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WLN

KAREN MOROSKI-RIGNEY

This special issue ofWLN, dedicated to disability jus�ce and
an�-ableism in wri�ng center work, represents a cross-sec-
�on of administra�ve, systemic, and personal labor toward
the aim of a more inclusive field. Wri�ng center scholarship
on disability con�nues to grow and evolve, offering prac�-
�oners on all levels new points of entry into the urgent con-
versa�on of an�-ableism. For too long, that conversa�on
has been s�lted, minimized, or erased from discourse sur-
rounding diversity, equity, and inclusion in our field. Our
authors do a powerful job holding the field accountable:
these ar�cles point toward a future the authors can already imag-
ine by building on the good work already being done. The work of
access is always collabora�ve and co-crea�ve; this special issue of
WLN is, too.

In “Modeling Accessibility: Perspec�ves from the Accessibility Task
Force,” Rachel Herzl-Betz et al. take a macro-lens approach to
thinking through how a field-wide service organiza�onmight be�er
address access in all its messy complexity. Kerri Rinaldi and Rebecca
Spiegel’s “Disrup�ng Habits: Modifying Wri�ng Center Processes in
Pursuit of Disability Jus�ce” provides meaningful, informa�ve
scaffolding for introductory access concepts and ways wri�ng cen-
ter prac��oners might prac�ce access. Elizabeth Kleinfeld’s “The
No-Policy Policy: Nego�a�ng with (Neurodivergent) Clients” chal-
lenges wri�ng center prac��oners to rethink prac�ces, boundaries,
and even their espoused values in day-to-day work in favor of an�-
ableist approaches. Each ar�cle adds a nuanced and much-needed
perspec�ve to our field’s collec�on of disability literature, and each
reminds me of a maxim from the Hebrew “Ethics of Our Fathers” I
think of o�en: “You are not obligated to complete the work, but
neither are you free to put it down.” Access work will always be a
work-in-progress, challenging and incomplete. I’m proud of my col-
leagues in the field for taking up this work and carrying it forward,
calling others to do the same.
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In fall 2020, each of us made a decision that altered the tra-
jectories of our research, pathways as educators and pro-
fessionals, and most importantly our worldviews. When we
joined our wri�ng center’s Accessibility Commi�ee, we be-
gan to dream of accessible educa�onal environments in
wri�ng centers, classrooms, and beyond. Accessibility runs
deeper than words on a page. Learning from lived experi-
ences and embodied iden��es, we researched an�-ableist
and disability jus�ce rhetoric and prac�ces.

While we understand this special issue aims to bring aware-
ness to accessibility and disability jus�ce, we are acutely
aware of the voices, iden��es, and lack of representa�on
among these pages.

ADRIANNA MARIA AVILES

EMMA HARRIS

EMILY KAYDEN

IMARI CHEYNE TETU
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The stories of wri�ng center professionals with disabili�es
are beginning to be explicitly men�oned, discussed, and re-
searched in the literature and in our professional spaces.
Beginning in the last decade, personal narra�ves from di-
rectors with disabili�es (Rinaldi; Weber; Garbus; Kleinfeld)
have disrupted the dominant scholarly focus on student-
writers and broadened the conversa�on to include profes-
sionals with disabili�es. This scholarship challenges the
field to grapple with issues of access for its members and
how the field has engaged in ableist prac�ces. For example,
Jenelle Dembsey highlights howwri�ng center conferences
are designed for nondisabled a�endees in everything from
non-printed programs that are accessed only by online
PDFs to conference sessions held a significant distance
from one another. This lack of considera�on for disabled
bodies forces professionals with disabili�es to “shoulder
the weight of disclosure” or else be excluded from par�ci-
pa�on in the conference (6). While professionals with dis-
abili�es may receive accommoda�ons when they disclose,
this way of doing business privileges a non-disabled point
of view, making disability a personal, individual issue in-
stead of a systemic one. Despite emerging work on accessi-
bility in composi�on conferences (Hubrig et al.; Brewer et
al.; “Composing Access”; Price), li�le change has come to
our field and professionalizing ac�vi�es, such as confer-
ences, publica�ons, working groups, and leadership at lo-
cal, regional, and interna�onal levels. The wri�ng center
community needs more models for how to make sustain-
able and meaningful change to the academic ableism the field cur-
rently perpetuates (Dolmage, “Academic Ableism”).
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The wri�ng center community needs to make changes,
and it can start by organizing events and professional
mee�ngs with an access-for-all perspec�ve at the onset of
the planning instead of making singular accommoda�ons.
We argue that systemic change in our profession comes
only when professionals stop accommoda�ng disability
and start designing wri�ng center work for the embodied
experience of all members in the community. To do this,
our wri�ng centers and professional organiza�ons must in-
vite and recognize leadership from the disability/Deaf
communi�es¹ and, in addi�on, create structures that fos-
ter a collec�ve focus on accessibility. As one model for the
kind of change we hope to engender in our field, this ar�-
cle presents our experiences in founding the Accessibility
Task Force established by the Interna�onal Wri�ng Centers
Associa�on (IWCA). As a mixed-ability² group, we share
the history of crea�ng Interna�onal Wri�ng Centers Asso-
cia�on (IWCA)’s Accessibility Task Force, examining how
dis/ability is foregrounded in our origin, leadership, mem-
bership makeup, goals, and collabora�ve process. We also
discuss how the Accessibility Task Force created the IWCA’s
first conference access guide, which was designed for ac-
cessibility, rather than reifying a focus on individual accom-
moda�on. In this ar�cle, we share (a) a history of the Ac-
cessibility Task Force that highlights our goals and our
setbacks, (b) the development of the “Conference Accessi-
bility Guide” as an important ar�fact of the work we have
done in challenging ableism in our conferences, (c) the

challenges we encountered in those processes, and (d) some guid-
ance for others interested in forming accessibility commi�ees.
Through our narra�ve, we hope to offer our model as one way to
move from retroac�ve accommoda�ons toward structural,
though�ul changes in access.

CREATING AND SUSTAINING: LESSONS FROM THE
HISTORY OF THE TASK FORCE

A GATHERING OF LIKE�MINDED PEOPLE WHO WERE
TIRED OF THE BULLSHIT
The Accessibility Task Force, which was officially established in fall
2020, began with several individuals (Lucie Moussu, Jenelle Demb-
sey, Sarah Kosel Agnihotri, Rachel Herzl-Betz, and Manako Yabe)
coming together in late 2019 with a range of mo�va�ons: indigna-
�on over a lack of access at conferences, frustra�on with inconsis-
tent conversa�ons about access in the organiza�on, a desire for a
Special Interest Group (SIG), and an interest in disability jus�ce.³ In

SARAH KOSEL AGNIHOTRI

HOLLY RYAN

SHERRY WYNN PERDUE
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their separate conversa�ons with each other before forming a
group, they found a uni�ng thread: a need to make IWCA and its
conferences more inclusive and accessible for people with disabili-
�es. IWCA has a history of accommoda�on that was o�en a reac-
�on to individual needs, but it did not have a sustained focus on
crea�ng its structure or conference as accessible spaces from the
outset of the planning.⁴

In an effort to change IWCA’s prac�ces, these five women, at this
point working independently, took aim at unpacking a�tudes to-
ward disability in the wri�ng center community. Lucie and Jenelle
conducted a survey on the state of accessibility in wri�ng center
conferences, which they sent to wri�ng center organiza�ons
around the world. Simultaneously, Jenelle and Sarah discussed de-
veloping a SIG for IWCA, which would bring together interested in-
dividuals to discuss concerns and poten�ally make change. Eventu-
ally, Jenelle and Sarah brought Manako and Rachel together to
work on the SIG. As the survey wrapped up and plans for proposing
a SIG solidified in early summer of 2020, their different conversa-
�ons converged into one as it became clear that they had shared
goals related to accessibility in the IWCA. The conversa�on led the
group to a unifying focus on fostering a sustainable commitment to
accessibility, and this eventually led the group to suggest a standing
commi�ee in IWCA as a way to ensure las�ng, structural change.

