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Introduction
Berberi: Welcome to the very first episode of Full Speed Ahead: the quickest route from theory to practice. My name is Tammy Berberi and I'm the Director of Research at the Association on Higher Education and Disability.  Today I'm talking with Dr. Joan Ostrove about Actors Against Ableism, Qualities of Non-Disabled Allies from the Perspective of People with Physical Disabilities, co-authored with Madeleine Kornfeld and Mariam Ibrahim, and published in the Journal of Social Issues in 2019. Dr. Joan Ostrove is the director of the Jan Serie Center for Scholarship in Teaching and professor of Psychology at Macalester College. Joan has long studied the relationship between individuals and social structures, and in particular, how our many and various relationships to disability, class, gender, and race shape us as individuals. Welcome, Joan. It's so great to launch this podcast with you, friend. How are you?
Ostrove: Thank you. I am so honored to help you launch this podcast. I love the idea and I'm doing well. It's great to be with you. Thank you.
What’s allyship?
Berberi: You've been studying the concept of allyship for so much of your career, whether allyship between deaf and hearing people, between people of color and white people, or between disabled and non-disabled people. For listeners who are unfamiliar, what's allyship?
Ostrove: That's a great question. Allyship is basically sort of when, I think of it as the relationship between people who have dominant identities in our society with respect to these big structural categories like race, gender, disability, and people who are in non-dominant relationships to those identities. So basically, the relationship between people who have social power, resource, capital in relation to those structural forces and the people who are systematically denied that power. So the concept of allyship or alliance building is really about how people build effective connections across those differences of social structural identity, also on behalf of social change, social justice, liberation. It goes beyond a kind of friendship relationship.
Berberi: Way back when, what prompted you to start studying alliances?
Joan: I think that I have long been interested in issues of why discrimination exists, why some people are treated badly and other people are honored or respected or given resource. I think ever since I was a young person, that never made sense to me. And so I just sort of got very interested in the lived experiences of people who are not, who don't have some of the more privileged identities that I have as white, non-disabled, middle class. Those are my main dominant identities. And so as I kind of developed into my career and I read a lot in disability studies and deaf studies. And I read a lot of anti-racism literature, women's studies, gender studies, feminist studies, queer studies. And a big theme in all of these, and in particular in the disability justice movement... The issue of like, who gets to do what work? Who has a legitimate place in a liberation struggle? Who has a legitimate place in a scholarly endeavor? Who has a legitimate place in teaching? All of those things, you know, sort of from a disability rights perspective, sort of “Nothing about us without us” really resonated with me and I really felt like I need to take responsibility for the dominant end of this relationship. And how can I think about that, not only in my own connections with people and the relationships that I build in the world, but also in my scholarly life, not only what's the role of people with dominant social identities in relationships, friendships, and struggles for liberation and justice, but also what are people in the non-dominant group actually looking for in, you know, a dominant group ally?
Berberi: What have you learned about how people connect?
Developing allyship skills
Ostrove: Well, I have learned that there are sort of two components to thinking about what makes for an effective ally or effective alliances across differences of social identity. These two components are about sort of how you are like, sort of, affectively or interpersonally and personally. So there's this domain of respect, care, connection, communication, and then there's a more action domain. That you're willing to take a stand, to advocate, to take action. But that action is not taking over. It's grounded in having done your work, having become knowledgeable through relationship building and through reading and through introspection and self-reflection.
One thing I was interested in that I haven't yet explored research-wise. I think it's something that I've sort of learned more from lived experience is that being an ally doesn't necessarily cross domains. Like you could “get it” in the domain of race and really not get it in the domain of disability. There's not sort of like an ally personality type...Does it cross borders? (chuckle). Somebody who might, like a white, non-disabled person who kind of “gets it” and is a trusted person among non-disabled people of color could really just, you know, their ableism, which everybody kind of comes by honestly, could just be all over the place in a domain dominated by disabled people.
