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Over the last three years, COVID has created a broader cultural reflection on the
bodymind and has called into question the stability of “ability.” As a whole, the COVID-moment
has shifted how the public thinks about access and has also shifted the language of
accommodation to make it more ubiquitous across communities. While this presents an
opportunity to transform public understanding of disability towards a more socially recognized
model, it simultaneously highlights the ways in which a non-disabled-oriented society has not,
does not, and will not reform itself for the disabled body. Our paper questions the ways in which
disability, ability, and access are made meaningful within our current cultural context of the
COVID-19 pandemic, using disability in higher education as our central framework. The
question we are raising in our presentation is simultaneously one of hope and of skepticism: how
can we leverage the opportunities provided by increased attention to access during the pandemic
while not diminishing the ongoing discrimination and challenges faced by disabled people in
large part because of the pandemic? While we admit that our paper may raise more questions
than it answers as we continue to live through and learn within the confines of the pandemic, our
hope is that this essay will generate more complex conversations around disability to lead us
toward greater change.

It is important to note that our discussion, definitional framework, and exploration of
disability focuses on the United States. As a result, the terminology we use is largely based
around disability language, identity, and legal definitions as they are defined by the Americans
with Disabilities Act and the Disability Studies field in the United States. Additionally, we
specifically explore the intersection of disability and COVID-19 within the context of higher
education. We contend that higher education can serve as a case study on COVID accessibility
issues that exist in society, and in many ways individuals in the context of higher education may

experience some increased effects of COVID-19, including higher rates of anxiety and



depression, ! particularly for people with disabilities.” As Wang et al. indicate, young adults with
disabilities were likely to experience more social isolation during the pandemic than older adults,
likely because they are “at significantly higher risk for severe illness and death due to COVID-19
than their nondisabled peers.”® With these findings in mind, we believe higher education is a
vital area to study the intersection of COVID-19 policies and beliefs and disability, as
universities often function as micro-environments wherein we can take a closer look at access, its
impact on physical and online spaces, and the people who inhabit those environments. As both
faculty and staff in higher education, we bring to light our unique experiences, shared

responsibilities, and individual ideas about disability, access, and accommodations.

“Silver Linings”

As the public became subject to more access barriers due to the COVID-19 pandemic in
2020, many non-disabled people became aware of the need for accessibility measures that they
may not have previously considered reasonable. Telecommuting, for example, became a norm in
many industries for disabled and non-disabled workers alike, and some researchers wondered
whether increase in telework may be a “silver lining” for workers with disabilities if the COVID-
era “new normal” could be carried into a post-pandemic world.* Even among Disability Studies

scholars, there was an early tendency to try to find potential positives in the accessibility
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measures put in place during the spring of 2020; as Block, et al. note, “We are already seeing the
emergence of new technologies and socialities that have come into being as a result of the Covid-
19 pandemic....In the midst of physical isolation, we have been granted levels of intimacy and
access that some of us have never experienced before.””

The same was true on college campuses where the changing environment made disability
and access visible for students, staff, and faculty who may have been previously unaware of its
presence. Access no longer existed as a sole responsibility of the disability-services office.
Instead, other offices on campus like residence life, libraries, and writing centers needed to
address access within their own spaces, both in-person and virtually. For example, at Purdue,
where Hunter works, the Disability Resource Center (DRC) is in conversations with the library
systems to discuss training for staff members on ways to make the reference platform and
student-librarian interactions more inclusive and accessible. Another example is the DRC’s
partnership with Orientation Programming, who recognized that offering multiple modes of “the
student experience” could be made possible through in-person, virtual, and inclusive design
practices.

Access changes also became necessary in classrooms, as the pandemic shifted the focus
of access toward a more proactive rather than reactive model. Professors, TAs, and instructors
began to automatically create accessible course content, like captioned media, flexible deadlines,
extended time on exams, and lecture recordings. Prior to the pandemic, these accommodations
were not usually included in course syllabi and were something that students had to often ask for
to receive access in their classrooms. Understandably, many people with disabilities saw a
potential shift in public understanding of disabled experience as an avenue to advocate for long-

needed changes.

COVID Access Myth
However, despite the accessibility gains made possible in the pandemic, it is overly

simplistic to frame COVID-era accessibility measures solely in a narrative of progress. There are
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certainly victories that can and should be celebrated, but those individual victories do not negate
the systemic issues of ableism and inaccessibility that persist in (and in some cases are
exacerbated by) the pandemic. In fact, in many cases, the existence of new accessibility tools has
created a false sense of resources, information, and support. So, while COVID powerfully
reshaped how we create access in a classroom, it simultaneously complicated and blurred the
distinctions between access needs and personal preferences.

