
Women with Disabilities 
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Childhood.. The school yard scene is 
depressingly fimiliar to many of us- 
team leaders have been appointed, 
names are called out one-by-one, and 
the large pool of children part slowly 
down the middk. The chosen children 
call out advice to the team leader: 
"Take Tommy, he catches welt': "We 
needlane, she >a fast runner!"Thepool 
narrows. Panic, which starts to seep 
into the expressions of the remaining 
children, is replaced by relief when 
their names are calledand they swagger 
over to their team: "I was chosen, I 
wasn 'tlast!"But, someone must be last. 
The lone child stand helpless as the 
team leaders debate his/her merits: "You 
take him-we had him h t  time!': 
"We don't want him on our team': 
'The i a loser!" 

The  playgrounds ofmy youth were 
ultimately supplanted by university 
classrooms, boardrooms, and offices. 
The rules of the game, however, re- 
main strikingly similar. 

D u d  identityldouble jeopardy 

As a woman, and as a person with 
a physical disability, I have spent 
much of my employed life on the 
sidelines watching as my peers were 

- - 
my disabilities are often invisible. 

Women with disabilities face dou- 
ble jeopardy-as women and as per- 
sons with disabilities-in a society 
dominated by able-bodied males 
(Prilleltenski; Fine and Ash; Deegan 
and Brooks; Hillyer; Blackwell- 
Stratton). We are "often regarded by 
the non-disabled community [includ- 
ing by some able-bodied women] as 
incapable of fulfilling adult social 
roles" including the role of employee 
(Prilleltensky 88). "The effect of this 
rolelessness is that the disabled woman 
lives as a kind ofsocial nomad. There 
is no place she can call her own" 
(Blackwell-Stratton, et al. 307). 
Within the disability movement, she 
must contend with sexism; within 
the feminist movement, she must 
contend with colleagues who do not 
appreciate her disability-based poli- 
tics (Blackwell-Stratton, et al.). "All 
women feel sexist oppression under 
the patriarchy, but that oppression 
comes in very many disguises, with 
varying degree of privilege ..." 
Women facing ableism, ageism, rac- 
ism, classism, and 

all the other "isms" which signal 
special oppression.. . [are] forced 
for their own survival to face 

issues which others may also need 
to face, but have the luxury to 
ignore. (Healey 70-71) 

In Canada, 40.3 per cent of disa- 
bled persons of working age have 
jobs; only 30.7 per cent of women 
with disabilities are employed (Roeher 
Institute). Even thoughAmerican sta- 
tistics show that more than three- 
quarters of accommodations neces- 
sary to sustain employment for per- 
sons with disabilities cost less than 
U.S.$1,000 (Minton), only 6.1 per 
cent of Canadian women with dis- 
abilities who are employed have had 
job accommodations made for them 
(Roeher Institute). The U.S. Depart- 
ment of Labor's Glass Ceiling Com- 
mission recently reported that "peo- 
ple with disabilities are underrepre- 
sented in better-paid managerial and 
professional jobs and overrepresented 
in lower-paid and operator jobs." 
Baldwin et al. present an empirical 
study which relates wage penalty to 
the degree and nature of disability. 
For men, limitations to physical 
strength and mobility had the most 
significant impact upon wage; for 
women, wage was most impacted by 
disability which limited sensory ca- 
pacities and physical appearance. 

This article describes some of the 
barriers I have encountered as a 
woman with a disability employed in 
professional positions within the so- 
cial service sector, and my strategies 
to overcome these challenges. The 
experiences related herein reflect my 
perception of actual events. I do not 
believe that these themes are unique 
to my circumstance, nor to the field 
in which I worked. Nor do I believe 
that my experiences reflect the expe- 
riences or values of all women with 
disabilities. 

Strategy #l: visible and silent 

Stereotypes and biases serve as bar- 
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riers to employment, to education, - .  
and to social satisfaction. Persons with 
disabilities are often impeded more 
by other people's attitudes than by 
their own physical limitations. Many 
persons with disabilities find that their 
capabilities are overlooked by em- 
ployers who focus exclusively upon 
incapacity (Fine and Asch). 

