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What does accessibility mean to you? It may not be something you’ve thought about 

before. According to Merriam-Webster, accessibility is the capability of being seen or 

used. For you, maybe this definition is just that – a definition. But for some people, 

accessibility is what allows them to participate in society or get an education. 

Accessibility, or the lack thereof, is part of daily life for the 26% of American adults with 

a disability or chronic illness.  

 

Hi, I’m Zoe. For me, a member of that 26% with ADHD and a chronic illness, 

accessibility means having a fair shot at achieving my goals. For Rachael, a low-vision 

student in the theatre major at George Mason University: “Accessibility means to me 

empowerment, independence, confidence, and the opportunity to have experiences or 

be a part of something that sighted people get to be a part of or experience. It’s like 

inclusion – for me. It’s able to have access to materials or products – other things that 

sighted people would have.” For Rebecca, a graduate student at Mason with 

rheumatoid arthritis: “Accessibility to me means trying to include everybody, and not 

purposely excluding anybody. If not everybody is included, working towards including 

everybody and not just stopping at, ‘Oh, well you know, 90% of the student body is 

accommodated for.’ Like no, we want everybody to be able to participate.” 

 

Approximately 20% of undergraduate college students have a disability. Every one of 

those students will have different needs when it comes to accessibility in their 

education. Despite these differences, they all have one thing in common. They all 

deserve access to quality education, and they all deserve for the institutions they attend 

to give them that access. 

 

 



 

 

The 1960s and 70s were a time of significant social change in the United States. The 

60s were extremely important in the fight for racial equality. In the 70s, the 

environmental and anti-war movements emerged. But there is one movement that often 

goes unmentioned: the disability rights movement. Without it, legislation like Section 

504 and the Americans with Disabilities Act would not exist.  

 

Before this legislation, disabled students had to take matters into their own hands. One 

example is at the University of Illinois, where in 1949, disabled students formed a 

fraternity so that they could have an advocacy group. In 1964, the fraternity created a 

committee to address the architectural access barriers on their campus. Although the 

university did meet some of the students’ demands quickly, they only built curb ramps 

when a sidewalk already required construction. Unsatisfied with this slow approach, a 

group of students took sledgehammers to inaccessible curbs in the middle of the night, 

forcing the university to act. 

 

Judy Heumann, a well-known disability activist who is quadriplegic due to having polio 

as a baby, was not able to attend mainstream school until her mother sued the school 

district. She attended special education with other disabled children. In the documentary 

Crip Camp, she recalled that even as elementary schoolers, she and her classmates 

knew they were being side-lined by their school. However, there was nothing they could 

do, because there were no laws protecting disabled individuals from discrimination. 

 

Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 made it illegal for any program or 

institution receiving federal funding to discriminate against individuals with disabilities. 

President Nixon finally signed the Act after vetoing it twice, but by 1977, there were no 

regulations to actually enforce the law. 

 

Judy Heumann, along with dozens of other activists and their allies, staged vigils, 

stopped traffic, and even occupied federal buildings in order to get Section 504 enforced 

and give disabled individuals their civil rights. 

 



 

 

The Americans with Disabilities Act, or ADA, took the protections of Section 504 a step 

further. It prohibited discrimination and gave equal opportunity to disabled individuals in 

all areas of public life. President H.W. Bush signed the ADA into law in 1990, but in the 

months beforehand, it was stalled in Congress. In protest, hundreds of demonstrators 

took part in what came to be known as the Capitol Crawl. Physically disabled individuals 

abandoned their mobility aids at the bottom of the three flights of stairs up to the 

entrance of the Capitol, and began to climb. This act demonstrated the reality and 

injustices of inaccessibility, and showed the world what the ADA was intended to fix. 

 

Without the bold actions of past disability activists, there might not even be 

conversations to be had about improving accessibility in higher education. It is thanks to 

these individuals that people like me, like Rachael, and like Rebecca, are able to make 

it onto college campuses in the first place.  

 

 

I am very lucky that, with my ADHD and chronic illness, most of my accessibility needs 

can be met fairly easily by the Disability Services office at GMU. These needs include 

closed captioning, extended time on tests, and the ability to record lectures. However, 

just because I am able to obtain these accommodations from the university, it does not 

mean every professor is happy to provide them. And there are some individuals whose 

accessibility needs are not met so easily – not because they are unreasonable, but 

because the Disability office and relevant services fail to follow through, or they go 

beyond basic ADA compliance.  

 

To learn more, I asked Rachael about her accessibility needs. “As a theater major, I find 

that it’s really important for me to have audio description in performance-based classes. 

