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THE CITY UNIVERSITY OF NEW YORK 

 

ABSTRACT 

Accessing Academe, Disabling The Curriculum: Institutional Locations Of Dis/ability In Public 
Higher Education 

 

Andrew J. Lucchesi 

Advisor: Mark McBeth 

The field of Disability Studies has long committed itself to the project of making American 

colleges and universities more accessible places for disabled faculty, staff, and students. Indeed, 

many of the field of early ideological roots of the discipline of Disability Studies (DS) emerged 

from campus-based activist movements. This influence has impacted the ways DS scholars 

continue to frame their intellectual labor as a progressive public good. In recent years, 

composition/rhetoric scholars have begun applying DS approaches to questions of pedagogical 

and professional access as well. These critiques have drawn attention the ways teaching practice, 

administrative policy, and other aspects of academic life are undergirded by many of the same 

ableist values that pervade other professional environments.  

 This dissertation investigates the history of disability-related institutional work in the 

City University of New York across three distinct periods: I use archival analysis to discuss New 

York City’s unique municipal college system’s early 20th century programs, which defined 

disability access in terms of a medical rehabilitation model; second, I use oral history to 

document important institutional changes that came to CUNY (which was officially organized 

only in 1961) during the 1970s, when students began organizing disability activist coalitions and 

CUNY began institutionalizing system-wide disability services; finally, I draw from unofficial 
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archives and further oral histories to examine the impacts of the rise in learning and other 

invisible disabilities in CUNY in the 1980s and 90s. This history demonstrates both the complex 

problem of designing equitable programs for disability access, and the generative possibilities of 

incorporating disability into the mainstream mission of higher education. 
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PREFACE 

I recently re-read my psychological learning evaluation. I’ve kept copies of it with me 

continuously since tenth grade, when I first had to have it done so I could take the SAT with 

accommodations. The report details my diagnosis based on my performance on three-days' worth 

of problem-solving exercises and literacy tasks. I had been informally diagnosed earlier, of 

course. I was flagged in kindergarten for sneaking away during reading time, and by first grade I 

was routinely staying late to repeat failed spelling tests. However, at age 16, I had to provide a 

more robust assessment to get my accommodations secured for the future. I presented my last 

remaining paper copy of the evaluation to the director of disabilities services at the CUNY 

Graduate Center. This allowed me to receive accommodations and special resources over my 

past six years as a Ph.D. student.    

According to my report, I demonstrate a very rare level of discrepancy between my 

abilities to process information through speech/hearing and through reading/writing. I can follow 

complicated conversations and explain complex ideas aloud, but I move very slowly through 

reading tasks. I am prone to lose focus, and I also seem to have weaknesses in my short-term 

memory, which of course makes it difficult to retain what I read. I also have concentration 

issues, which keeps me from reading comfortably in even mildly distracting environments. Since 

there’s nothing observably wrong with my sight or hearing, these reading/listening impairments 

are presumed to be caused by one or more invisible neurological differences I have. In diagnostic 

terms: specific learning disability (dyslexia), dysgraphia, and ADD. In addition to these 

diagnoses and assessments, the report recommends academic accommodations. Books on tape 

are suggested, to help me move more quickly through reading assignments and avoid getting 
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lost. In truth, I’d been using them for years, but this report allowed me to get free tape recordings 

of my textbooks through my college. 

The report also recommended I receive two accommodations for high-stakes exams, 

especially when they involve language processing—I should perform them in a distraction-free 

environment, and I should get twice the standard time to work. Based on this recommendation 

from a team of psychologists, I have been allowed double time and private testing on two SATs, 

three GREs; dozens of foreign language tests; and, most recently, my first-year Ph.D. qualifying 

exam. Without this accommodation, I would not have been able to achieve the middling scores I 

earned on these academic benchmarks. Without this diagnosis, it is exceptionally unlikely I 

would have had access higher graduate education in the first place, have achieved the 

benchmarks set by my Ph.D. program, let alone secured my upcoming position as a new assistant 

professor of Writing Studies. 

 Had I been born in a time before learning disabilities were medically and legally 

recognized, my story might have been very different. I have benefitted greatly from the work of 

disability activists and scholars who came before me albeit, perhaps, over-labeled. Likewise, I 

have been privileged enough to have parents who could afford to have me diagnosed and who 

could support me through my academic struggles. In the course of my graduate education and 

teaching career, I have met many students like myself who have considered leaving academia 

believing themselves to be too slow or too unfocused to succeed. Disability Studies has allowed 

me to understand my difference not solely as a source of difficulty, but also, powerfully, as a 

source of insight and an inspiration to perseverance. I try to pass these lessons along when I can. 

My personal trajectory of education imbued with issues of disability has acted both as an 

inspiration for this dissertation research as well as an example of the contours of disabilities 
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studies from the medicalized to the theorized to the researched to the pedagogically informed. As 

Cathy Davidson writes in Now You See It: How Technology and Brain Science will Transform 

Schools and Business for the 21st Century, 

We've sorted our life cycles in a similar way, with developmental theories of how 

children learn and geriatric theories of how we begin to forget.  If there is any 

word that defines the twentieth century, it might be normative: a defining and 

enforcing of standards of what counts as correct.  We've divided the "norm" from 

the non-normal, we've created tests to measure where we are on that scale, and we 

have elaborated forms of statistical analysis rooted in a theory that the mean is 

good and that it's important to measure how far we do or do not deviate from the 

mean. (279) 

My narrative both aligns and deviates from the master narrative of disabilities, disrupting the 

normativizing storylines upon which they insist. Disabilities studies has firstly defined me as a 

neuro-atypical learner and, secondly, as a researcher alongside a growing number of disabilities 

scholars and, thirdly, as a classroom practitioner who strives to make classroom accessible to all 

students. If comp-rhet studies originally articulated the practitioner, the research, and the 

theorizer (See Stephen North 1987) as three disparate roles within the field, the introduction of 

the sub-field of disabilities studies within comp-rhet has reminded us how the three must be 

intrinsically linked and demonstrated how they must be inter-connectedly informing.  Reframing 

the disabilities narrative through my archival research has offered the potentials of other readings 

and more generative interpretations.  
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Chapter 1 

INTRODUCTION—INSTITUTIONAL RE-MEMBERING: ANIMATING THE TRACES OF 

DISABILITY IN HIGHER EDUCATION 

 

Disability Studies (DS) approaches have long been guiding composition/rhetoric scholars 

to explore new understandings of student difference and to discover as well as new approaches to 

inclusive classroom instruction. In its Policy on Disability, for instance, the discipline’s flagship 

professional organization, the Conference on College Composition and Communication demands 

that disabled people must be welcomed within the field both as students and faculty. Further, it 

asserts that the perspectives of disability studies provide vital insights to our disciplinary mission 

as compositionists, including the areas of “literacy studies, . . .  theories of difference[,]” and 

other intersections between language production, social identity, and assessments of human 

value (Policy on Disability). This policy statement—initially ratified in 2006—emerged 

following a decade of sustained engagement by DS scholar/teachers such as Patricia Dunn, 

whose study of learning disability in the writing classroom broke important ground in the field's 

engagement with disability as a facet of student or instructor diversity. Naturally, given our 

field’s historical commitment to teaching and learning, the space of the writing classroom has 

remained DS’s most robust site of engagement, critique, and reform.  

It is only relatively recently that we have begun looking outside specific classroom 

practices and particular kinds of student bodies to consider how disability, as a concept and as a 

bureaucratic category, functions within academic institutions. In her work on mental disability in 

academic institutions, for instance, Margaret Price, examines a wide range of academic practices, 
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common across American higher education, that incorporate stereotyped beliefs about mental 

illness/health, normal behavior, and personal value. In Mad at School, Price forwards a model for 

applying robust rhetorical analysis to institutional texts, including accessibility statements used at 

major national conferences Analyzing administrative documents about the so-called student 

mental health crisis, Price finds powerfully imbedded beliefs that (1) “mental disability must be 

an aberration” and, thus, (2) that the presence of people with mental disability need not be 

accommodated (Mad at School 231). This naturalized ideology affects every aspect of academic 

life, from campus housing policies to standards for tenure review.1  

In this study, I aim to extend our analysis of disability in academic spaces even further. 

As the CCCC Policy on Disability suggests, the primary value of DS for the broader field of 

writing studies is to promote the development of more equitable, progressive, and politically 

engaged environments both for students and for faculty. As with other social-justice-inspired 

movements within writing studies, DS compositionists must actualize their beliefs within 

colleges and universities—complex institutional sites that contain simultaneously conservative 

bureaucratic structures and progressive social discourses. For those of us who wish to develop 

more accessible programs, we must strike the balance between our ideological convictions and 

local institutional politics and material constraints. This reality puts us all, especially those 

working at the program-design level, within the role Richard E. Miller refers to as the 

“intellectual-bureaucrat”: rather than upturning the status quo wholesale, intellectual-bureaucrats 

“tinker at the margins” of the institution, making minor adjustments in curriculum, policy, and 

other structures within their reach (As If Learning Mattered, 212). 
                                                
1 For a detailed analysis of how these ideologies affect the role of Writing Program Administrators, see 
Amy Vidali, “Disabling Writing Program Administration,” Journal of the Council of Writing Program 
Administrators 38, no.2 (2015): 32-55. 
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Current DS scholarship in writing studies does not provide sufficient groundwork for 

contextualizing writing program reform within the broader history of disability access in higher 

education. One substantial shortcoming, I argue, results from the persistent present- and future-

focus of DS scholarship. As a progressive movement, we make arguments about reform and 

implementation, arguments that have strong ideological value. For example, Margaret Price has 

recently proposed using social science methods to examine the professional lives of disabled 

faculty and staff (“New Directions for Disability Studies Research” 2015). This work would 

draw together important information from across multiple institutions, giving an important view 

of the accessibility of academic professions today. In these studies, however, we tend to take the 

present as our starting point.  

My aim in this study is to take a historical approach to questions of disability and 

academic life. To date, our scholarship has largely left unstudied many important aspects of the 

rich history of disability access programming that has taken place on American college campuses 

throughout the twentieth century. This even as we have begun using DS perspectives to design 

and implement our own disability studies-inspired programs in our first year composition 

curricula. In part, we ignore this history because it is poorly recorded: disability-access programs 

are not often the subject of institutional legacy building. More than this, however, looking back 

at this history requires DS scholars to confront deep divides between our perspectives as 

humanities faculty and the perspectives of those other intellectual-bureaucrats who enact their 

own disability-access agendas on campus, disability service providers. To fully understand our 

perspectives about disability and accessibility we must look back at the (dis)connections between 

the labors of disability service providers and those of composition programmers and instructors.  
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Disability Services in American Higher Education 

Disability services in mainstream American colleges and universities date back to the 

early 1940s, when programs to provide access and rehabilitation for returning WWII veterans 

emerged at a handful of major public universities (Fleischer and Zames 37). These programs 

emerged amid two competing forces, one political, one material. The political force derived from 

the common desire to provide returning veterans with access to higher education and middle-

class jobs, society’s side of the bargain of military service. Materially, however, institutions of 

higher education exerted their own counter-force. While large land-grant universities often 

contained spaces that admitted disabled people as patients or research subjects, the spaces of 

learning and residential life were largely inaccessible to students with mobility or sensory 

impairments. These students might be welcomed through admissions, but left to navigate 

buildings and curriculum designed for the non-disabled. Eventually, albeit reticently, colleges 

and universities developed new administrative systems to manage this mismatch.  

In our current moment, most institutions employ specialized disability services providers 

to manage these systems. Contemporary histories about the role of the disability service directors 

locate their origins in the passage of Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 (Oslound 

2014). This law indicates as a turning point, a moment when institutions of higher education 

were mandated to fundamentally re-evaluate their relationships with disabled students. This law 

affected colleges and universities in two ways: first, it barred these institutions from excluding 

students or employees on the basis of disability; second, it required that the institutions 

themselves must pay for any adjustments that might be necessary for those disabled people to 

fully participate in campus life. This second provision put the onus on institutions to purchase 

alternate-format materials for students, install ramps and elevators in buildings, and provide 
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accessible bathroom, dining, and housing facilities. Any institution that failed to meet these 

standards risked civil rights lawsuits and the loss of access to federal funding programs.  

The nature of disability services offered in colleges and universities has changed 

substantially over the last century as has the  nature of the service provider role as it has become 

an established commonplace on American campuses. In the early days, very few standards for 

best practices existed, and those criteria that did were rarely based on rigorous research or 

scholarly assessment. Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, a complex academic field emerged 

devoted to disability access in higher education, including important debates in matters of 

program design, faculty relations, and curriculum reform. Now, a national discipline exists, with 

a flagship journal and organization, the Association for Higher Education and Disability 

(AHEAD). In the City University of New York (CUNY) system, standardized practices of 

disability service administration are being taught at the field’s first Master’s level degree in 

disability services in higher education. As I will discuss in Chapter 3, this history closely 

parallels the development of writing program administration as a field, especially in the way 

Writing Program Administration (WPA) studies has engaged with questions of minority access 

and programmatic activism. 

Jay Dolmage, a prominent theorist in the Conference of College Composition and 

Communication (CCCC) DS community, has critiqued the current prevailing model of disability 

access and the standard form of disability service provision. Under Section 504, institutions are 

only required to provide adjustments to the environment that are identified as “reasonable 

accommodations.” These accommodations, which are traditionally administered by a disability 

services director, are meant to ensure disabled students do not face unlawful barriers to their 

success, for instance not being able to access library resources, get to and from classes, or take 
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exams in an appropriately conducive environment. The problem is that the accommodation 

model, Dolmage argues, works as a "retrofit," offering only the minimum required alteration to 

what is fundamentally an exclusionary system (“From Retrofit to Universal Design”). The 

changes disability service providers are authorized to make are “one-offs,” applied only to one 

student in a single, individual instance. Reasonable accommodations do not lead to lasting or 

universalizing change. 

While I find Dolmage’s critique of the “reasonable accommodation” model for disability 

access compelling, I think it overlooks the complex ways disability service providers have 

engaged in ideologically progressive programmatic work throughout the history of American 

higher education. There has yet to be a grounded study of their institutional role, and how it 

influences the work they do. One major reason for this gap, I believe, emerges from the unique 

nature of that role where disabilities programming often stands apart from faculty development 

and institutional policy-making as related to pedagogical understanding and classroom praxis.  

In this dissertation, I argue that we can learn important things about the history of 

American disability by examining the way academic institutions have responded to the presence 

of disability in different ways at different times. Disability, as a cultural phenomenon, is not 

universal, but in fact, while it’s difficult to access first-hand accounts of this 

institutional/legislative mismatch, we can study it through programmatic initiatives and legacies 

that surface within archives. For instance, which parts of the administration are put in charge of 

overseeing disabled students? As more disabled students join the student body, we see more 

complex systems developed to provide services—new job titles, new equipment, new student 

data to collect and assess.  
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Disability History at CUNY 

The research I present in this dissertation focuses on the history of disability-specific 

programming in the City University of New York system. The New York City municipal college 

system has a long and complex history. The system began from the city’s four original municipal 

colleges—City College of New York (which had both uptown and downtown Manhattan 

campuses), Hunter College (a Manhattan women’s college that began as a normal school), 

Brooklyn College, and Queens College. In 1961, the CUNY system officially incorporated into a 

single tuition-free university system, later launching the social experiment of Open Admissions 

in which educationally marginalized students were admitted into the university system. Yet, as I 

learned through my archival research, Open Admissions didn't represent the first progressive 

initiative of the university. In 1946, The City College of New York (CCNY) developed one of 

the first programs in the nation specifically aimed to integrate disabled students in a mainstream 

college setting. This program was at the cutting edge among the handful of other such programs 

around the nation and, thus, offers a rarified snapshot of early university attitudes about disabled 

students and their education. 

