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Transcript
Introduction
Berberi: Welcome to another episode of Full Speed AHEAD, the quickest route from research 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 Kirsten Behling, Associate Dean of Student Accessibility and Academic Resources at Tufts University, and Andrew Cioffi, Director of Disability Resources at Suffolk University. Together with co-authors Eileen Bellemore, Lisa Bibeau, and Bridget McNamee, they wrote Disability Services in Higher Education: An Insider’s Guide, published in 2023 by Temple University Press. Kirsten and Andrew, welcome. It's so nice to chat with you both!
Behling: So nice to be here, thanks for having us, Tammy.
Cioffi: Thank you for the invite. We're excited to be a part of the podcast.
Motivations
Berberi: Such a pleasure, such a pleasure. I'm excited. I am very interested in what prompted you to take up this project. It is true that AHEAD membership is remarkably diverse in orientation to the work and educational and professional background and so forth.
Behling: I'll kick it off, I think one of the things that we both talked a lot about was the diversity of backgrounds that we all come to this field with. You know, Andrew, our stories are very different. Our colleagues' are even more diverse, if you will. And so I think there was a desire, a deep-rooted desire to create a shared language, a shared practice, if you will. And Disability Services is one of the fewer offices in higher ed that doesn't necessarily have a graduate track towards it. And Andrew and I and our colleagues had been in the field a bit, and had always dreamed of creating something where it would not only create a cohesive language and process for how we might do our work, but also be a resource for newer disability service providers trying to get their heads around what is this world that we're in. We spent a lot of time at conferences talking to newer folks. And they're sort of like, ‘Whoa, it's drinking from a fire hose.’ So how could we make it a little bit more manageable and create a shared language within a very diverse field? And remembering that what works for Andrew at Suffolk doesn't work for me at Tufts, necessarily. But how can we problem solve and idea share such that we can take that step forward with confidence?
Cioffi: Absolutely, I mean, I think that's just it.
It's the—Kirsten mentioned that a lot of it stems from the conversations at conferences and the times that we would get together as a board or other folks that are part of the New England AHEAD group. To me it was really the between-sessions stuff. You know, those conversations that you have about the fact that we all come from different backgrounds and bring different things to the table.
Oral History
But I think what we really started to realize is that a lot…of disability services in a lot of ways is an oral history. A lot of it is passed down from what is this that that school does or how did you learn this aspect of it or what did you learn on the job? And I think it was a way to try to put a process to that and try to put a little bit of a foundation there from gathering stories from our peers and from our colleagues and try to think about the field in a systematic way.
Berberi: Yeah, I love that. I love that idea of oral history. That really resonates with me. Also, the in-between conversations that AHEAD are so great! One thing I really love about the book is your agility in moving from concept to practice and then back again. For example, in an early chapter, you discuss many of the lenses we use today to think about disability, from prevalence to diversity and intersectionality, the medical and social models, identity development and equity and social justice. And you move from there directly to disability services in two subsequent chapters. And I just find that the juxtaposition, that progression really, really powerful. Can you talk about how disability as a social construct shows up in your daily work?
Cioffi: Absolutely, and thank you for this question. This was such an important part of this project for us. So I think there's a few things in a way that I can sort of frame how I think about this before getting to the how does this work in kind of the daily role, because it does. It plays a very big part of it. But I always start with the field.
The first rule or the first two rules that we think of and that we give to any disability service provider is that it has to be an interactive process, number one, and then two, everything is case by case. Those are our guiding principles. That’s, if we really distill everything down, that's what we do when evaluating, right? And we can think about that from sort of the theoretical approach that that's the process that exists between the case manager and the—I'm doing air quotes here—‘case.’ But when we think about it, that's the process that exists between me and a person, me and another student. So I thought it was really important to start this book with who is that person? What is it that brought that person to the table? So to me it starts there—to understand who it is that we're working with. And then you open the door to disability as diversity, right? A few things that we think of: disability is the largest and most diverse minority group, and I think that's really important. We try to explore how much diversity is there, but what are some of the shared experiences?
Another piece that's really critical here is that disability is not always part of the DEI narrative, whether that's on our own campuses, or part of within higher ed, or a national, sort of, narrative. So that’s where a lot of this comes from. That's why it was important for us to put that sort of first and front and center. How does that come across into the work that I do every day? Two pieces that I’ll share. First, the work with individuals. I work with students—we have conversations all day long. To me that’s the most important part of my role. How do I understand that student? Meet them where they’re at? Build rapport? How do we have some sort of understanding? Even when the student doesn't, it's about a partnership—how we together shape their narrative and put together their best self-report? How does this understanding of the disability aspect shape our understanding of what informed the student's decision to walk through our door? The other piece is campus-wide. I think we have to have that campus-wide narrative. Aside from the direct interactive process for compliance’ sake in accommodations work, all that good stuff, it’s really about allyship. How do we work to create allies, open dialogue, and embed it in everything we do? We're having these conversations both with individuals and colleagues on a daily basis.
Behling: Well said.
Cioffi: Thank you.
