workplace requires well-resourced and intentionally welcoming hybrid (virtual + on-site) 
participation options.  
 In order to inform our advocacy for hybrid participation options, in the fall of 2022, we 
placed an open call for faculty, staff, and graduate students on our campus to join our Making 
Space for Disability Equity work group. We met four times over the 2023 spring semester. While 
our group was passionate about accessibility, we knew we had much to learn, so we began by 
researching evidence-based best practices for supporting hybrid and remote work. After 
evaluating the resources available on our campus, we assembled a test model for convening an 
inclusive hybrid meeting space, then identified additional community needed to making hybrid 
work our “new normal.”  
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 During our semester-long study, we learned that remote or hybrid access is not 
automatically congruent with accessibility. Meeting hosts must be intentional in their practice – in 
the design of the space, in their preparation, and in their practice (Price, 2009; Price 2021). 
Because hosting and facilitating hybrid meetings can be challenging, our group wanted to develop 
recommendations, informed by evidence-based best practices and our own investigation, to 
support our campus colleagues in curating fully accessible, well-resourced, and intentionally 
welcoming hybrid participation options for their own units. The recommendations are in a checklist 
format, with the caveat that each item on the list likely represents substantial time and effort.  We 
organized the recommendations somewhat sequentially to reflect what facilitators need to 
consider before a meeting, during a meeting, and after a meeting; each can be applied to other 
types of hybrid work – including courses, workshops, and events.  
 
Rationale 
 
Across the United States, there has been an increase in faculty, staff, and students reporting 
disabilities (Khanmalek, 2022; Schneiderwind & Johnson, 2020; Swenor, 2022), and Long COVID 
will likely add to those numbers (HHS, 2021; Yong, 2022). Disability is often overlooked in diversity 
efforts. In response, the federal government recently addressed the omission of disabled voices 
via Executive Order (EO) 14035: Diversity, Equity, Inclusion and Accessibility (DEIA) in the 
Federal Workforce. This order marks a shift in the federal approach to disabled workers; while 
previously included in disability-specific efforts, disability has been missing from federal diversity 
efforts (Employer Assistance and Resource Network on Disability Inclusion)– and, frankly, at our 
institution. This change is important because diversity makes us smarter (Page, 2012; Rock & 
Grant, 2016; Smith, 2009). Diverse perspectives increase creative problem-solving capacities, 
and people who identify as members of disability communities have unique and valuable 
perspectives and skills (Bernard, 2021).  
 At our institution, we are also seeing an increase in numbers. Staff and faculty reporting 
disabilities and chronic conditions increased from 16.5% in 2017 to 19.4% in 2021 (Berg & Besse, 
2021). Based on national data from the CDC (2023) these numbers likely will continue to increase. 
In our 2021 Campus Climate Survey, this population reported lower rates of job satisfaction. 
Disabled faculty and faculty with chronic health conditions were also less likely to report being 
treated with respect by colleagues in their department/unit (67.6%) as well as by their department 
chair/head/director (75.8%) (Berg & Besse, 2021). This survey is one of the primary reasons our 
group wanted to address accessibility at campus meetings and events.  
 