New York’s municipal colleges also afford a wide scope in terms of institutional 

diversity. Since CUNY currently is comprised of seventeen teaching campuses, each campus has 

its own independently operated disability services office. Each is attuned to its individual campus 

character, whether that be its eleven community colleges, eight four-year “senior” colleges, or 

five graduate campuses. While each campus falls under the umbrella of legislation of a public 

university and centralized university policies, each college has a unique character and history, 

ranging from Hostos Community College—a bilingual institution with heavy emphasis on public 

health—to Hunter College—the system’s original women’s college, specializing in education 
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and psychology fields. The disability access programs developed on these campuses bear the 

marks both of their campus cultures, and also the politics of their era. Some of these programs 

proliferated and spread around the system, and some of them died out within a few years.  

Each campus keeps its own institutional archives, though few include much on the topic 

of disability. Naturally, just as there are vast differences among the CUNY archives in terms of 

funding, vast inconsistencies exist in terms of what disability-related records are kept by each 

archivist and whether disability issues get any linear footage within the stacks. For instance, 

though I have surveyed the holdings of all the CUNY senior colleges, I have yet to find any 

materials related to disabled student clubs and organizations, though I know that they’ve existed 

since at least 1969 and now flourish on every campus. This demonstrates one of the profound 

ironies of college disability history: although disability policies are often framed as being about 

the experiences of disabled students, what remains within the institutional archives is often that 

which is most distant from the student’s experience—cold bureaucratic reports, policy 

statements, meeting minutes. This institutional fact also informed my own methodological 

approach of archival research accompanied by oral history interviews with disabilities directors 

who could supplement the gaps in archival resources.  

Oral history provides a key to unlocking much of this history. I have interviewed fifteen 

current or former disability service providers from across the CUNY system. My informants 

range from people who began working in the field within the past academic year to those who 

worked on disability integration beginning in the mid 1970s. One informant was formerly a 

student with disabilities himself, who graduated through that early program at City College in the 

1940s—he later went on to direct the disability office at his own alma mater. In addition to 

informing me about the nature of their work as service providers, these informants also give me 
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important information about the attitudes toward disability and access held by students, faculty, 

and other administrative branches of their home institutions.  

CUNY’s unique multi-campus university system has created a kind of incubation 

chamber for sharing ideas about disability access. Those who know CUNY’s history of basic 

writing scholarship will be familiar with scholars like Kenneth Bruffee, Mina Shaughnessy, 

Sondra Perl, and many others. These scholars shared their work through self-designed networks 

around the CUNY system (such as the CUNY Association of Writing Supervisors [CAWS], now 

defunct). In the absence of a formalized field of Basic Writing and Writing Program 

Administration, they learned from one another before spreading their work publicly. CUNY 

disability service providers did the same, forming a coalition of administrators with whom they 

could share ideas, develop best practice guidelines, publish scholarship, and organize for public 

engagement at the campus and at the state level. It is partially because of the close personal 

connections formed within this coalition, called the Coalition on Student Disability Issues 

(COSDI), that made my research possible. As many of the founding members of COSDI are 

reaching retirement, they are eager to get on record the important work that they did over the past 

five decades. Additionally, many of these individuals kept personal archives of their work, 

materials not available in any official archival collection. 

 

Student Disability as a Medical Phenomenon 

As a lens to better understand these students’ institutional positions, I research the 

programs that were developed to serve them on various CUNY campuses at different historical 

moments. I’ll explain what I mean with a few quick snapshots, which I will discuss in greater 

depth in their historical context in the following chapters. 
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The 1946 program housed at the College of the City of New York (CCNY), was initially 

designed to provide support for wounded WWII veterans. In fact, an influx of wounded veterans 

didn’t materialize in the admissions pool, and the program instead oversaw the admissions of a 

few dozen disabled civilians each year from 1946 to the mid-1960s.2 In general these students 

were designated as having either sensory impairments (i.e., blindness, deafness) or chronic health 

conditions (i.e., cardiac problems, seizure disorders, post-polio disorders). As a matter of policy, 

the City College campus was closed to students who used wheelchairs because the architecture 

of the campus, opened in 1906, did not accommodate them.3 There was at this time, of course, no 

popular concept of learning disabilities as a form of impairment for college-age students.  

In some ways, this postwar program resembles disability services programs we see today. 

Students were assessed by college staff and received special help with registration. The students’ 

instructors received a kind of “accommodation letter” as they do today. However, unlike modern 

disability services, the program was designed from its inception to serve people recovering from 

military wounds, and so the entire enterprise was suffused with a highly medicalized view of the 

students and their educational needs. In order to gain admissions to the college, students were 

subject to examination by the Health Guidance Board, a group of faculty, administrators, and 

physicians. Until as late as 1968 when the Board disbanded, the City College Bulletin included a 

clause in the Admissions chapter describing their role: “All admissions are subject to the 

provisions that the candidate meets the health standards of the college. Severely handicapped 

students will have their applications reviewed by the Health Guidance Board to determine 

whether they could profit from college training” (CCNY Bulletin 1967/68). I find it striking that 
                                                
2 Records from this time are from archival collections associated with the Health Guidance Board, an 
institutional body that oversaw disabled students for three decades at City College. I will discuss the 
Board and its archival legacy in greater depth in Chapter 3.  
3 “The Board has . . . ruled that no wheel chair persons are to be admitted to the college” (Letter from 
Condon to Dean James Peace, February 16, 1959). 
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in this administrative document, students with disabilities are warned in advance that their 

admissions will be subjected to an additional degree of scrutiny. Under this system, the people 

who made the most important decisions about the academic prospects of disabled students were 

not faculty or administrators, but, often, physicians.  

The CCNY Health Guidance Board’s mission went beyond simply assessing students for 

admissions. According to one institutional document, the Board also worked to “[effect] 

adjustment to the maximum correction of physical defects” in the students (Condon 9). The most 

widely publicized aspect of this recuperative mission came from a four-semester series of special 

physical hygiene courses disabled students were required to take to satisfy the university’s two-

year hygiene requirement. Instructors in these “reconstructive education” courses were briefed 

on students’ health conditions and charged with designing each student an individualized 

rehabilitation plan. Students’ physical progress was charted, and bi-annual reports on their 

progress made available both to the Health Board and to “all instructors interested in the health 

of the student” (ibid.).  

This early program reflects, in many ways, the medical model of disability that 

dominated before the advent of the disability rights movement in the 1960s and 1970s. In this 

model, disability is thought of as an individual problem, a defect located in the body and mind of 

the individual. A disability is a condition a person has: it is a specific kind of ill health. Under 

this medical logic, disabled students essentially lived as patients of the university. As the politics 

of disability changed in the mid 20th century, disability programs began to shed some of their 

medicalized perspectives and instead began to align with the social model of disability. As I will 

discuss in more detail in Chapter 4, the programs would be dramatically de-medicalized: 
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disability services came to be more about engineering accessible campuses through ramps and 

other retrofits, and less about correcting and monitoring student’s physical bodies. 

Within the social model, disability is understood as a problem of institutionally 

sanctioned social oppression, not a problem of physical defects. This logic argues that disabled 

people’s primary difficulty does not come from physical problems with their bodies—the 

problem is that built environments are not built for disabled people to use. Laws passed in the 

mid-1970s asserted that these resources and affordances were, in fact, their right. Programs 

developed during this period tend to bear the marks of this political alignment. 

Student Disability as an Academic Phenomenon 

I want to turn my attention to another program from CUNY’s past, one that shows a very 

different picture of disability-access programming. I know about this program entirely based on 

personal interviews and a pile of personal documents generously donated by my informant. The 

official institutional archives have no record of it. 

By the early 1980s, CUNY was receiving an influx of a new kind of disabled student. 

These were students who had come up through the public K-12 system under the purview of 

federal Public Law 94-142, then called the Education for All Handicapped Children Act, which 

was passed in 1975. This law mandated that whenever possible, disabled students should be 

taught in mainstream classrooms. The law required schools to follow individualized education 

plans (IEPs) designed to help integrate these students into the classroom. This system applied 

across a wide range of disability categories including mobility and sensory impairments, but also 

learning disabilities, psychiatric impairments, and other kinds of invisible disabilities. In the late 

1980s, Anthony Colarossi had been working as a school psychologist in Brooklyn’s Bed-Stuy 

neighborhood and advising the city’s Board of Education about learning disability (LD) issues. 
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In the wake of this federal commitment to disability education reform, the rise of psychological 

and cognitive testing in public schools, and the massive increase in diagnoses of learning 

disabilities, attention disorders, and other psycho-social impairments. 

Colarossi came to CUNY’s Kingsborough Community College both as the director of 

disability services and as a member of the psychology faculty. Under his direction, the college 

developed a new link between counseling and disability services focused on learning and 

psychiatric disabilities. He also developed a resource center for LD that became a national 

model. In the late 2000s, Colarossi designed a two-semester special section of the college’s 

Skills Development courses specially suited to students coming to the college with disability 

diagnoses. The courses only ran for three years, and in all only 118 students passed through the 

sequence. However, Colarossi kept detailed records of the courses, which he shared with me, 

including student writing, class materials, and results from a survey administered to students in 

the course. 

Most of the students in Colarossi’s course were also students we’d know as basic writers. 

For those who arrived at Kingsborough without a disability diagnosis, many of the students who 

ended up in these classes were flagged for his attention because they had failed the CUNY 

writing exam multiple times. As I will discuss in Chapter 4, the period in which literacy-related 

disabilities became firmly situated within the work of disability services represents an important 

moment for the definition of basic writers, particularly disabled basic writer. With the LD boom, 

there was a special population being identified within the broader community of basic writers 

who, because of medical diagnosis, held a different institutional position, a position that included 

access to specialized services. For students with the disability label, Colarossi’s class offered a 
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useful space for supplementary literacy instruction as well as a venue for psychological treatment 

and identity development. 

The first semester of Colarossi’s basic skills course centered on how students would 

adjust to college life. In essence, it was a writing course based on students' educational 

experiences. In order to help students resist feelings of alienation, they chose a favorite spot on 

campus as their journaling spot and wrote weekly entries reflecting on their progress and 

hardships as a student. These weekly check-ins were then revised into a final narrative essay. 

Students also studied the nature of their own disabilities, a unit supported by lectures and 

activities about different learning styles, multiple intelligences, and other topics from the clinical 

side of the learning disability field. In another project, students wrote about the other courses 

they were taking, reflecting on how the instructors’ teaching style suited their own learning style. 

The course culminated in a final written exam, where students were asked to synthesize what 

they learned in writing, explaining the nature of their disability, their personal experience of it 

throughout their lives, and their perspectives on themselves as students. Throughout these 

courses, Colarossi employed pedagogy which practitioners in the composition/rhetoric field 

would recognize. Students used freewriting in their journals. Students shared drafts and gave oral 

feedback, in this case in a kind of group therapy setting. Throughout the course, students worked 

to develop a meta-cognitive awareness of their own thinking and learning styles, and to choose 

work habits that would work best for them. 

Although Colarossi’s methods may seem more benign than the paternalistic 

curative model described earlier, from a disability studies perspective, there are still some 

troubling aspects of Colarossi’s approach. Students in this class were, ultimately, clients of the 

combined disability and counseling services. Each student in the course had an assigned 



 

 15 

counselor managing their case, and this counselor got updates on their progress in the course. 

Indeed the course itself was taught by two employees of the counseling and disability services 

office. For this reason, it still took a kind of rehabilitative bent toward disability integration, in 

that the course was designed to work through many of the challenging psychological aspects of 

surviving a college education with a diagnosed disability. It wasn’t a course designed to cure 

defects, however. Rather, the course offered a medical understanding of learning differences to 

the students, but it also situated it within a culture of disability bias and helped students deal 

pragmatically with social limitations created by one-dimensional teaching and restrictive career 

choices. 

Accessing Academe/ Disabling the Curriculum 

Ultimately, in examining the history of disability access programming, I want to urge 

writing studies scholars to think about how we as a field are responding to the challenges of 

creating accessible programs today. What are the current beliefs about disability and access that 

are motivating us to approach this work as part of our mission as writing teachers and program 

designers? As we learn more about the values of the CCCC Policy on Disability and design our 

programs to help promote disability access, we should consider the politics and ideologies 

underlying those efforts. Just as these historic programs I have found lost in CUNY’s history 

reveal something about the politics of disability in their time, our own programs will reveal how 

we respond to the challenge of equal access and equal opportunity. 

 This dissertation will proceed through five chapters. Each chapter (excluding the 

conclusion) was written to stand alone. One reason I made this decision is that each chapter 

speaks to different academic audiences.   
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 In Chapter 2, “Investigating the Cultural Locations of Disability in American Colleges 

and Universities: Campus, Curriculum, Culture,” I examine published literature that addresses 

disability studies critiques of American higher education. In the first section, I investigate the 

role college-based activism from the 1960s – 1990s plays in the overall narratives historians 

present about the disability rights movement. These historical narratives often claim, in essence, 

that the disability rights movement was forged and tested on college campuses, and that the 

coalitions that led to national change in the 20th century began their lives as student disability 

activists. In the second section, I discuss the emergence of disability studies as an academic 

discipline. I show how disability scholars applied the rhetoric of the disability-rights movement 

(especially the social model of disability) to critique a range of academic disciplines, especially 

fields that have traditionally claimed special expertise about disability, including medicine and 

social work. In the final section, I examine the emerging sub-field of disability studies in 

composition/rhetoric. As I describe, scholars in the Disability Rhetoric movement advance 

disability studies critiques of higher education by focusing on matters of college-level teaching 

practice and institutionally sponsored literacy tasks.   

 This chapter speaks most directly to an audience within mainstream disability studies. I 

draw many of my sources from canonical works in this field—for instance, Joseph Shapiro’s 

iconic history, No Pity, which is frequently assigned in introductory disability studies courses. 

Unlike my home discipline of composition/rhetoric—which continually publishes histories of the 

field, its origins, and its major movement—Disability Studies has only a limited discourse of its 

own disciplinary history. My intention, therefore, is to provide a plausible history for the growth 

of disability critique in higher education. I also hope to demonstrate that new critiques coming 
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from the Disability Rhetoric movement have deep roots in the values of early scholars and 

activists. 

