A CAMPUS-WIDE UNIVERSAL MODEL FOR SERVING INDIVIDUALS WITH DISABILITIES

Across the entire campus, offices will encounter the need to serve students and others with disabilities by providing access to academic programs, student organizations, the library and other services that students use during their college years.  In addition, prospective students, along with other campus visitors with disabilities need to be provided access to the campus and its activities. Yet many campus employees are uncertain about how to provide equal access for all. The application of universal design principles is a great approach for providing access so that in the course of making university programs accessible to those with disabilities, the programs will also be more welcoming to all.

The following questions provide program managers the opportunity to create a welcoming and accessible physical and programmatic environment.  They are not meant to be all-inclusive, but rather to provide a basic framework which individual offices could modify to reflect the functionality of their particular program. They are also not meant to be legal directives or advice. For those, you will need to contact campus legal counsel or a campus administrator designated to discuss legal compliance issues with you.

Students and others may have a wide variety of disabilities, including visual, hearing, communication or mobility impairments. Most of these disabilities are quite detectable through casual observation, but some individuals with disabilities will display very subtle to no outward indicators of the presence of a disability. These invisible disabilities include learning and psychological disabilities, but could also include other cognitive impairments or medical conditions that qualify as disabilities.

Offices should be prepared to offer a level of service to persons with disabilities comparable to what is offered to everyone else. Offices should have a plan for providing basic services to individuals with disabilities who might come unannounced to your office. For instance, immediate and brief communication with a deaf student can be accomplished by writing notes, but for a more extended conversation, suggest that the student contact the campus disability services office to schedule a sign language interpreter for a future appointment. A blind visitor might need assistance with filling out a form; offer to assist with filling out a short form right away, or offer an appointment and undivided attention to fill out a longer form at a mutually agreeable future date.  Blind people sometimes need a description of their environment, and you can offer your elbow or arm to guide them without pushing or grabbing them.

This checklist has been compiled from publications produced by the University of Washington’s DO-IT project (Disabilities, Opportunities, Internetworking, and Technology). Other very useful checklists for campus departments and programs offering services to students and visitors are available from the “Applications of Universal Design” section: http://www.washington.edu/doit/Resources/udesign.html.

The DO-IT project is funded by a U.S. Department of Education Office of Postsecondary Education grant.  
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