Essentially, the pandemic has created the appearance of universal access for all, even
though new accessibility measures are primarily designed for non-disabled people affected by
COVID-19 and serve those with disabilities as an afterthought. As Flowers notes, “responses to a
world made newly inaccessible by COVID-19 have taken the disorientation of the able-bodied
subject as their starting point, seeking to ‘reorient’ the able-bodied subject through technologies
that serve to maintain the ways in which the able-bodied subject can reach those objects placed

out of reach.”®

By continuing to center on non-disabled experience, COVID-era accessibility
measures remain surface level and perpetuate the marginalization of disabled bodies for whom
many of these new resources remain either insufficient or unobtainable.

While the pandemic may have broadened our concepts of an accessible world, we need to
ask, for whom is the world made accessible and, who is credited for the access? While
accessibility measures were openly available for non-disabled people, accessibility is often a
conscious and a deliberate effort for disabled people. For many, the effort that goes into
investigating and planning around accessibility needs comprises the “invisible work™ of being
disabled in an inaccessible world. 7 As Jan Grue notes in his article for the Guardian, “The only

way to escape this work, short of a utopian remaking of the world, is to stop living. Disabled

people know this. They know that they have the right to access, in principle and in law, but that
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they must work, continuously, in order to claim this right.”® For non-disabled people, however,
accessing the “new normal” was an accident, a collective coincidence because of the pandemic.
Though many accessibility were beneficial for disabled individuals as well, it is essential to
remember that the benefits to disabled people were merely side effects of the need to adjust to
the normative bodymind.

Exacerbating this is the public perception of these measures as sufficient, in part because
of the ways that the language of access and accommodation has entered the public vernacular.
Once the purview of Disability Studies and disability services, the terms access and
accommodation are now frequently used in public discourse surrounding COVID-19. As
multiple communities borrow and revise these terms in the context of COVID there is a need to
rhetorically analyze how these terms function in a disability context to distinguish between
broader policies of inclusion and more person-specific modifications to the built environment.
Accommodations, within the ADA, are a modification of policy.’ Access, however, refers to “the
power, opportunity, permission, or right to come near or into contact with someone or
something.”! In a Disability Studies context, the goal of accessibility is to achieve equity
through opportunity. Therefore, while accommodations can contribute to access, they are
ultimately a reactive method to achieving it. The pandemic blurred the distinction between
access and accommodation by applying them to an array of human experience. For example,
during COVID, closed captions on Zoom presentations provided access to a multitude of users
(disabled or not) whereas pre-COVID, closed captions were often viewed as a specific
accommodation for those with a hearing impairment. For those of us who work in higher

education, we’ve recently been inundated with questions of: how do I implement this as an
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accommodation, or how can I create access (equitable experiences) for all? Tensions arise when
things that used to be considered specific accommodations requiring case-based policy
modifications are now more broadly understood as core features of classroom accessibility.
Student, staff, and faculty expectations around what access and accommodation mean and what
they look like in the classroom and campus environment are now being challenged in ways that
we’ve never seen before.

Additionally, the processes for gaining access and accommodations have become
increasingly complicated as we adjust to new forms of “normalcy.” On the surface, new public
perceptions of what is accessible should have simplified conversations around disability.
However, as more people adopt the language of accommodation and access, the discussions we
are having become increasingly more complicated. Who needs access? Who needs
accommodations? Students now commonly use phrases like “My professor was very
accommodating during COVID with online exams because they extended the time for
everyone,” or, “My professor is now less accommodating in the in-person environment. How can
I get accommodations?” Essentially, the pandemic raised the bar for what access and
accommodations look like on a day-to-day basis and changed public expectations of both. This
expectational shift thus changed the way people have come to understand disability. For
example, those who may have previously resisted identifying as disabled are now seeking
disability diagnoses because of the access that the pandemic gave them. In higher education
specifically, disability, access, and accommodations are increasingly at the forefront of
conversations among students, staff, and faculty because of this uptick in students seeking formal

accommodations. !

Disability Marginalization and the “Return to the Normal”
Unfortunately, as the pandemic persists into its third year, the social, cultural, and

environmental flexibility of access and accommodation on college campuses conflicts with the
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availability of public and campus resources. For example, telehealth and telework options that
allowed many disabled people to access medical care and continue attending school during the
pandemic are now being removed as public health emergency (PHE) initiatives expire.'? Public
mask mandates and vaccine mandates that allowed many disabled people to safely leave their
homes are being repealed ' and, in some cases, banned.'* !> Within higher education, almost
90% of campuses returned to in-person learning for the 2022 spring semester, even though many
haven’t required students, faculty or staff to be vaccinated or to wear masks. '

While these “return to normal” initiatives are often celebrated by non-disabled people
looking forward to the end of the pandemic, disability rights activists emphasize that these
rollbacks in preventative measures and protections are re-marginalizing disabled people after the
potential for access was made clear. As disability rights activist Alice Wong notes in an
interview with NPR, "There is a casual acceptance that the pandemic will turn into something
endemic, an inevitability that 'everyone' will get COVID eventually...Leaders, medical
professionals and public health experts have said something along those lines with zero
acknowledgement that people will still die and those deaths will be disproportionately from high-

risk groups.”!” Jordan Grunawalt refers to these “return to normal” movements as necropolitics
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in which “some lives (poor, elderly, disabled) are seen as weighing the country down, so they
must be sacrificed in order for the majority to return to normal.”'® Overall, the accessibility
measures and increased public awareness around disability and accommodation linked to
COVID-19 should not be oversimplified as wholly positive when in fact such awareness and
temporary accommodations can lead to the further oppression of disabled people as public

concern over COVID wanes.

