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Abstract

Students with disabilities have begun to attend

post secondary education in increasing nunbers during the
past decade, partially due to the changes brought about
by the American with Disabilities Act of 1990. This
article is one student's story fromthe beginning of the
1990s and what she did to find and create accommodati ons
at a college. Participant observation and focused
interviews were used to obtain the information. Several

t heoretical explanations are given of her actions and
concl usi ons drawn.

Molly grew up in a nice famly in a suburban town in the
Nort heastern United States. They wanted what was best of her
so when it cane tinme for Molly to go to high school they
li stened to her special educators and sent Molly to what they
t hought was the best school for her. MIlIly has cerebral palsy
and uses a notorized wheel chair, communicates with a voice
synt hesi zed conputer and a head wand. Her parents sent her to
a residential school for people with physical disabilities in
a nearby state. Mdlly did get state of the art assessnents and
instruction in assistive technol ogy, but she wanted nore. Mbst
of the students from her home area went on to college and she
expected to go. No students from her residential school went
to coll ege.

Fortunately, Mdlly had nmet sonme receptive and visionary
peopl e through her associations at the school. It was through
these relationshi ps and through rel ationships with others
|ater that Molly's |ife began to take the shape she intended.
Mol ly had i npressed a teacher at the school with her clarity
of purpose, her dignity and expectations for life after
school. This teacher went on to work for the state's
Departnent of Labor and when it was tine for Molly to plan her
“transition' or life after school, MIlly's old teacher sent a
representative of the Departnent of Labor to her school. This
man, Sam acted as an advocate for Mlly, introduced her to a
Dean of Students at a college and facilitated her acceptance.



The college really could not reject her because the
American with Disabilities Act of 1990 (ADA) had just passed
and she was qualified to attend. But there were barriers.
There was no program for the disabled at the college and
t here was honest fear and ignorance anong the faculty and
adm ni strators of just how to accommpdate students with
disabilities. Not only was Sam convi ncing, but also both the
Dean and Molly were brave and willing to try something new.

Mol Iy was accepted, nmoved to a nearby | ndependent Living
Center, and many neetings were planned.

There was only one neeting. The Dean gathered all of
Mol ly's the out-of-coll ege support people: Division of
Vocati onal Rehabilitation, Department of Labor, |ndependent
Living staff and college instructors and Student Affairs
staff. The Dean was troubl e-shooting, but there was no
troubl e. People had been shocked, but chall enged. Ml ly had
what she needed, she went to class, did her work, and went
home. Actually, there were no problenms for the Dean or this
i nteragency committee to handle. Molly did need extra hel p,
accommodat i ons, but was in the process of facilitating them
hersel .

Mol ly reported what she had done when she returned to
give a faculty training at the college a few years |ater. She
had made personal connections with the instructors and support
staff. She was an abl e student wanting to | earn and people
responded. In class Mdlly needed sone assistance in note
taking. She liked it best when someone el se took notes for her
and she had a friend in sonme classes that did just that. In
sonme other classes the instructor came to her after class and
enbel | i shed her notes. Molly did suggest that notes be
distributed to all by all instructors, that students receive
tape recorders and be allowed to use conputers to take notes.
And cal culus was difficult. MIlly used the typical peer-
tutoring programwhere A students are matched with students
needi ng academ c assi stance and she passed cal cul us. There
were al so some curricular nodifications. Mdlly went right into
conputer-assisted drafting instead of starting with the
typi cal drafting table.

Mol Iy needed sonme additional physical accommpdati ons. She
used the conputers in the library and staff fromthe coll ege
built her a conputer stand that was accessible. Mdlly said
that there would have been a year delay and a high cost if she
had gone through Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) for this
accommodation, but VR did fund a personal attendant. The
attendant canme daily and hel ped her with lunch and a bat hroom
break. Late in the afternoon, Jean, the receptionist, hel ped
her on with her cape and waited for the bus with Mlly.

It all worked well until one day the attendant was sick
and no replacenent was sent. Jean was out to lunch. There was
no one to feed Molly lunch except the Dean. He did, and he was
changed, and it affected supports for students with
disabilities in that state for years to cone. In that short,
intimate time with Molly the Dean understood in a very
visceral way the nature of disability for that young woman and



nost |ikely many students with disability in postsecondary
educati on. He began to devel op programs for students wth
disabilities. He hired line staff. He sought and received
state grants and he participated in federal grants. And when
he went onto another, higher status college, a representative
approached himfroma research programto admt a student with
substantial disabilities. The Dean's response was, "This
Col | ege needs this student!"™ The student was admtted and
earned the certificate that she sought.

And what about Mol ly? She went on and earned a degree in
architecture from another university. The |last that | knew she
was in an internship in Boston. She wanted an education, she
wanted to be self-sufficient and she had the tools to do that.
| do not believe that she was a conscious activist or that she
wanted to be a change agent, but she was. She affected the way
that college, its faculty and staff and many who went after
her perceived and interacted with people with disabilities.
Now, 10 years later, many students with disabilities and
faculty and staff are participating in the educational process
in an expanded way in that college and that state.

Anal ysi s

There are several theoretical ternms to describe the
situation of Molly and her coll ege experience. Taking the
ecol ogi cal systens approach, there was a transaction between
Mol ly and the coll ege environment (Dewey & Bentley, 1949).