Fifteen years ago, I entered the 
workforce believing that it is a me- 
ritocratous system. I was convinced 

vancement" with my supervisor. A sen- 
ior team had formed in the previous 
year which was addressing an area of 
keen interest to me. I believed that my 
background andpersonality would re- 
ally contribute to this team? efforts. 
The peformance review was almost 
over. He was pleased with my work. 
Relief: Take a dccp breath. '7 would 
like to talk about advancement.. . . " I 
outlined my skillr, my verbal resume. 
"Did you haw a target in mind?" he 

asked. "Whatabout 
the team which is 

It was assumed by one manager that despite my having examining.. . . Ibe- 

made explicit statements to the contrary, I didn 't want lievernyski1lr would 
contribute to their to be promoted because I had carved out a '5afe niche " 
eflorts. ,, ,y don 

at my current h e l  and that I 'Yidn 't want more know," he said "it 
chakges  than those I face because of the disability. " wouldn 't be fair to 

that my competencies would, ulti- 
mately, lead to my being recognized 
as an employee "headed to the top." 
For several years, I concurrently at- 
tended university and worked full- 
time, quietly waiting to be noticed, to 
be appreciated for my skills, to be 
promoted. For several years, I wasn't 
noticed, I wasn't appreciated for my 
skills, and I wasn't promoted. Think- 
ing the problem must be "me," I be- 
came the ideal employee at the office, 
the over-achieving student in theclass- 
room. I had to be the top of my class; 
I had to have the most challenging 
work assignments. I was determined 
to prove to everyone that I was the 
most capable and the hardest-work- 
ing individual they had ever encoun- 
tered. Nonetheless, I still felt excluded. 

I sought out an explanation for my 
lack of career development. I was 
surprised by the answers I received. 

It was assumed by one manager, 
for example, that, despite my having 
made explicit statements to the con- 
trary, I didn't want to be promoted 
because I had carved out a "safe niche" 
at my current level in the company 
and that I "didn't want more chal- 
lenges than those I face because of the 
disability." On another occasion: 

I had decided that my performance 
review would be the best time to raise 
the question of "opportunities for ad- 

the others on the 
team to have to have 

to compensateforyou not beingable to 
peform all the assigned tasks. " "Be- 
s i h ,  " he &d, "it would be embar- 
rassing for you to have to explain to 
these people that you can t write.. . . " 
When Ichallenged this manager on the 
blatant fact that the only "task" I 
couldn 'tpe form would be taking min- 
utes, and that this task was only as- 
signed to one group member, the re- 
corder, he stated that he had assumed 
that this would be the role which the 
other team members wouldexpect me to 
$11- "the guys hate taking notes. " 

As I am a woman, it was assumed I 
would perform the stereotypical role 
of secretary if assigned to this team. 
As I am disabled, and consequently 
unable to fulfil1 this inappropriately 
restrictive role, I was not considered a 
suitable candidate for advancement. 
Theglass ceiling foradisabled woman 
turns her ofice into a crawl space. 

Current business literature ad- 
dresses the value of diversity in the 
workplace-"empowering people of 
all kinds to develop and contribute 
their own unique talents to solving 
our business problems" (Ingram and 
Steffey 21). Employees are thus rec- 
ognized as being equal while being 
different (Schreiber). An overview of 
the literature on workplace diversity 
reveals an interesting trend which 
merits further analysis. While many 

studies list "physical ability" as avari- 
able when defining "diversity," dis- 
cussions of disability (or "physical 
ability") are notably absent from the 
body of the papers. The focus tends 
to immediately narrow to a discus- 
sion of racelethnic diversity. 

Ragins, Wanguri, Schreiber, and 
others discuss the tendency of man- 
agers to attract, select, retain, men- 
tor, and promote employees who 
share the same characteristics as those 
who are currently in place within the 
organization. Those who, because of 
gender, race, ethnicity, class, physical 
ability, etc., are perceived (consciously 
or not) as "different" are thus ex- 
cluded from this process. This ten- 
dency can manifest itself in 

stereotyping, differential organi- 
zational socialization, subtle bias, 
microinequities, and declining 
organizational communication 
effectiveness, and can lead to 
employee perceptions of com- 
municative and interpersonal 
inequity in the workplace. 
(Wanguri 445) 

As women and persons with disabili- 
ties remain underrepresented in man- 
agement, they are less likely to be 
employed or promoted within an 
organization. 