Two components of the work: Relationships and…relationships
Behling: I think Andrew just described it beautifully. At the end of the day, our job is to meet students where they're at and to value their lived experiences. The second component he referenced is the campus-wide, institutional advocacy and awareness. That is a significant part of the role that I think can sometimes get overshadowed by the day to day.
It was really important that we both talk about valuing students' experiences individually—making sure that we are advocating on their behalf—while also educating what can and cannot be done. A lot of what we do in higher education, which is different from K–12, is education for the student around what is appropriate and what bumps against that fundamental alteration line.
Once students are in a place where they're off and running, a large part of our role is supporting and making the campus aware of access as a fundamental component of the institution's mission. Andrew and I will both tell you: it is not our role solely. It is the role, our job is to champion others, to create allies, to ask others to share the message as much as they can. And that’s something we talk about a lot at conferences is that one person cannot be the sole person behind this work. It’s important to transition from the individual student to an institution-wide approach.
Supplemental materials
Berberi: Very powerfully put, both of you, thank you. So let's talk a little bit about the interactive process because what I found really interesting is you have these supplemental job aids which are templated resources to support a really individualized interactive process, right, the cornerstone of working with students and determining appropriate accommodations. I find that really interesting and super useful and rich for new professionals who are feeling overwhelmed and who have a lot of relationship-building to do. So can you talk about how you meld templates with an individualized approach to every student?
Cioffi: I think, the templates were such an important part for us, and that was there from the beginning. That was really the start of it. We were talking about different possible titles for the work. That’s the exciting part of working on a book. I think ‘Field Guide’ was in the running. It was always going to be about the practical stuff—the tangibles. What do operations look like? Can we have step-by-steps, workflows, things like that? It stems from the idea that disability services has been an oral history. We share. We need to share as professionals. Sometimes we need to beg, borrow, and steal to get a copy of a new intake form or ‘What is the language you used in your procurement policy?’ We want to be consistent with good practices in the field. So I think that’s important. That's how we operate as professionals ourselves, but we also really just wanted to model that. That's where the templates come from.
Behling: Yes—and the goal, as Andrew said, is to make a very complex job, potentially a very overwhelming job…. I say that with pride and I don't think enough people in higher education truly understand what it's like to have this role. Part of it is a boast—share with your boss just how complex this role is—but to make it easier. There were five of us, all with various disability experiences, we come from different types of schools. One of the things I referenced is when COVID became a pandemic, a thing, I quickly called my co-authors and asked: how do we do this? How do we do disability support online? Having that collaborative experience, and saying, ‘I have a form for remote access; check it out, tweak it, adjust it’—was important to us: to make it so that newer professionals, or even experienced folks who are changing things up, aren’t having to recreate the wheel every time. And so it was really exciting and very much mirrored what we do day to day.
Cioffi: If I can add: one of things we heard at a lot of the conferences, I would say that the most common that we would get is, ‘I'm a one-person office. How do I do this?’ How do I…I don’t have the bandwidth to create all these forms. We see that a lot and we thought that would be a great resource. We reached out to the five of us on the project and to peers to pull things together that could help that person do the job, like Kirsten explained, if it helps someone manage that really complex job, it's a successful project.
Berberi: For listeners, I want to share that I can't remember exactly how many supplemental job aids there are, but it's something like 35 or 40. There is considerable material that can be downloaded and adapted that’s associated with this book—and I downloaded everything. Thank you for those. You spend a lot of time thinking about redesign through collaborative partnerships. Can you both talk about your specific efforts on your respective campuses to be an advocate in redesign for campuses that are just sort of historically inaccessible?
Behling: I think we also have to parse out inaccessible in the physical space or in the online space. We tried to draw attention to that because most work on a college campus these days is online. It's timely with federal legislation coming up here in April too, to be thinking about that and what it looks like.
Developing campus policies 
At Tufts University, I had the fortune of working closely with our general counsel to craft out three university-wide policies: our procurement policy, our web accessibility policy, and our captioning policy. Of the three, she shared with me, her largest concern in terms of getting anything passed would be the captioning policy: That faculty didn't want to do it; it would be difficult; and pre-COVID we weren't doing all the things online; that the librarians would just be overwhelmed with this process. We had to consider what is currently working, what isn’t working, and what might scare folks—and break it into bite-sized chunks. For captioning, we drew a line in the sand: effective this date, anything moving forward needs to be captioned. Auto-captioning is okay so long as a person with a disability doesn’t ask for fully described captions, in that case, we would  do everything we can to make that happen. Setting those parameters helped folks breathe and embrace it. Post-COVID, everybody loves captioning; it was easier to pass.
One important thing to think about is that our job is never done. Students and their needs change; nationally we're seeing spikes in supports for students. And then there’s that the world is constantly changing—just when I had a handle on the procurement policy, now there's AI. What does that look like? How do we navigate that? So it's important to make friends across the institution so everyone's having these conversations. Maybe smaller conversations as part of a larger one—‘We're building a new residence hall.’ Great. ‘What's the accessibility component, right? And I can't be at all the meetings; Andrew can't be at all the meetings. We need colleagues in those spaces who have this front of mind and can raise the questions in our absence. That was the second component that we really wanted to empower our one-person office friends and others to take that on.