In Chapter 3, “Constructing Academic Dis/Ability: Archives of Remediation and 

Access,” I move away from published disability studies scholarship to examine the state of 

dis/ability in the early 20th century. For this chapter, I draw mainly from archival collections 

from the City College campus. In the first section, I focus on the period between 1906 and 1927 

in which Thomas A. Storey served as CCNY’s first director of physical instruction. I describe 

how the college underwent a dramatic period of investment in student “social hygiene.” Through 

this period, Storey established health screening procedures and mandatory physical education 

requirements, both aimed at incorporating values of medical health into the broader picture of 

student academic ability. In the second section of the chapter, I examine the period from 1946 – 

1960, when CCNY developed its first programs specifically for disabled students. I demonstrate 

that these two programs share the same fundamental structures, and that indeed, the ideologies 

underpinning CUNY’s earliest disability services programs were heavily steeped in the 

medicalized values of the Social Hygiene movement.  

This chapter speaks to two central audiences. On the one hand, this chapter contributes to 

the history of CUNY as a ground-breaking public institution. While these two early programs 

receive fleeting mentions in other CUNY histories, no detailed analysis of either program has 

been published elsewhere. If nothing else, this chapter should demonstrate to the rich history of 

dis/ability related programming in higher education that has gone unexamined in disability 

studies. This chapter also seeks to speak to historians outside the CUNY system. While medical 

humanities scholars have made important contributions to our knowledge of the history of 

college medicine, the history of disability programming has gone largely unexamined. I hope this 
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case study of two moments at CCNY will inspire further case studies from other institutions 

nation-wide.  

In Chapter 4, “Disrupting Ability: Student Disability Rhetoric in Action,” I focus on the 

period from 1969 – 1978, a decade that saw two important developments in CUNY disability 

history. In the first half of this period, disabled students at Brooklyn College formed the first 

disability activist coalition in the CUNY system. I examine the rhetoric these students used to 

engage in campus-based activism. In the second half of the chapter, I describe the dramatic 

influence that the 1973 Federal Rehabilitation Act had on college campuses. In response to this 

law, CUNY established networks of disability service providers on each campus who shared 

practices and developed new disability service programs that stepped away from the strict 

medical perspective discussed in Chapter 3. I draw heavily from oral history in this chapter, 

including two oral histories I took from CUNY disability services directors. 

Like the previous chapter, Chapter 4 focuses on CUNY history, and thus will be of 

interest to local institutional historians. In particular, because it is situated in the era of Open 

Admissions, which was implemented after 1970 across CUNY, it aims to add a wrinkle to our 

stories about that much-analyzed time. Scholars in the Disability Rhetoric movement will be 

especially interested in this chapter for the way it presents examples of student disability rhetoric 

in context. Finally, for disability service providers, this chapter will provide a historical argument 

for the value of supporting student disability clubs and organizations. For disability researchers 

at other institutions, this chapter offers a point of comparison by which other disability programs 

may be measured and analyzed. 

In Chapter 5, “From Ramps to Neurodiversity: Integrating Invisible Disabilities into the 

Critique of Access in Higher Education,” I turn from matters of campus access to the notions of 
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pedagogical access and multi-modal privilege. Here, I draw from disability studies scholarship 

from within the field of composition/rhetoric to examine the unique character of so-called 

“invisible disabilities” including learning disabilities, psychiatric impairments, and Autism 

Spectrum Disorder. I compare this pedagogical scholarship with the programmatic efforts of 

Anthony Colarossi, a psychologist who spearheaded programs for students with learning and 

psychiatric disabilities at Kingsborough Community College between 1986 and 2007. Across 

both the scholarship and the practice, we see that invisible disabilities continue to manifest in 

academic settings as disruptions to academic literacy. I argue that compositionists are uniquely 

positioned to advocate for progressive pedagogical reform that would make literacy instruction 

more accessible for these students. This chapter speaks directly to the field of 

composition/rhetoric, particularly to writing program administrators who might be looking for 

ways to make their curricula more open and adaptable to the needs of disabled students.  

As a collection of chapters introducing various eras of disability's history, these analyses 

provide a historical framework by which disability scholars may re-evaluate theories and 

research in the field as well as a point of departure for other disability's historians. 
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Figure 3.1 “Disabled Club Gets College to Mend Ways” Sunday News, November 31, 1971 

 

The student coalitions formed in this period utilized an emerging civil rights rhetoric to achieve 

their goals. A story in the New York Sunday News describes the students’ efforts with triumph: 

Being physically disabled often carries the added handicap of complete 

indifference on the part of the world around you. But this has been conquered by a 

group of Brooklyn College students, many in wheelchairs, who have been 

fighting the college administration for a year to get facilities there they can cope 

with. Much to their delight, they’ve won every hard round. (Kalter, “Disabled 

Club Gets College to Mend Ways” Sunday News, November 31, 1971) 
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Here we see disability issues discussed in a dramatically different way than the topic was 

presented even fifteen years earlier in the City College Alumnus. In the article’s opening sentence 

(quoted above), the reader is placed directly into the disabled position, asked to consider living in 

a world of “complete indifference”; later, we imagine what it must be like to be in a campus 

environment we can’t even “cope with,” not a particularly high bar. We should remember that at 

least City College had a policy explicitly forbidding wheelchair-using students from attending 

the college.7 The fact that these students used wheelchairs becomes central to the rhetoric 

employed here. As I will describe throughout the first half of this chapter, the wheelchair-using 

student became a powerful rallying symbol for student disability activism during the 1970s (see 

Fig.3.2).  

 

Figure 3.2 Illustration. S.O. F.E.D. U.P. Handbook for the Disabled Students of Brooklyn 
College, C.U.N.Y. 1971. 

 

                                                
7 “The Board has . . . ruled that no wheel chair persons are to be admitted to the college” (Letter from 
Condon to CCNY Dean James Peace, February 16, 1959). 
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We can see behind this rhetorical power a fundamental development in the politics of 

disability, one that focuses attention away from medical models and toward anti-discrimination 

models of disability access. So, too, did the administration tap into this rhetoric in designing the 

pervasive system of disability services that also came into being during the 1970s. Both the 

student disability activist and the institutionally empowered disability services provider took 

their place on campuses during this time. We can learn much by looking closely at the rhetorical 

and institutional landscapes in which they emerged. 

Emerging Disability Rhetorics  

By focusing on the activist history at Brooklyn College, I aim to demonstrate how this 

period saw the emergence of a new, non-medicalized disability rhetoric in higher education—the 

rhetoric of access and opportunity emerged, which framed the strife of disabled students on 

college campuses as a problem of unequal access. Using this rhetoric, student activists demanded 

infrastructural change on their campuses, most prominently in the retrofitting of inaccessible 

buildings. Within this rhetoric, students with high academic potential demonstrated that their 

educational potential was being impeded by non-educational barriers, barriers as practical and 

material as lack of appropriate bathroom stalls. To manage this rhetoric, which is particularly 

powerful within institutions like CUNY that claim an explicitly public-serving mission, the 

institution reacted by establishing formalized systems of “reasonable accommodation” that 

complied with new federal mandates while also managing the financial disruption caused by new 

disability laws. 

In examining the history of student disability activism and the initial development of 

reasonable accommodation programs during the 1970s, this chapter largely steps away from the 

official archives. Judging by official archives alone, we would know almost nothing about the 
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vibrant history of student organizing and program development that occurred in the 1970s 

around CUNY. While I don’t claim that my analysis can fully represent the scope of the period, I 

hope it will offer some compelling examples of how the political and legal developments around 

disability issues in this time set a new course for programs in higher education. As I will show in 

the final chapters of this dissertation, this course has led us directly to our current disability 

landscape, even as the definitions of disability and access have continued to evolve into 

previously unanticipated realms.  

This chapter will proceed in three sections. First, I will focus in on the case of Fred 

Francis, a disabled student who in between1969 and 1971 organized disabled students at 

Brooklyn College. His efforts produced one of the first disabled student coalitions in the nation, 

and also led to a series of access-focused building renovations at the college. In the second 

section, I will examine the institutional developments of this period, in particular, the 

establishment of official systems for access-based disability services that emerged in response to 

Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973. The civil rights mandates laid out in this law 

echoed the efforts of activists like Francis, and the systems developed through coalitions like the 

CUNY Council on Student Disability Issues (COSDI) represented earnest attempts to 

institutionalize these social-justice values. As this second section will describe, the 

institutionalization of disability accommodation systems was contentious, and remains so. The 

first generation of post-504 service providers had to fight for systemic change, while also 

limiting the financial expense and upholding the academic authority of the university. In the final 

section, I will examine the legacies of 1970s activism and civil rights institutionalization, looking 

at how disability service providers today reflect on this history and on the persistent role of 

activism on CUNY campuses. While many service providers continue to take pride in their 
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field’s activist origins, many of the methods and traditions of this history have been lost, just like 

the history of student organizing on the campuses. 

Part 1. Student Disability Activism, 1969-71 

In 1969, Fred Francis re-enrolled in daytime courses at Brooklyn College after several 

years’ hiatus. Francis was newly disabled. He had been a successful high school athlete, and had 

received scholarship offers to play baseball at Long Island University (Oral History of Fred 

Francis 1-2). However, at age nineteen, Francis had both legs amputated above the knee, 

requiring him to rapidly adjust to life as a wheelchair user in a world not built for his access. 

While enrolled at Brooklyn College, Francis became involved in civil rights and anti-war 

organizations, and began integrating these interests with his career ambitions to work in 

rehabilitation therapy.  

 Very little evidence exists to attest to the rich history of student disability organizing in 

CUNY or Francis’s important role in it. Since at least the 1980s, nearly every campus has had 

disabled student clubs or organizations, and disabled students have been involved in all levels of 

student leadership. However, even as the archives contain only meager traces of the official 

disability programs I discussed in the previous chapter, they contain essentially nothing about 

these student-generated efforts. Thankfully, Fred Francis left a textual legacy as an intentional 

component of his own organizing efforts. The one document retained by the Brooklyn College 

archives that discusses Francis is the transcript of a student-produced oral history interview 

conducted by a student named Marie Pascal in 1980. By this time, Francis had finished his 

graduate education and was working in the New York State legislature organizing rehabilitation 

programs at the state level. Pascal, the student interviewer, conducted the interview for a project 

in her course, Speech 60—Oral History. While the interview contains some clear transcription 
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errors, it provides a compelling narrative of Francis’s trajectory at Brooklyn College, including 

his organizing efforts. This is the only item in Brooklyn’s collections that tells his story.  

 Unlike City College in Harlem, which by the mid 1960s had more than two decades of 

experience with disability-specific programming, Brooklyn College where Francis enrolled had 

no established disability accommodation infrastructure before the students advocated for it. In 

1969, Francis began working at the campus’s first psychological counseling center, which was 

staffed largely by psychology and sociology undergraduate students in the role of peer 

counselors. Francis carved out for himself the role of special peer counselor for disabled 

students. At the time he began this role, neither Francis nor the counseling center knew of any 

other disabled students on campus (Oral History of Fredrick Francis 5)—a consequence of there 

being no specialized programs for their admission and thus no data being kept. Francis went on a 

recruitment campaign in the campus newspapers, which is how he met fellow a wheelchair-using 

student who became his first disabled client in the counseling center.  

By the end of his first semester of recruitment, Francis was working with three other 

disabled students, and he was getting a sense of the access issues they faced. Francis explains “as 

the peer counseling role [grew] … other students would come to see me to talk about other 

problems they were having in the school in dealing with teachers and faculty, and the conditions 

of the campus, it became fairly obvious that the answer was not counseling but some form of 

action” (5). This transition from his counseling work to community organizing was a significant 

extension of Francis’s work. In the counseling center, individual students could talk about their 

personal and academic challenges; but as students working together politically, Francis and his 

peers would be able to begin collectively agitating for institutional, infrastructural change.  
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In fall semester of 1970, Francis undertook a series of actions to demand change in the 

campus’s accessibility problems. Most of the campus buildings had serious accessibility issues: 

none had accessible bathrooms, those with ramps were not designed to code. For Francis and 

other wheelchair-using students, many important academic and administrative buildings they 

were functionally locked out. Likewise, at this time, Brooklyn College had no provisions in place 

for disabled students to get priority registration. This is commonly now offered as a reasonable 

accommodation, because choosing classes before the rest of the student body allows disabled 

students to pick course schedules that minimize long-distance travel across campus between 

classes. Francis tells a number of accessibility horror stories in his oral history, ranging from 

times he’d had to drag himself and his wheelchair up stairs, to a time when he got pneumonia 

from being stuck outside in the rain when his designated accessible entrance (really a freight 

loading ramp) was locked (Oral History of Fredrick Francis 3-4). 

 Francis reports that initially, he tried to use his role as a peer counselor in order to address 

these accessibility issues. He gathered stories from the students he worked with and presented a 

set of recommendations to then Dean of Student Affairs, John Kneller. Francis recounts that the 

administration initially responded to his requests positively; however their enthusiasm didn’t 

last:  

[A]fter providing [. . .] a Dean and team of campus planning at that time, tons of 

resource material and receiving three different commitments for the school to be 

made accessible which were broken, we were told that we were no longer 

considered a priority and we were just shattered. (9) 

Why might the administration have done this, responded favorably to the students’ requests then 

shut them out? I do not have access to the administrations’ version of these events. However, we 
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may speculate about why Francis’s requests may have been given such a low priority. This was 

the year Open Admissions began in CUNY, after all, and dramatic changes were happening in 

many aspects of the system. Additionally, Francis at this time only spoke for four students, a 

constituency that only a year ago was not even counted as a group.  

From his initial cohort of four such students, Francis founded CUNY’s first disability 

activist organization, which they named the Student Organization for Every Disability United for 

Progress, or SO FED UP. As Francis explains, the name was chosen to suggest the frustration 

disabled students felt in having their access needs ignored by the broader administration:  

[The students] were basically fed up with having to deal with insensitivity, with 

the oppressive physical grounds of the buildings and requirements made upon 

them. They were fed up with having to be alienated and isolated from most of the 

cultural and social activities of the school which are the buildings that presented 

barriers to them[.] (7) 

Crafting Disability Identity Rhetoric  

It is worth pausing to consider the name of the organization. Obviously, the name sets 

rhetorical positions: the group member represents a constituency who are frustrated, oppressed, 

ignored. It is no coincidence that this group framed themselves as a constituency united by an 

opposing force. As disability theorist Lennard Davis has observed, disability is a category that 

stretches the traditional understandings of what defines a minority group (See Davis The End of 

Normal: Identity in a Biocultural Era, 2014). Disability is, after all, an umbrella term that covers 

a huge range of specific embodiments. Minority groups are typically defined, however, by shared 

social or cultural identity. What unites disabled people as a single constituency, disability 

activists argued, was an experience of abelistic discrimination. Seen in this way, the opposition 
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provided by the Brooklyn college administration provided a useful counterforce for Francis to 

use in rallying an organization around shared interests. Francis called this his best 

accomplishment in “creative advertising” (7). 

 While the Brooklyn College archive does not have any further materials on Francis or 

SOFEDUP beyond the newspaper article and student-conducted oral history I have already 

mentioned, there is a third document I will introduce now. Francis and his co-founders in 

SOFEDUP created a 21-page booklet titled S.O. F.E.D. U.P.: Handbook for the Disabled 

Students of Brooklyn College (1971). The booklet lays out the organization’s key aims and 

values, and it also contains a detailed assessment of the accessibility features (and problems) of 

each of the academic buildings. Francis reports that this booklet was printed and distributed to 

new SOFEDUP members at the beginning of each school year. It served, therefore, as a kind of 

auto-archive for the group, allowing them to pass on useful elements of their gathered 

institutional knowledge in a legacy document. Thankfully, the full booklet is available online 

through the ERIC database, archived by the US department of Education. 