Analysis of Effectiveness 
 
The Making Space for Disability Equity work group created a checklist of evidence-based best 
practices for our campus community to follow. We acknowledge that this information is not 
revolutionary; many organizations, particularly those committed to social justice, have provided 
critical social analyses, frameworks, and guidelines (Mingus, 2011; Sins Invalid, 2019). Our 
campus now has more accessibility-focused technology readily available because of the 
pandemic, which is why we believe now is the perfect time to implement campus-wide 
accessibility guidelines. 
 We recommend reviewing the list below and identifying resources available within your 
organization. On our campus, the IT department supports all classroom and conference room 
technology, and the Center for Accessibility and Disability Resources assists with 
accommodations and universal design. Meaningful cultural shifts require participation across the 
board. Institutional readiness to address disability equity includes not only knowledge and 
awareness of inequities but also effective resource allocation including an accommodations line 
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it e m i n t h e c e ntr al i n stit uti o n al b u d g et, a n d f u n di n g f or st aff w h o ar e c h arg e d wit h pr o a cti v el y 
a d dr e s si n g a c c e s si bilit y a n d r e s p o n di n g t o s p e cifi c i d e ntifi e d n e e d s a s t h e y ari s e.  
 T hi s  li st, w hil e n ot e x h a u sti v e, i s a st art a n d will n e e d t o b e r e vi s e d a s w e l e ar n m or e 
t hr o u g h a p pli c ati o n. O ur f o c u s h a s b e e n o n n o n -t e a c hi n g w or k p l a c e s etti n g s b e c a u s e w e s a w 
t h o s e a s b ei n g t h e m o st u n att e n d e d c o nt e xt s. W e  h o p e t h at b y s h ari n g t hi s li st  ot h er s will d e v el o p 
si mil ar g ui d eli n e s f or t h eir c a m p u s a n d or g a ni z ati o n s.  
 

B ef or e t h e M e eti n g  
 
S el e ct a D at e a n d G e n er al C o n si d er ati o n s  
 

  W h e n p o s si bl e, a v oi d s c h e d uli n g m e eti n g s t h at f all o n a n y r eli gi o u s h oli d a y s a n d 
c el e br ati o n s.  

  B e c o n s ci o u s of e ati n g d uri n g m e eti n g s / d uri n g h oli d a y s s u c h a s R a m a d a n.  

  If s er vi n g f o o d, c o n si d er di et ar y n e e d s. M a k e s ur e t o l a b el a n d u s e s e p ar at e ut e n sil s, 

pl a ci n g t h e m i n a n a c c e s si bl e ar e a. 

  If s er vi n g f o o d, i s t h er e s p a c e f or r eli gi o u s pr a y er or pri v at e s p a c e?  

  C o n si d er fr a gr a n c e -fr e e p oli ci e s.  

  H a v e m a s k s a v ail a bl e f or u s e.  

  If t h er e i s a c o st f or t h e e v e nt, c o n si d er off eri n g s c h ol ar s hi p s t o att e n d.  

 

E v al u at e Pr e -M e eti n g C o m m u ni c ati o n  

  W h e n s e n di n g o ut a n e m ail i n vit ati o n t o a m e eti n g, e n s ur e t h e a p pr o pri at e li n k i s 

pr o vi d e d t o j oi n.  

  If a p pli c a bl e, pri nt m at eri al s pri or f or t h o s e t h at wi s h t o f oll o w al o n g. 

  E n s ur e m ar k eti n g f or t h e e v e nt i s a c c e s si bl e; u s e alt t e xt o n i m a g e s a n d cl o s e d 

c a pti o ni n g o n vi d e o s.  

  I n cl u d e a n a c c o m m o d ati o n st at e m e nt o n p u bli cit y m at eri al s.  

  Pr o vi d e c o nt a ct i nf or m ati o n f or p arti ci p a nt s, i n c a s e t h e y h a v e diffi c ulti e s or h a v e 

q u e sti o n s pri or.  

  E st a bli s h e x p e ct ati o n s of m e eti n g / tr ai ni n g.  

  E n s ur e t h e pri nt of y o ur m e eti n g m at eri al s ar e l ar g e e n o u g h a n d i n a n e a sil y r e a d a bl e 

c ol or/ f o nt.  

  M a k e s ur e t o h a v e si g n a g e f or t h e e v e nt l o c ati o n if i n a l ar g e b uil di n g.  