Berberi: Something that I find really hopeful about your study, something that I picked up on right away because I share this perspective, is that this disposition or this affect and this skill for advocacy or collaborative advocacy can be cultivated.
Berberi: Right, so that I find really, really hopeful is that you're not necessarily born with it. Your life experiences may or may not bring you everything that you need to be in alliances across identities, but you can cultivate it through the work that you mentioned, reflection, study, forging positive relationships with people. So I really like that. I also really appreciated how honest your study is about intersectionality and how you found by the end of your study that more work could be done around alliances and intersectionality. 
Alliances with disabled people
We haven't really talked about the specific study yet. So for the study, you and your co-authors interviewed 16 disabled people between the ages of 28 and 70, starting with a pretty straightforward question. You asked, “Can you think of a non-disabled person in your life who understands and cares about the concerns of people with disabilities? How would you describe that person?” What did you learn?
Ostrove: Right, so we interviewed these 16 people. They were very generous and forthcoming. And we learned, I think, a couple of things. I'll tell you what the key themes were. But I will say, think, importantly, is that a lot of people had to share stories of the hard parts in order to get to the people or the examples of people who care about and are concerned about the lives and needs of disabled people. Unfortunately, it was much easier for people to think of examples, counter examples, than the more positive examples. That said, everybody did have, they could think of somebody. They could think of somebody. So we had these kind of long, hour to two-hour long interview transcripts that we coded. And we extracted these six themes from what our participants shared with us. So the most common theme had to do with their capacity to sort of offer appropriate help. And this was related to not just kind of tangible assistance with an activity of daily living or something like that, but also with, you know, setting up a protest or organizing a campaign or intervening when something not helpful was happening at work or at school or on the street. So this is in contrast to a common experience of being imposed on with unsolicited help, which is sort of by definition not really very helpful. So that was one thing, is that the people they thought of that we have labeled “allies” kind of were savvy about offering assistance, offering help. They were also pretty savvy and trustworthy related to identity. They were kind of introspective about their own social identities, and they were pretty knowledgeable about the concept of identity and could engage in that area. They were able to make a meaningful personal connection. The disabled person we were interviewing would say that the person they were thinking about, like, I know they care about me. I know they love me. I know they respect me. I can be myself with them, those kinds of things. They were willing to take action. They were doers. They advocated. They acted. But again, I like your term, they did it in a collaborative way. They were willing to learn. They were not only willing to kind of read things or think things, learn about things, but they were also willing to learn from their mistakes. They were willing to take feedback. And they also were kind of good communicators. They...They were able to listen well and they were able to share their own ideas and understand when things needed to be different. 
Using allyship skills at work
Berberi: So how do you bring these skills to work? How do you use them, both as faculty and administrator at Macalester and also as just a wonderful human being? How do you operationalize what you've learned?
Ostrove: You know, I really appreciate what you said, that these things can be learned. And I think you also have to practice. And so I personally, I try to be super attentive to context and to who's in the room, what voices are being heard, what people are saying, who's not saying things, who is saying things. I try to pay attention to what different constituents want. I read about what different organizations on campus are doing or you know, what would be helpful to move something along. One of the things that I've had to cultivate in the kind of “advocate and act” domain is my own courage, my own willingness to not be so worried about what other people think about me, but to kind of have my north star be what's the right thing to do.
And it's a process. It's a process. One of the things that I also need more practice in is being willing to be open to being corrected when I make a mistake, to really wanting to get feedback from people and meaning it when I say that. I really appreciate the people who say that ally is a verb, that you always have to be doing something and it's not a label that gets just put on you that then sticks forever. You have to always be engaged in the process of doing ally work. And I also really believe that it's not something that somebody from a dominant group can call themselves. I think it's something that you have to kind of earn from people in a constituency group. And I will say that person A in a constituency group can consider somebody to be a really effective ally, and person B, they are not going to trust you. I try to not assume that just because somebody thinks that I am trustworthy or solid or whatever, is that somebody else is going to also in that same broad group. So I don't know, I think you have to try to stay really humble…but also not disappear.