 Francis points out that his coalition building fit in comfortably with the politics at 

Brooklyn College in 1970. Indeed, he frames the group’s goals directly in relation to the politics 

of Open Admissions. Here, Francis lays out one of the group’s goals in the subsection 

“Purpose”: 

To advance higher education for the disabled in City University by eliminating all 

architectural, educational, motivational and bureaucratic barriers that presently 

exist for the disabled and thereby making Open Enrollment a valid program 

affecting all, whereas now, only the disabled are totally overlooked and alienated 

from its benefits. (1971, 6) 
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Here Francis articulates a wide critique on CUNY’s accessibility. It should be noted that this call 

for removal of barriers would not be codified into law in Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 

1973 (which I will discuss in the final portion of this chapter). Francis doesn’t point to CUNY’s 

legal obligations to the disabled; rather, he points to CUNY’s political and moral commitments 

and how they’re falling short for disabled students. This argument would prove useful to Francis 

and his peers’ efforts. 

SO FED UP Gets “Militant”  

Since, as Francis reports in his oral history, it was clear to SO FED UP that their needs were not 

a concern for the administration, they turned instead to the students and faculty for support. 

Francis recounts the story of going with the other leaders of SO FED UP to a meeting of the 

Brooklyn College student government. There, speaking on behalf of the group, Francis explained 

the ways they had been ignored by the administration. Further, he admonished the student 

government leaders for not prioritizing disabled student’s rights in their own work with the 

administration: 

I blasted them. I told them that they had absolutely no concern or no level of 

interest in the needs and rights of students—fellow students on this campus—and 

that they are an organization totally for the able-bodied. They were an 

organization that represented supposedly people of various self-interest groups in 

a multi-dimensional campus such as Brooklyn College in the center of the largest 

urban city in the world—and if you belong to that interest group and you were 

disabled, you were totally disenfranchised from their concern. ... 
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I embarrassed them. I challenged them. I didn’t expect them to turn around to me 

and say “well, let’s do something about it. Let’s do something right now.” And 

there was a meeting of the faculty council at the time and you have to think of the 

time how the spirit of this movement just began to reverberate in this room. Here 

were four disabled students frightened out of their minds and me in front of them 

frightened more than they were: speaking to fifty other students, telling them they 

were really not responding to us in terms of their social attitudes, and those people 

saying We’re with you, let’s go do something and we all of a sudden are going 

out of the meeting and going through the hall to the faculty council. We stormed 

into the room. (11) 

In what Francis describes as the first “militant action” of his life, he led the group of students to 

interrupt the Faculty Council meeting and demand the right to speak (cite). Wheelchair-using 

students blocked the hall’s doors, blocking the faculty in while they waited for the microphone. 

Again, the students of SO FED UP argued that their rights as students were being ignored by the 

administration. Again, to Francis’s surprise, the faculty came out in support of SO FED UP, and 

sent a representative to the president’s office to speak on the group’s behalf. By the end of the 

scheduled faculty council meeting, Francis had an appointment to speak with the president about 

their demands.  

Access as Activism, Activism for Access 

I go to such great lengths in setting up this particular moment from CUNY disability history 

because it provides a useful demonstration of the emergence of a new kind of disability rhetoric 

within the academic landscape. In characterizing the rhetoric of disability access, I aim to 

describe a new way of making arguments that emerged during the early 1970s—a new way of 
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making arguments about disability afforded by the minority model of disability. The earlier 

period approached disability through a purely medical lens, with disabled people as individual 

patients. The ideological focus on curing impairments leads logically to a particularization of 

disabled experience, with best rehabilitative practices tailored to one sub-population or another.  

However, a central feature of SO FED UP’s initial organizing was drawing together disabled 

students across a wide spectrum of impairments. Though Francis and many of the first 

generation of SO FED UP students used wheelchairs, they had a spectrum of impairments, and 

the coalition also represented students with sensory impairments. SO FED UP came to the 

student government, it came as four students representing a larger constituency. Francis’s group 

represented the needs of a broad and growing population of students at Brooklyn College who 

were being left out of the institutions’ priorities; however, their small number itself demonstrated 

a useful rhetorical point.  

As Francis pointed out, one reason the numbers of SO FED UP were so small was 

because so few disabled students bothered to apply to Brooklyn College. Instead, these students 

were forced to apply outside the free CUNY system to Long Island University, which had better 

accessibility programs for wheelchair users. This fact demonstrates one of the paradoxes of 

disability visibility that tends to dominate in poorly accessible public spaces: few disabled people 

go to the extreme burden of fighting their way into a poorly accessible campus—it appears as a 

result that there are not enough disabled people on campus to justify comprehensive overhauls to 

buildings and policies. Francis broke through this logic by claiming to represent more than the 

meager disabled population at Brooklyn College, he claimed to speak for the disabled students 

who were barred in advance, those who never applied to CUNY despite having every right to a 

free education on par with their non-disabled peers. 
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 By asserting that disabled students represented a unified (albeit under-represented) 

constituency, Francis effectively made two other claims. The first is definitional—that disability 

is not defined by one specific embodiment or another, but rather by a shared experience of 

inaccessibility. Whether they were blind or quadriplegic, the students of SO FED UP shared an 

experience of facing barriers in the campus environment that made their lives more difficult. 

They had been kept out, forgotten about. By defining disability as an institutional barrier rather 

than a physical difference, Francis also makes a second claim: he draws attention to those who 

do not experience the inaccessibility of the environment, those who don’t notice a lack of ramps 

or braille, those who make up the constituency of the able-bodied. In so doing, he names them as 

representatives of another kind of constituency, a chauvinist majority whose biases line up neatly 

with the able-bodied administration. So, at the same time that he re-defines the unifying identity 

of the disabled, he also names the previously naturalized majority identity of the able-bodied. For 

students who view themselves as radical and take pride in their commitments to social justice, 

this re-definition as a member of a chauvinist, privileged majority clearly articulates a cutting 

critique. 

SO FED UP’s focus on physical accessibility also offers a useful rhetorical function by 

providing a clear means of action. While social bias and prejudice are clear concerns facing the 

disabled student population, the specific calls to action Francis and his group proposed addressed 

clear, material interventions. Buildings need new ramps, they said—libraries need new 

equipment; registration and classroom allocation policies need adjusting. Compared to the 

massive shake-ups involved in Open Admissions in the name of breaking down racial and ethnic 

barriers in CUNY, these material changes proposed by SO FED UP were both achievable and 

uncontroversial. The able-bodied student government had a clear path to demonstrate their 
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commitment to equality for the newly vocal disabled minority: get the administration to pay for 

ramps. 

 Francis and his co-organizers got their meeting with the college’s president, and within 

the month following, also saw the start of new construction to install ramps and improve 

classroom accessibility across the campus. One reason for their success, Francis believes, is the 

way the disabled students had motivated the participation of a wide range of stakeholders behind 

their cause. Following the student government and faculty council actions, Francis took out a 

full-page ad in the student newspaper, thanking a number of prominent student and faculty 

groups for their support, including the “Black Student Unit” and the “Puerto Rican Lions,” and 

other groups who had a reputation for activist work on campus (11). This was a gambit on 

Francis’s part—he had not actually received pledges of support from these organizations. He was 

hoping these groups would be unwilling to publically deny their involvement in the coalitional 

movement. 

Some years later, when he had graduated and gone on to work for the New York 

Department of Vocational Education, Francis had occasion to speak with Dean Kneller about the 

events of 1970. Francis recounts that Kneller explained that he’d been most moved by the way 

other campus groups got behind SO FED UP’s demands: “He always marveled at how all the 

cohesiveness of all these organizations at a time on campus, came behind the disabled students” 

(14). Francis summarizes the outcome: 

I confided in him that that was a total gamble. I had never gotten the support of 

those organizations. I gambled that no one would jump on me thanking me for a 

success like they would if I thanked them for a failure. And he told me that that’s 

what moved him. The action at the time. So, the whole thing came about as a 
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result of some action backed up by a bluff which was responded to by fear of 

some larger issue being created and that’s how the ramps and concessions got 

there. (Ibid.) 

As Francis recounts the event, it was precisely the rhetorical power of SO FED UP’s broad 

alliance that most motivated the administration to respond. In 1970 at Brooklyn College, “some 

larger issue being created” may have had special currency to it. If it was between building some 

ramps and inviting another incident of political unrest at his campus, the ramps didn’t seem so 

burdensome. In effect, by aligning the SO FED UP demands with the longstanding efforts for 

minority representation on Brooklyn College’s campus, Francis was able to tap into an effective 

rhetorical position for his group, one not afforded by the individualist, medical view of disability 

that had pervaded in previous periods.  

 Francis and his co-organizers in SO FED UP were members of a unique generation in 

student disability activism at U.S. colleges. The rhetoric of access and opportunity that they 

employed came directly out of the landscape of open admissions and the overall climate of 

radical action motivating racial equality in public higher education. Disabled students were 

seeing themselves as a constituency with shared needs and values, one with an equal right to 

educational access. In 1970, when SO FED UP came into being, this mentality was still local, 

generated when individual campuses accepted enough disabled students to spark a movement. 

However, by the end of the 1970s, federal law began to catch up, forcing all institutions to 

confront the rhetoric of opportunity and access.  
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Part Two. Institutionalizing Civil Rights for Disability 

This time period saw students organizing voluntarily, but it also saw institutions being compelled 

to organize by external forces. In 1973, the United States passed the Federal Rehabilitation Act 

into law. Section 504 of this act directly addressed disability access. As Shapiro’s history of the 

law’s passage reports, 504 was never meant as a massive civil rights watershed, it was added to 

an otherwise uncontroversial act that was aimed at providing services for military and workplace 

injuries (59). Section 504 was written with a broad mandate, however, allowing it to have a 

powerful influence. First, its authority covered all institutions that received federal funding. This 

included a wide swath of institutions—obviously government agencies (DMV, IRS), but also 

public resources (libraries, hospitals); however, it also applied to privately owned organizations 

that received some kind of government funding, including large employers that received federal 

tax remission, churches and other religious institutions that benefitted from federal tax 

exemptions, and colleges that received federal funds through student loan programs and direct 

budgetary support from tax dollars.  

Under Section 504, these organizations had a new benchmark to reach in order to 

continue receiving their federal funding. The regulations laid out in 504 came with additional 

financial stakes. The law has two essential components: anti-discrimination and accommodation. 

First, an anti-discrimination standard, stating that no individual may be discriminated against 

solely for reasons of disability; this forbade, for example, landlords from refusing applications 

from disabled individuals, employers from rejecting applicants on account of disabilities. The 

bigger challenge of Section 504 comes when you think about disability discrimination beyond 

the model of racial and gender discrimination into the realm of access discrimination. As we saw 

in the Francis example, discrimination in institutional settings often goes beyond personal biases 
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or explicit bigotry: discrimination is built into the architecture, the dimensions of bathrooms or 

the presence of a ramp. This non-discrimination standard, by pointing to the environmental 

factors as aspects of discrimination, helped reveal the scope of disability discrimination, but also 

made the stakes, for the first time, the concern of the able-bodied institutions themselves, rather 

than the individuals.  

The second central feature of Section 504 addresses the gap between the anti-

discrimination edict and the physical realities of the institutions. It requires that institutions 

covered under the law provide “reasonable accommodations” to ensure the equal participation of 

people with disabilities. For example, an office employee who is hired and who uses a 

wheelchair, whose work requires him or her to go between floors in an office building, could 

reasonably be accommodated a number of ways: be provided with an elevator key, or have all 

office work moved to single floor. The broadness of “reasonable accommodation” allows 

institutions to tailor their responses to disability access to their individual capacities. However, 

the financial burden stays with the institutions, not the individuals.  

The anti-discrimination and “reasonable accommodation” mandates had unique 

implications for institutions of higher education. Colleges and universities are more than 

assemblages of classrooms, of course: they are comprised as well of administrative offices, 

dining halls, dormitories, resource centers, parking lots. Colleges invest heavily in institutional 

infrastructure as they grow and specialize in mission: new buildings, new facilities, new 

resources. They are cities unto themselves. This reality puts colleges and universities in a 

different situation than many other institutions covered under 504. In the typical workplace, the 

only things that need to be reasonably accommodated are factors pertaining to the job itself: the 
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disabled person should not have undue burden in carrying out the job. The narrowness of the job 

description, then, puts a limited scope on the employer to provide accommodations.  

As colleges grow more complex, so too does the institutional investment in student life 

and thus the complexity of the needed accommodation structures. We saw one example of this in 

the growth of the student health infrastructure at City College. There, financial and philosophical 

investments in public health and personal hygiene set the college on a path that led to the 

adoption of mandatory physical education courses as part of the general education curriculum. 

This investment had lasting effects on the accessibility of the college in both positive and 

negative ways. In our present moment, as more institutions invest—again financially and 

philosophically—in the affordances of internet-based education, we see student life including 

mechanisms for cyber privacy, social media policies, and inclusion of digital technology training 

in the general education mission. We also see the rise of new accessibility issues within the 

digital environment. 

 When enforcement protocols for Section 504 finally went into effect in 1978, many 

CUNY campuses had some sort of disability services program. In addition to Brooklyn’s 

program, which grew out of the student counseling center, independent programs had sprung up 

at Hunter, Queens, and a handful of CUNY’s community colleges. These programs offered a 

range of specialized focuses—some in job placement or other vocational services, some in 

academic support or multimedia services. However, these local programs were not developed to 

handle the universal access mandate of section 504. Likewise, the admissions process had 

accounted for disability, but fell far short of legal demands. 
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“The Floodgates Were Open” 

Merrill Parra began working at CUNY’s Queensborough Community College (QBCC) in 1976, 

the time between Section 504 being passed and when it became enforceable. She describes the 

sudden change this law brought about: “It was basically like the floodgates were open. People 

with disabilities were going to be coming to college campuses” (2014, 2). The CUNY chancellor 

formed an official advisory council to set policy for the CUNY system, called the Council on 

Student Disability Issues (COSDI). Representatives from each of the CUNY campus were 

appointed to the council.  

Despite CUNY’s unique history of disability services development, COSDI's history is in 

even worse shape than SO FED UP’s. COSDI was a cross-campus network with no specific 

institutional home. Since CUNY has no functional university-wide archive, there is no obvious 

institutional repository for collecting materials about COSDI's history. Through the course of my 

research for this dissertation, I interviewed fifteen current and former service provider members.  

While some of the directors from this period are still actively working—thus easily available for 

an interview—many have since retired or moved on to other careers. These interviews are one 

part oral history—I asked about their professional and personal backgrounds, how they came to 

work in disability services. I also had them each characterize the function of COSDI and their 

personal relationship to it in their careers. The second part of the interview addressed their 

philosophy toward disability and accommodation. Particularly relevant to this conversation, was 

their perspective on activism.8 This proved to be an important factor, as understandings of 

COSDI and indeed a philosophy of access differentiated along generational lines. The first 

generation of service providers, whom I will focus on here, worked within a very different 

                                                
8 See Appendix 1 for oral history interview script. 
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CUNY, and their long-view of the system’s development informs their narrative of the 

organization. 

