E6: A roundtable with JPED Executive Editors
Past and Present
With Ezekiel Kimball, David Parker, Ryan Wells, and Roger Wessel 
Welcome to another episode of Full Speed AHEAD: the quickest route from research to practice. My name is Tammy Berberi and I am the Director of Research at the Association on Higher Education and Disability. 
Today I am hosting a roundtable conversation with past executive editors of the Journal of Postsecondary Education and Disability, or JPED. Published by the Association on Higher Education and Disability (AHEAD), JPED has been publishing research on accessible education and the experiences of disabled students in college for more than 40 years. I’m here with Zeke Kimball, David Parker, Ryan Wells, and Roger Wessel. A warm welcome to the four of you! Listeners, we have a combined 16 years of editorial wisdom with us today. (Guest bios appear after the transcript). 
Impactful innovations during your tenure
Berberi: I'm interested in talking about what you think were the most impactful innovations in research during your tenure as editor. I'm thinking here about topics, methodologies, interdisciplinarity.
Parker: A few things came up during the time that I was editor that I think were really important to the field and certainly very gratifying to me in this role. Dr. Colleen Thoma guest edited the first JPED special issue, to my knowledge, on serving students with intellectual disabilities in higher education. At the time, it was a very controversial topic. A lot of service providers in the field really had concerns about that. I think that special issue really gave the field a lot of important and useful information about what Think College and other organizations that have since become better known in the field were trying to do and how they were serving students.
Practice briefs, I think, became more prominent in JPED when I was editor. Dr. Joe Madaus at the University of Connecticut and our colleague from Ball State, Larry Markle, they were very instrumental in helping me revise the author guidelines for practice briefs during that time. And led to, I think another first special issue that Larry—and Roger, I think you also were guest editor of that special issue with Larry—it was all practice briefs. And so it's interesting to sort of look at the shift or magnification of focus that JPED started to take at that time on what can practice briefs contribute to the field and who can author them and how can they help us all learn to engage in better, hopefully evidence-based, practices.
Wells: I'll jump in, this is Ryan. I think there's been an increase in research on students with intellectual and developmental disability in recent years, using a variety of methodologies. Some finally getting student voice into their methods, which I think was lacking. We sort of did an update to that special issue very recently guest edited by Meg Grigal and some folks at Think College. And so it was nice sort of, over time to see what's developed and how the field's changing in that regard.
And I'll just say that the current thing that is on everyone's mind is generative AI, because it is being used in the research process itself to supplement support and / or do methods, data collection, data analysis and all of that. And as well as the writing piece, which I know people are more familiar with and familiar with some of the challenges that come with what to do about that.
Berberi: Oh gosh, that really is on everybody's mind today. Thanks, Ryan. Thanks for that. Hey, I'm interested to know what advice do you all give prospective authors?
Advice for prospective authors
Wessel: The first would be this: learn the writing style and learn it well. So the writing style we use in JPED is the APA's writing style (7th ed.). And one of my observations is that a lot of people that are maybe not as far along in their profession often send in manuscripts or have participated in a manuscript somehow and they're not committed to a writing style, or they're uninformed on a writing style.
The second thing for me would be as the editor or a reviewer, where am I zeroing in the main amount of time that I'm going to spend on this article? It's on the method. I'm interested in the topics, I'm going to look how the person presents the topic, how the individual then contextualizes the topic with the literature, shares the findings, draws conclusions,…but all of that circles around the importance of the method. And it's the writer's responsibility to present that well so that I can have confidence in the data that's being suggested for me to consume.
The last line of advice for me would be: the publication pipeline takes time, and actually—especially for people that are on the tenure line—they need, you know, they've got to produce in X number of years. Getting things in the pipeline and then letting the pipeline unfold is a learning process.
Kimball: When I was in grad school, I had a faculty member who was very fond of saying that, “We don't do ‘mesearch,’ we do research.” And it was designed really to say that as higher education scholars, we were not supposed to be working within our own identities or experiences. And I think there's an element of truth to that, but also it's substantially wrong, right? The element of truth is that we, of course, need to be open to perspectives and experiences that are not our own. So if all we're doing is telling our own stories as researchers, that's intrinsically a problem.