ENCOUNTERING CHALLENGES TO ACHIEVING INCLUSIVITY
In order for this ini�al group to be inclusive, which was a require-
ment of the mission, group members needed to immediately nego-
�ate access and communica�on, an undertaking that required ex-
per�se and money. Since we started out as an unofficial group,
there was ini�ally no budget for access services. One member of
the group is Deaf (Manako), and one hearing member (Sarah) is an
interpreter. While it may seem to some that this would solve any
accommoda�on issues, it actually created an ethical dilemma.
Sarah could either be an ac�ve member of the group, or she could
provide interpre�ng services as a neutral third party. To try and do
both would create role conflicts and violate the NAD-RID Code of
Professional Conduct that interpreters follow. For example, any
�me Sarah wanted to share her own thoughts, she would have to
stop interpre�ng which would deny access to Manako; it would be-
come confusing whether Sarah was interpre�ng another group
member’s opinion or providing her own; and it could create a con-
flict of interest if she had differing opinions from those being ex-
pressed by the other group members. Since Sarah wanted to be an
ac�ve member of the group, Manako and Sarah agreed to use a
different interpreter to avoid a duplicate role for Sarah as amember
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versus a designated interpreter (Hauser, et al.).⁵ This arrangement
also meant that Sarah could provide informa�on on the inter-
pre�ng process to the group when discussing accessibility so that
the working designated interpreter could focus solely on communi-
ca�on access instead of needing to “step out of role” to reply if
ques�ons were directed to her.

To achieve an inclusive environment that allowed bothManako and
Sarah to engage as ac�ve par�cipants in the group, we explored
various op�ons for interpreters, including Video Relay Services
(VRS; Federal Communica�ons Commission) which enables Ameri-
can Sign Language users to communicate by teleconference
through a video remote interpreter. Unfortunately VRS was not
suitable for our purposes due to randomly assigned interpreters,
higher risks of error in transla�on, and interpreters’ lack of special-
ized knowledge. Furthermore, VRS was available only in the US,
which limited Manako’s access when she moved to Japan shortly
a�er the group formed. Fortunately, the group was ini�ally able to
request interpreters through Sarah’s university,⁶ which was unique
in its support as other ins�tu�ons may not be willing or able to pay
for access services. While this group was ul�mately able to achieve
inclusivity, this desired outcome is not necessarily achievable in
many group-building contexts. As Margaret Fink et al. argue, deaf
and disabled scholars are o�en forced to defend access needs and
“jus�f[y] what we know works” in research contexts because “cost
is the bo�om line” (104). Our story is emblema�c of how difficult it
can be to secure access even when every par�cipant already under-
stands its value. Considering this all happened before we were an
official group, it highlights the barriers accessibility advocates can
encounter even in their a�empts to organize and create a proposal
for change to bring to organiza�ons like the IWCA.

DEMANDING STRUCTURAL CHANGE TO AVOID
RETROFITTING
Thinking in terms of structural ableism, we needed to change the
structures while we were s�ll working within the structures. In the
summer of 2020, as the pandemic raged on, near-future confer-
ences were becoming increasingly virtual. Unsure of what access
would look like for these online conferences, this ini�al group be-
came concerned about the need for accessibility ini�a�ves that
would be permanent and sustainable. It was decided that a be�er
course of ac�on might be to temporarily pause work on the SIG
proposal and instead focus efforts on a proposal to the IWCA Exec-
u�ve Board to create a new standing commi�ee in the organiza-
�on. The standing commi�ee could be a permanent part of the
IWCA organiza�onal structure and work to make access a founda-
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�onal part of the IWCA, including access planning for all upcoming
conferences and redra�ing the outdated disability posi�on state-
ment. Simultaneously, the new IWCA President, Sherry Wynn Per-
due, reached out to Lucie and Jenelle—two people she knew were
working on disability-related issues—and Karen Moroski-Rigney,
who was not affiliated with the original group but has a demon-
strated scholarly interest in disability, to ask if they would be inter-
ested in wri�ng a revised posi�on statement on disability and ac-
cessibility. Lucie and Jenelle shared that the group was already in
the midst of working on a proposal related to accessibility, empha-
sizing that it would be important to first establish a standing com-
mi�ee and then have that commi�ee work on an accessibility
statement. Karen joined the group and contributed as the proposal
was finalized.

Sherry invited submission of the proposal to the IWCA Execu�ve
Board. The group’s proposal focused on an expansive defini�on of
access that included mul�ple non-disability related requests (e.g.,
rooms for breas�eeding; be�er signage for gender-neutral bath-
rooms), essen�ally trying to focus on any barriers to access based
on iden�ty versus just on disability or that require complex changes
to the organiza�on. The Execu�ve Board’s response was much
more limited. They recommended that a task force be created and
that the defini�on of access be specifically centered on disability
access. This decision from the board was informed by two key con-
cerns: There was another task force being created at the same �me
called the Inclusion and Social Jus�ce Task Force, which had areas
that overlapped with the accessibility proposal. Also, IWCA has a
sprawling structure with seven standing commi�ees—each need-
ing to be staffed by the members of the board. Adding a new stand-
ing commi�ee would strain an already strained volunteer board.
From the Execu�ve Board’s point of view, crea�ng an Accessibility
Task Force would ensure the work would con�nue and have a non-
duplicated focus.

While the Execu�ve Board responded to the proposal with a con-
sidera�on toward organiza�on limita�ons, the group was not fully
aware of those concerns or why a task force was suggested instead.
From the group’s perspec�ve, this was a frustra�ng response from
the Execu�ve Board because crea�ng a standing commi�ee would
have suggested that the IWCA was willing to make disability visible
in the organiza�on and that there would be a sustained commit-
ment to access. Choosing to create a task force instead brought up
ques�ons of how permanent the group would be, and taking a nar-
row focus on disability access caused the group to believe that the
organiza�on had become reliant on retrofit-style accommoda�ons,
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which adjust exis�ng structures, rather than focusing on accessibil-
ity and universal design from day one (Dolmage, “Mapping Compo-
si�on”). A standing commi�ee could be a founda�onal component
of the IWCA and could direct all access ini�a�ves through an over-
arching strategic plan.

Addi�onally, a standing commi�ee could serve as a gathering space
for wri�ng center professionals interested in disability jus�ce and a
star�ng point for addi�onal accessibility work. This ma�ered be-
cause the group wanted to make sure the work for access would be
sustained within the organiza�on. However, the reality is that when
working to dismantle structural ableism, some�mes we have to
change those structures while working within them. As au�s�c ac-
�vist Lydia X. Z. Brown argues, crea�ng spaces that are “equally and
fully accessible for every single person’s possible access needs” is
impossible. It is a necessary but unending project that is o�en too
messy for established ins�tu�ons, like the IWCA. The group de-
cided that being a task force would at least be a star�ng point from
which to work toward broader accessibility. Our ini�al agenda in-
cluded two priority items: create a conference access guide and
have task force members host listening sessions at the upcoming
IWCA event being held online in place of a fall 2020 conference.

MAKING CHANGE: CREATING THE “CONFERENCE
ACCESSIBILITY GUIDE”

Despite the challenges of gathering and crea�ng our group, once
we were established, we wanted to make a change to the business-
as-usual ableism of the IWCA conferences. One of our first tasks
was to create a “working dra�” Accessibility Guide, which would
suggest and outline ways of making presenta�ons, mee�ngs, con-
ferences, and other professional gatherings more accessible. This
guide was tested by the IWCA Collabora�ve presenters in the
spring of 2021. Since the Collabora�ve was being held online, we
priori�zed crea�ng a set of guidelines for online presenters and
a�endees, saving work on the hybrid and face-to-face por�ons of
the guide for later. This dra� was revised and expanded based on
presenter and audience feedback.