The behaviours which limit the 
opportunities for those who are per- 
ceived as "different" are often subtle 
and "may or may not be intentional 
but have the effect of excluding and 
marginalizing women and minority 
groups and ultimately undermine the 
self-confidence, performance, and 
development of power" (Ragins 93). 
The manager whom I cite in the 
preceding example did not consider 
his assessment of my potential for 
promotion to be intentionally dis- 
criminatory. The lack of feedback, 
mentoring, and career development I 
had received are potential outcomes 
ofthis unintentional, but still equally 
damaging marginalization. 

Strategy #2: being invisible 

I determined that to become more 
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"visible," my disabilitywould have to 
be "invisible." I strategically adapted 
my environment to minimize any 
deleterious or observable interaction 
between my work and my disability. 
I could not hide my gender; I chose 
to hide my disability. I only wore my 
hand splints if my ofice door was 
closed. I begged out of taking notes 
in meetings because "my writing is 
impossible for anyone to read, even 
me." I pushed my physical capacities 
to the limit, but never let others see 
the pain. I recall one horrible day 
when, afier work, I stood propped 
against the hallway wall, praying for 
the office building's elevator to be 
empty so I could let the tears of pain 
flow privately. 

My plan worked. My career ad- 
vanced quickly. It is only in retro- 
spect, however, that I recognize that 
I had attained this success by denying 
a significant part of who I am, by 
pretending to be able-bodied when I 
wasn't, by accepting the assumption 
that having a disability makes me 
inferior (Fine and Asch). A lesbian 
friend sometimes refers to the period 
of time when she was "in the closet;" 
I look back on that part of my life as 
"being in the elevator." 

On becoming visible . .. 
I did not choose one day to be- 

come "visible"-to haveothers know 
ofeither the limitations or ofthe pain 
imposed upon me by the disease with 
which I struggle. During my first few 
years in the workplace, I had naively 
assumed that my disability needs 
would be accommodated by employ- 
ers and that perceptions of the disa- 
bled would not inhibit my career 
advancement. For the next several 
years, I remained silent and pretended 
that my disabilities did not effect my 
ability to complete any work-related 
tasks. As time passed, however, my 
condition deteriorated, and I no 
longer had the choice to remain in- 
visible; I could not sustain the facade. 

T h e  concluding statement of 
Pothier has haunted me for some 
time: "People cannot feel that they 
really belong unless they are made to 

feel that other people at least recog- 
nize their existence" (17). I also had 
to learn to recognize and appreciate 
my own existence. I had internalized 
the societal norm that one cannot be 
both disabled and a competent em- 
ployee; disabled and a desirable 
woman. When my condition began 
to deteriorate rapidly and markedly 
impact my ability to perform my 
job, I had to fight for others to rec- 
ognize me as a competent, intelli- 
gent women who has physical dis- 
abilities, even before I truly accepted 
my own worth. I had to allow myself 
to grieve the loss ofabilities and learn 
to value, as I do now, the attributes 
which I have developed because of 
my disabilities. 

I continue to experience having a 
physical disability as challenging- 
seemingly simple tasks, such as sign- 
ing my name on a cheque, present 
unique challenges which require ei- 
ther modification to, or elimination 
of, the task. While challenging, how- 
ever, I believe that having this dis- 
ability has complemented my devel- 
opment as a manager. Unless a per- 
son with a disability is tenacious and 
a strategic problem-solver, slhe can 
neither adapt to nor overcome chal- 
lenges in an environment where, even 
if policy supports inclusion of the 
disabled, the requisite sensitivity to 
implement these policies is usually 
lacking. 

that the organization would not be 
willing to accommodate my needs. I 
was asked to resign, even though the 
modifications required to enable me 
to complete my responsibilities were 
minor, such as providing wrist sup- 
ports for the computer and allowing 
me to take shorter, more frequent, 
breaks. 

