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“A brick wall stands only so high.  To get to the other side of a wall, one can simply dig a tunnel under it, take a ladder to climb over it, walk in one direction to step around it, or build a door to walk through it.  The key lesson for this challenging dilemma is the ability to see the different avenues one can take in order to get on the other side”.   

-Rob Dymond   

I am what some would call a lifer.  I have designated my life to education.  No, I am not studying to become a doctor or lawyer; though possible, but rather I am in route to earn a degree in the field of education in which I have been studying here at Manchester College for what seems like an eternity.  But never the less, as the hour-glass empties into the past, I have one more mission to face within my time here at Manchester.  

My mission began with one professor, one subject, one voice, one fight, and one lesson for all.  As we conspired, she proposed the idea that I could not refuse.  My mission was to deliberate on the struggles and sacrifices that students with disabilities, such as myself, have encountered while attending Manchester College. 

In order to fully explain the situations I have experienced, I must first elaborate that any information presented in this article does not use the name(s) of any person(s) involved in any of the given situations.  In all cases the material presented is fully factual and all of the experiences took place within the walls of Manchester College.  My mission is not to discredit the college or any of the professors that involved, but to bring forth a voice toward a growing concern for future students of Manchester.  Additionally, and perhaps most importantly, I find it necessary to educate the administration, staff, and faculty about the injustices I have faced, in order to ensure that these situations will no longer occur at Manchester College.

To begin this narrative, one must understand why I decided to study here at Manchester in the first place.  I chose Manchester College based on the deeply embedded traditions and values presented throughout the colleges’ mission statement, especially that which deals with the issue of non-discrimination of students with disabilities.  As stated in the Manchester College Statement of Non-Discrimination, “Manchester College is committed to carry out the provisions of Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 and the Americans with Disabilities Act which provide for accessibility of College programs to the physical [and mental] disabled” (“Non-Discrimination” par. 2). 

  As a student with a learning disability, I held this aspect very high when choosing Manchester College.  The opportunity to have an educational experience equal to my peers weighed heavily on my decision and ultimately won out in the end.  

However, it is important to note that even though Manchester was a promising opportunity; my attendance would not have been plausible without Leelanau Boarding School.  Located in northern Michigan, this small private institution educates students with an assortment of abilities and disabilities.  Differentiating instruction allowed all students, including myself, to be more successful due to the inclusive environment.  Within this college preparatory school, Leelanau demanded more out of their students in preparing for college and life beyond high school than a traditional public education.  Although there are many valuable lessons that I can share about Leelanau, the most influential lesson was the notion that I must stand up and advocate for myself.  I learned that in order to succeed in life beyond high school, I must use the voice that has been given to me.  Though Leelanau provided solid experience at self-advocacy, I still had much to learn as I entered into college.

I entered Manchester in the fall of 2000, admittedly a bit wet behind the ears, but feeling assured that I was ready for whatever was thrown at me.  However, it quickly became apparent to me that the struggles and sacrifices I was anticipating would be greater than I initially thought.  My expectations and ideologies were being confronted with reality and they were not coming together as I had hoped.  I soon realized that what I had learned at Leelanau was only the beginning on a long road to understanding, and that I needed to put those ideas into action at Manchester.  However, I was unsure of what direction I should move towards and was afraid that I stuck out like a sore thumb.  Self-doubt aside, I took a deep breath, calmed myself down, and asked, “What is going to be my first step to success?”  In order to answer that question, I found myself repeating steps I had taken before and found myself in front of the Learning Support Services office. 

With the help of Learning Support Services, I quickly found myself filling out a form to request accommodations for courses based on Section 504 of the American with Disabilities Act.  Before I entered the office, I knew I would no longer be under the safeguards and rights of IDEA (Individuals with Disabilities Education Act) or an IEP (Individual Education Plan), which had provided a differentiated education plan throughout my earlier schooling.  

For the first time I was alone in making the decisions with what services/modifications I needed in all of my classes.  This was indeed vastly different from high school, where all educational decisions were made and carried out by a Case Conference Committee.  I now had to take a new intrapersonal perspective of myself and my disability.  

By viewing my disability from all sides I complied a list of accommodations and modifications I needed, these included extended time for in-class activities, a distraction-free environment for tests and exams, having exams read orally to me, using scribes for exams and note takers, and having a tutor for every class.  Creating this list was fairly simply, as the majority of these accommodations had been the same in high school. However, it was an intimidating task ahead of me, knowing that I would have to implement all of these accommodations and modifications on my own.  