The thing that I think has really emerged as increasingly important is research by scholars who are themselves disabled and yet recognize that they know only a small percentage of what it means to live with a disability and to experience ableism within society. So they're leveraging in part their own experiences, their own feelings of difference, feelings of lack of inclusion to tell the stories of people who might be, you know, less advantageously positioned in the academy. Because by definition, when someone gets to the point where they're writing for JPED, they've done well, they've navigated lots of obstacles and they've figured out a way through them, either with or without support. And then I think a really compelling way that JPED contributes, and kind of a piece of advice that I would offer is starting from the recognition that, well, we can't just limit things to our own experiences, but your experiences are really important. They tell you the sorts of questions that it's important to ask. They give you guidance about how you might go about answering them. Those experiences, the things that we bring to our scholarship as human beings are often so much more important than the way that we were formerly trained as methodologists. 
Parker: Can I piggyback on to what we've heard already, Tammy? Really love what Roger and Zeke both said and how they said it. My advice to authors, particularly newer authors, is the best research study when published in JPED is still going to be incomplete if it doesn't offer practical implications or applications to readers. And in JPED's case, again, I think it's true that the majority of readers are, you know, disability service providers, DROs, people running disability services offices. So as a reviewer, and certainly when I was editor, I often saw that the overall feedback was this is a really great study. It's really well written. The methodology is good, particularly if it's a qualitative study, maybe speaking, Zeke, to your point, it's good “mesearch” search because you know the authors are being transparent about their own identities and what they bring to the analysis of the qualitative data from their own lived experience. And then the manuscript ends without any, so what do we do with this? How can the readers apply this? Our association, AHEAD, is unique in that a lot of disability service providers who are interested in research, who may want to learn more about research, but are not prepared themselves to conduct studies, can play a critical role in contributing to a research team, whether it's helping the researchers access participants in the form of students using the office, or you know, disseminating surveys, or certainly helping to write up the manuscript, including that important, “So what?” What are the implications? If it's going to be published in JPED, the field needs to know what to do with it.
Berberi: Yeah, yeah, that's great advice. Thank you, David. Ryan, I want to hear what you have to say. What advice do you have for people? You've been an editor for a long time.
Wells: I guess I have.
Berberi: Yeah, you have.
Wells: If you have that idea that you think others would like to hear, don't give up on it. Either because you don't think you have the skill set or you don't think you have the perspective of the lived experience, or you don't…If you're thinking of it and it's coming back to you as a valuable idea that you think would be valuable to the AHEAD community, don't let it die. Keep the spark alive and keep energized. One way to do that is just to talk to more people about it. If you're a scholar and you're not sure about the practical implications, build those collaborations and networks. And vice versa, if you're more of a practitioner and you don't have either the time or perhaps some of the technical skills to execute the study, talk to your local faculty or researchers, or use the AHEAD conference to make connections.
Berberi: Thank you. Thank you. I appreciate that. Did any of you bring any structural changes to the journal during your tenure?
Changes to the journal during your tenure
Parker: A couple of things come to mind, Tammy. It was often the case that the editors were faculty and had graduate students who could help them do the work: everybody won. The graduate students learned a lot in the process, got a lot of experience, editors had assistance, and that's how it kind of worked. When AHEAD was approaching me about possibly stepping into this role, I had left higher education and was working in private practice, didn't have graduate students and just was upfront about that. So what happened was that Richard (Allegra) and Valerie (Spears) and I became the team. And that's when they sort of stepped into these more formal roles. And boy, what a gift to me to be able to work with two such incredible professionals. We also started providing Reviewer of the Year Awards at the annual conference. And that just means the world to have their time and their expertise recognized like that. And again, it's a nice thing to put on your CV and to just know that the field really respects, you know, the work that you're doing behind the scenes.
Wells: I'll just say that Zeke got us moving with an online submission and review system. And I can say it's working very well now. It's streamlined some of the administrative processes and communications both with authors and reviewers, seems to be working out very well.