What were the professional backgrounds of the first generation of Section 504-era service 

providers? The first generation came from fields in psychology, social work, and counseling. I 

interviewed Merril Parra in her office in Lehman College in 2014 and 2016. She began her work 

as a social worker at QBCC, where she directed a grant-funded distance-learning program for 

severely disabled people. This was funded by a federal TRIO grant, a program for 

underrepresented populations in college. Parra was a founding member of COSDI, and served as 

its chair for many years. She was also tied in to the larger landscape: she was on the board of the 

Queens Center for Independent Living; she was also founding member of AHEAD, the 

Association for Higher Education and Disability (now the national professional organization for 

college disability service providers). 

 I asked Merrill to help me understand the CUNY administration’s concerns at this 

moment when disability law was changing in such dramatic ways.  

In that day, we formed a council that was an advisory council to the chancellor. 

Because all of this was happening—the [Section 504] amendments, the ADA, and 

access—the chancellor wanted an official advisory board formed. And 

representatives from all of the campuses would meet monthly to discuss issues 

related to access, accommodations, 504 compliance, etc. And we were an 

extremely dedicated, hardworking group. And most of us remain as very close 

friends. (2014, 2) 

This first generation took up their posts at a time when there was a substantial knowledge gap 

about how disability accommodations could work in practice at the college level. One initial 
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function of COSDI was to bring some form of standardization and oversight to accommodations 

across the CUNY system. Since COSDI was comprised of representatives from a range of 

professional backgrounds, it contained specialists of many stripes. Many, like Parra, brought 

experience from the field of social work. As a result, COSDI meetings became places where 

service providers could discuss individual case studies—of how they counseled a particular 

student or how they negotiated with a resistant faculty member. It also provided a space for 

interpersonal support where service providers, who as Merrill points out “had no parallel” 

colleague on their campuses, could commiserate about the job’s many stresses and uncertainties 

(2-3).  

COSDI was charged with helping establish a comprehensive playbook for disability 

accommodation across CUNY. This required them to confront fundamental questions: "We 

looked at issues around ‘who is a person with a disability,’ ‘what kind of documentations do we 

require,’ ‘what kind of protocols do we set up regarding testing,’ ‘how do we work with 

faculty’[…]?” (2014, 2). These philosophical questions attest to the difficulty of applying 

legislation to local bureaucratic systems. Some campuses did not have comprehensive data about 

either the number of disabled students on campus or the legacy of accommodation practices that 

had been used there. Merrill describes one important function of these monthly meetings as 

information sharing. This included, of course, sharing practices for gathering student data in the 

first place, including how to manage challenging legal aspects of disability management such as 

student confidentiality. This network became key for creating progressive, comprehensive 

accommodation programs system-wide. On the one hand, COSDI members became their campus 

experts on disability law—they could wield potent arguments about the legal requirements for 

504 compliance (“At the beginning, the law carried a lot of weight, it really did”[6]). 
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Over the course of COSDI’s first few years, members studied one another's practices and 

used them to refine their own local programs. As Parra herself describes it, “We were able to use 

the argument that ‘This is what my colleagues are doing… they’re doing this at Bronx 

[Community College]… they’re doing it at Queens [College]… Lehman should be having this 

kind of program also…” (6). COSDI provides a useful test case for the notion of institutional 

activism. Clearly, COSDI had an enormous influence on CUNY disability history. But how can 

we contrast it with groups like SO FED UP? The connections between these two histories 

illustrate a fascinating moment when rhetorics of activism are integrated within the institution 

itself. 

Disability Services as Activism 

I asked my informants if they felt their role was activist. On the one hand, I wanted to 

know their perspective on the term activism, I also wanted to see which aspects of the work they 

would identify one way or the other. Many informants claimed activism in the day-to-day 

advocacy of their roles: counseling students, mediating with faculty, providing accommodations. 

They recognized that without their labor, these students would not be able to access the college. 

Others specified their role as disability advocates, helping people understand the politics and 

ethics of disability access—an extension of their counseling work. In this way, they see 

themselves as extensions of a larger activist project initiated by Section 504 and later the 

Americans with Disabilities Act. 

 First generation COSDI members saw themselves as being in the vanguard of disability 

access in higher education during this period. Parra claims that in the absence of established 

systems, the work of information sharing took on an activist imperative. Within COSDI’s first 

decade, the coalition had published one of the first comprehensive guides on disability issues in 
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higher education. Titled Reasonable Accommodations: A Faculty Guide and published by PSC-

CUNY, the university’s faculty and staff union, this guide provided concrete definitions of 

accommodation practices, including what the law explicitly said and how service providers work 

to provide appropriate accommodations.9 Based on these kinds of newly developed best practice 

models, service providers were able to set up formalized systems for matters like intake of new 

students, setting up testing and tutoring resources, and providing faculty development training on 

accessible classroom methods.  

Not all service providers identified their role with activism. For those who didn’t claim 

an activist designation, they often claimed “advocate” as an alternative description. I spoke to 

Christopher Rosa, a second-generation informant, who formerly was director at Queens College, 

and is the current dean of student affairs for the CUNY system. In effect, his office directs 

disability services for the entire system. When I asked him whether he saw the disability service 

role as potentially activist, he responded with some ambivalence:  

I think that if you look at the way in which the role is best situated and best 

positioned, you’re striking a balance between advocating for students, in terms of 

removal of barriers and a level playing field, but also advocating for the rigor of 

academic standards. So, I guess, if you’re an activist, you have to be an activist 

for both. If you’re an activist too much for one or the other, then you’re not, in my 

opinion, you’re not doing your job well. Because, I mean, I think, as an activist, 

when it comes to pushing the envelop on student rights and student benefits, 

                                                
9 Archives do not contain the first edition of this publication, which I believe was published in 
the very early 1980s. The guide has since undergone four revisions, including the most recent 
which was the first entirely digital edition. In a future work, I will look more closely at the 
editions themselves, particularly the ways definitions expand and technologies enter the picture. 
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you’re fine, unless you try to push past the rigor of academic standards as a brake. 

That’s the brake on activism. (13 – 14) 

I should point out that Chris Rosa knows from activism. He was a student at Queens College in 

the 1980s, where he was himself a leader of the student disability activist group on that campus. 

Rosa was involved in a wide range of public actions, including an occasion where the student 

group traveled to Albany to lobby for disability services funding for CUNY. As part of his 

activism, he received training in federal accessibility regulations, and thanks to his organizing 

work at Queens, he had a strong sense of the institution’s infrastructure. Rosa brought these 

experiences to his work as director of disability services at Queens College upon his graduation. 

However, as we spoke in his office in the CUNY Central Office, Rosa argued that 

disability services must operate—at least in part—as a part of the institution and as a stabilizing 

force. This includes setting up policies that will protect the college from lawsuits and handling 

potentially litigious conflicts between students and faculty. In the context of high-stakes and 

complex laws like Section 504, the disability service provider provides an important service to 

the institution. But also, in order to be effective advocates on students’ behalf with other 

branches of the administration, service providers must constantly demonstrate the benefit their 

services provide the institution.  

Merrill Parra had a unique take on this question of activism. She did identify her role as 

activist, and gave examples of public action that had material effects in the world. I already 

mentioned the lobbying efforts Parra and her generation led to get a stable funding line in place 

for CUNY disability services. They also took on other legislative matters—for instance, when in 

the 1990s COSDI lobbied to amend a financial aide law that discriminated against students who 

took reduced course-loads as a reasonable accommodation.  
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However, Parra also gave an interpretation of the activism question that reflects the deep 

connections between the two histories of disability coalition-building. Parra cited one key 

approach COSDI took in its public efforts was to rally local student activist groups to their side. 

As Parra explains: 

As a strategy, we created a student group: The CUNY Coalition of Students with 

Disabilities—that paralleled our council [COSDI]. There were student 

representatives who met monthly, so we were able to call upon this group to come 

with us and we went to Albany and eventually we were able to get a line item on 

the budget that really would fund […] disability services in a good part of the 

CUNY system. (2014, 3) 

Here, Parra explains a valuable approach that helped COSDI be more rhetorically effective in 

their work effecting change outside the university’s walls. Disability service directors might not 

be ideally positioned to enact disruptive actions on their campuses. However, many of the 

directors I spoke with did feel they are ideally situated to advise and encourage students to form 

their own organizational networks. Indeed, many of the directors I spoke with had once or were 

currently serving as advisors for their campus’s disabled student coalition. From his position at 

CUNY Central, in fact, Dean Rosa advises the system-wide Council of Students with 

Disabilities, the student body that represents all of the local disability clubs on the campuses.  

Perhaps this kind of disability culture building is a hallmark of CUNY disability services, an 

outgrowth of the particular political and institutional context in which disability services 

developed here. This is a question I intend to pursue in further research. 

This history may provide a useful lesson for disability-studies influenced writing program 

administrators and composition and rhetoric scholars. There has not to date been detailed 
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research of the writing and rhetoric composed by disabled student organizations. This is partially 

a problem of access, of course—as I’ve said, in my own research, official archives evidenced an 

astounding paucity of student disability organization documents. Because CUNY has had such a 

long history of student activism, it can provide many examples for Disability Rhetoric scholars 

to employ when looking for grounded examples of disability rhetoric in action within academic 

settings. And the fact that these texts are often student-produced is significant for classroom 

instruction in disability-studies influenced composition/rhetoric courses. In such a course, 

student writers could seek out and access local stories of student organizing, local ephemera, 

handbooks, and first-person accounts. This kind of student-produced, local disability research 

would provide a useful service to future researchers of this topic. 
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CHAPTER 5 

FROM RAMPS TO NEURODIVERSITY: INTEGRATING INVISIBLE DISABILITY INTO 

THE CRITIQUE OF ACCESS IN HIGHER EDUCATION 

 

 

Beyond Mobility and Sensory Disability 

I wish here to move away from thinking about academic access in terms of mobility or 

sensory impairment, to consider instead disabilities that thoroughly challenge the legal mandate 

for accommodation. The impediments faced by students and faculty with mobility and sensory 

impairments in academic spaces are substantial, to be sure, but accommodation, as it is 

traditionally conceived, tends not to unsettle the status quo of academic cultural values in the 

way that a host of invisible, cognitive and psychological disabilities do. With mobility and 

sensory disabilities, the embodied nature of the impairments leads to a relatively straightforward 

notion of access and inaccess. An academic building cannot be entered, or a lecture cannot be 

absorbed--access here is rendered as a straightforward consideration of material affordances that 

do not fundamentally alter the nature of the knowledge itself. It is easy to claim that access is 

being unfairly withheld from individuals who would be perfectly capable of participating in 

academic life if only their physical differences were taken into account.  

Intellectual and psychological disabilities, on the other hand, challenge the notion of 

disability accommodation in higher education in key ways. As I will explain later, one factor 
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comes down to the lack of clear physical impairment—their status as “invisible” disabilities 

whose cause is believed to reside in the brain, thus requiring specialist diagnoses to understand. 

As impairments of the brain and its functions, they raise special issues within rigorous 

intellectual environments like colleges and universities. Academic institutions gain their social 

credibility as credential-granting bodies by distinguishing between the academically able and the 

academically disabled. Those who receive credentials are certified for their aptitude in the habits 

of academic life—they are disciplined students, able to study and learn independently, and they 

are able to show mastery of the knowledge and methods valued by their fields. Those who fail to 

attain degrees, therefore, likely lack the discipline, adaptiveness, and intelligence to persist 

through the curriculum. Or, at least, that’s the implied dynamic of meritocratic attainment at the 

heart of higher-education credentialing. In this context, granting access to those whose 

impairments by definition label them as poor learners (in the case of learning disabilities), poor 

concentrators (in the case of ADD/ADHD), or mentally uncontrolled (in the case of 

psychological disability)—this seems to fly in the face of the foundational mission of higher 

education. The standards of higher education seem to demand that those who are constitutionally 

weak at learning do not belong in institutions of higher learning. People wash out for a reason, 

and this is part of what makes the degree of value to those who persist. 

In what follows, I will look more closely at the challenge of learning disability in higher 

education. Drawing from my oral history and archival research, I will discuss the work of Dr. 

Anthony Colarossi, former director of disability services at Kingsborough Community College. 

Colarossi was a prominent learning disability specialist across the CUNY system. From his oral 

history, we get a rich image of an institution wrestling with an uncomfortable transition. I will 

examine the programs he developed, which use multi-modal, literacy-based pedagogy to teach 
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students about their disabilities. I will also examine the faculty development materials he used to 

give workshops on invisible disabilities for faculty across the disciplines. Colarossi’s work grew 

out of the institution’s specific circumstances. Compositionists have tried to apply similar 

approaches to our scholarship and our practices as a field. I want to get at these connections, 

going not from theory to practice, but from practice to theory. I want to show that with LD, we 

see a new period for disability in higher education—where disability becomes about literacy. 

Literacy becomes a means of intervention.  

To contrast my specific examination of Colarossi and his work in CUNY, I will draw 

comparisons to learning disability scholarship that has emerged from within composition/rhetoric 

over the past two decades. Whereas Colarossi approaches topics of invisible disabilities as a 

psychologist, compositionists approach them through the teaching of writing. As disability-

studies-influenced compositionists take up issues of learning disability, we see the emergence of 

a new kind of writing to learn pedagogy focused on the positive potentials of neurodiversity for 

college level writing instruction. Colarossi’s curriculum provides one provocative model of what 

this progressive pedagogy might look like in practice. 

Part 1: These Other Students?  

I interviewed Anthony Colarossi in the small Brooklyn office where he maintains a small 

therapy practice. Colarossi was an important figure in the history of learning disability 

programming at CUNY. He had spent the first half of his career working for the New York City 

Board of Education. He did psychological and cognitive testing for LD diagnoses. It was the 

basis of this experience that, at age 42, Colarossi came to CUNY’s Kingsborough Community 

College in 1986. Colarossi had earned his Ph.D. in psychology, and was hired as a tenure-line 
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faculty member, charged with running the counseling center’s special services for students with 

disabilities. Colarossi describes the state of things when he initially began his work: 

 In that time nobody knew about learning disabilities. I came in just after the first 

wave, physical disabilities. People in wheelchairs. That kind of accessibility was 

already getting to be a little bit accepted. People moaned and groaned about it, but 

they were getting the issues. But these other students? You’ve got to be kidding! 

Who the hell are they? (2014, 3) 

Colarossi recounts being given wide latitude to develop programs at Kingsborough based on his 

long experience working with LD issues in K-12 settings. Until his retirement in 2009, Colarossi 

was a central figure in the CUNY disability landscape.  However, no institutional archive 

collects the materials from his programs. The materials I will discuss derive entirely from my 

personal conversations with Colarossi and a small box of papers he loaned me to examine for my 

research. 

 In our conversation, Colarossi emphasized the suddenness with which Learning 

Disability arrived at CUNY. He also drew connections directly back to the disability laws of the 

1970s, which established the precedent for accommodating learning differences.   