Our process focused on building on exis�ng conversa�ons around
conference accessibility. While IWCA was just coming to address
accessibility, other organiza�ons had a long history of crea�ng sim-
ilar guides. Exis�ng guides, including those created by the Confer-
ence on College Composi�on & Communica�on (CCCC), the Mod-
ern Language Associa�on, and the Society for Disability Studies, as
well as the “Composing Access” guide through The Ohio State Uni-
versity, provided a range of models that we could use to determine
what would work for IWCA. Some guidebooks, such as CCCCs, were
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research-driven whereas others were more focused on technical
aspects of accessibility. This step in our process was both prac�cal
and theore�cal. Access work can only succeed when it acknowl-
edges our fundamental interdependence as scholars and as human
beings. Access labor becomes liberatory–and begins to serve dis-
ability jus�ce–when it works to dismantle entrenched myths of in-
dependence (Mingus). To make that kind of substan�al change, we
need to learn from other organiza�ons and their years of organiza-
�onal labor.

Our group also explicitly priori�zed collec�ve accessibility over in-
dividual accommoda�on in our presenter guide. In this, we draw on
social and cultural models of disability (Oliver)⁷ to expand our com-
munal sense of what it means to be amember of IWCA, rather than
working to fit our members into inaccessible structures. This focus
had mul�ple ramifica�ons for the guide’s form, content, and
rhetorical choices: 1) we emphasized brevity to make the guide less
in�mida�ng for conference presenters who were new to thinking
about accessibility; 2) we deemphasized disability to focus on uni-
versal design; and 3) the guide regularly returned to the idea of ac-
cessibility as an ongoing process.

We based our decisions on our disabled and nondisabled audiences
in the IWCA community, and we’ll con�nue to collect informa�on
about our community’s needs and revise accordingly. For example,
original dra�s of our guide were upwards of 12 pages. We chose to
revise for brevity, which priori�zed new users over the produc�ve
redundancy that o�enmarks universally designed texts (Quintana).
Similarly, readers may no�ce that the final guide rarely men�ons
disability. Instead, it emphasizes the ways that flexible, mul�modal,
and transparent choices create an accessible environment for all
users (CAST). While this choice may be invi�ng for those who are
new to access work, it also runs the risk of framing the disabled
community as undeserving of inten�onal transforma�on or of
“eras[ing] disability altogether” (Dolmage, “Universal Design”). Fi-
nally, the guide emphasizes accessibility as an ongoing process that
is always in-progress and incomplete (Price and Kerschbaum). This
too centers the new user who may be in�midated by the idea of
ge�ng access “wrong.” By focusing on a collec�ve, itera�ve
process, the guide promises to support presenters and a�endees in
a�empts that will, necessarily, be incomplete.

The IWCA Collabora�ve took place on March 25, 2021, and a sur-
vey was distributed to both the presenters and a�endees to learn
about their experiences with accessibility. We collected 44 re-
sponses. Although 84% of the respondents did not iden�fy as
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someonewith a disability, they expressed gra�tude for the fact that
presenta�ons were consistently accessible. Most presenta�ons
were synchronous and the presenters agreed that they had learned
a lot through the process of trying to follow the guide’s sugges�ons.
The respondents also agreed that they would use this guide for fu-
ture presenta�ons and share it with their colleagues. Furthermore,
the respondents expressed interest in future training opportuni�es
related to accessibility. Based on the survey results and general
feedback, we agreed to con�nue working on the Accessibility
Guide so that it could be an "accessibility expert" available for peo-
ple when they prepare their presenta�ons for IWCA conferences.

REFLECTIONS ON OUR CHALLENGES

There are three key points to take away from the forma�on of our
Accessibility Task Force. First, the group was intently focused on
making the mee�ngs accessible for all. Without diverse member-
ship, the group could not meaningfully exist. Disability Jus�ce cen-
ters on the “leadership of those most impacted” (Sins Invalid) and,
at the same �me, this work cannot simply fall on “those among us
who face barriers to access” (Jackson and Cedillo 111). Having
members from disabled and non-disabled communi�es was essen-
�al to our makeup, and so we needed to nego�ate �me differ-
ences, abili�es, schedules, and needs. We all contributed to se�ng
the agenda, and as individuals’ work loads increased we would in-
formally rotate responsibility for who kept everyone on track, took
notes, and organized our shared documents. Second, the group
was formed essen�ally by internal networks. Without the dedi-
cated work of five individuals, IWCA may not be having these con-
versa�ons. While our connec�on over shared goals and our deter-
mina�on to create change focused our work, one of our first and
ongoing ques�ons was about who was not included because of
how our group formed through these internal networks. A reliance
on personal networks can limit new voices, par�cularly those who
are already marginalized in scholarly spaces. Finally, it is challeng-
ing to work within a large organiza�on. It was disheartening, to say
the least, when the group was not granted standing commi�ee sta-
tus, but the structure of IWCA does not easily lend itself to change.

Other challenges were �ed to our range of connec�ons to disabil-
ity. Our perspec�ves brought mul�ple voices to the conversa�on,
but they also caused fric�on when assump�ons about the task
force’s purpose weren’t aligned. For disabled and mul�ply-
marginalized scholars, “risk and vulnerability are impera�ve for
par�cipa�on in academic life,” but not every member of the task
force experienced the same levels of risk (Jackson and Cedillo 111).
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Where some needed to be vulnerable on a regular basis, others
could explore disability-focused topics without personal invest-
ment. Of course, most of us existed somewhere in the middle of
that spectrum, and those differences led to an equally wide range
of ques�ons. Was the task force the first of many access goals
within the IWCA? Was it a temporary working group? Or, was it a
personal opportunity to learn more about disability? These goals
o�en overlapped and shi�ed over �me, leaving group members
grappling to stay on the same page.

CONSIDERATIONS FOR STARTING AN ACCESSIBILITY GROUP

To end, we hope this ar�cle is helpful for wri�ng center profession-
als who want to develop a new commi�ee for increasing accessibil-
ity awareness at their organiza�ons. We would like to emphasize
the focus on accessibility at all levels for and by disabled/deaf pro-
fessionals, scholars, and students who are part of the IWCA and for
those who work in wri�ng centers na�onally and interna�onally.
We offer some final best prac�ces to consider in order to do so:

ESTABLISHING THE GROUP
• Consider how your group’s structure and membership will al-

low for leadership by disabled members without expec�ng
them to only and always do the work for accessibility.

• Do not expect disclosure from group members about their
iden��es if they choose not to share that informa�on.

• Be though�ul about how members will become part of the
group and whether that process (self-nomina�on, invita�on,
appointment, etc.) is inclusive.

DESIGNING FOR ACCESSIBILITY
• Plan for how to make the group as accessible as possible and

know that adjustments will probably s�ll be needed as the
group evolves.

• Assess what resources are available (such as funding for inter-
preters or CART cap�oners if needed) and explore how to ob-
tain those resources in your local context.

• Consider the accessibility implica�ons of where, when, and
how mee�ngs take place.

• Create an interdependent structure that allows for fluidity of
membership, but regularly discuss overarching goals to keep
shared objec�ves in mind.

SETTING GOALS
• Have open discussions as a group about your goals and priori-

�es.
• Work together to figure out where to start and what can rea-
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sonably be accomplished without overtaxing the group.
• Discuss how to establish and s�ck with a sustainable rou�ne

for mee�ngs, projects, and communica�on. Remember and
accept that life events will some�mes force changes to happen
and projects to remain imperfect.

ADDRESSING URGENCY AND WORKLOAD
• Be mindful of how to balance the goals you planned for, the

important items that appear along the way, and the urgent
needs that will pop up suddenly.

• Consider whether you have enough people in the group com-
pared to the workload so the group does not get over-
whelmed.