 

E v al u at e P h y si c al S p a c e  

  E n s ur e t h e r o o m i s e q ui p p e d wit h a p pr o pri at e t e c h n ol o g y. D o u bl e c h e c k el e ctri c al 

o utl et s. I s t h er e a l ar g e s cr e e n wit h i nt e gr at e d s p e a k er s a n d mi cr o p h o n e s y st e m i n t h e 

r o o m y o u ar e u si n g ? T h e w or k gr o u p r e c o m m e n d s a n O wl D e vi c e  f or gr e at er vi s u al 

r e pr e s e nt ati o n of t h o s e o n -sit e  t o t h o s e o nli n e. 

  D o u bl e c h e c k s p a c e f or vi si bilit y a n d a c o u sti c s.  

  E n s ur e t h e s p a c e h a s t e c h n ol o g y w hi c h i s e q ui p p e d wit h mi cr o p h o n e s a n d pr e s e nt er s 

w e ar t h e m –  r e p e at q u e sti o n s fr o m t h e a u di e n c e. T hi s be n efit s all p arti ci p a nt s.  
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  E n s ur e t h at s e ati n g i s a c c e s si bl e. F or e x a m pl e, i s t h e s p a c e w h e el c h air a c c e s si bl e ? 

D o u bl e c h e c k t o m a k e s ur e t h er e i s a n el e v at or, a ut o m ati c d o or s, a n d a c c e s si bl e 

b at hr o o m s ar e n e ar b y.  

  E n s ur e t h er e i s s p a c e f or s er vi c e a ni m al s.   

  C o n si d er h o sti n g i n a s p a c e t h at h a s g e n d er n e utr al b at hr o o m s  ar o u n d a n d l a ct ati o n 

r o o m s n e ar b y.  

 

E v al u at e Virt u al S p a c e  

  Di s a bl e t h e w aiti n g r o o m f or t h o s e t h at m a y g et di s c o n n e ct e d; t hi s will m a k e it e a si er f or 

t h e m t o r ej oi n. 

  E n a bl e li v e c a pti o n s a n d  m a k e tr a n s cri pt s a v ail a bl e aft er . 

  R e c or d t h e m e eti n g.  

  F or l ar g e e v e nt s, c o n si d er m uti n g p arti ci p a nt s u p o n arri v al t o r e d u c e b a c k gr o u n d n oi s e.  

  P a y att e nti o n t o c a m er a vi e w a n d a n g el s; if att e n di n g r e m ot el y, c o n si d er bl urri n g 

b a c k gr o u n d.  

 

D uri n g t h e M e eti n g  

 

  St art a f e w mi n ut e s e arl y t o all o w ti m e t o a d dr e s s t e c h ni c al i s s u e s.  

  R efr ai n fr o m m a ki n g c o m m e nt s pri vil e gi n g o n e m o d e of p arti ci p ati o n.  

  C o n si d er i ntr o d u cti o n s wit h vi s u al d e s cri pti o n s a n d pr o n o u n s.  

  I d e ntif y y o ur s elf w h e n s p e a ki n g. 

  R e p e at or p ar a p hr a s e w h at p arti ci p a nt s s a y, if t h e mi cr o p h o n e s ar e s u b p ar.  

  R e p e at w h at i s i n t h e c h at t o e n s ur e e v er y o n e c a n f oll o w t h e c o n v er s ati o n.  

  If t h er e ar e li n k s i n t h e c h at d uri n g di s c u s si o n, c o n si d er t h at t h o s e i n t h e p h y si c al s p a c e 

will n ot b e a bl e t o a c c e s s t h o s e, s o s e n d o ut pri or if p o s si bl e or aft er.  

  S p e a k u p w h e n y o u f e el a n a c c e s si bilit y i s s u e m a y b e a n i s s u e.  

  C o n si d er att e nti o n s p a n s a n d f ati g u e i s s u e s wit h t h o s e att e n di n g a n d c o n si d er p oli ci e s 

of c a m er a o n/ off.  

 

Aft er t h e M e eti n g  

 

  Pr o v i d e a r e c or di n g a n d tr a n s cri pt s. 

  C o n si d er a f oll o w -u p s ur v e y t o e v al u at e a c c e s si bilit y.   
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