What happened is that it was back in the 70s that the original Vocational 

Education Act came out, and that’s when they started doing the mass testing of 

kids in the schools. And by the time we got to the 90s, all those kids were 

graduating from the ‘70s. So if you were 10 years old in ‘77, then by the time we 

came to ‘93, you were ready to go to college. All of a sudden you were getting 

kids I had tested with IEPs and the Psychs. I used to read through them because I 

had written a million of them. (2014, 11) 
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Here, Colarossi was reflecting on the way his experience conducting student diagnoses with the 

NYC Board of Education gave him some basis for working with these students. He understood, 

for instance, the difference between disability resources available at the K-12 level and the 

college level, periods that fall under different federal laws. Some students were arriving who had 

already been diagnosed and given an accommodation profile, which Colarossi simply had to 

implement. Others came without diagnoses, in which case Colarossi was able to help test and 

design accommodations himself. Under his supervision, the number of students served at 

Kingsborough’s disability services grew from 83 to over 500 across Colarossi’s first decade from 

1986 to 1996 (Oral History 9). 

 One characteristic of this period of rapid growth is a corresponding rapid growth in 

disability knowledge-making. As a member of the psychology faculty, Colarossi published and 

presented widely about his work on LD issues. In particular, he wrote about his model of 

disability service administration, which takes a heavy focus on students’ psychological wellbeing 

and emotional health. He gave a conference talk on the topic for an early regional conference of 

the Association of Higher Education and Disability, titled “Clinician, Administrator, Educator: 

Reconciling the Roles.” While it is now uncommon for disability service directors to also 

provide clinical evaluations, Colarossi’s iteration of disability services blended these roles 

together. And Colarossi was not alone in this. Psychologist/service providers at Hunter College 

also published on Learning Disability issues in higher education, producing comprehensive 

guides for faculty and administration alike (Garnet and LaPorta, Dispelling the Myths: College 

Students and Learning Disabilities). By 1997, Colarossi and his peers in COSDI had set up the 

CUNY Learning Disability Center, a resource designed to disseminate LD knowledge around the 

system through workshops, tutor trainings, advisement, and information sharing (Colarossi Oral 
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History 2014, 8). Much of the knowledge and resources that continue to circulate around CUNY 

today originated during this fertile moment.  

LD, Literacy, and Cognitive Difference 

It will be useful to look for a moment at the notion of learning disability in general. This 

will provide the basis for understanding the way disability studies scholars in 

composition/rhetoric have come to critique aspects of the medical model of LD.  

Different medical theories have emerged about the causes of LD, though none have 

managed to identify a sole cause or prove without controversy that LD exists as a biological 

impairment. Some researchers looked to right- or left-hemisphere dominance in the brain, 

arguing that the delay in written language processing could be blamed on a mismatch between 

hemispheric dominance and eye and hand dominance. In essence, this understanding of learning 

disabilities uses a wiring metaphor: dyslexic10 children have crossed connections between their 

brains, eyes, and hands, and as a result, the so-called natural process of language acquisition 

misfires, shorts out, and signals go to the wrong place (Dunn Learning Re-Abled, 25 - 26): the 

perceptible evidence is slow processing time. As neuroscience has improved our understanding 

of brain structure, more theories have emerged locating the problem of dyslexia in the 

specialized structures of language processing in the brain.11 It is worth describing the most basic 

popular understandings of LD in order to highlight the connections between the neurological-

                                                
10 I will frequently be alternating between the term dyslexic and learning disabled for a number of 
reasons. LD is an umbrella term used to cover a range of learning disabilities, including dyslexia, 
dysgraphia, dyscalcula and other impairments believed to result from neurological difference in 
information processing capacities. Dyslexia was among the first specific learning disabilities identified, 
and much research predating the popular adoption of the term LD prefers this term.  
11 See Maryanne Wolf’s Proust and the Squid: The Story and Science of the Reading Brain (2007) for a 
historical breakdown of evolving neurological theories of dyslexia. 
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impairment model I am summarizing and the accommodations available in colleges and 

universities.  

One reason for the uncertainty is that LD or even earlier, more specific terms like 

dyslexia or specific learning disability or congenital word blindness, have never defined a single 

phenomenon. A range of factors may contribute to the delayed literacy development of a given 

child, so finding a single smoking gun in the brain often fails. The most consistent diagnostic 

criteria, however, comes back to a cognitive discrepancy model: for reasons that can’t be 

explained on environmental or cultural factors, the child persists in delayed literacy acquisition 

that would be expected of a normal child who has no disabilities (Fletcher “Classification and 

Identification of Learning Disabilities” 2012, 4). By default, in the face of otherwise 

unexplainable discrepancies between a child’s IQ and level of achievement, the child must have 

disabilities that are not obvious.  

You will have noticed that in tracking through impairment models of LD I have been 

talking about children rather than college-age adults. The truth is that most common knowledge 

about learning disabilities associates the phenomenon exclusively with children and school-age 

literacy difficulties. In this respect, LD bears similarities to other cognitive impairments like 

Autism Spectrum Disorder and Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder. Popular representation 

of these disabilities tends to focus on children, often ignoring the experiences of adults with 

cognitive impairments and downplaying the continued need for accommodation and inclusion in 

the world outside of primary and secondary school that most significantly affect college-level 

students. 
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Part 2: Disability Support through Literacy Support 

Apropos of the problems students face when arriving at college, Colarossi told me about 

a program he developed at Kingsborough to deal with some of the difficulties his students were 

having as they made that transition. He had read a study about an academic skills course piloted 

at UC-Berkeley that seemed to produce good results getting students with LD and ADHD to 

achieve higher grades and persist longer in college (Chiba and Low 2007). Colarossi decided to 

try his own experiment in creating such a course for his students at Kingsborough. The result 

was a series of two Skills Development courses, SD-10 and SD-84. These courses were taught 

by Colarossi, who designed the curriculum; it was also co-taught by other counselors from 

disability services.  

Colarossi was able to provide me with most information about the first of these two 

classes, SD-10. This was a pass-fail course that earned students one academic credit—while this 

is not a high level of academic stakes, it is notable that the course was offered for credit at all, 

since CUNY by this time offered no academic credit for remedial literacy courses. Colarossi 

describes it as “a course on self-exploration,” where students can learn about their disabilities 

and come to terms with the stresses and possibilities of college life (Oral History 3). Students 

arrived in the class one of two ways. Either they were students who had received disability 

services in high school, and were coming to Kingsborough with a diagnosis and profile already 

in place; or, alternatively, students may have come to the class simply because they had failed to 

pass the CUNY writing proficiency exam multiple times (sometimes more than ten times). 

Failure on this institutionally sponsored writing exam, in these cases, served as proxy for an 

official diagnosis.  
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The SD-10 course was designed to provide a bridge for these students to access college-

level learning. Colarossi showed me a small set of materials from this course, including syllabi, 

assignment sheets, and, most usefully, an extensive slide presentation he wrote about the course 

and presented widely in the years before his retirement (Assisting Students with Disabilities 

Transition to College: A Course-Based Model). While these materials must necessarily lose 

some detail of what happened in those courses day to day, they still provide a useful insight into 

the approach Colarossi used with these students.  

 Rather than offering skill-and-drill exercises in note taking or other study skills, 

Colarossi’s course focused on two major content areas: the science of learning, and the 

experience of student life. Students learned about learning disability theories, as well as about the 

cognitive processes involved in learning, memory, and emotional processing. Students were 

asked to discuss issues of learning difference, and to write reflectively about their developing 

self-understanding of their own learning skills. Students learned about brain dominance and the 

concept of multiple learning styles, and they learned to distinguish their own best learning style, 

whether it be kinesthetic, visuals/spatial, or social.  

The second focus of the course is on student life itself. Many aspects of the course were 

designed to help students manage the stresses of transitioning into college life. For instance, 

students were asked to find a favorite spot on campus to call their home, and to write from there 

every week. At the end of the course, students were asked to combine these journal entries into 

an essay that reflects on their progress across the semester. This assignment not only aimed to 

help students find a place on their commuter campus to identify with positive study habits; it also 

re-enforced those positive habits, like a weekly writing routine to process through class-related 

stresses and plan the week’s work.  
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In analyzing Colarossi’s curriculum, we see an example of students co-generating 

disability knowledge. For the midterm exam, students were required to use their class notes to 

write their own multiple choice, true/false, and essay questions; these questions were then 

combined together into the midterm exam. The questions on this exam, therefore, provide an 

interesting window into the course—what did the students find most important from the course 

material to include on the test? What kinds of disability knowledge did they find most useful and 

significant in this skills-building context? While it may not seem progressive to administer such 

a traditional-looking midterm exam, the document itself exemplifies the kind of student-centered 

knowledge-making central to Colarossi’s approach. Students decided what of the course 

materials would be placed on the exam. The concepts re-enforced on the exam, therefore, 

provide an indication of the kinds of intellectual journeys these students were undertaking in the 

course, as well as the kinds of information they felt they and their peers could most benefit from 

learning. As you will see, this exam emerges as a deeply rhetorical communal utterance.  

The questions these students chose (and that Colarossi vetted and synthesized, to be 

clear) show two clear focuses. On the one hand, many of the questions focus on positive re-

enforcement of good learning habits. For instance, one multiple-choice question reads 

“Information is moved from short term to long term memory by…,” with the correct answer 

being “Rehearsal and creating meaningfulness by attaching it to previously stored information” 

(A Course-Based Model). Relatedly, some questions re-enforce lessons related to motivation and 

emotional relationships with learning. For example, one question reads as follows: 

14. Many college students 

a) are anxious that they may not be successful in college.  

b) have poor study skills. 
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c) work full time. 

d) feel they do not have the ability to do college work. (Ibid) 

Because I only have the exams, and not the student’s answers themselves, I don’t know for sure 

which of these four options was meant to be the correct answer (all of the above?). But, to me, 

the rhetoric of this question is clear. Clearly, the question suggests, most students experience 

levels of stress and self-doubt. For students taking this course because they have been identified 

as having poor academic skills, this kind of question offers an encouraging counter-narrative. It 

is a kind of affirmation: and considering that the midterm questions were written by the students 

themselves, it reads as an affirmation uttered by one student to all the others in the class.  

   The second important thread throughout this midterm exam—and indeed much of the 

content of the curriculum—relates to legal and practical matters of accessing disability services 

at college. As a class meant to serve newly arriving or newly diagnosed disabled students, it is 

clear that part of the course’s objective is to teach students to be conscientious clients of the 

disability services center. For that reason, some exam questions reflect lessons, for instance, 

about the difference between their rights as high school students covered under IDEA and their 

rights as college students under Section 504 and the ADA. Here is an example of a student-

produced question in this vein:  

18. In order to receive services at a college a student with a disability must 

a) self identity and present current documentation 

b) be aware of the nature of their disability and the services and 

accommodations they require. 

c) request reasonable accommodations in a timely manner. 

d) All of the above. (Ibid) 
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This question, again, re-enforces an important lesson from the course: that in college, students 

need to self advocate, able to explain what they need and follow bureaucratic procedures to get 

what they’re entitled to.  

Whereas the previous question taught a lesson about self-esteem (all students experience 

work anxiety, not just you), this question turns on a lesson about being a competent user of 

disability services. Providing a more detailed explanation on this point, Colarossi states:    

In the classes, we used to talk [. . .] about hard and soft accommodations. The 

hard accommodations are the ones that are on your documentation, but the soft 

accommodations—getting a professor to speak a little more slowly, how do you 

do that? There’s nothing requiring him to speak slowly or more loudly or more 

clearly. (2014, 7) 

This distinction between hard and soft accommodations is important for getting at the unique 

nature of invisible, literacy-related disabilities. On the one hand, the students’ impairment is not 

evident to instructors necessarily, and even if it is noticeable, the students’ specific diagnosis and 

needs are not necessarily intelligible to instructors not familiar with LDs. Students have to learn 

what their diagnosis says, but also must learn how to get what they need from their learning 

environment. Colarossi tells many stories about how students learned to use their social skills to 

get instructors to slow down, explain things differently, or allow them to engage in class in ways 

that better fit their learning styles. These kinds of soft accommodations bear close resemblance 

to the kind of coping strategies people with disabilities routinely develop to get by in poorly 

accessible environments. This class provided a context for students to examine their difficulties 

and to workshop with their peers how to achieve the soft accommodations they needed. 
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 Fundamentally, Colarossi’s SD-10 course functioned as a writing class. Students kept 

journals, created essays and narratives, and demonstrated their new self-understanding through 

reflective writing. While the course covered matters like note taking and reading comprehension, 

it did not directly use the study skills themselves as the content focus of the course. In this 

regard, Colarossi’s curriculum bears some resemblance to a Writing-to-Learn approach, where 

the writing done in class is in service to the larger intellectual development students are to 

undergo. Additionally, because much of the self-reflection focuses on students’ perceptions of 

themselves as learners, much of the curriculum would fit in with the tradition of literacy 

narrative pedagogy. Through writing about their history as readers, writers, and learners, students 

get to revisit their past literacy experience as a means and opportunity to chart a new course 

deliberately.  

During the time Colarossi was developing his programs and solidifying his ideas about 

student support for literacy-related disabilities, compositionists such as Patricia Dunn also drew 

together models for understanding LD as an issue of college-level instruction. Through the lens 

of disability studies, we see that compositionists are taking up the same kinds of concerns as 

Colarossi; however, because composition focuses on matters of curriculum and assessment, the 

focus of this research points away from what students can do to survive, and toward what 

teachers can do to create less disabling classrooms.  

 

LD and Composition Studies 

Two decades after its publication, Patricia A. Dunn’s Learning Re-Abled: The Learning 

Disability Controversy and Composition Studies (1995) remains the most thorough and 

insightful study of learning disability within the field of composition. By bringing together 
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decades of debate from fields as diverse as developmental psychology, cognitive neuroscience, 

special education, critical pedagogy, composition and rhetoric, basic writing, and critical literacy 

studies, Dunn provides a summative guide for college writing teachers who want to better 

understand what learning disabilities are and how to best work with students who bear the LD 

label. This is no small task, for as Learning Re-Abled shows, there are no easy answers about 

LD, no singular model of pedagogy to fit the population, nor even the most basic consensus 

among experts about whether the condition exists or what its root causes might be. By drawing 

together the existing scholarship and laying it next to testimony from actual LD college students 

about their learning, however, Dunn succeeds in demystifying this topic and providing practical 

approaches concerned teachers can take to improve their teaching and to educate themselves 

about their students who might learn differently from the norm. 

Dunn limits her inquiry to learning disabilities associated with verbal language 

processing (specifically dyslexia and dysgraphia), focusing on students who, for whatever 

reason, have extraordinary difficulty learning through traditional language-centered education. 

Instead of settling on one model of LD reality, Dunn constructs LD as a continuing controversy. 