A Note of Hope

Despite these challenges, however, we wish to end on a message of hope. As much as the
pandemic has highlighted inaccessibility and existing inequities, it also provides us with a
fruitful opportunity. By attending to the ways in which access, accommodation, disability, and
the concept of normalcy are defined and shaped within the purview of the pandemic and in the
idea of a post-pandemic future, we suggest ways that higher education can continue to adapt to
this ever-changing environment. We advocate continued change in three areas: ideological,

practical, and social.

Ideological

As our previous discussions of access and non-disabled subjects have shown, COVID
has helped non-disabled people in higher education understand access and disability as shared
experiences as built environments on campuses were adapted to meet the broader accessibility
needs during the pandemic. Indeed, on many campuses, including ours, problems that would
have previously been the sole responsibility of disability services, human resources departments,

or offices of institutional equity are now tackled by a larger range of campus partners.'® The
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success of COVID-era accessibility measures and projects reveals the capacity of institutions to
fix inaccessibility issues. As Aydos, Navarini, and Oliveria note, “If before the pandemic,
companies used the lack of suitable technology or people’s resistance to them as a reason to keep
people with disabilities from the workplace, the pandemic evinced that these were no more than
false excuses.”?’ Pandemic-era measures illustrate that non-disabled faculty, staff, and

administrators can and should prioritize accessibility needs as essential to university operations.

Practical

As many researchers have noted, COVID-19 illustrated the importance of student
support services on college campuses, including disability services. As students’ need for mental
health support, virtual learning options, and accommodations grew, campuses and state
legislators rose to the challenge by providing new funding sources and programming. However,
it is vital to remember that these needs will not magically disappear as COVID cases decline. As
Lederer et al. implore, student services, including disability services, “should be prioritized as a
critical investment in student success” even as the inevitable post-COVID budget cuts roll in.?!
Additionally, institutions of higher education should continue advocating at the state and federal
level for continued legislation supporting telehealth and technological access to student services
and mental health counseling after COVID-era grants end and funding wanes.? Finally, offices
of disability services should revisit and revise their procedures for accessing accommodations for
students where relevant, as the increased need for accommodations is likely to persist and even

grow as COVID-related disabilities continue to affect campus populations.?
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Social

The success of COVID accessibility measures on campuses was in large part the result
of increased campus partnerships. As we look ahead to a post-pandemic future, campuses must
make a commitment to maintaining relationships across departments that emerged as a matter of
happenstance during the pandemic. Partnerships like those detailed above at Purdue between
disability services and other campus departments cannot be forgotten in the “return to normal.”
In practice, offices of disability services should continue their outreach to these new partners to
offer resources and support for campus initiatives and proactively work to make new initiatives
accessible from the start. Additionally, other campus departments should welcome new
collaboration opportunities with disability service offices to continually improve campus
accessibility. With proper attention and planning, these partnerships could result in campuses
that are built to be disability forward rather than relying on retrofits to meet student needs.

In addition to fostering relationships across campus services, Disability Studies as a field
can and should facilitate more communication between the academic and administrative sides of
our work. The failure of the COVID-access myth is its continued centering of non-disabled
voices, and it is essential to reposition the disabled bodymind experience back into the center of
the conversation around access in higher ed as we emerge from the pandemic. The sad reality is
that disabled voices are more likely to be found in the academic side of Disability Studies than in
administrative offices. This makes it particularly essential to include academic Disability Studies
scholars in administrative decision making and campus partnerships.

That said, it would be just as easy to dismiss the importance of administrative Disability
Studies in supporting ongoing disability initiatives post-COVID. It is vital to remember that our
field arose out of the disability rights movement which was itself concerned with practical
matters of legislation, equity, and accommodation. In the years since the passage of the ADA,
many of the battles of compliance and accommodation have been fought in disability service
offices by administrative workers. Administrative disability advocates have valuable insights and
contributions to offer to academic conversation around disabled experience in part because of the
contact they have with students and faculty in the accommodations process.

In many ways, the pandemic is a unique moment for academic and administrative
collaboration because it created new situations and led to new avenues for exploring what access

can look like in higher ed. Our collaboration on this paper is itself a model of this kind of
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relationship. We, in our partnership, bridge the gap between the academic side of higher ed and
the administrative, and we believe these two sides of Disability Studies must also join forces to

maximize the COVID moment for the sake of access.
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