A number of my subsequent em- 
ployers were able to make requisite 
changes to the physical environment 
and to my responsibilities to facilitate 
continued employment in the face of 
a degenerating condition. Some adap- 
tations, such as ensuring I did not 
have to take notes during staff meet- 
ings, were made with minimal dis- 
ruption. Other changes, however, 
such as purchasing a computer with 
voice recognition software, repre- 
sented an untenable expense for the 
employer whom I approached with 
this need. I was amazed at the diffi- 
culty I had in finding assistance to 
keep an employee in the face ofa pro- 
gressive disability. Everyone wanted 
to encourage hiring folks with dis- 
abilities, but making changes to 
keep one? It seemed beyond them. 
All in all I have to say that inside gov- 
ernment (both federal and provin- 
cial) and out, I did not find awelcom- 
ing atmosphere for this effort. 

While I continue to applaud the 
efforts of the employer who eventu- 
ally succeeded in his efforts to acquire 

Unless aperson with a disability is tenacious and a 
strategic problem-solver, s/he can neither adapt to nor 
overcome challenges in an environment where, even if 
policy supports inclusion of the disabled, the requisite 

sensitivity to implement these policies is usually Lacking. 

Strategy #3: being visible 

I remember the day I first ap- 
proached my supervisor to discuss 
disability issues and to open negotia- 
tions regarding modifications to my 
responsibilities which I now consid- 
ered necessary if I was to remain 
employed at this particular work site. 
While sympathetic, she informed me 

enabling technologies, I recall being 
frustrated by the heroic portrait 
painted of him by the support agen- 
cies with which we became involved; 
an image which he too rejected. I was 
often told that I was lucky to have an 
employer such as he; we thought that 
he was lucky to have an employee 
such as me. His decision to modify 
the task requirements of my job and 
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acquire enabling technologies was 
influenced by an ideological commit- 
ment andby apragmatic desire not to 
lose the skills ofa excellent employee. 
He  was not "doing me a favour"; he 
made a good business decision. 

Strategy #4: career development 
through education 

A lack of education is a significant 
barrier to employment (Roeher Insti- 
tute; Blackwell-Stratton et al.; 
Cowans; Wagle). This is especially 
true for women with disabilities: "As 
one woman put it, 'We can't do 
manual labor, so we have to cultivate 
our minds. The more disabled you 
are, the more you need a good educa- 
tion"' (Matthews qtd. in Blackwell 
Stratton etal. 320). Nonetheless, only 
42 per cent ofworking-age Canadian 
women with a disability in Canada 
have completed high school or ob- 
tained post-secondary education 
(Roeher Institute). The "Catch-22" 
for a person with a disability is that 
while career development is often 
linked to higher education, the barri- 
ers to a disabled person attaining an 
advanced education (or any training, 
for that matter) are difficult, and 
sometimes impossible, to overcome 
(Wagle; Scott). I believe that access to 
education (at all levels) is crucial to 
improving employment equity for 
women with disabilities. 

I returned to the classroom two 
years ago to pursue a Masters of Busi- 
ness Administration (MBA). I returned 
to the classroom believing that I had 
reached a career plateau, and that the 
only way to break through the glass 
ceiling imposed by gender and dis- 
ability was to obtain an advanced 
degree. The MBA is a training ground 
for the next generation of managers. 
The models of interaction reinforced 
by such programs, including the in- 
clusion (or exclusion) of women and 
persons with disability, is indicative 
of how these students will interact 
with employees upon graduation. 

Being visible in the classroom 

I knew thac limitations on my abil- 

ity to write, and chronic, incapacitat- 
ing pain would add additional chal- 
lenges to the pursuit of the degree, 
just as they had presented challenges 
in employment. Aware of the exist- 
ence of policies of inclusion and sup- 
port services, and primed by a few 
years of positive career experiences, I 
believed that, like "Wonder Woman," 
I could defend my principles, edu- 
cate my classmates and instructors 
about disability issues, and deflect 
bullets with my metal hand splints 
and the Disability Handbook-all 
without mussing my hair. I did not, 
however, anticipate such a difficult 
battle. I did not anticipate the rejec- 
tion by peers; the ambivalence or 
hostility of instructors. I did not an- 
ticipate the alienation, the aloneness, 
which has marked my experience. 