Berberi: I like what you said about north star and just a sense of a sense of conviction about what you're doing kind of paired with the humility to take the feedback and keep moving forward.
Ostrove: One very powerful thing that I remember learning when I was studying sign language interpreting. I remember one of our Deaf instructors saying that if somebody gives you feedback, and it could be critical feedback, it's a compliment that you should appreciate feedback because they care enough about you and trust you and think you're worth investing in, right? As somebody who's going to play this particular kind of role in their lives interpreting that they're just going to walk away and not give you any feedback if they don't think there's any hope or potential in you. That was really helpful for broader than just that domain of interpreting. That if somebody in a non-dominant group gives you feedback about anything, maybe it's because they think you have a prayer of being different the next time, right?
Effective alliances in higher education 
Berberi: You and I have both worked in higher ed for a long, long time and I'm just wondering whether you think that theories of alliances or alliances can reshape some of what seems to impede a mission of equity and inclusivity in higher education?
Ostrove: I mean, I want the answer to that to be yes, for sure, right? Because it's a hopeful perspective. And as you say, it's potentially learnable skills and dispositions and ways of being in the world and it's, you know, even though it's not easy, it's concrete at least. On the one hand, I feel like, yes, I think principles of alliance-building and allyship could be really effective in reshaping higher ed to make it more inclusive and equitable. I think as the composition and demographic of higher ed changes, it's very possible then that it becomes a more equitable and inclusive space. And I do think that there are real forces against that. The current climate is very, very challenging. There are, I think, as with many industries, higher ed, despite its being a space that supports liberatory ideas and a space that has supported generations of student activists that have planted the seeds that change a lot of things beyond higher ed, it's also a very risk-averse arena, especially now when the financial infrastructure and support for many higher education institutions is under attack, frankly, I think it makes people scared to imagine doing things differently. But I think it's worth being hopeful because if we're not, then the forces of the status quo win. And that's not what we want. You know, we want higher ed that really does work for everybody and is a space for everyone.
Berberi: This is actually my last question. You know, listeners to this podcast, I hope will be colleagues in higher education, disability resource providers, but also faculty, maybe some students. And I'm just wondering if you could offer three bits of wisdom to people who hope to change higher ed for the better, who hope to change their campuses for the better, who have their eyes on, know, who've got plans. What would that wisdom be?
Ostrove: I would say be willing to challenge your own assumptions about how things should be. Be open to the wisdom and knowledge that emerges from the lived experience that's different from yours and cultivate a sense of humility and openness and respect.
Berberi: Can I add courage? I love what you had to say about courage. I think that's a good one for me, personally.
Ostrove: Courage, yes. Please, yes, add courage. Yeah, and me, and me. I will say though, just exactly about that, do it together, right? Like we get to be courageous together. Like you don't have to be courageous by yourself without knowing that I am with you. And I don't have to be courageous without knowing that you're with me. 
Berberi: Thank you.
Ostrove: We get to find each other and be with each other and build out what that group of us looks like so that it's full and diverse and complicated and messy.
Closing thoughts
Berberi: We all gotta find our people. That is true. Joan Ostrove, thanks for being my people. 
Ostrove: Thank you, Tammy Berberi, for being my people and for inviting me to help you launch this awesome podcast.
Berberi: Yeah, thank you so much. It's been a treat to talk with you today.
Dr. Joan Ostrove is the director of the Jan Serie Center for Scholarship and Teaching and professor of Psychology at Macalester College. Today we chatted about alliances between disabled and non-disabled people. If you'd like to learn more about allyship, Dr. Joan Ostrove's work is a great place to start. Thanks for tuning in to Full Speed Ahead. The quickest route from theory to practice.
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