Medical authorities claim LD is caused by innate neurological differences that result in atypical 

methods of information processing. Explanations have changed over time as clinicians and 

researchers have offered models for LD based on factors like left/right brain hemisphere 

dominance, short-term memory capacity, or visual acuity to explain why “otherwise intelligent” 

children do not keep up with their peers in written language acquisition. As Dunn observes, 

within this medical model, all learners are held against a normative standard of development 

with many built in assumptions about what constitutes proper literacy education and how typical 

students are meant to respond to it. 
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As Dunn explains, critics like Gerald Coles (The Learning Mystique: A Critical Look at 

“Learning Disabilities, 1987) find deep flaws in this research, arguing that medical models 

essentially place the blame on the student for the flaws in a failed one-size-fits-all education 

system. To explain why some students can’t learn language as efficiently, he points to social 

factors like economic disadvantages among different schools or cultural differences between 

households’ literacy habits: essentially, problems of upbringing. Dunn keeps a skeptical distance 

from both sides of the controversy. On the one hand, she admits that the clinical research remains 

inconclusive and has failed to definitively prove innate neurological differences exist in LD 

people. On the other, she points out that Coles’s argument often uncritically blames the parents 

for “causing” their children’s LD issues, an assertion that also lacks conclusive evidence. 

Rather than splitting hairs over whose definition best explains “the cause” of LD, Dunn 

proceeds through this book with the assumption that there do exist a population of learners in the 

world (maybe 5% of the population) who have unusual difficulties processing language, and that 

these students often do poorly in school as a result of the mismatch between institutionalized 

expectations and their actual capacities. While composition studies has largely ignored the 

possibility of innate neurological differences (see “Chapter Two: Gaps in Composition Theory 

and Practice”), Dunn argues that composition teachers must confront the fact that some students 

do seem to process language differently for reasons that aren’t entirely explained through 

mainstream composition and Basic Writing research. It is the kind of knowledge that Colarossi 

and his students explore together—focused both on medical and social understandings of LD—

that Dunn believes compositionists need to understand. 

To develop a new model of pedagogy more appropriate to serve the needs of this 

neurological minority population, Dunn draws knowledge from her own case studies and 
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interviews as well as research from clinical disciplines compositionists would not typically 

reference. Because of the difficulties they tend to face in some aspects of school life, LD 

students, even without the aid of specialists or diagnosis, often develop a range of compensatory 

skills that help them succeed, skills that they bring with them to college. For instance, many of 

the LD college students Patricia Dunn interviews in Learning Re-Abled report developing 

complex social systems to support them in their high school course work when reading and 

writing tasks overwhelmed their abilities to keep up. One student, Nick, who remained 

undiagnosed until college, made it through high school without reading any assigned books for 

his English class; instead, he relied entirely on in-class discussion and instructor lectures to 

memorize important details from the texts that would appear on the exams or essay prompts. 

Additionally, he used his considerable social skills to arrange study groups with peers, learning 

from their detailed notes and questioning them about the material he himself had struggled to 

absorb from the text. In this way, he was able to achieve a reasonable degree of success in high 

school despite having limited skill at traditional academic literacy tasks like note taking or 

independent reading (Dunn 102 - 104). These are precisely the kind of coping strategies and soft 

accommodation skills Colarossi perpetuated in his curriculum. 

Accommodations LD students are likely to receive in American colleges represent 

accommodations designed to make course information accessible, in some ways similar to the 

kinds of modal accommodations discussed earlier with relation to sensory impairments: since 

silent reading and independent note-taking prove to be impediments to success for many LD 

students, the campus disability service provider can offer services such as readers and in-class 

note takers as a way to remove these impediments. The most common resources available to 

registered LD students, however, relate to impediments faced not in information access, but in 
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evaluation of mastery—that is, testing. Under the model of LD as information-processing 

impairment, the time constraints of in-class testing become a serious impediment. While service 

providers can’t demand instructors offer more accessible assessment methods--such as oral 

exams or other alternate exam formats that are better suited to LD students (Garnet and LaPorta 

21 - 22)—they are commonly justified in mandating LD students take exams with extended time-

-usually 50 or 100 percent extensions. The time extension does not actually attend to the aspects 

of the exam that are impediments to the student; rather, it functions as a rough remedy, giving 

the LD student extra time to persevere through poorly designed evaluation methods. 

Administering exams with extended time requires special arrangements between faculty and the 

student, and much of the disability service provider’s job involves arranging the logistics of 

alternate exam environments, alternate testing timelines, or specialized testing proctors who 

might be trained to help students understand difficult questions and better represent their 

knowledge.  

 

Framing Academic Disability through Multimodal Access  

Although all forms of disability that manifest in academic environments fall under the 

same legal protections, enforcement of the law occurs diversely depending on the context of the 

student, the classroom, the instructor, and the institution. Important differences between these 

populations exist, and as a result, access issues for one disabled population tend not to be 

precisely the same as those for another. As Colarossi and other specialists (including Dunn) have 

sought to define access for LD, they frequently draw analogies to other disabilities. In the case of 

LD and other invisible disabilities, the impediments in the classroom might not be as innocuous 
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as an improperly designed doorway. Instructors themselves, and their established teaching 

methods, often impose and police the barriers LD students encounter in the college classroom.  

It is useful to compare the barriers faced by LD students to those of other populations 

I’ve discussed so far. In the case of mobility impairment, the primary impediment to inclusion is 

architectural. Many college campuses were constructed in the 19th and early 20th centuries, 

before ramp access was common; for this reason, ensuring universal access for people with 

mobility impairment is largely a matter of architectural change: adding ramps, elevators, and 

automatic doors to inaccessible buildings. Building the ramps doesn’t change everything, of 

course. It may take longer to move around campuses in a wheelchair, parking spots might not be 

available or conveniently placed, and the expectation to get from one class to another on a rigid 

time frame can be an excessive burden on those who move differently. Also, the social stigma of 

using a wheelchair is still a powerful force. Still, with the inclusion of ramps and other 

architectural retrofits, colleges and universities can claim that the impediments to access for 

these legally protected individuals have been removed, even if the students themselves still feel 

like second-class citizens on their own campus. 

Sensory impairments raise different challenges for college administrators. By adding 

brailled signs and offering basic spatial orientation training, administrations can ensure blind 

students are able to navigate campuses with relative ease. Deaf and hard of hearing students can 

be accommodated in their movements through university space even more easily, with perhaps 

slight architectural adjustments for safety such as fire alarms that flash as well as sound. 

Admittance to the space is not the same as access, of course, and thinking about the educational 

experiences of students with sensory impairments makes this clear.  
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The dominance of oral communication in traditional college instruction is not the only 

example of extra-architectural impediments to educational access. Even in the most traditional 

lecture-hall classrooms, rich visual information supplements the auditory--including visual aids, 

printed handouts, and information written on the board. Students mark their entrance into 

conversation visually with a raised hand, and they refer to one another and themselves within the 

space based on visual relations (as in “yes, you in the back, you had a question?”). Students with 

limited sight may be able to find and enter the classroom, but they are, in many cases, likewise 

only able to access a fraction of the learning tools available to non-disabled students during class 

time. 

 More challenging for students with limited sight are the considerable impediments to 

learning outside the classroom, where visual modes of communication dominate in the forms of 

reading and writing. Certainly, there is no reason why, using brailled texts and screen readers, 

visually impaired students cannot keep up with the reading load of their peers; and services do 

exist on many campuses to provide students with these resources. In addition, academic libraries 

(the quintessential space of independent learning in academia) often contain some of the best 

technological innovations for access, including specialized computer stations that allow for text-

to-speech reading and magnified screen reading. However, because of the expense of these tools, 

they are often accessible only during library operating hours, meaning that blind students have 

time restrictions on their independent studying that sighted students do not. And in cases where 

brailled and digital texts must be processed on campus by service providers, there can often be 

difficult lag times in getting access to assigned readings that can put disabled students at a 

disadvantage.  
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Multi-modal Privilege 

In cases of sensory impairment such as these, the legal mandate that the academy be 

accessible raises serious issues that go beyond matters of physical access and begin to touch on 

issues of information access and multi-modal privilege. When one mode of information 

transmission is privileged over another (whether it be the auditory in the classroom or the visual 

in the library), academic spaces become inaccessible to those without full access to the 

privileged modality regardless of whether that’s due to sensory differences or learning 

disabilities. This is an issue taken up by a number of disability scholars in a webtext 

“Multimodality in Motion: Disability & Kairotic Spaces” published the fall 2013 issue of the 

journal Kairos: A Journal of Rhetoric, Technology, and Pedagogy. The webtext argues that when 

the needs of disabled people in academic spaces are left as a secondary, specialist concern, 

disabled students and faculty are often forced to improvise with poorly designed retrofits 

imposed upon the academic environment as an afterthought.12 While people with sensory 

impairments might be allowed through the door, they are often expected to use spaces in the 

same ways as everyone else, despite their different capacities, rendering them, as Margaret Price 

puts it, functionally absent (“Toward an Ethical Infrastructure”). 

This conversation about modality and academic access draws our attention to the 

recalcitrance of disability as an institutional force that goes beyond simple architectural fixes and 

gets to the very heart of academic culture, which if left to its own devices would ignore disability 

                                                
12 In his webtext “Ableism,” Sushil K. Oswal illustrates a useful example of the way retrofit mentalities 
can hurt faculty and students with disabilities. Oswal, a junior faculty member serving on his curriculum 
committee, was required to teach using a new online course management system that his department had 
voted in and purchased at great expense. When he complained that the system was not accessible on his 
screen reader, he was told that developers were aware of the problem, and that the developers would be 
producing a fully accessible follow-up version of the system if the original version proved successful. In 
the meantime, Oswal was required to use a tool designed without his needs in mind in his own teaching 
because his needs were seen as specialist, and not worthy of voting down the otherwise functional system. 
(“Technologies”) 
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issues. Leaving aside the difficulty of participating fully in academic environments replete with 

disability stigma, we see that decisions about how information is delivered and produced, how 

participation is accommodated, and what tools should be made available all have impact on the 

types of bodies that are able to smoothly make use of academic spaces. These factors—which 

ostensibly are not individual decisions but rather matters of academic custom and departmental 

policy—have material effects on matters such as student retention and student success. That is to 

say, when we start to think about information access, we recognize the complexity and the stakes 

of disability in academic spaces. 

“Think half of the class is deaf and the other half is blind” 

During his time directing the LD center, Colarossi gave many such workshops for faculty from 

many disciplines. These workshops allowed him to frame LD access as a teaching issue, and to 

help faculty understand their role in classroom access. Much of the curriculum in these 

workshops aligned with the kinds of lessons Colarossi included in his SD-10 courses. Faculty 

learned about the learning differences, diagnoses, and reasonable accommodations. The aim of 

Colarossi’s workshops was not, however, to teach faculty to diagnose their students. Rather, he 

emphasized that all students, regardless of diagnosis process information in a diverse range of 

ways. Lecture-based teaching works best, he argued, for only a small subset of students. 

Colarossi recounted to me the way he tried to hammer this lesson home with faculty:  

Keep your syllabus, keep everything exactly the way it is; only when you go and 

teach, think half of the class is deaf and the other half is blind. Now teach the 

material. Just organize it thinking half of the class can’t see this, the other half 

can’t hear me. How am I going to present it? (2014) 
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I was surprised by Colarossi’s analogy between LD and sensory impairments. I should mention 

at this point that Colarossi himself is legally blind; during his days teaching these classes and 

administering disability services, he was provided with a secretary who helped manage the 

reading load in the age of carbon paper. Colarossi draws upon the faculty’s expectations that 

blind or deaf students won’t be able to follow the course content as they usually present it. These 

conditions are easy for faculty to understand in broad strokes. However, they are also distinctive 

because the sensory impairment analogy draws attention to the modality used in teaching in 

general. Students with a wide range of learning differences would benefit from having redundant 

means of content presentation.  

 As I move into the final section of this chapter, I want to think further about the way both 

Colarossi and the DS composition scholars I have been discussing have come to balance the 

distinction between medicalized and social/cultural views of invisible disabilities. Colarossi 

draws much of his ethos from his long career as a psychologist and LD specialist. He devoted 

himself to propagating the lessons of the Learning Disability field and putting them to use in 

CUNY. However, when working with faculty, Colarossi used the medical definitions of these 

conditions only as an entry point. Faculty were not trained to diagnose students, necessarily, but 

to understand the role their own teaching practice can play in producing barriers for these 

students’ learning.  

Part 3. Resisting Medicalized Models of Student Difference 

Dunn’s work demonstrates the balancing act inherent in thinking about disability as an 

aspect of student difference. On one hand, by citing the scientific findings of the learning 

disability field, Dunn is able to effectively dispel faculty misconceptions about LD students. The 

consensus of an established and robust academic discipline like the learning disability field 
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carries much weight. However, as we’ve seen, caution is required in utilizing frameworks 

derived from fields that study only the impairment aspects of disability. If we limit our 

understanding of disabled students merely to the impairment models forwarded by these fields, 

we risk designing pedagogies that (though well intentioned) reproduce negative stereotypes 

about the abilities and deficits of disabled students.  

A clear example of the dangers of applying impairment models to teaching practice was 

played out in the pages of College English around the topic of students with a different sort of 

embodied difference, autism spectrum disorder (ASD). In 2007, Ann Jurecic published an article 

titled “Neurodiversity,” which argued for the urgent need of composition teachers to better 

understand ASD. In many ways, the impetus for Jurecic’s study mirrors closely Dunn’s: Jurecic 

claims that the numbers of autistic students are on the rise and that instructors need to be 

prepared to accommodate them into the classroom (421-2). Unlike Dunn, Jurecic draws 

continually from medicalized definitions of student difference. In her article’s initial definition of 

ASD, she repeatedly cites the Diagnostic Statistical Manual, which primarily defines ASD as a 

complex of cognitive and affective impairments. Further, in defining the challenges autistic 

students face in the writing classroom, Jurecic relies on a concept known as “theory of mind,” a 

notion forwarded by neuroscientists that autistic people are impaired in the function of their 

mirror neurons, special cells that allow people to imagine the mental states of others. Based on 

this theory of hard-wired brain difference, Jurecic argues, “because of the nature of their 

differences, these students will raise urgent questions about how to teach them. Writing, which is 

a social practice, will be a particular challenge for some students on the spectrum because it does 

not tap into their typical strengths” (423). Jurecic goes on to draw heavily from published fiction 

and memoir to characterize the writing-related deficiencies of autistic people, which she 
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describes as akin to being stuck in the stage of producing “writer-based prose.” (using Flower 

and Hayes’s famous model, where texts that fail to acknowledge the needs and knowledge of 

readers) (432-33). While framing the central “problem” with teaching autistic students as the fact 

that “substantial neurological difference in college-age students cannot be ‘remediated’” (423), 

Jerecic concludes by advocating that instructors engage in a process of structured one-on-one 

guidance to help students on the spectrum gain metacognitive awareness of audience needs.   

Jurecic’s piece came under fire from members of the Disability Rhetoric community for 

precisely the kinds of epistemological problems Linton and others raised with the applied fields. 

In their response article, “Two Comments on ‘Neurodiversity,’” Cynthia Leweiki-Wilson, Jay 

Dolmage, and Paul Heilker argue that Jurecic’s argument relies too heavily on a medicalized, 

diagnosis-focused understanding of autistic difference in the classroom, fundamentally ignoring 

the disability studies understanding of disability as socially constructed. As Leweiki-Wilson and 

Dolmage write, “Jurecic urges compositionists to consider ‘medical frameworks’ (434) and 

cognitive theories of inherent differences when creating a pedagogy for autistic students. This 

move essentially leaves behind the critical approaches of disability studies, in fact, flying against 

the very ethos of disability rights, pushing for an even more comprehensive labeling and deficit-

based compartmentalization of autistic writing and writers and the assumption of a determinist 

view of difference” (317). This understanding of autism as a fundamentally medical form of 

difference, they argue, leads Jurecic to advocate pedagogical practices that focus on normalizing 

autistic students, that is, to teach them to perform as non-autistic people in the standard writing 

genres of the university.  