Istoodoutside the classroom door, my 
peers scrambling past on their way to 
the library, to their next class, or to the 
cafeteria in pursuit of a much needed 
cup of coffee. Igkznced inside, and saw 
the instructor reviewing a student? as- 
signmentasafew others hoverednearby, 
waitingfora momentofhis time. I, too, 
was waiting to speak to the profezror, 
but unlike the other students had spe- 
cifially been asked to wait for him in 
the hallway outside the classroom. The 
midterm exam was a couple of weeks - - 
away, and I needed to discuss with him 
my request for modijed examination 
procedures. He had previously indi- 
cated that he would prefer that I take - - 
the same exam as my peers, but dictate 
the answers into a cassette tape. Afier a 
few minutes, the students disbanded 
and the projwor emerged fiom the 
classroom and thanked mefor waiting. 
He appeared quite nervous, glancing 
over his shoulder, as if assessing the 
proximity of nearby students; he kept 
his voice low. After we had spent a 
couple of minutes discussing the exam, 
he leaned toward me, as ifsharing a 
secret, and lowered his voice even fir- 
ther "You can take the exam orally, but 
don t tell anyone. " 

Inclusion of those who are per- 
ceived as "different" may require 
modification to standard procedures, 
a reality which may engender dis- 
comfort. Fearing that he would be 

accused of bias, this professor pre- 
ferred that any modifications to ex- 
istingprotocols be invisible to others. 
The concern is that treating some 
students (or employees) differently, 
is akin to treating them preferen- 
tially. Hence, the impulse is to modify 
procedures only minimally, so that 
others continue to perceive standards 
as equal, and to keep these modifica- 
tions secret. 

A professorwho modifies his evalu- 
ation method to accommodate my 
needs, like an employer who makes 
reasonable accommodations to fa- 
cilitate my employment, is not doing 
me afavour; I am not being afforded 
special privileges. I am pleased when 
accommodations are made so that I 
may be equitably evaluated, but I am 
not gratefirf. I am thankful that I have 
the opportunity to receive an educa- 
tion, but I do not feel that, more than 
another student, that I must say "thank 
you "to those who are merely provid- 
ing a service to which I am entitled, 
and for which I am paying. Neither 
professors nor I have any need to 
pretend that modifications to testing 
procedures have not been made. 

Several professors have expressed 
concern that, should other students 
learn thac the exam protocol has been 
altered for me, that they will demand 
equivalent service. I remind these 
professors that I am not requesting 
modified procedures because I don't 
like physically writing exams, I am 
requesting modified procedures be- 
cause I cannotphysically write exams. 

Many of the instructors in my pro- 
gram evaluate using time-limited, 
written examinations. Some profes- 
sors, although willing to adapt the 
administration of the exam, are not 
willing to adapt the method of evalu- 
ation. In terms of evaluation and 
opportunity, my perception is that 
many professors, administrators, and 
students (like many employers and 
employees), fail to differentiate be- 
tween "equitable" and "equaln treat- 
ment. In my experience in this pro- 
gram, professors often interpret "fair" 
to mean undeviatingly the same, 
rather than equitable. By taking the 
same examination as my classmates, 
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these professors are satisfied that I am 
being evaluated on the same param- 
eters as other students. They are try- 
ing to make the evaluation method 
equal to, or the same as, that applied 
to the others. An exam designed to be 
administered in a written fashion, 
however, is not the same exam when 
it is taken orally, whether one be- 
lieves it to be easier, or more difficult. 
An exam physically written by a stu- 
dent for whom writing is nearly im- 
possible, is not the same exam as 
when it is taken by a student for 
whom writing is not a challenge. 

Is the purpose of an examination 
to assess one's ability to write (or 
walk, or speak, or hear . . .), or is it to 
assess a student's level of knowledge? 
If the same criteria for assessing "level 
of knowledge" is applied to some 
students usinga written examination 
and to other students through an 
alternate means, the method whereby 
one collects such data can vary and 
the comparison between students re- 
mains valid (Runtt). If the intent of 
the test is to ascertain the level of 
comprehension which has been 
achieved by a student, then this is 
what should be evaluated. Not, 
whether a student can write. What is 
needed, is equitable evaluation. Stu- 
dents, future managers, observe a 
model which implies that the modi- 
fications necessary to facilitate em- 
ployment for persons with disabili- 
ties must be invisible and not result 
in divergent processes. 