• Explore how to structure the group and assign/not assign roles
so that you can decide what makes the most sense for your
context and how to appropriately share the workload.

NOTES
1. Some Deaf Studies scholars are shi�ing d/D and no longer use up-

percase D to designate a cultural iden�ty, while other scholars include the
word “culture” when that is relevant (Kusters et al.).

2. By mixed-ability group, we mean a group made up of people who
iden�fy as having a variety of disabili�es and people who do not iden�fy as
having a disability.

3. Disability Jus�ce is a movement founded on ten intersec�onal prin-
ciples, which aims to abolish ableism and foster interdependent communi-
�es of care (Sins Invalid). This framework was created and cul�vated by dis-
abled women and femmes of color, including Mia Mingus, Alice Wong,
Sandy Ho, Leah Lakshmi Piepzna-Samarashina, and Pa�y Berne.

4. We do acknowledge that IWCA’s conference planning guide does
iden�fy an allotment of money for some services for people with disabili-
�es.

5. A designated interpreter is a dynamic par�cipant in the deaf pro-
fessional’s environment, and their ac�ons influence communica�on out-
comes and the deaf professional’s work performance. The designated in-
terpreter is more accurate compared to the ad-hoc interpreter (Hauser, et
al.).

6. Once the group became an official task force, IWCA agreed to pay
for interpre�ng services. Sarah, however, s�ll finds the interpreters for
each mee�ng since IWCA (at the �me of this wri�ng) does not have a for-
mal process in place for iden�fying and hiring interpreters.

7. The social cultural model of disability views society as the problem
because it fails to provide an accommoda�ng environment for disabled
people (Oliver).

WORKS CITED
Brewer, Elizabeth, et al. “Crea�ng a Culture of Access in Composi�on Studies.” Com-

posi�on Studies, vol. 42, no. 2, 2014, pp. 151–54.



13

Brown, Lydia X. Z. “Disability Jus�ce & Conference Space: Notes on Radical Access &
Radical Inclusion.” Au�s�c Hoya, 25 Oct. 2016,

CAST. “Universal Design for Learning Guidelines” version 2.2. 2018.

Composing Access. “Welcome.” h�ps://u.osu.edu/composingaccess/ Accessed 21
Feb. 2023.

Dembsey, Jenelle M. “Naming Ableism in the Wri�ng Center.” Praxis: A Wri�ng Cen-
ter Journal, vol. 18, no.1, 2020, pp.1-12. h�p://www.praxisuwc.com/181-
dembsey.

Dolmage, Jay. Academic Ableism: Disability and Higher Educa�on, University of
Michigan P, 2017.

–––. “Mapping Composi�on: Invi�ng Disability in the Front Door.” Disability and the
Teaching of Wri�ng: A Cri�cal Sourcebook, edited by Cynthia Lewiecki-Wilson
and Brenda Jo Brueggemann. Bedford/St. Mar�n’s, 2008, pp. 14-27.

–––. “Universal Design: Places to Start.” Disability Studies Quarterly, vol. 35, no.2,
2015, h�ps://dsq-sds.org/ar�cle/view/4632/3946.

Fink, Margaret, et al. “Honoring Access Needs at Academic Conferences Through
Computer Assisted Real-Time Cap�oning (CART) and Sign Language Inter-
pre�ng.” College Composi�on and Communica�on, vol. 72, no. 1, 2020, pp.
103-06.

Garbus, Julie. “Mental Disabili�es in the Wri�ng Center: Challenges, Strategies, and
Opportuni�es.”Wri�ng Centers and Disability, edited by Rebecca Ray Babcock
and Sharfia Daniels. Fountainhead, 2017, pp. 47-78.

Hauser, Peter C., Karen L. Finch, and Angela, B. Hauser, editors. Deaf Professionals
and Designated Interpreters: A New Paradigm. Gallaudet UP, 2015.

Hubrig, Adam, and Ruth Osorio. “Enac�ng a Culture of Access in our Conference
Spaces.” College Composi�on and Communica�on, vol. 72, no. 1, 2020, pp. 87-
95.

Federal Communica�on Commissions. Video Relay Services, 2021, h�ps://www.fcc.
gov/consumers/guides/video-relay-services.

Interna�onal Wri�ng Center Associa�on. IWCA Remote Presenter Access Guide,
2021, h�ps://docs.google.com/document/d/1BUlQwosOxQpc1Ra0xVIx-
pqF521t-fswlUgvQTT3iKBY/edit?usp=sharing.

Jackson, Cody A., and Chris�na V. Cedillo. “We are Here to Crip that Shit: Embodying
Accountability Beyond the ‘Word.’” College Composi�on and Communica�on,
vol. 72, no. 1, 2020, pp. 109-17.

Kleinfeld, Elizabeth. “Whose Knowledge of Disability Has Value.” Revisionspiral. 26
May, 2021, h�ps://elizabethkleinfeld.com/revisionspiral-3-0/.

Kusters, Annelies, Maartje DeMeulder, and Dai O’Brien, editors. Innova�ons in Deaf
Studies: The Role of Deaf Scholars. Oxford UP, 2017.

Mingus, Mia. “Access In�macy, Interdependence and Disability Jus�ce.” Leaving Ev-
idence, April 12, 2017. h�ps://leavingevidence.wordpress.com/2017/04/12/
access-in�macy-interdependence-and-disability-jus�ce/.



14

Oliver, Michael. “The Social Model in Context.” Understanding Disability from The-
ory to Prac�ce, edited by Mike Oliver. St. Mar�n’s, 1996, pp. 30-41.

Price, Margaret. “Access Imagined: The Construc�on of Disability in Conference Pol-
icy Documents.” Disability Studies Quarterly, vol. 29, no. 1, 2009. h�ps://dsq-
sds.org/ar�cle/view/174/174.

Price, Margaret, and Stephanie L. Kerschbaum. “Stories of Methodology: Interview-
ing Sideways, Crooked and Crip.” Telling Ourselves Sideways, Crooked and Crip,
Special Issue of Canadian Journal of Disability Studies, vol. 5, no. 3, 2016, pp.
18-56.

Quintana, RebeccaM., Jacob Fortman, and James DeVaney. “Advancing an Approach
of Resilient Design for Learning by Designing for Extensibility, Flexibility, and
Redundancy.” Resilient Pedagogy, Utah State UP, 2021, pp. 77-92.h�ps://digi-
talcommons.usu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?ar�cle=1008&context=resiped.

Rinaldi, Kerri. “Disability in the Wri�ng Center: A New Approach (That’s not so
New).” Praxis: A Wri�ng Center Journal, vol. 13, no. 1, 2015, pp. 9-14.

Sins Invalid, and Pa�y Berne. “10 Principles of Disability Jus�ce.” Sept. 17, 2015,
h�ps://www.sinsinvalid.org/blog/10-principles-of-disability-jus�ce.

Weber, Rebecca A. “Perspec�ves: Insights from a Wri�ng Center Lab Assistant.”
Wri�ng Centers and Disability, edited by Rebecca Ray Babcock and Sharfia
Daniels. Fountainhead, 2017, pp. 17-29.



KERRI RINALDI

REBECCA SPIEGEL

In her 2021 Mid-Atlan�c Wri�ng Centers Associa�on key-
note, Allison Hi� aptly noted: “there is a lot of disciplinary
anxiety about disability in that folks want to help disabled
students but don’t know how.” In this ar�cle, we argue that
knowing what to “do” about disability means thinking
about disability through the lens of cri�cal theory—disabil-
ity as a sociocultural iden�ty influenced by structural
power. To consider disability in the wri�ng center means
considering the cultural and structural forms of power that
contribute to disabled students’ experiences—with
wri�ng, tutorial interac�ons, and more.