Cioffi: I love how you said, ‘What's the accessibility component?’ I would love for my campus partners to get so used to hearing it that they start asking that question. We've had success with that—that's how you make the allies that we need. How do we implement campus redesigns and accessibility? To me, it's all sort of perspective. The best thing I can do is put something on a partner's radar—open their eyes to an access issue. Who are our partners and how does the messaging change from partner to partner.
With the CIO, we liken it to security and other compliance guidelines. With the Provost and senior leaders, it's about student opportunity—how full are we being with that opportunity, how equitable are we, and what are the impacts on retention, persistence, and overall student experience. With the president and leadership, it's about compliance. There is such a big compliance component to what we do, but one of the sayings that we have developed is: keep the law in your back pocket. Starting with “You have to; it's the law” rarely works with faculty. Start with access, inclusion, and learning outcomes, I think you can gain allies.
Berberi: That's something else I appreciate about the book—how extensive your discussion of the legal framework is. But like you’re saying, it's a backdrop to the enterprise of making higher education more accessible, for individuals or groups of people. You cover more than Section 504 and the ADA; you include facilities renovation provisions and Section 508.
Students’ wisdom
Okay, what's something that disabled students have taught you about your work?
Behling: The best thing that they remind me on a daily basis is that you can't be complicit. Just when I think I have something figured out—a path or an accommodation that is new to the institution—they teach me something else or come in with a different kind of software, a different need. That's the fun part—it's an incredibly creative job. I wouldn't have described myself as a creative person, but thinking on the fly is so important. It's easy to forget that students can be partners in this journey. They have a wealth of experiences that can drive what makes sense in a situation.
The last thing that I’ll say is that, at Tufts, through the generosity of our president's office, we can provide free neuropsych exams for students who haven't yet had them. One of the best parts is when students get results and say, “Oh my gosh, it all makes sense. I can't wait to call my mom and tell her that I wasn't lazy.” The transformational process is powerful. Higher education isn't just academic—so much is happening for students during this time. Disability services sits across all aspects; we're not strictly academic or student life. We cross boundaries, and supporting a student on their journey is wonderful. I love that. It’s the best part.
Cioffi: For me, the piece that resonates is that we're in this together—there’s the partnership with students. What have students with disabilities taught me? Really the concept of fairness. I’m hearing new examples daily that help all of us think about where accommodations and accessibility fit. It sometimes takes a lot for students to come in and ask for help. In the law school—a competitive environment—I've seen students hesitate to ask for necessary accommodations because they worry it will be seen as an advantage. We talk about that: if you have a three-hour exam but you have to manage experiences and symptoms throughout, you're at a disadvantage without extended time. It's about leveling the playing field. We've always known that philosophically, but students can articulate it very clearly, what fairness looks like for them.
If I’d known then…
Berberi: What's one thing you wish you had known as a new professional?
Cioffi: Don't try to be an advocate, try to be an accomplice. I really wish that was a way that I thought of things earlier on. I think an advocate is something that I've talked about a lot of examples that an advocate does in terms of educating our peers, in terms of sometimes screaming from the rooftop about access issues, right? When we do, when we have conversations with faculty and we do a training program on campus about disability as diversity, where it talks about one, how to be an ally, and then two, how to be an accomplice, and always almost jokingly say, ‘What is the first thing you think of when you hear the word accomplice?’ And it's always somehow partnering in crime, right? Well, this idea of it, we know that there's power dynamics with students, right? And we can advocate for their need for an accommodation. But as an accomplice, I think we're in a position to do more by way of pushing back in terms of also taking action, changing systems in ways that students can't do. Students can self-advocate. And I think students in student groups can really be empowered to make that kind of change. We do see a lot of things through our Student Government Association and things like that, but I think we're in a unique position to be able to do that, to be able to push back on the systems that are in place.
Behling: I think that I have found it easier to make relationships and collaborative experiences with faculty and staff across campus by really trying to step back and put myself in their shoes and understand, you know, is what I'm asking feeling overwhelming? Is what I'm asking somehow questioning, you know, their integrity in some degree? So I think taking the time to really put yourself in somebody else's shoes and try to understand what the barrier is, is key. I think the other thing that is a reflection of all of us who've written the book is it's okay to ask questions. It is okay to, you know, ask questions within your institution but also to reach out. The AHEAD community is amazing. Asking questions and leaning on…It's not a vulnerability necessarily. It's, think of it as constant professional development, right? Asking each other what you're doing and trying to work through, sometimes a very muddy situation. So I think that is the biggest key. And I have made some amazing friendships as a result of that. And you know, I’m just really, really excited to be able to get to do this podcast with AHEAD and support others who are sort of in the same space.
Berberi: Great. Kirsten and Andrew, thank you so much. I'm overwhelmed with gratitude. My guests today have been Kirsten Behling and Andrew Cioffi, co-authors with Eileen Bellemore, Lisa Bibeau, and Bridget McNamee, authors of Disability Services in Higher Education: An Insider's Guide published in 2023 by Temple University Press. Thank you both.
Behling: Thank you for having us.
Cioffi: Thank you for having us, Tammy.
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