Having audio description really enhances the classroom environment and allows me to 

feel like I can actually be a part of the class and I can really participate, and you know 

actually learn more. Because now I can ask questions, I can feel like I’m included. I 

definitely need accessible materials, like things that are readable in a PDF by a screen 

reader. I also need the communication between the teacher and the disability office. 



 

 

Technology – being able to have access to a digital magnifier, especially in the library, 

or a computer with a screen reader on it. The accommodation of time! So, for me, 

because I’m someone who doesn’t just have a vision disability, I have associated health 

reasons with it where I can get cuts on my eye. And I can’t control it. So that really can 

prohibit my ability to do, sometimes, homework and stuff because I’m in severe pain. 

And so I need to have that, you know, communicating with that teacher, and so having 

extended time is an accommodation, within, you know, reason, that is really helpful for 

me.” 

 

I asked Rebecca the same question, and she had this to say: “I definitely think 

elevators, just like in general around campus is a really big thing. Having lectures being 

recorded, or having other people taking notes that you can go back and use. Having 

breaks during classes, attendance flexibility. Lastly, for getting around campus, again, 

buses.” 

 

Although Mason does a great job with accessibility in many ways, there is still room for 

improvement. For example, not all of the automatic doors on campus work. This means 

that if someone in a wheelchair wants to get into the building, they may have to wait for 

someone to come along and open the door for them, which takes away the wheelchair-

user’s independence. There are also no bathrooms on campus with automatic door 

openers. 

 

Studies have shown that disabled individuals graduate from college at lower rates than 

their non-disabled peers, are at greater risk for poor academic performance, and 

continue to experience barriers to learning despite ADA accommodations. One reason 

for this is that for most universities, basic compliance with the ADA is seen as sufficient. 

However, basic compliance clearly doesn’t go far enough. 

 

That being said, there are some universities who have worked to take their accessibility 

efforts a step further. 

 



 

 

In 2001, a group of Syracuse University students created the Beyond Compliance 

Coordinating Committee, or BCCC. This committee was formed with the goal of moving 

university administrators past basic ADA compliance and pushing for greater 

accessibility. The next year, a Working Group on Disability was formed to solve 

accessibility issues at the university. The Group has been extremely effective in 

resolving issues thanks to the practice of bringing all stakeholders to the table and 

working together to find a solution. In addition to a focus on accessibility, the BCCC 

facilitates campus-wide educational programming to help create a positive climate 

around disability. There are speaker series, research presentations, and performances, 

which never have admission fees in order to make them accessible to all. All of these 

practices at Syracuse help create an inclusive and accessible place to live and learn for 

disabled students. 

 

At the University of Maryland, several programs have been implemented, including the 

creation of a Disability Studies Minor and an annual Disability Summit for disabled 

scholars and researchers. There is also extracurricular programming like the annual 

celebration of Disability Awareness Month, the TerpAccess Disability Network, and 

Terps for Disability Justice. These programs have helped contribute to the creation of a 

disability community at UMD, and have also made disability a part of the conversation 

about diversity on campus. This is extremely important in creating a culture of 

acceptance and accessibility on campus, and it has been instrumental in helping 

disabled UMD students feel welcome. 

 

 

One theme that came up repeatedly in my research is the importance of community 

spaces, where individuals with all types of disabilities can meet and connect. In the 

documentary Crip Camp, Jim LeBrecht, speaking on his experience going to a summer 

camp for people with disabilities, said that he and his fellow campers learned at camp 

that their lives could be better. Catherine Caulfield, the first disabled woman to be 

admitted to U.C. Berkeley, stated that living in a dorm with other disabled individuals 

helped her realize that she had a future, and helped build up her self-esteem. These 



 

 

experiences helped inspire these individuals and others like them to become activists 

for disability rights. 

 

Community spaces also allow disabled people to share their experiences with each 

other, helping to increase understanding among the wider disabled community. In these 

spaces, there is room for individuals to share their grievances about the inaccessibility 

and discrimination they face, which can help lead to the formation of advocacy groups. 

This is one way in which GMU is lacking. Although Disability Services does hold 

monthly social events, there is not a place where students can meet each other and 

hang out without structure, forming these vital social bonds. 

 

There is no one size fits all option when it comes to accessibility. Just like every type of 

person, people with disabilities are extremely diverse, and we all have different needs 

when it comes to our learning and daily living. Even individuals with the same disability 

may have different needs. That is why it is so important for students to be able to ask for 

what they need, rather than the university or disability services deciding that they know 

what’s best. Creating a committee to address accessibility issues on campus like at 

Syracuse, or celebrating disabled scholars with a research summit like at UMD, are 

ways in which any university can make strides to make itself inclusive and accessible to 

every type of student. 