Rather than asking “How can we best work with disabled
writers?” we ask, “How can framing disability as a sociocul-
tural iden�ty help us be�er understand how to enact dis-
ability jus�ce in the wri�ng center?” Instead of merely nod-
ding toward disability theory while recommending ways to
“work with” disabled writers, in this ar�cle we suggest
wri�ng center scholars and prac��oners approach disabil-
ity from a cri�cal disability studies (CDS) lens in order to deeply ex-
amine the rela�onship between disability and power in wri�ng
centers.

MODELS OF DISABILITY: MEDICAL VS. SOCIAL

Though some recent work in wri�ng center studies has helped to
move the field forward (Kleinfeld; Anglesey and McBride), there
con�nues to persist an urge to conceive of disability as a problem
located in the individual body, o�en posi�oning disability as a par-
adigm: abled-bodied tutors versus disabled writers. Historically,
disability was (and s�ll o�en is) understood from the medical
model: the perspec�ve that considers disability to be a medical im-
pairment and disabled people as “lacking.” Rooted in capitalist
Western no�ons that ascribe one’s value to their ability to par�ci-
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pate in the workforce, the medical model underlies a lengthy his-
tory of discrimina�on against and dehumaniza�on of disabled peo-
ples (Barnes).

There is an overreliance on conceptualizing disability in wri�ng cen-
ters from a medicalized standpoint as an individual a�ribute that
must be a�ended to in the session or the physical space of the cen-
ter. Not only is this evidenced by scholarship and praxis that pathol-
ogizes disabled writers or reduces the disabled experience to
“guides” for how to work with disabled writers (as previously ar-
gued by Jenelle M. Dembsey; Noah Bukowski and Brenda Jo
Brueggemann; Kerri Rinaldi; Ada Hubrig; Tara Wood et al.), but
even the most inclusive wri�ng centers are situated within an aca-
demic ins�tu�on, which means they are part of a structure that
o�en disempowers and burdens disabled students.

The social model of disability, in contrast, states that disability is so-
cially constructed rather than inscribed in medical diagnosis and
treatment. Because social and cultural forces ul�mately determine
what counts as disability (exemplified by how glasses-wearing is
not considered a disability in most cultures), the social model ar-
gues that we are “not disabled by our impairments but by the dis-
abling barriers we [face] in society” (Oliver 1024). In essence, the
social model relocates the “problem” of disability from the individ-
ual to a societal issue of civil rights and social jus�ce (Dewsbury et
al.; Vidali). Despite that much recent scholarship at the intersec�on
of wri�ng center studies and disability defines disability using the
social model, many �mes the applica�on of disability theory is un-
derdeveloped or problema�c, evidenced by prac�cal sugges�ons
that are thinly veiled—or even overt—ableism (Dembsey).

The habit of localizing disability in the individual body is not unique
to wri�ng center scholarship. Amy Vidali, for example, points out
that scholarly work in composi�on and rhetoric o�en conflates em-
bodied experience with personal experience, while Wood et al.
note that though disability is generally “accepted” as having a place
in academia, we o�en think about disability as a one-�me accom-
moda�on or adjustment to be made on the behalf of an individual.
However, as Chris�na Cedillo argues, if we “con�nue to base our
composi�on prac�ces on normate assump�ons rather than the
embodied experiences of people most in need of access to voice
and space, our praxes can and do become part of a racist, ableist
apparatus that promotes other-isms.” What these authors argue
for instead, then, is considering disability from a postmodern theo-
re�cal lens, rich with opportuni�es that help us be�er understand
iden�ty and power structures. We agree that the same is true for
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wri�ng center work—disability should be invoked as a sociocultural
iden�ty, much in the sameways that scholarship theore�cally takes
up student iden��es such as race, class, and gender.

CRITICAL DISABILITY STUDIES �CDS�

CDS has sought to complicate the field of disability studies and its
most basic theore�cal assump�ons, including the social model. The
binaries produced by modernist perspec�ves—social vs. medical
models; disabled vs. non-disabled—are challenged by CDS in favor
of considering complex embodiments of mul�ple possibili�es
(Meekosha and Shu�leworth; Shildrick). Early cri�cs of the medi-
cal/social model binary argued the two models unnecessarily ex-
cluded each other: it is overly simplis�c to think of disability either
as “the product of socially imposed restric�ons” or as “real” limita-
�ons of the body (Rembis 378). Others called into ques�on
whether the social model is dogma�c, “a grandiose theory that ex-
cludes important dimensions of disabled people’s lived experience
and knowledge” (Barnes 24). This is especially important to con-
sider as the disability studies field expands to include scholarship
on chronic pain, chronic fa�gue, and mental health illnesses.

We conceptualize disability here in line with Bukowski and
Brueggeman, as “an iden�ty category that is socially and environ-
mentally constructed by larger power structures,” and agree that
CDS can help us cri�que long-held ideas about both praxis and the-
ore�cal founda�ons of wri�ng center studies (68). An important
task of CDS is to add nuance to our understanding of disability and
to reject the non-disabled/disabled binary; this then allows us to
authen�cally take up the work of disability jus�ce in the wri�ng
center (Shildrick; Shakespeare). In his compelling treatment of race
and power in wri�ng center studies in “Unmaking Gringo-Centers,”
Romeo García argues that a reduc�on of racial struggles to a black/
white binary does the an�-racist agenda of the field a grave disser-
vice. For García, the “failure to a�end to the condi�ons experi-
enced by and the needs and interests” of students who con�nue to
be othered is an ethical failing of the field (29). Hi� feels similarly:
“I want us to move away from access for access’ sake and toward
an ethics of accessibility that priori�zes disability jus�ce in our
classroom and research spaces.” Writers who iden�fy as disabled
and then have that iden�ty reduced to a roadblock that must be
addressed in the wri�ng center session are disserved by the faulty
binary placed on an already othered and marginalized iden�ty.

Like Bukowski and Brueggeman, Hi�, and Vidali, we understand dis-
ability theory not as a way to theorize individual differences or
deficits, but rather how such “differences” are understood as situ-
ated within systems of power. Bukowski and Brueggeman draw
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from disability studies’ theore�cal concept of complex embodi-
ment—wherein all bodies (tutors, writers, administrators) have a
range of physical itera�ons, each with their own capabili�es, pref-
erences, and limita�ons that interact with each other and their
physical space in myriad ways—no�ng that CDS concepts can act as
a source of social-jus�ce-oriented insight for wri�ng center studies.
Given that wri�ng center work prizes collabora�ve dialogue, nego-
�a�on of power and iden�ty, and sharedmeaning-making, key con-
cepts from CDS lend themselves par�cularly well to wri�ng center
work and can be applied in genera�ve, produc�ve conversa�ons
that help us to “design wri�ng center environments that are acces-
sible and equitable, rather than simply accommoda�ng of differ-
ence” (Hi�).

ACCESS FATIGUE

Because we recognize that it can be difficult to put disability theory
into prac�ce, we want to examine how the concept of “access fa-
�gue” can enable wri�ng center studies to work toward disability
jus�ce by disrup�ng exis�ng habits and processes. In her insigh�ul
and provoca�ve work, Annika Konrad introduces and defines ac-
cess fa�gue as “the everyday pa�ern of constantly needing to help
others par�cipate in access, a demand so taxing and so relentless
that, at �mes, it makes access simply not worth the effort” (180).
Access fa�gue builds upon cri�cal race studies’ concept of microag-
gressions, which posits that the experience of oppression is cumu-
la�ve—and even small, uninten�onal behaviors can amass to an
accumula�on that is harmful to the recipient (Konrad; Sue et al.).
Konrad hopes that naming and theorizing access fa�gue can help us
to no�ce everyday habits that prevent accessibility and inclusivity.
Even the most well inten�oned non-disabled people¹ o�en assume
that disabled people always know how to—and always want to—
request access or accommoda�ons without pausing to consider the
substan�al mental and emo�onal labor that comes with advoca�ng
for oneself (Konrad). The popular, but misguided, assump�on is
that accessibility is procedural, streamlined, and straigh�orward.
The reality, however, is that self-advocacy happens in many small,
messy moments within a disabled person’s daily life. Reques�ng ac-
cess isn’t as simple as a disabled person ar�cula�ng their needs;
each rhetorical act of ar�cula�ng a request for access involves a
uniquely complicated rela�onship between context, interlocutor,
text, and any number of other factors, as well as the weighing of
risk and burden against the value of access. Disabled people must
first consider how they and their disability are viewed by those with
whom they are interac�ng, then filter the request accordingly. This
means that disabled people endure the rhetorical burden of fram-
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ing their requests politely and pleasantly—if they do not, they are
less likely to be granted access. What’s more is that disabled people
o�en find that in order to gain access, they have to teach others
how to par�cipate in said access.

