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I came into the field of higher education 6 years ago after working in the field of mental health for 6

years. I had been working as a County Designated Mental Health Professional (CDMHP) in

Washington, where my job was to determine if individuals needed to be involuntarily psychiatrically

hospitalized. In the spring of 2003, I detained an individual who made threats against my life after being

hospitalized. The courts determined that the individual was not mentally ill regarding the threats made

and released the individual; the courts determined that the individual was a sociopath that had full intent

to kill me if the individual found me. As a newly-wed I spent sleepless nights trying to determine what

was best for my husband and I. While I loved my job, I did not want to do anything to put my husband

in harms way. So, I started looking for a new position.

My husband grew up in Missouri, and we had talked off and on before getting married about moving

there at some point. In my job search, I found a position in his hometown at the university there, so I

applied. When I was offered the position of working with students with “hidden disabilities,” code at

that time for students with mental health impairments, accepting the position felt like the start of

something new. Something new in that we’d be moving from the Pacific Northwest to the Bible-belt;

Something new in that I’d be traveling down a different career path; Something new in that I would be

leaving my family behind but learning a new family through my husband’s relatives. While I was

nervous for some of the changes, I have never been one to give up on a challenge. So, we packed our

belongings, said goodbye to our friends and my family, and drove 2000 miles across country in snow

storms to start a new chapter in our lives.

The background is helpful, I think, because it contributed to the basis of an assumption I moved to

Missouri with. Growing up in the Pacific Northwest, I came to assume that when someone spoke of

diversity, they were including all tenets of diversity: race, gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation, culture,

veteran’s status, disability. Since moving into higher education, what I have found is that my assumption

about the definition of diversity does not match everyone else’s definition. What I have learned is that

while diversity does mean multiple tenets to some, to others diversity means race alone, and to others

diversity means differences within a category but not always multiple categories. Though my definition

of diversity does not work for everyone around me, I have held on to it as I have advanced in my career

as a Student Affairs professional.

As a CDMHP, I consistently was taking people’s civil rights away. As such, I was (and continue to be)

quite cognizant of civil rights and how valuable they are – socially, legally, psychologically. The Civil

Rights movement put into law protection for minorities, including people with disabilities, so I find myself questioning why the connection is so often missed when disability is not included within diversity.

Since diversity for me does include all tenets, I advocate from that perspective. When hiring, I include

people with disabilities as “diverse” candidates. When speaking about diversity initiatives, I include

disability policies in those conversations. When training new staff, I facilitate team building activities

centered on diversity.

Last year I had the opportunity to present at the AHEAD conference about the intersection of disability

and diversity within higher education. During my session there were some very productive conversations about how those in the audience, primarily disability service providers, defined diversity as well. Two very salient issues came out of those conversations. One, those that work at institutions that have historically served under-represented students seem to have a slightly easier time getting disability

accepted as a component of diversity initiatives than those at other institutions. And, two, even within

the field of disability services, the definition of diversity varies.

Disability as a component of diversity initiatives is a topic that does not get much coverage in literature.

Most research and informal discourse on diversity initiatives focuses on race. As Williams stated in

2008, while appeasing some, diversity initiatives based on race, whether they stem from real or perceived

institutional diversity crises, tend to fail, as they do not focus on building capacity, cultivating

vision and buy-in, establishing accountability processes, or providing adequate resources. For diversity

initiatives to be successful - not only do they need to address these components, they need to be inclusive:

inclusive of multiple tenets and inclusive with students, faculty, and staff in mind. One advantage

for disability service providers is that they have an opportunity in their day to day work to address inclusivity at their institutions, with students, faculty, and staff in mind. Regardless of the institution one

works at, this was an advantage all of the audience members last summer could agree upon.

In these days of political correctness, terminology takes an important and strategic place for some. This

seems to hold true for those within the field of disability services. This was evidenced repeatedly during

my AHEAD session. Some audience members spoke about the diversity of disability service providers.

For example, some disability services providers have a disability and some do not, and some disability

services providers are also members of other diversity categories while some are not. Other audience

members spoke about the diversity between disability “categories.” The use of terminology was one

example discussed several times, such as the use of the term “hidden” versus “visible” disability, versus

the use of the term disability without a qualifier. Another example with terminology was with the word

disabled itself. Some preferred the word “disAbled,” some preferred “differently-abled,” and some

preferred “disability.” A question I walked away with was how will Student Affairs professionals be

able to advocate for disability to be a component of diversity initiatives if disability service providers

and/or other professionals cannot agree upon the definition or the terminology that should be used?

In my role as a Student Affairs professional, I have been questioned about my ability to be a Director of

Disability Support Services when I do not appear to be disabled. Sometimes I share that my husband has

service-connected disability from serving in the Navy, sometimes I share that my husband had a

traumatic brain injury before we were married. Sometimes I say nothing and let people come to their

own conclusion about my ability to be a Director. To me it is similar to being a mental health

professional. I don’t think I need to have had a mental health disorder to be compassionate, to be

empathetic, to be helpful. I use this same logic for being a diversity advocate. While I fit into only one

tenet of diversity, I am still compassionate, I am still understanding, I am still empathetic, and I am still

able to be helpful through advocating for what is right.

I encourage you to address the question of how disability and diversity connect in your life. What do you

think? Does the connection or lack there of between disability and diversity impact you? Should there be

a connection? If so, why? If not, why? What is your role within the intersection of disability and

diversity?