Mol 1y, as an individual, was accepted as a nenber of a
conmmunity that respected human diversity. The college as a
whol e is interdependent and therefore building on its
strengths found in one part (e.g., building/construction

di vi sion) accommmodating Mdlly's need for a conmputer stand. A
goodness of fit was sought between MIlly's need for cal cul us
tutoring and an existing programfor all students. And synergy
was found when the Dean spent intimate time with Mdlly and
went on to devel op nore supports for students with
disabilities (Craig & Craig, 1974; Hobbs, 1966).

Devel opi ng the ecol ogi cal systenms approach further we can
ask, was Molly a policy |iason, one who works to enabl e soci al
systens to function well and contribute to the growth and
devel opnent of persons affected by those systens (\Weeley,
1981)? Certainly, Mdlly did not intend to take such a role.
And al t hough she was in need of supports herself, she did cone
bef ore many students who needed supports and service.

It can be argued that through her actions she enabled the
col |l ege and systemit is within to function and devel op. The
policy liaison is between those in need of supports and those
provi di ng supports and as such is in a unique place to advise
policy makers and form policy (Newbrough, 1977; Dokecki,

1977). Because of Mdlly's place in tinme, entering college just
as the ADA was enacted, she acted as a policy liaison in the

i npl ementation of that law. Certainly, being the first nade
her the | eader, the policy maker. Her actions shaped and
formed not only her supports and services, but those of



ot hers.

| propose the nore descriptive termof policy
entrepreneur as one who sees the opportunity to devel op policy
and i nplements those actions. Policy entrepreneur captures the
fact that Mdlly was not only connecting supports and services
fromthe systemto consunmers of those supports, but that she
was a consuner of the system of supports and developing it to
meet her's and ot hers' needs.

Certainly there are other interpretations of Mdlly's
actions at college. One could say that she was oppressed, that
she was reacting to the establishment that was using its
i nfluence over her, a representative of an emergent group,
i.e., people with disabilities. That they, the oppressors, had
gai ned control of her through her acqui escent behavi or of her
attending coll ege and that she was about to suffer fromthe
control of the elite (Bableur, 2000). And sone disability self
advocates say that well intentioned special progranms w eak
havoc in the |lives of people and that do-gooders are out of
touch with the systemthat they operate (Golfus, 2001).

An intervention fromthis perspective is revolution,
perturbing the ecol ogical systemuntil it breaks into chaos.

A functioning ecol ogical system accommpdates its nenmbers and
their needs and strengths (Wheel er, 1981). Another
interpretation of Molly's college career is that she attended
col | ege because she wanted to | earn nore, have nore skills,
because she wanted entre into the earning power, status and
valued role of a professional life. And in that process she
formed sonething greater than herself.

Met hod

Maanen (1988) wrote, "Inpressionist tales, with their
sil ent disavowal of grand theorizing, their radical grasping
for the particular, eventful, contextual and the unusual,
contain an inportant nessage." (Pg. 199) This piece is a
result of participant observation over two years in the
coll ege that Molly attended. There were three tel ephone calls
with the focus person and one day long visit. Consent was
given for the witing of this article.

Concl usi ons

Students with disabilities or anyone can be a policy
liaison in a systemgiven the transaction, cooperation
| eadershi p and support of the system nenbers. There is val ue
to be a nenber of a typical human ecol ogi cal system for the
benefits that it brings to all of its menbers. Any ecol ogi cal
systemis richer and fuller with the actual integration of
di verse nenbers. To be a policy entrepreneur one nmust be an
effective actor in this human ecol ogi cal system Care needs to
be taken by any disenfranchi sed group nmenber in joining such a
typi cal group for processes of oppression exist and exert
powerful forces. A |level of awareness needs to be held by all
system nenmbers to successfully include all nmenbers and to



create and to maintain a healthy human system
Ref erence Li st

Babl eur, L. (2000). Act 1: scene one the privilege
speech. Scenester. [On-line]. <http://ww. groovenati on. org/
scenester/ 2. ht nf >.

Craig, J.H, & Craig, M (1974). Synergic power.
California: ProActive Press.

Dewey, J., & Bentley, A (1973). Knowi ng and the known.
In R Handy & E.C. Harwood (Eds.), Useful procedures of
i nquiry. Massachusetts: Behavioral Research Council.

Dokecki, P. R (1977). Toward influencing those who nmake
public policy for famlies and children: A liaison strategy.
Paper presented at a neeting of the American Psychol ogi cal
Associ ati on, San Franci sco, August.

ol fus, B. (2001, January). The trouble wi th do-gooders,
Mouth [On-line]. <http://ww. mout hmag. com i ndex. ht np.

Hobbs, N. (1966). Hel pi ng disturbed chil dren:
Psychol ogi cal and ecol ogi cal strategies, American
Psychol ogi st, 21, 1105-1115.

Maanen, J. V. (1988). Tales of the field: On witing
et hnography. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.

Newbr ough, J. R (1977). Liaison service in the community
context, Journal of Community Psychol ogy, 5, 24-27.

Wheel ey, B.M (1981). The human devel opnent |i ai son
specialist: 1. Theory, person, and process, Journal of
Communi ty Psychol ogy, 9, 316-320.