Like other disabled scholars have confessed, for Kerri (one author
of this ar�cle), reques�ng access is o�en a nega�ve, unpleasant ex-
perience.Where and how do I request access? Should I email some-
one? Who? If the request goes unacknowledged (as it o�en does),
do I follow up? When? With whom? How will I know my access re-
quest will be granted? And, if it isn’t (as it o�en isn’t), do I speak up?
When? To whom? Are they going to ask me how to enact my re-
quest? Do I have the capacity to teach that today? Deciding to re-
quest access, reques�ng access, and then helping the receiver work
through and some�mes even enact your access request is ex-
haus�ng, especially in light of the frequency with which disabled
people must perform these risky rhetorical acts.

To be commi�ed to disability jus�ce as a wri�ng center, then,
means ac�vely working to reduce this burden for disabled people.
Konrad argues that what is needed to reduce access fa�gue is a
“structure of habit for prac�cing collec�ve access in everyday life”
(181), which “should include habits for invi�ng engagement with
difference, embracing unfamiliar rela�onality, exercising a no�on
of agency that includes disability and use of assis�ve technology,
and uptake and transfer of access-oriented prac�ces from one situ-
a�on to another” (196). Hi� agrees: “Shi�ing focus to disability jus-
�ce [...] involves collabora�vely working with disabled students and
faculty, rather than making decisions about accessibility that are
based on isolated interac�ons with students or scholarship that
generalizes disabled experiences.” Next, we walk the reader
through one example of how a wri�ng center can lean on the con-
cept of access fa�gue to work towards greater inclusivity.

BUT WHAT ABOUT PRAXIS?

Upon close examina�on of our structures and habits in our own
wri�ng center, with access fa�gue in mind, we found that some of
our procedures had been designed to streamline tutors’ work, in-
advertently crea�ng barriers to access. With our tutors, we dis-
cussed ways we could empower students by allowing them to ar�c-
ulate their preferences, including access requests, without
requiring them to formally disclose or document a disability. We
decided to integrate mul�ple opportuni�es into our appointment
intake process: tutors reminded themselves to ask about the tu-
tee’s needs and preferences at the beginning of a session (or any
point during a session where it seemed useful), and we also added
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a field to our appointment intake form on WCOnline invi�ng stu-
dents to ar�culate their needs and preferences. By adding this
point of access for every session, we are acknowledging student
embodiment that is complex—disability, needs, and preferences
are not sta�c and immovable, but rather fluid and dependent on
myriad factors. We are also signifying to tutors that writers bring a
unique set of needs and preferences to every session and remind-
ing them to approach each session with flexibility, responsiveness,
and openness toward Konrad’s “unfamiliar rela�onality,” or new
ways of rela�ng to others.

By disrup�ng our wri�ng center’s exis�ng intake process to inte-
grate repeated opportuni�es to ar�culate needs, preferences, and
access requests, we hope to communicate to disabled writers who
use our wri�ng center that we value and support them, and that we
strive to reduce the burden of internal risk-weighing and decision-
making described by access fa�gue. Because there is a significant
gap in empirical research on disability and wri�ng centers, espe-
cially focusing on students with disabili�es (noted by Babcock and
Daniels and others), we plan to study whether invi�ng writers to
ar�culate their needs and preferences through our appointment in-
take form can further our center’s pursuit of disability jus�ce.

In scholarship about disability, there always seems to be the desire
for insight as to what we should “do,” or prac�cal sugges�ons that
can be implemented. The ques�on of how to enact theory in prac-
�ce is a difficult one, especially in this context; as Konrad argues,
reques�ng prac�cal sugges�ons in light of disability theory is an-
other means of requiring labor from disabled persons. Even though
we share how we modified our intake process in this piece, we are
moved by Lisa Ede’s urging to resist the “strong impulse toward
such pedagogical closure,” and we invite our readers to sit with the
discomfort of ambiguity raised here (326).

Of course, prac�cal approaches to issues of accessibility like univer-
sal design are incredibly important for disability jus�ce. Wri�ng
centers would be best served by engaging in inclusivity as a recur-
sive, con�nuous, transforma�onal process rather than singular ad-
justments that are made as if disability and embodiment are sta�c
in �me and space. We advocate for wri�ng centers to create mul-
�ple points of access and opportuni�es to request access; access
that is collabora�ve, in�mate, and interdependent, as Mia Mingus
argues for; access that offers mul�ple modes and mul�ple op�ons
(i.e., I can do this, this, or this; would any of those be your prefer-
ence?); access that reduces the burden of access fa�gue for dis-
abled people.
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But when we consider disability in the wri�ng center, it is crucial to
understand that access is not the only or final step, but rather
merely the first step “in an ongoing process of challenging ins�tu-
�onal oppression” (Hubrig). Disabled people do not merely want to
be granted access to privileged spaces, “we want to challenge and
dismantle those ranks and ques�on why some people are consis-
tently at the bo�om” (Mingus). Konrad, too, “urge[s] readers to
take on the cri�cal internal work of unraveling our thoughts and
feelings about disability to develop everyday habits of access”
(196). We hope that this ar�cle encourages wri�ng center scholars
and prac��oners to approach disability from a cri�cal disability
studies lens, si�ng with these feelings of discomfort and examining
the rela�onship between disability and power in their own wri�ng
center.

NOTES
1. Though in this ar�cle we discuss how CDS challenges the binary cat-

egories of non-disabled and disabled, we s�ll choose to rely on these terms
throughout to 1) align with Konrad’s chosen terminology in how she de-
scribes her theore�cal concept and 2) recognize that disabled people s�ll
do occupy a marginalized posi�on in society.
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ELIZABETH KLEINFELD

Fall 2019: I glance over the appointment schedule, no�cing
that Abdul and Emma,1 two of our regular clients, each
have mul�ple appointments sca�ered across the week. De-
spite our policy that clients can have only one appointment
a day, Abdul has booked two back-to-back appointments
for several days during the week and Emma has three ap-
pointments in one day. I suspect they will not show up to
some of those appointments and that their tutors will ex-
press concern that they are doing more wri�ng than the
clients. Sighing with frustra�on, I ask the recep�onist to call
Abdul and Emma, remind them of our policies, and cancel the ap-
pointments that violate our policies. If Abdul doesn’t show up for
any of his appointments this week, he’ll end up banned from mak-
ing appointments for the rest of the semester. Emma is a week or
two away from such a reminder.

In January 2020, I shockedmywri�ng center staff and colleagues by
elimina�ng all our policies governing the number, frequency, and
dura�on of appointments that clients could make. These types of
policies are so standard that WCOnline, one of the most frequently
used wri�ng center scheduling pla�orms, has built in prompts re-
lated to them. And indeed, the policies are so standard that when
clients occasionally pushed back against them, rather than re-
flec�ng on the policies themselves, I reacted by iden�fying the
clients as the problem.