Parker: If I may brag on your behalf, Ryan, updating the JPED guidelines to look at what we're doing with AI and how we want authors to address all of that and their submissions: critically important addition to how we go about doing that business. It was very timely. I believe there's a special issue in the works coming up before too long, just looking specifically at AI as well, which is going to be so phenomenal and again so timely. So thank you very much for that.
Kimball: I would start just by observing that the language that we use in JPED has shifted and it's shifted from primarily a person-first framing to an identity-first framing, which is more broadly aligned with the disability justice community. Ryan and I, during our time as editors, did some work to kind of communicate the how and the why of that first to the editorial board and then to the readership and then as part of authorship guidelines. But we also took care to note that there are real variations in the communities that JPED represents. It's always been kind of a big tent journal in the sense that higher ed scholars, special education scholars, voc.+ rehab practitioners, folks working in disability services offices, folks working outside of higher ed, or at least traditional higher ed, they've all been able to read and publish in it. And in every one of those communities of practice, there are different discursive norms around how we talk about disability. And that's before we actually go and ask the people who are contributing to our research as participants what they actually prefer. And so where Ryan and I landed on this was: as a general rule, identity- first is preferred because the vast majority of disability justice communities say that is their preference. But if an individual participant told you to refer to them in a different way, whatever it might be, use that linguistic practice, but be really transparent about the choices you're making and why. And I think as we read more work about disability in the context of higher ed, we're seeing an even greater variety of language than we expected when we wrote that, because the reality is disability is an incredibly complicated phenomenon. And particularly as it relates to how people form and communicate their own identities, it gets even more complicated still. And so, it's really hard to create a rule that works universally. Recognizing the many things that JPED can be for the many different audiences, really kind of taking that into account in the way that we ask authors to communicate was really critically important.
What I think has actually started to happen over the past five or ten years or so is the emergence of early-career scholars who are actively choosing to focus on post-secondary education and disability, both in higher education and in special education. And in so doing, they're kind of creating a new sort of energy within the field. They're bringing in a much wider array of identities and perspectives, a much greater diversity of voices thinking about and talking about disability. And one of the things that group of scholars in particular has done is pointed out the importance of intersectional perspectives to the field and helped us to think about the connection between disability and ableism and the connection between disability and other social identities and other systems of oppression that serve to structure the very different experiences that people can have of the same disability identity. And so I think that's been a really important emergence.
Parker: My hope is, and you just gave me renewed optimism, Zeke, about this maybe occurring more as a new generation of scholars, really focus on disability-related issues and higher education. I think scholars who have helped establish what are best practices in K-12 settings with students with disabilities have outpaced academia trying to do the same thing in higher education. My hope is that over the next decade or so, we can make progress in that regard. In the last 10, 15, 20 years, I think higher education and disability has embraced the fact that we've moved from, “No, we just do access” to, “Well, no, we're really involved in success now too,” and identity and lots of other permutations beyond simply “Is there a level playing field now being provided to individuals with disabilities in higher education?” And so with a renewed focus on success and even some of the work that I'm doing with the Career Planning KPC for AHEAD and employment outcomes, I think there's a growing opportunity for researchers scholars to begin to drill down and do the kind of research that's necessary in higher education to really begin to establish what are best practices related to different forms of service delivery models, different approaches to access. But we still don't have enough research looking at efficacy and outcomes related to what we do in higher education to provide meaningful accessibility to individuals with disabilities to be able to say, “This is best practice.”
Topics worthy of more research
Berberi: Are there other topics that you want to see more work on?
Kimball: I think that we have severely underattended to the role that disability can play in faculty and staff experiences. Faculty and staff are actually among the people in a college or university most likely to have a disabling condition. And we have startlingly little research that looks at how we are—or are not—supporting them. Particularly given the fact that many people are working later and later into life, a lack of attention to the intersection between disability and aging in the context of faculty and staff experiences is a very, very real problem.