Compellingly, this critique intersects with a common thread throughout the literature on 

disability as an aspect of student difference in the writing classroom. Jurecic, who wrote her own 
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reply to the “Two Comments” piece, argues that the pedagogy she advocates follows many of the 

best practices of diversity-minded composition teaching, and that her approach to working with 

identified autistic students is both “flexible” and “inclusive” (323). Her approach is not, she 

notes, “multimodal,” a point of contention that indicates that she and the Disability Rhetoric 

scholars “[f]undamentally [. . .] disagree about the curricular goals of our writing classes” (ibid). 

Jurecic sees her role as composition instructor to be determined by the established course goals 

of her home institution, that is, “for students to learn to write college essays” in a clear, coherent 

manner (ibid).  While she admits this can be seen as a “normative” practice, she also accepts it as 

the essential function of first-year composition classes.  

Invisible Disability as Value Added for Composition 

While Jurecic claims to accept and even welcome the diversity of autistic students in her 

writing classroom, she never thoroughly questions the role normative curricula and genre 

constraints play in establishing the writing classroom as a cultural location of disability. We can 

turn to Patricia Dunn’s later monograph, Talking, Sketching, Moving: Multiple Literacies in the 

Teaching of Writing (2001) for an example of a more critical curricular focus. Dunn—who, as 

we’ve seen, is willing to take seriously medical understandings of cognitive difference—presents 

a thorough model for expanding writing pedagogy beyond its traditional focus on text-based 

information synthesis and argumentation. Dunn argues that these modes of text-based learning, 

which are the bread and butter of current traditional writing instruction, provide easy success for 

students with high degrees of textual/linguistic processing ability. Dunn’s alternative curriculum 

provides models for designing in-class writing activities that use oral processing, interpersonal 

dialogue, and multi-media composing tasks—strategies that offer students with a wide range of 
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disabilities multiple ways to demonstrate their capacities as students, even if they don’t quite fit 

the current traditional teaching objectives.  

The fact that normative curricular expectations sit at the center of university-approved 

composition courses demonstrates that literacy curricula are calibrated primarily to the inclusion 

of non-disabled student participation, suited to standards set by non-disabled faculty and 

administrators. It is this understanding that leads queer and crip theorist Robert McCruer to 

classify freshman composition courses as mechanisms for enforcing a university-wide program 

of “compulsory ablebodiedness,” whereby students who do not conform with the writing and 

study habits of the ideal student body are either disciplined into conformity or excluded from 

participation. Seen in this way, the “problem” of disabled students in the writing classroom is not 

that they are poorly suited to succeed with the traditional work of first-year composition; it is, 

rather, that the traditional curriculum of first-year composition is poorly suited to incorporate 

students with a wide diversity of abilities.  

The alternatives forwarded by compositionists invested in disability studies focus not 

exclusively on reducing the level of impairment disabled students experience in traditional 

writing classes; rather, they argue for adjusting the nature of the writing curriculum to include a 

wider range of tasks and a more capacious set of assessment standards. For instance, McRuer’s 

practice, which he refers to as “de-composition,” privileges informal student writing, 

encouraging them to conduct writing experiments that do not terminate as formal college essays 

(McRuer 66). In this way, he imposes a composition curriculum that encourages students to see 

learning as a shared experience, one that can be enhanced and communicated through writing. A 

nuanced and non-pathological acceptance of invisible disability as a category of student 
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difference naturally leads to dramatic re-framings of both the content and methods of literacy 

skills instruction at the college level. 

Educational reformers who are knowledgeable about LD and other invisible disabilities 

offer visions a future for higher education that would go beyond the accommodation mentality 

that currently reigns in American colleges and universities. Dunn, for instance, believes that 

universities have organized assessment standards around modes of literacy that work for NT 

students while ignoring the usefulness of oral communication for demonstrating content mastery 

(201). She imagines instructors building into their courses multiple avenues for examination, 

thus removing the need for forced accommodation mandates from service providers and also 

removing the stigma associated with granting special treatment to select students. While this 

vision focuses only on one model of learning disability--the discrepancy model that identifies LD 

with high spoken capacities and weak reading and writing abilities--it offers one vision of the 

future, one where oracity takes an equal position to literacy in academic work.  

Cathy N. Davidson goes substantially further in her vision of an accessible university. 

She imagines a university system that recognizes the potential of digital literacy, an academic 

environment that would learn from the current milieu of knowledge creation exemplified by 

social networks and sites like Wikipedia.org. Rather than insisting that students develop uniform 

literacy abilities or master standardized curricular benchmarks, Davidson’s model of accessible 

higher education operates under the principle of “collaboration by difference” in which 

individuals work together to compensate for one another’s weaknesses and learn from one 

another’s strengths in the pursuit of innovative solutions to real problems in the world (see 

particularly the second part of her 2011 book Now You See It: How Technology and Brain 

Science will Transform Schools and Business for the 21st Century). Within her vision, disability 
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would represent not an individual impairment, but instead a potential for curricular innovation as 

the range of valued student capacities expands beyond those most easily assessed on 

standardized curriculum of pen and paper literacy.  

*** 

My aim in this chapter has been to draw attention to the unique interrelation between 

invisible disabilities and literacy in higher education. In CUNY, Anthony Colarossi and other LD 

specialists were developing approaches to disability accommodation that mixed elements of 

academic skills instruction and self-advocacy training into the traditional model of “reasonable 

accommodation.” This approach aimed to increase the accessibility of CUNY classes by 

increasing the diversity of teaching methods, training instructors to incorporate teaching 

practices that would work well for a wide range of learning styles. During this same period 

composition teachers and theorists began incorporating ideas the LD field into our definitions of 

who students are and how they might learn. In the process of advocating for the unique value of 

LD students to our field, Disability Rhetoric scholars have similarly come to embrace a universal 

design approach. Rather than seeing invisible, literacy-related disabilities purely as medical 

matters by focusing on impairment, Disability Rhetoric scholars have called for pedagogies that 

welcome diversity.  

In my final chapter, I will take up this approach to disability-inspired literacy instruction 

and carry it forward as I consider future developments for this research project. Seen in its 

historical context, we can recognize that this movement toward more accessible classroom 

practice in fact sits at one end of a long evolutionary process. I will consider how this history has 

hinted at productive applications in my work as a junior writing program administrator and 

writing curriculum developer.  
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CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSION 

In this dissertation, I have sought to demonstrate an approach to understanding disability 

as an aspect of academic life in the 20th century. One way to tell the story of CUNY in the 20th 

century is to focus on the way it has dealt with disability and ability. This history reveals a 

compelling transformation as the institutional vision of disabled students morphed over time. So 

too did the philosophies about ability and disability change, transforming the tenor of the 

programs themselves. My hope is that this investigation will serve as a starting place for further 

work in this area. In what follows, I will return to my findings from each of my chapters and 

discuss the further directions I see for this work. 

In Chapter 2, my historical literature review, I investigated the approaches disability 

studies has taken to critiquing the practices and infrastructure of American higher education. The 

most canonical histories of the field of disability studies all trace its origins back to the disability 

rights movement, and to campus-based disability activism in particular. Within the DS lore, 

college campuses are battlegrounds for disability politics. Indeed, some disability studies 

scholars have called for DS to actively critique the status quo of the university, particularly the 

ways medical professionals are trained to think about disability. This call to reform higher 

education has subsequently been taken up by disability studies specialists within the field of 

composition/rhetoric. These Disability Rhetoric scholars have helped to identify places where 

our own practices and beliefs as compositionists re-enforce biased systems that disadvantage 

disabled students and faculty. 
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As disability studies continues to evolve as an academic discipline, it will doubtless 

continue to turn its critical attention to colleges and universities as institutions. We are still far 

from a goal of universally accessible higher education, and DS scholars continue to see it as their 

jobs to do something about it. Disability Rhetoric scholars have recently begun turning their 

attention to disabled faculty. For example, a small group of Disability Rhetoric scholars have 

recently begun a national survey of faculty disability self-disclosure—how and when faculty 

reveal their disability at their workplace, and how these disclosure affect their professional 

trajectory. This is a promising area for future research in the state of disability in higher 

education.  

I hope that this dissertation has demonstrated that historical methods can provide another 

useful lens for understanding how disability operates in American higher education. In Chapter 

3, I focused on a possible originary moment for when disability first entered the institutional 

landscape at City College. CCNY was at the forefront of the early 20th century Social Hygiene 

movement in higher education. The college’s investments in student health and hygiene 

motivated a dramatic expansion of what counted as “academic ability” in the first half of the 20th 

century. The infrastructure of medical supervision and remedial physical rehabilitation provided 

the blueprint that was followed when the first disability services programs were formalized in the 

late 1940s.  

I compiled much of this historical narrative from a small clutch of primary materials 

maintained at the CCNY archives. I hope that the materials featured in this chapter will prove 

compelling to other CUNY historians and as frameworks for historical researchers at other 

institutions. With so few well-provisioned archives remaining in the CUNY system, it is 

especially important at this moment that we make use of what remains. I hope more so, however, 
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that this work will motivate further comparison studies at other institutions where I suspect 

archival materials about disabilities also might be scarce. While the University of California 

system continually came up in my research as a comparison model for CUNY, its pre-Section-

504 disability programs have likewise gone unexamined. CCNY provides a fascinating case 

study for examining views about ability and disability in early 20th century colleges and 

universities, but the case will grow more significant as I am able to compare it with other 

institutions.  

Within CUNY, only one other college retains materials that reflect programming before 

the 1970s: Hunter College. Based on provisional assessment of their collections, it seems that 

programs at what was then CUNY’s women’s college specifically were developed to address 

psychiatric and emotional disabilities, long before this was commonplace elsewhere in the 

country or in CUNY. Hunter’s archival collections remain unprocessed, however, and I have 

only recently received access to them. It’s possible, as my research develops, I will be able to 

draw a more nuanced portrait of this period in CUNY disability history, including the role gender 

may have played in the overall story of disability access in higher education. 

In Chapter 4, I turned to the tumultuous 1970s in CUNY, when the institutional stance 

toward disability underwent important transformations. Disabled students, energized by the 

politics of the Open Admissions struggle, asserted their collective identity as an identity group; 

by reframing disability access as a matter of social justice and civic entitlement, these students 

compelled Brooklyn College to pay to make the campus more welcoming to disabled students. 

By the end of the decade, Section 504 of the Rehabilitation act would push the rest of CUNY to 

catch up by instituting formalized systems for disability accommodation. As my narrative 

demonstrated, the anti-discrimination mandate imposed by Section 504 motivated its own kind 
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of institutional investment in disability. Whereas the investment examined in Chapter 3 centered 

on medical definitions of disability, by the 1970s, the social model of disability took precedence.  

As I examined developments in the 1970s, I turned primarily to oral history for my 

primary data. With the exception of a few photographs and flyers maintained at Kingsborough 

Community College, student disability organizations have been almost entirely omitted from 

archival collections. Oral history has been particularly important to understanding the history of 

CUNY. Since its records have not been kept by any archive, I had to rely entirely on a small 

number of first-generation COSDI members to fill in my knowledge. In both cases—student 

organizing and administrative organizing—I relied as well on materials collected by informants 

themselves. These unofficial archives provide access to a history that would otherwise have been 

lost in the dustbin of CUNY history. 

My research for chapter 4 has already begun providing inroads to further work. I recently 

began work on an online archive project devoted to the history of COSDI. This project will 

eventually include oral history videos featuring multiple first-generation COSDI members. In 

addition, the website will provide an accessible repository for the materials COSDI members 

have retained that demonstrate their organization’s rich history. It is my hope that the 

infrastructure laid out in this project will also expand to include student disability history, and 

thus will serve as a useful legacy-building tool for the campus-based disabled student coalitions 

still active today.  

My final area of primary research in this dissertation focused on the final quarter of the 

20th century, in which learning disabilities and other invisible, psycho-social disabilities came to 

dominate the disability landscape of higher education. I examined two developments that 

demonstrate the unique connection between these kinds of disabilities and literacy pedagogy. In 
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CUNY, Anthony Colarossi and other LD specialists were developing approaches to disability 

accommodation that mixed elements of academic skills instruction and self-advocacy training 

into the traditional model of “reasonable accommodation.” During this same period composition 

teacher/theorists began incorporating ideas the LD field into our definitions of who students are 

and how they might learn. These scholars come, in our present moment, to many of the practices 

Colarossi piloted in his SD-10 course: the acceptance of student neurodiversity, and the multi-

modal teaching practices most welcoming to neurodiversity.   
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APPENDIX A: INTERVIEW PROTOCOLS 

 

Section 1: Who are Disability Service Providers? 

 

1. When did you begin working with disability services at CUNY? 

2. What drew you to this work? 

3. What was your professional training at the time you began working with disability 

services at CUNY? 

4. Were there aspects of this work that you found particularly challenging? Was there any 

aspect of on-the-job training that was required for you to work? 

5. What makes someone a good college or university disability service provider? 

6. What role did collaboration with other disability service providers play in your work 

(either collaborators in CUNY or outside)? 

 

 

Section 2: What is the role of Disability Service systems in CUNY 

 

1. How would you describe the roles disability service providers play on college campuses?  

2. Does the university administration have different or perhaps multiple motivations for 

establishing disability accommodation?  

3. How did the administration express the importance of disability services? 

4. Do you consider yourself a disability activist? Or do you have any particular feelings 

about the role of activism in campus disability services?  
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Section 3: What is the work of disability service provision? 

 

1. What were your initial priorities in your work as a disability service provider? Were there 

first projects or initial goals you focused on as you took on the role? 

2. What were the major hurdles you faced in establishing disability service policies and 

programs?  

3. What effect did material matters like funding, staffing, and access to campus space play 

in your ability to provide accommodations? 

4. Did you experience resistance from faculty or other branches of the administration in the 

course of your work? If so, how did you deal with this resistance? 

5. What kinds of attitudes or beliefs lead faculty or other administrators to resist your work 

to provide accommodation for disabled students?  

 

Section 4: Who are the students receiving accommodation in CUNY? 

 

1. What do you see as the biggest obstacles to success for students with disabilities at the 

college level?  

2. Have you noticed substantial changes in the demographics of students you worked with 

over the years you provided disability services in CUNY?  

3. Have students' beliefs about disability changed? Do they have different attitudes about 

accommodation now than they did in the past? 
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4. How important are other academic support systems for students with disabilities—things 

like counseling or health centers, academic skills support centers (writing centers, 

tutoring)? Do you find that these services are well equipped to help students with 

disabilities?  

 

 

Section 5: What role do faculty play in your work with disability accommodation? 

 

1. Have typical faculty perspectives about disability and accommodation changed in any 

way since you've been working in disability services? 

2. Are there particular kinds of courses or styles of teaching that students with disabilities 

have the most trouble with? 

3. Are there practical changes you advise faculty to employ to make their teaching more 

accessible to students with disabilities? 
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