My elimina�on of the policies was triggered by an employee’s ob-
serva�on that in reviewing client report forms, she had no�ced that
most of the clients who wanted policy excep�ons had disclosed be-
ing neurodivergent; that is, their brains process in a way considered
atypical. Au�sm and OCD are two common examples of neurodi-
vergence. When I wondered why those clients wanted excep�ons,
I realized that the policies themselves hindered our access to that
informa�on; instead of asking about clients’ needs, staff and I fell
back on the phrase, “That’s our policy.” While I recognize these
types of policies can assist in se�ng healthy boundaries for both
consultants and clients, in prac�ce, the policies were short-cir-
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cui�ng conversa�ons. I was engaging in classic ableist thinking, as-
suming that a set of policies that seemed reasonable to me and
many of our clients worked for all clients.

The new no-policy policy acknowledges that the assump�ons
baked into the previous policies about why students don’t show up
for appointments or make more or more frequent appointments
than I see as ideal are faulty, as I will discuss below. The no-policy
policy also redirected energy from enforcing policies to enforcing
boundaries.

THE POLICIES

The policies were all implemented because of problems I per-
ceived: clients not showing up for appointments, clients making
mul�ple appointments in a day, and clients asking for appoint-
ments that ran very long.

THE NO�SHOW POLICY
When I became director, I was amazed that as many as 40% of ap-
pointments resulted in a client not showing up. I put prac�ces in
place to reduce the no-show rate, such as calling clients to remind
them of their appointments the day before, but the rate remained
in the double digits. A few years later, when I adopted an online ap-
pointment system, it was easy to implement the pre-loaded script
that automa�cally blocked anyone from making an appointment
a�er three no-shows. The rate was cut in half, which seemed to in-
dicate the policy was a success.

THE ONE APPOINTMENT PER DAY POLICY
The “problem” that precipitated the policy was clients spending
hours in the Wri�ng Center with one or more tutors. Several tutors
told me they felt anxiety about back to back sessions with challeng-
ing clients. We some�mes had a wai�ng list and I heard from clients
who couldn’t get appointments because another client had taken
all the available slots. A�er pu�ng the one-appointment-per-day
policy in place, the number of students with mul�ple appointments
in a day plummeted to zero, so I judged the policy a success.

THE 50�MINUTE APPOINTMENT TIME
The “problem” that precipitated the policy limi�ng appointments
to 50 minutes was hearing from tutors that long sessions were �r-
ing. They said that some�mes it seemed that they had done every-
thing they could for a client and yet the client didn’t want to leave.
They worried that some clients were ge�ng them to do too much
of the work for them. Once I put the policy in place limi�ng ap-
pointments to 50 minutes, the “problem” disappeared, implying a
successful policy.



EVALUATING THE EFFECT

In all three cases, I judged the policies to be “working” because the
“problems” that precipitated them were reduced a�er implemen-
ta�on. But, as the following discussion will demonstrate, the prob-
lems themselves were misiden�fied; the problems did not in fact
go away–they simply became less visible to me.

In crea�ng these policies, I failed to do what Sue Jackson and
Margo Blythman recommend in their chapter, “‘Just Coming in the
Door Was Hard’: Suppor�ng Students with Mental Health Difficul-
�es,” in the Rebecca Day Babcock and Sharifa Daniels edited collec-
�on, Wri�ng Centers and Disability. They men�on a client who is
perpetually late for appointments and suggest talking with the
client about what is behind their lateness, allowing that they might
be struggling to get adequate sleep because of mental health issues
(245). This seemingly innocuous sugges�on is actually quite radical.
Wri�ng center employees very seldom engage the client who is late
or doesn’t show up in conversa�on, in part because the client isn’t
there to have the conversa�on. I used the client’s lateness or non-
presence as jus�fica�on for not having a conversa�on with them,
thinking, “If they don’t care enough to show up or be on �me, I am
not going to invest any of my �me and energy in following up.” My
a�tude as director trickled down to tutors, as I coached tutors to
match their effort to the client’s, making ableist assump�ons about
how effort is demonstrated.

Margaret Price acknowledges this line of thinking when she says
“presence is the sine qua non of learning in higher educa�on,”
highligh�ng the common assump�on that students who don’t
show up simply lack mo�va�on or discipline (65). But as Catherine
Prendergast observes, when a student doesn’t show up to a class
or a client doesn’t show up to an appointment, we don’t ask them
why; we feel comfortable making nega�ve assump�ons about
them. In effect, she says, “to be disabled mentally, is to be disabled
rhetorically” (202) because when the student or client doesn’t
show up, we also stop communica�ng with them, reasoning that
their not showing up cons�tutes their withdrawal from communi-
ca�on, which jus�fies our termina�on of communica�on. Price
points out that many neurodivergent clients don’t show up, are
late, or need more �me with a tutor for reasons that go far beyond
mo�va�on and discipline and notes that many people with mental
disabili�es fall off the radar, simply disappearing from a school be-
cause they failed their classes (6).

ABLEIST ASSUMPTIONS

Being a disabled person who lives with low vision and cogni�ve
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processing delays myself hasn’t protected me from internalizing
the ableism embedded in academia. When an employee ini�ally
called my a�en�on to the fact that the clients most o�en resis�ng
our policies were neurodivergent, my perspec�ve on the policies
shi�ed. Suddenly, the ableist assump�ons behind the policies
seemed glaringly obvious to me:

• Clients who don’t show up for appointments are lazy, inconsid-
erate, or poor planners. It’s easy to call and let us know you
need to cancel or reschedule. Banning them from making ap-
pointments is a reasonable consequence of their poor behav-
ior or inability to plan.

• Clients who need more than one session in a day are trying to
get the tutor to do their work. They are lazy or devious. Pro-
hibi�ng them from making mul�ple appointments in a day is
either a reasonable consequence of their poor behavior, or in
their best interest as it will force them to start doing the work
themselves.

• Clients who can’t learn what we want them to learn in a 50-
minute session aren’t pu�ng in enough effort or have needs
beyond the capacity of what the wri�ng center offers. Not be-
ing allowed to have a longer appointment will force them to
put in more effort or seek out more appropriate resources.

Once these ableist assump�ons became clear to me, I realized I had
misiden�fied the “problems.” The problem wasn’t clients not
showing up to appointments; the problem was that our appoint-
ment system hinges on clients having predictable lives. The prob-
lem wasn’t that clients were making too many appointments but
that I hadn’t adequately taught the tutors how to pace and struc-
ture long appointments to meet both the client’s needs and their
own self-care needs. The problem wasn’t that clients weren’t
pu�ng in the effort to learn everything they needed to learn in 50
minutes but that the Wri�ng Center was taking a one-size-fits-all
approach to tutorial �me.

THE NO�POLICY POLICY

I replaced the three policies with what I called “the no-policy pol-
icy,” which is actually a protocol:

Any client canmake asmany appointments as they want, whenever
they want (as long as theWri�ng Center is open and a tutor is avail-
able). Clients who want a two-hour appointment can simply make
two back-to-back 50-minute appointments. If any staff member
feels that the number, dura�on, or frequency of a client’s appoint-
ments is not mee�ng the needs of that par�cular client, challenging
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our ability to meet other clients’ needs, or producing anxiety in tu-
tors, I have amee�ng with the client to assess the situa�on and col-
labora�vely work toward a solu�on. The new protocols embrace a
spirit of “nothing about us without us” and are designed to reduce
access fa�gue, the emo�onal exhaus�on of having to constantly
ask for accommoda�ons, for clients with disabili�es (Konrad); nor-
malize and value neurodiversity for both clients and staff (Price);
and push back against the idea that disability must be “overcome”
(Dolmage).

To illustrate how this plays out in prac�ce, I want to come back to
the two clients, Abdul and Emma, who were constantly at odds
with the original policies, and discuss how the shi� to the no-policy
policy changed my approach with them.