My peers: still alone on  the 
playground 

Closetedaway in a study room in the 
basement of the business school, agroup 
of students meet to discuss forming a 
team for the cumulativegroup project, 
arguably the most importantpartofthe 
MBAprogram. Thepurpose of the meet- 
ing is to select additional team mem- 
bers fiom the vast pool of candidates. 
One-by-one, names are proposed and 
the merits of each student explicated 
yane is smart, but she? in accounting 
and wealready have two accountants. " 
As each name is put forward, the stu- 
dents vote on whether to add the candi- 

date? name to the interview fist. A 
studentasks: "WhataboutMay-she i 
bright, has lots ofwork experience in an 
organization not dissimilar to our site, 
she has a specialization, which we 
need.. . "Anotherstudentcounters: ''She 
has that problem with her hand and 
can't write, I don't want someone on 
our team whom we'll have to carry. " 7 
don 't want to take the chance, "another 
student states, "the projert is too impor- 
tant. " The vote is called. M a y  ? name 
is not a&ed to the interview list. 

I have been explicitly excluded from 
membership in some groups because 
of a perception of incapacity, either 
because of gender or because of dis- 
ability. I believe in the value of diver- 
sity as expounded in the literature; 
differing experiences and strengths 
can maximize the quality of any col- 
laborative project. All persons have 
strengths and limitations. I believe 
that MBA students for whom the value 
of diversity is experienced and rein- 
forced in the classroom will be more 
inclusive of those whom they per- 
ceive as "different" when, upon gradu- 
ation, they become managers. 

Conclusion 

I would like to say that I just woke 
up one day, primed for a fight for 
recognition and acceptance. I would 
like to say that I am never embar- 
rassed to wear my splints in public, 
fearing that they detract from my 
attractiveness as a woman, or that I 
am not terrified ofjudgment or rejec- 
tion when I have to approach a pro- 
spective employer or a professor about 
my disability and the need for modi- 
fications to enable my participation. 
There are days, however, when I 
would rather suffer extra pain than 
have my splints clash with the outfit 
I am wearing; and I still am inclined 
to ask for minimal accommodation 
for my disability, rather than for the 
degree of modification which would 
be most appropriate. I have learned 
that visibility sometimes does mean 
exclusion and judgment. I am tiredof 
having my pursuit of employment 
and education compromised by a 
seemingly never-ending need to de- 

fend my rights. I am tired of being 
excluded because I am a woman with 
a disability. 

I am tired of being the one left 
standing alone on the playground. 
And, I'll still be here tomorrow- 
fighting for the right to be in the 
game. 

M a y  Runtkis currently compktingher 
MBA and working firlf-time at home 
lookingafter her new daughter, Tigana. 
She plans to get her PhD, teach, and do 
research in thejeki. 
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MADE IN A 
SWEATSHOP? 

Chances are they were. 
Maybe in Honduras or China. 
Or right here in Canada. 

SWEATSHOPS ARE NOT 
A THIN6 OF THE PASI!  

There are hundreds of 
sweatshops in Canada, and 
tens of thousands around the 
world ... and they make huge 
profits for  retail stores by 
paying workers pennies to  sew 
the clothes we wear. These 

workers , mostly women, face 
exhausting hours, sub-minimu 
wages, arbitrary discipline, 
unsafe workplaces and all 

forms of harassment. 

We am all hurt by sweatshops. Some big companies in 
the garment indust ry...j ust like in other industries ... are 
looking all over the world for the cheapest labour. They 
say we have to  compete with sweatshops to  keep our jobs. 

UNITE says they are wrong and that we have to  take a 
stand against sweatshops ... to ensure better jobs and 
working conditions for  all. 

Join UNITE in our campaign t o  stop sweatshops ... let the 
retailers and major labels know that they are responsible 
for the working conditions under which their products are 

UNION Of NEEDLETRAMS, INWSlRIU 
AND TMTUE EMPLOYEES 
15 6cnais Drive, Suite 700 
Don Mills Ontario M3C 1Y8 
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