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Presenter
Presentation Notes
This is a lunch session, so this topic simply can’t be heavy. I am going to keep it light.Gone are the days when access simply meant wheelchair ramps and a white cane for crossing the street. As our understanding of brain science and human diversity has grown, the value of “difference” is being better recognized. Access is not only about leveling the playing field for those who learn and interact in different ways, but is also about usability, efficiency, and effectiveness for teaching and learning. This lunch session will intrigue, challenge and invite you to rethink traditional practices.
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Can you 
empathize 
with this 
feeling?
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
We all can. The point is that we are programmed for empathy. We have what are called mirror neurons that form the basis for empathy. Wanting to drink water example.



Accessibility – Definition as a Starting Point

 ac·ces·si·bil·i·ty
• the quality of being able to be reached or entered
• easy to obtain or use
• the quality of being easily understood or appreciated

 in·ac·ces·si·bil·i·ty
• the quality of not being useful or convenient
• Difficult to reach, approach, or understand
• Not accessible Access is personal
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Accessibility is contextual. Accessibility is personal. I may not care about accessibility as much, if it doesn’t affect me personally. AHEAD print out in large font request in the 1990’s. Accessibility was an after thought at that time for many folks. But think of the person sitting in the audience not being able to see the handouts; they paid the same as I did for registration; yet they were getting only half the value of their registration fee.But, I didn’t think about how inaccessible my handouts were for individuals with visual impairment. I wasn't yet part of the accessibility culture. Accessibility was not a part of my mindset. I understood accessibility at an intellectual level, at the level of technical standards and legal mandates, but not emotionally. But more than anything else, I lacked empathy – the emotional connection with accessibility.A culture of accessibility starts with empathy for the individual and the situation.



WHO – WHY - HOW of Accessibility

Who does accessibility affect? 

 Individuals not familiar with the language 
 Individuals who are perceived as not belonging to the group
 Individuals with disabilities (Neurodivergent)
 Individuals who are different because of                               

color, race, gender, sexual orientation
 Elderly

ALL OF US
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
When we take a broad view of accessibility, it really affects all of us.Accessibility affects everyone at some point in their lives.Accessibility is contextual and personal.



WHY Embrace Accessibility?
 Inaccessibility results in:
Loss of autonomy and independence; frustration; humiliation, 

but there is much more …..

Neuroscience of Learning

Banerjee 2019 5

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Before we talk more about why accessibility, we need to understand some of the basic tenets of brain-based learning.



Creating a Culture of Accessibility Starts with Empathy

“I’ve learned that people will forget what you said, 
people will forget what you did, but people will never 
forget how you made them feel.”  Maya Angelou

Our brains are wired for EMPATHY; which is 
linked to mirror neurons
 “ …. perceive the emotions of others, resonate with 

them emotionally and cognitively, to take in the 
perspective of others, and to distinguish between our 
own and others’ emotions.” (Riess, 2017)
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Presentation Notes
Source:  https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5513638/Helen Reiss (MD) writes in the Journal of Patient Experience that patient recovery was much quicker when patients felt that the doctor was empathetic to their situation. We are wired for empathy, but we don’t use it unless there is an emotional connection or a mandate or consequence.



1. Brains are uniquely organized with 
individual capabilities

1. One size fits all does not work
Consider Alex who has ADHD; focuses 
on too many stimuli, but is hyper-
focused if something truly motivates 
him

Factory in India was situated just above 
the generator warehouse; extremely 
noisy; SAP solved the problem through 
diversity in hiring (VR Ferose)

INNOVATIVE SOLUTIONS
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Presentation Notes
Individual brains are unique and becomes more unique as we age       Implication – one size fits all does not work       Consider Alex who is ADHD; focuses on many stimuli but is hyper-focused when engaged. When he focuses on many stimuli and is unable to filter to the necessary stimuli, he is called distracted; and yet when he is engaged he is hyper-focused and misses deadlines for assignment because he loses track of time. In an inaccessible world where we label traits as functional limitations, we will never recognize the value of these traits.Learning is the ability to elicit and to construct useful patterns.Why accessibility – Because it leads to innovation.



Dandelion Principle

“Dandelion” is a powerful metaphor. Many people consider 
dandelions as weeds that spoil a green lawn, the plant has 
many positive characteristics: the roots can make a coffee 
substitute; the leaves are edible; and dandelions are an 
excellent source of many vitamins and minerals. 
It is only considered a weed in the context of a carefully 
maintained lawn. “However in contexts that don’t call for 
uniformity, we can appreciate the dandelion’s distinctive 
attributes.” 

Austin & Sonne (2014)
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2. We learn through 
trial and error 
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Reduces Emotional Toll
A system designed to 
reward perfection is not 
natural  
Anne was diagnosed 
with dyslexia in 9th 
grade; she thought she 
was stupid. She carries 
that scar today at age 
45

Shaywitz & Shaywitz, 2012

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Shaywitz’s – Yale Center for Dyslexia and Creativity.Having dyslexia and being strong in math is not a trade off.Maryanne Wolf talks about how our brains were hardwired for speech, for talking but not for reading. In order to read, our brain has to co-opt other parts of the brain that were not meant for reading. Sally and Bennett Shaywitz from the Yale Center for 



At age 14, Katie Stubblefield shot 
herself in the face because she 

thought she wasn’t perfect

“I want to go out 
and be a face in 
the crowd that 

no one looks at”
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In an inaccessible world, a select few set the parameters of what is acceptable difference and what is not.