Abdul was a graduate student who had appointments nearly every
day, o�en mul�ple �mes a day. He disclosed that he was registered
with our disabili�es services center but did not indicate why. He
regularly made three to ten appointments a week but didn’t show
up to half of them. He tried to make mul�ple appointments in a
day. Every semester, he was the first client who got banned from
making appointments under the old no-show policy, which led to
him calling the front desk regularly to complain and try to secure an
appointment anyway.

A�er the no-policy policy took effect, I asked Abdul how we could
help him avoid making appointments he couldn’t keep. He ex-
plained that he shared a vehicle with others and couldn’t always
get to our commuter campus when he expected; his anxiety over
transporta�on led to him making many appointments so that
whenever he could use the car, he would have an appointment. He
suggested that he be allowed to make as many appointments as he
liked and then each morning, he would contact the front desk to
indicate which appointment for that day he would keep, if any. This
system worked well for the two semesters he had le� before grad-
ua�ng.

Addi�onally, tutors were concerned that Abdul was ge�ng them to
write his papers for him. They had no�ced that when Abdul had
three appointments in a day with three different tutors, he would
suggest that the tutor heavily edit one paragraph of the essay to
model how to do it. A�er three appointments in a day, he would
essen�ally have three paragraphs of his paper wri�en by others.

I called a mee�ng of all the tutors who worked with Abdul to talk
about concrete strategies they could use to avoid such heavy
edi�ng of Abdul’s work. We agreed upon some boundaries that ev-
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eryone would consistently enforce with him, such as rewri�ng only
one sentence per session, and resis�ng pressure to get more
“done” in each session. I then met with Abdul and told him about
the concerns of the tutors. He agreed to try the new strategies.
A�er two weeks, I checked in with the tutors by email; they agreed
that when they all consistently held the boundaries around only
doing extensive rewri�ng of one sentence, Abdul stopped pushing
them to do more.

Emma was an undergraduate educa�on major who also disclosed
that she was registered with the disabili�es services center. She
came in for help with sentence structure and grammar. Tutors were
concerned that she wasn’t applying what she was learning in one
session to the next because she appeared to make no progress be-
tween sessions. In addi�on to being a regular no-show, she com-
plained that 50-minute sessions weren’t long enough. Tutors sus-
pected that Emma was having one tutor edit a few sentences and
then mee�ng with another tutor who edited a few sentences and
so on, un�l her en�re paper was edited by tutors.

When I spoke with Emma, I learned that she had a hard �me re-
membering from one session to the next what had been covered.

I called a mee�ng of tutors who worked regularly with Emma. I dis-
covered that because tutors were simply no�ng in their client re-
port forms that they had worked on grammar with Emma, it was
difficult for one tutor to avoid repea�ng the lessons of the past tu-
tor. The tutors agreed to write more detailed notes in the client re-
port forms so the next tutor could begin their session by recapping
what had been covered previously. In prac�ce, this helped jog
Emma’s memory of what she had learned in the last session and
allowed tutors to feel confident that they were not inadvertently
doing her wri�ng for her.

Both clients were comba�ve under the old policies; under the no-
policy policy, theWri�ng Center staff found them to be coopera�ve
and pleasant.

My approach to no-shows also changed significantly. Now when a
client doesn’t show up for a session, they automa�cally receive an
email that says

I no�ced that you missed your Wri�ng Center appointment
scheduled for [date] at [�me]. I’m reaching out to make sure you
are OK. Please feel free to get in touch with me or anyone on the
Wri�ng Center staff for support. We can point you toward cam-
pus and community resources if you need help. And of course,
we can get your appointment rescheduled if you want.
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Our no-show rate remains unchanged, but now I regularly get
emails from students who missed an appointment thanking me for
checking in and some�mes giving me a glimpse into the compli-
cated lives they lead that caused them to miss an appointment:
childcare fell through, they were up late because of a chronic
health condi�on and overslept, they got called into work unexpect-
edly, adjus�ng to a new medica�on has caused disrup�on. Some-
�mes the informa�on they give me provides an opportunity for me
to refer them to offices on campus that can help; some�mes all I
can do is convey my sympathy for their situa�on.

The no-policy policy embraces “crip �me,” a concept in disabili�es
studies that Alison Kafer describes as “requir[ing a] re-imagining
[of] our no�ons of what can and should happen in �me, or recog-
nizing how expecta�ons of 'how long things take' are based on very
par�cular minds and bodies. Rather than bend disabled bodies and
minds tomeet the clock, crip �me bends the clock tomeet disabled
bodies and minds" (27).

RESULTS

There have been four significant results of the shi� to the no-policy
policy:

1. Staff and I ques�on what is behind the behaviors we’re seeing
rather than assuming it is laziness, lack of discipline, disen-
gagement, and all the other nega�ve traits that are eu-
phemisms for “someone who has a complicated life that I
don’t understand.” I have more conversa�ons now with both
clients and staff, nego�a�ng what they want, what the wri�ng
center’s capacity is, and what we can all agree to be held ac-
countable for.

2. Tutor educa�on focuses more on prac�cing boundary-se�ng
during back-to-back sessions with the same client. For exam-
ple, I explicitly encourage tutors to give the client a freewri�ng
exercise to do for ten minutes while the tutor takes a break.

3. I have more mee�ngs with groups of tutors to talk about con-
sistent prac�ces and boundaries to set for specific clients.

4. It is never necessary for a client with disabili�es to disclose
their disability or that they are registered with the disabili�es
services office to get a longer appointment �me. This enables
any client, disabled or not, to schedule as much �me as they
want with a tutor.

CREATING AN ANTI�ABLEIST CULTURE

Our no-policy policy is one way my staff and I are building an an�-
ableist culture that seeks to make accommoda�on and disclosure
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unnecessary. Commi�ng to crea�ng an an�-ableist culture doesn’t
mean my staff and I don’t fall vic�m to ableist logics and assump-
�ons, but when we recognize that we have done so, we hold our-
selves accountable. Indeed, the reason the employee I men�oned
at the beginning of this ar�cle felt comfortable sharing their obser-
va�on with me that it was mostly neurodivergent clients who ran
afoul of the original policies is that in the wri�ng center’s an�-
ableist culture, the employee knew I would welcome the observa-
�on and hold myself accountable.

NOTE
1. These are pseudonyms to protect the privacy of the students.
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This spring, the Global Spotlight series in theWLN blog has
taken us to two wri�ng centers in South Africa and one in
Ghana and featured a conversa�on with Loren Kleinmen
and Max Orsini on their edited collec�on, Student Wri�ng
Tutors in their Own Words: Global Voices on Wri�ng Cen-
ters and Beyond. It will be followed by three chapters from
the collec�on wri�en by wri�ng tutors around the world.

Check out a Tutor Voices piece �tled “Permission to think”
about the role wri�ng tutors can play in encouraging cre-
a�ve and cri�cal thinking for students transi�oning from
the more standardized wri�ng culture in post-secondary
ins�tu�ons. In addi�on, read a feature piece by our “Dear
CWCAB” guest-writer, Graham Stowe, on the trend to pull
wri�ng centers into arguments about student underpre-
paredness.

Over the summer, we’ll be recording conversa�ons for our
Slow Agency Podcast with colleagues from Japan to Tur-
key, Germany, Ireland and beyond! These episodes will be
released in August, so stay tuned! To listen, visit h�ps://
wlnjournal.org/blog/slow-agency/ or follow us on Anchor,
Spo�fy, YouTube, Apple Podcast, and Google Podcast.
Don’t forget to follow @WLNjournal on Twi�er, “like” us
on Facebook, and subscribe to the blog and newsle�er
at wlnjournal.org/blog.

Finally, we’d love to hear from you! Please submit a piece
or pitch an idea to wri�nglabnewsle�erblog@gmail.com. To see
our submission guidelines, go to: h�ps://www.wlnjournal.org/
blog/submission-guidelines/

ANNA SOPHIA HABIB

WEIJIA LI

ESTHER NAMUBIRU
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