
Tell us a bit about your background, and role at SUNY Cortland around access and inclusion 

 

I come to Disability Services from an interest in education and empowerment more generally. I 

have two Master’s degrees focused on education, one in Environmental Studies from the 

University of Oregon where my thesis was on Education for Environmental Citizenship and an 

MAT from Binghamton in Adolescent Social Studies. I began teaching Political Science as an 

adjunct after the UO degree and had just begun my job search for a high school social studies 

job in 2004 when this job at Cortland popped up. I decided that I preferred the higher level of 

freedom and responsibility that both students and teachers have on a college campus and was 

excited to begin work here. Since then I’ve continued occasional adjunct teaching, which I find 

especially invigorating. 

 

While my work in Disability Services began with coordinating test accommodations, it soon 

expanded to include access technology. It’s an exciting field in this age when technology is 

constantly changing, giving people with disabilities both new opportunities to access the world 

and new obstacles at the same time. I play a few roles in this area. 

 

First, I train students in the use of technologies that can help them get equal access to their 

education. For example, a student with dyslexia might take much longer to do the same reading 

assignment as the student next to her in class. The student with dyslexia also will have a hard 

time comprehending and retaining information in the text because she is spending so much 

energy just decoding the letters and words on the page. Yet when she can open the reading on 

her computer and have software read it aloud to her while the words are being highlighted on 

the screen, she is suddenly on a level playing field with others in her class. 

 

Second, I make sure students can get their hands on the technology they might need for equal 

access. I maintain the Access Technology Lab, where students with disabilities can  go to use our 

up-to-date computers and software, take a test, or just study in a quiet place. I ensure software 

is deployed to any other labs on campus where it is needed. And I obtain electronic files of 

textbooks for students who need them. 

 

Third, I serve as a resource to the campus community to help make all of the college’s programs 

technologically accessible. As more and more of the college’s programs are offered online 

(courses, course materials, videos, and a variety of databases and web applications), this is an area 

of growing importance. I meet with faculty and staff across the college to try to find ways we 

can overcome accessibility barriers and, ideally, avoid these barriers in the future. 

 

Talk about the importance of promoting inclusive accessibility on campus     

 

I’ll take the liberty of separating that phrase into two words—inclusion and accessibility—as 

both are important in their own terms. There is inevitably some overlap between the two, 

though. 

 

First, the college is legally responsible to ensure all students have equal access to its programs. 

This is a simple issue of equality. As a nation, we have decided that colleges must find ways to 



level the playing field so anyone with a disability who is otherwise willing and able to do the 

work can get a degree. This dramatically improves the lives of people with disabilities, but it also 

strengthens our society. I often look at how our students are succeeding and consider all they 

will contribute to the world in the future. Yet in my parents’ generation, many such people 

would have been lucky to graduate from high school, let alone get into college. They may have 

still lived good lives, but they may never have been transformed by that college philosophy class. 

They may never have been able to fulfill that dream of becoming a teacher, a scientist, or a 

medical professional. It makes one wonder what our society has missed out on by failing to 

provide equal access in the past. The same, of course, can be said about women, people of color, 

and others who were unfairly excluded from most institutions of higher learning until well into 

the 20
th

 century. I feel fortunate to be working in a field and at an institution that is committed 

to ensuring everyone today has equal access to an education that can truly change the world. 

 

Second, when I think of inclusion I am reminded of the college’s efforts to create a diverse 

student body by including individuals from all walks of life. Inclusion allows us to learn from 

peers who have had very different life experiences. Students with disabilities experience the 

world in a different way and have a lot to teach the rest of us. Many of us will likely face some 

kind of disability ourselves at some point in our lives, whether it’s the loss of vision, hearing, 

mental capacity, or mobility. When students with disabilities are included on a college campus, 

we are reminded of our common humanity, our common vulnerabilities, and our common 

strengths. That helps all of us grow as human beings and be better prepared for life outside of 

college. But it’s also crucial for our students who are working to become teachers and need to 

know how to teach diverse students themselves.      

 

What are some recommendations or strategies you can provide on how we can raise awareness 

on the campus on this topic, and some tangible action steps community members can take? 

 

Much of this is a delicate balance. Students with disabilities have a right to confidentiality and 

should not be singled out in class to offer some sort of disability perspective on a topic just as an 

instructor should not single out a student of color in class for special insights on race. But 

professors can create a welcoming and inclusive atmosphere in class that encourages all students 

to feel comfortable participating. Professors can also consider how disability issues relate to their 

course topics. We at Cortland are fortunate to have many faculty throughout the college who 

are already doing such work every day. 

 

I also would love to see a club for students with disabilities and their allies. It’s something that’s 

been done at other campuses, but it really needs to come from the students themselves. And 

many students with disabilities understandably don’t really identify with their disability. It’s just 

one very minor part of their identity and it’s not something they’re interested in thinking about 

more than they already do. 

 

Other action steps would be simply taking part in the hard work of making the college fully 

accessible. We should each try to be aware of how we can make our courses, websites, social 

media, and other material fully accessible. Before we adopt a new technology that students will 



be using, we should be considering if we are creating any accessibility barriers. If you have 

questions about how to do so, give me a shout. That’s what I’m here for!    

 

What are some of the barriers that you think we can work on as community to promote 

inclusive accessibility on campus?  

 

I’ll offer one small specific one and one broad one. 

 

I’m working hard this year on educating faculty about the accessibility of their course readings. 

I’m responsible for ensuring students can access their textbooks, but faculty must ensure their 

supplemental readings (on Blackboard, on reserve, handouts) are accessible. The best way to do 

so is by creating a fully accessible PDF, which usually isn’t that difficult. The difficult part is 

getting faculty up to speed on why this is necessary and how they can do it. I’ve created a page 

on our website that faculty can reference as they strive to give all of their students equal access 

to their course readings. 

 

One broad barrier is the constant change of technology, especially in products sold by outside 

vendors. Textbook companies and other web developers are constantly creating new products 

that they want to sell to colleges and our students. Unfortunately, they often don’t take 

accessibility into account until after the fact—if at all. Yet if faculty and others at the college 

incorporate these products into our programs, we are the ones who are legally responsible—not 

the vendors. Before adopting a new technology, we need to ensure it is fully accessible. 
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