Now I'm going to tell you a topic that I hope someone will do research on. I think a core problem that as a field we really need to attend to a bit more is the interplay between the various ways that we think about and talk about disability. So oftentimes, we're not terribly clear about the distinction between a functional impairment, so something like compromised executive functioning, the etiology, which might be like, “I'm anxious about finals,” or it might also be, “I have an anxiety disorder”—the diagnosis. Do I meet the clinical criteria to be diagnosed with an anxiety disorder? Particularly in an era where we are increasingly, and I think, rightly so, willing to accept a student's self-identification as disabled as the beginning of a conversation. And then also how those things sort of interplay with the compensatory mechanisms that not everybody has the same amount of access to, right? Different people have different amounts of time and money and social capital that allow them to navigate all of these things in various different ways. And so, the reality is that nearly every college student will experience stress or anxiety to a degree that is at least temporarily disabling. Not every college student has a disability, but there are overlapping logics that can be helpful there. Until we begin to kind of disentangle those things and to speak with precision about what we're actually talking about and what we think the transferable lessons are, we're going to have a hard time talking about the many ways that we ought to be thinking about disability. Because on the one hand, that sort of functional framing is probably the most useful when we're implementing universal design, for example. We don't need to know what someone's disabling condition might be to design for someone who has low visual acuity or compromised executive functioning. But then there are going to be other times where we really do actually want to think about not just a person's disability identity, but how it's nested in a whole lot of other social identities and functionalities. I do think that as a field, that could be part of the research agenda moving forward.
Wells: Yeah, I'll add a couple. I mean we're living through a major disruption to higher education right now, in a number of ways: anti-DEI, explicitly ableist discourse, explicitly ableist policies from the highest levels of government, many state governments following or leading in that, you know, how higher ed is responding to those things, how students themselves—everything from their expectations for higher education through how they're experiencing it, their identity development in terms of those forces and how that's working.
There's simultaneously a financial crisis, sort of affordability crisis going on in higher education that's disproportionately impacting disabled students that I don't think's getting much research attention. I'll shout out one early career scholar, Karly (Ball) Isaacson, is doing some great work in affordability and financial aid aspects of disabled students in higher ed.
Parker: I think it'd be fascinating to do some research on what effective self-advocacy looks like at the student level in higher education right now. You know, while disability services offices continue to report growing numbers of students who are eligible for accommodations, we also know that the number of students who go into higher education who receive special education in high school and therefore could qualify for accommodations in college. That number also continues to soar. So it's like, what's up with those two dichotomous trends occurring at the same time? There's growing evidence that a new generation is coming into higher education who just operates very differently than in the past and will probably continue to interact with higher education in very different ways than even 10 years ago. Research could help inform what that looks like today. And as is often the case, research can help us learn from students and take that lived experience back to practitioners and the field and say, folks, you know, it's time to really update our thinking and to learn from their voices and from their experiences and from their recommendations. How might we pivot in our practices and our policies to truly create an accessible campus environment for people with disabilities at a time when a lot of those folks with and without disabilities are moving through that environment in very different ways because of the lives they've lived and the backgrounds that they're coming from?
I think we also have an opportunity here to lead through JPED and with the field to look at more accessible and timely ways to disseminate research findings. The question is: who, you know, what happens to those findings? Who accesses those? Who takes time to read them? And are there any better ways to disseminate those results—through a podcast?
And Tammy, in a way, you're leading the way by this podcast today and just creating more opportunities for people to think about research without necessarily going online or sitting down and reading through a research journal that I don't know a lot of people other than scholars do anymore. It may be a younger generation that helps lead the way there. But I think it's time for us to really get involved in that.
Berberi: I mean honestly, I think JPED needs an Instagram account and you need to make reels about articles. So that's the next challenge for all of you is to figure out how to take a study that took a year to produce and turn it into something that somebody can digest in about a minute and a half. You know, I think that would honestly be valuable and it would route people to the journal, to the piece when they get hooked.
This feels really good that it was so unscripted and meandering. That always feels like you know, something great blossomed and our work is done. So I want to express my gratitude to all four of you. I've been speaking with Roger Wessel, Ryan Wells, David Parker, and Zeke Kimball, who are past and present executive editors for the Journal of Postsecondary Education and Disability. This is Tammy Berberi with Full Speed Ahead, The quickest route from research to practice, and I will catch you next time. Thanks a ton.
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