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Getting Started

It is important to have a focus for the organization. At the outset students were asked to complete card to define their interests for the group. With a lack of focus in the first year students were unsure if they wanted to continue with the organization; even the constitution was not specific in defining the focus. In our case, students decided that having an educational focus would be most important and defined the need for a support group. Other groups might decide to have an advocacy group or they might decide to have a disability-specific. Our group decided to be for students with and without disability with a focus being on awareness. We have panels which present at classes about having a disability and students feel that they learn a lot about disability. One of the panelists presented to an audience that included a high school student who was unaware that the presenter had a disability, which was hidden. 

Student presenter: Advertising is probably the most important way to recruit participants. One way to do so is by email contact and by putting an ad in the campus newspaper given that all students read the newspaper. Another way, which I found out about the group, was through a class announcement. You can make announcements in any class that has to do with the organization. You can also advertise via fliers.

Every semester we have an open house and a table of information is displayed; however, this has not proved to be a successful recruiting method. 

Do not give up. It can get frustrating because it is difficult to build up membership. We are small and have found that it takes time and effort to build up memberships.

Every year we have officer retreats to assign delegates and plan for the year. We also have officer meetings every other week and to keep organized and to keep planning stuff. 

We have had trouble getting the same room because there’s a lot of groups and the room booker changes the rooms. The lack of continuity in room locations can result in members not keeping involved. We are thinking of meeting in disability offices next year. 

Annually we have a service event, for example we raked lawns for an elderly woman unable to do it herself. We also visit one of the homes for elderly persons with disabilities. We just spend time with them and do arts an crafts and games. We also have a Disability Awareness Day annually in the fall with different booths on different disabilities. It’s a good recruiting tool.

We have a fraternity on campus which has funds and we have talked with them about doing programs. We have also worked with our student govt. association which has been really good about wanting to consider diversity in its initiative. 

We continue to send announcements. We want to get not just students who are registered with the disability office nor just students who have a disability. 

Students do the panel themselves We have thought about a set introduction to the panels about numbers and types of disabilities. We tend to talk a bit about self-advocacy on the panel.  

So far the non-disabled have not been involved on the panels but we have talked about them being moderators for the panel. They are not on the panels because they cannot address what it means to have a disability.

It’s important to have a disability advisor. However, there are different models of involvement from letting students handling everything which works when students have the ability handle things but not when the students are not as strong. The hand-holding advisor approach can be over-involved and students do not take ownership. A developmental approach is now being taken which recognizes where students are at in terms of their organizational development and determines the extent of the involvement. Key is that the advisor recognizes that he or she is not a member of the group.

Anyone interested can get emails even if they do not attend a meeting because at some point they might like to attend a meeting. 

We keep a notebook for the minutes. We also stress sending out information via e-mails which enhances accessibility.

Ken, Newest President of the Student group, have 25 people on the email list and sometimes might have only 3 or 4 people attending meetings for various reasons (unable to drive to campus, have to work and fluctuations in meeting times and rooms). Lack of continuity because of different people attending almost every week. We lost a couple of officers because their disability required a withdrawal which presented a challenge to locate new officers. A couple of students were unable to maintain the required minimum standard of a C average and, thus, they had to withdraw from the institution and the committee. 

We are at such a large university which has hundreds of organizations covering different issues, thus trying to get people to come for an organization for meetings. There are several organizations meeting at the same time.

One of our officers stated that they will do something but do not follow through. For example, one officer in charge of educational panels just disappeared in the middle of a semester which made it difficult. 

Most of the people who read about the org think that you have to have a disability to be in it which is not the case. So people blow us off because they perceive that it is not for them. 

One of our problems is that persons with disabilities may think that they can do too much; they have the commitment and motivation but do not have the physical or mental energy to do it.

A challenge is to have students with a variety of disabilities needed for the panel. 

We struggled with having the meetings at the Disability Services Office because this is not a service organization; however, it seems better to meet in an accessible location and to know that meeting location and dates/times are stable. 

For officers involvement means more challenges in handling the workload. Students need to be realistic about the commitment and to think carefully of which officer position emphasizes their strengths rather than their weaknesses.

An informal student survey was circulated to get some sense of student views. Only 5 students responded, one of which is a nontraditional student who has previously but not presented involved. Two became involved through organizations for people with disabilities and fliers and email, but none through open house. Reasons for involvement had to do with wanted to get involved with organizations with people with disabilities, meet other people with disabilities, learning from others’  experiences and educating others. 

They stated that they enjoyed service projects, connection with the DSO Advisor, and panel presentations/educating others. What they would like to see done differently is more group projects, panel presentations (more) and more commitment from members. 

Panelists answered the following questions: 

Luis, vice-president: As a junior felt it was time to join the organization, Networks as a leadership opportunity and to make a difference in people’s lives. Initially as a freshman and sophomore I was concerned about doing well academically. I heard about Networks through other students and the Advisor. It’s a great organization and I thought it would be a great place to meet new people, get myself known, and try to make that difference in someone else. What I want to ask you all – you have heard about our problems and struggles – do you have any ideas, which might help our organization. We are looking for fresh ideas. 

Query about having tables set up at a freshmen orientation session. No, the org does not although the department has. Tables are in scarce supply because of the competition for space.  Problem that some of the fliers have come too late so getting earlier would help. We have put fliers in the DSO letter packages. DSO Officers sometimes mention it and sometimes not. One audience member stated that they give out information during their orientation session.  

Question from the audience whether students are hesitant to be identified to the campus as having a disability. That was not so much a problem for Texas A&M University because the student organization is both for students with and without disabilities. 

In answer to a question about using social contacts such as the deejay at the local radio stations, some of this occurs through email and personal contact. It was noted that we tried to get an advertising organization to support the group; however, they did not follow-through.

The university has about 800 organizations and there is an organization guide which lists the group. The University has 45,000 students.

An audience suggestion was to contact the local newspaper to do a story and the group has done that particularly during disability awareness day. It was suggested that there be a story about the organization. 

A question about whether there are national organizational links for student organizations. There is some attention to do this. Contacts are needed.

In terms of increasing the group’s profile there was a suggestion of coming up with a standard speech so the group can sell itself. Another point to emphasize is that it looks great on a resume. 