3. Paradox of Dyslexia – Slow Reading, Fast Thinking 
(Shaywitz & Shaywitz, 2012*)
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Enhances
Opportunity
For All; ROI

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Source: http://www.yalescientific.org/2011/04/the-paradox-of-dyslexia-slow-reading-fast-thinking/Dr. Sally Shaywitz is the Audrey G. Ratner Professor in Learning Development, and Dr. Bennett Shaywitz is the Charles and Helen Schwab Professor in Dyslexia and Learning Development and Chief of Child Neurology at Yale University. Together they head The Yale Center for Dyslexia & Creativity, which studies the correlation between reading and IQ in dyslexic and typical students, shedding new light on what has been termed “the hidden disability.”Dyslexic students are often frustrated or confused as to why certain assignments – reading, for example – take them longer to complete than their peers. “Someone once said to me, ‘I wonder what it feels like when a child first realizes that he or she can’t do what those around him or her are doing.’ And that was really quite devastating,” says Sally Shaywitz. She and her husband Bennett set out to help these students by examining the science of dyslexia. Most recently, the Shaywitzes at the Yale Center for Creativity & Dyslexia have established a connection between IQ and reading in dyslexic students versus typical students.Connecting IQ, Cognition, and Behavior �The Shaywitzs conducted epidemiologic longitudinal research on a large sample population of Connecticut students. Twenty-four elementary schools were chosen from the state of Connecticut – two were randomly selected from twelve separate towns across the state – and students were tested upon entry into kindergarten. The same students were tracked over more than twenty years, each taking a reading test annually and an IQ test biannually until adolescence. The tests were individually administered, constituting a statistical “gold standard,” according to Sally Shaywitz. Including these tests, researchers examined the cognition and behavior of dyslexic versus typical students and then recorded and compared the brain images of dyslexic and typical students. The results show that in typical readers, IQ and reading track together and are dynamically linked over time. Sally Shaywitz calls the two components “kissing cousins” because they are “intertwined,” a conclusion that she notes has been widely accepted by the public. In contrast, the Shaywitzes found that in dyslexic readers, IQ and reading diverge. Thus, a highly intelligent dyslexic student can have a low reading score. This paradox is illustrated in Figure 1, where the left panel shows the dynamic link between reading and IQ development in typical readers, and the right panel shows the disconnection between reading and IQ in dyslexic readers.



What does 
Empathy have to 
do with 
Accommodations?
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Does taking an 
empathetic view of a 
student’s situation help 
or hurt accommodation 
decision-making?

Should we start from a 
position of empathy, 
and if so, why or why 
not?



Accommodation Decisions and Empathy

• Empathy allows one to go beyond the ADA default mode and see the 
request for in CONTEXT and as an INDIVIDUAL request

• Helps us better engage in accommodation determination as an “interactive 
process”

Jonah’s documentation (2018) notes that he has ADHD. His cognitive profile 
on the WAIS is solidly average to above average. VCI – 124. He has never been 
in special education. Relative weakness in PSI – 92. Achievement measures 
are all average. No history of accommodations. He is asking for 50% more 
time because he runs out of time and is failing his biology course where he 
has to answer 50 multiple-choice questions in 60 minutes.
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Case where Empathy can hurt the Interactive 
Process
Ann approaches the DS office stating she has been diagnosed with brain 
cancer, and she needs to take several weeks off from school. DS arranged a 
medical leave. DS is quite concerned. Student comes back and says she is on 
a special diet and is very low on money that week to buy the grocery she 
needs. 

By now, DS person has an empathetic relationship with her and offers her 
$20. Next, the student asks cab fare to get to the hospital. Another $20s. By 
now the DS person is suspicious. 
It turns out student was spinning a story and out of empathy, the DS person 
fell for it.
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The Default Mode for Accommodation Determination 
can be Limiting

• ADA is about establishing eligibility and approving “reasonable 
accommodations”

• We know there are many problems with establishing eligibility as an 
individual with a disability:

- Incomplete documentation
- operationalizing “substantially limits one of more major life activity”
- diagnosis is not always stated or may appear to be inaccurate
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Eligibility through the Lens of Empathy
• Promotes flexible mindset for DS to discuss options and 

alternatives beyond guidelines

• Allows one to “consider” the emotional aspect of the 
accommodation request

• It creates a welcoming climate without suggesting an “all 
or nothing” reputation for the office

NOTE: Empathy is not the same as Compassion
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We need to consider the emotional toll since so many students are not connecting with the DS office once they get to college.



Operationalizing Empathy

• Tone on the website

• Implementation of case-by-case; how do you respond 
to: “That will be setting a bad precedence”?

• Understanding functional limitations in context and as 
individual circumstance
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We need to consider the emotional toll since so many students are not connecting with the DS office once they get to college.



Understanding Circumstantial Challenges with 
Empathy
Course specific accommodations
Deaf student in ornithology course requests accommodation for 
course project asking students to identify bird songs/calls and tweet 
about the location
Solution:

Exam specific accommodations
Student with LD is simply unable to pass a required writing course 
despite many traditional accommodations
Solution:
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Understanding Circumstantial Challenges with 
Empathy
 Rescheduled Comprehensive exam
Doctoral student with ADHD and panic attacks feels he is not prepared 
for the upcoming comprehensive exam, which has been set up 2 
months prior. Now he is asking for 1 week additional time
Solution:
Confidentiality and graduate students
Graduate student in a highly competitive program asks for 
accommodation letter but does not want to use it for fear of being 
thought of as incompetent. Asks DS to have a “conversation” with 
faculty
Solution:
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Empathy Training for DS personnel

• DS as advocates for disabilities, but not a personal spokesperson for a 
student

• Giving difficult feedback to students
• Negotiating with faculty/senior administrators on behalf of the 

student 
• Understand and respond to the emotional experience of being turned 

down for accommodations 
• Responding to student anger and personal safety issues
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End of Presentation
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