It does not take very long to realize that I was different from other students here at Manchester.  Many times, my disability and accommodations speak for themselves.  The glances I receive when I get up and walk out of the classroom to take exams or quizzes, the unfavorable sigh from classmates when I get extensions on papers or assignments, and the difficulty of communicating with classmates for a better explanation is trying, at best.  It is also very frustrating when my responses to questions may not make sense to the majority of the class, and have to be repeated by the professor in another way because I know what I want to say, but it does not seem to come out right.  Being called to write on the chalkboard and not being able to spell what I want to write or being asked to make a simple mathematical calculation and being unable to do so quickly is a numbing experience.  A large part of me just wants to shut down and the snickers do not go unnoticed.  Students who have a disabilities, walk among us all and face a variety of concerns in the classroom, every day.  These concerns are where the true focus of this paper lies.  This is my attempt to rectify the situations and concerns I have had while studying at Manchester College.     

The following illustrations are examples of three major situations I have been involved in as a student, all which need to be explained and understood, so that future students will no longer face these problems.

In the Fall of 2003, I began my own historical journey, not across a foreign land, but into the course called world civilization.  From day one, I knew it would be challenging due to the massive amounts of material presented through classroom lectures, but I knew that there were ways to make the course bearable, but it would require patience and a lot of effort on my part.  After the opening lecture, I began my semester ritual with the first initial contact to the professor about necessary accommodations.  On this occasion, this initial meeting was rather rocky.  From the minute I began to talk with my professor, I knew it was not going to be a smooth ride as my professor reiterated that this course would indeed be difficult.  I stated that I was interested in the course and up for the challenge, but continued to stagger through a list of accommodations and modifications that I would need in order to be successful in this course.  After I stated my needs, I was questioned as to why I needed all these accommodations, and the professor made it clear he was doubtful that I would be able to keep up with the workload ahead.  Needless to say, after the first day, I had a pretty clear understanding of how this class was going to go, and what kind of relationship I was going to have with this professor.  

After weeks of grueling work, the sweat from my forehead turned cold.  I had found myself in limbo.  For the life of me, I could not understand how this professor was trying to connect his ideas to his overall concept.  Therefore, I did what any student should do.  I ventured over to his office, and I asked for help.  During the next half hour, I was presented with different perspectives on how to connect the subject material.  In the end, only part of the overall concept made sense to me.  Frustrated and emotionally drained, my eyes glazed over and I was still lost in how to connect the other very abstract ideas to the main concept.  At this time, we both began locking teeth and clenching our knuckles with provocation; the smell of frustration loomed through the room.  We both had come to a point at which no ground was being gained.  

As I sat before him; I was rattled with what took place next.  His emotions started spilling out towards me.  He slammed his hands down at his desk, then suddenly raised his hands in discontent stating, “I can’t teach you if you don’t understand this”.  As if a child throwing a temper tantrum, he simply threw himself around in his chair, tapping his fingers with frustration towards my intellectual abilities.  My body suddenly became paralyzed with fear of what I would say.  Holding my tongue, I genuinely stated, “I still don’t understand this, can you present this in another way?”  Without hesitation, he stated to me that, “There is only so much I can do as a professor”, but he did not stop there.  He went on to say that he could not continually break down all the classroom material in a way that I could understand it and he refused to hold my hand throughout this class.  He reiterated that it was my responsibility to understand the presented information and make connections on my own. 

Realizing that I had not come to his office to be ridiculed for my inabilities in learning, and knowing that he had reached his limit with exasperation, I put an end to the meeting.  I composed myself while gradually standing up from the small chair that sat in front of his desk, and escorted myself out of his office.  I was offended to find a professor of his stature willing to give up so easily on a student.  Furthermore, I found the effortless avenue my professor proposed a difficult pill to swallow, and was flabbergasted at the reaction and attitude I received.      

In order to make accommodations work, the first thing that must be established is the partnership between student and professor.  The struggle for equality between professors and students is the next area of difficulty that students with calibers such as mine face.  

In the spring of 2004, I encounter another discrepancy about my accommodations with a different professor here at Manchester College.  Though an email, I was presented with a quandary.  I was told that this professor was going to be out of town the week of the test, and that it would be better for him to accommodate this exam on Sunday, two days before the original test date.  An overwhelming rush of feelings ranging somewhere between confusion and anger struck my body.  

As with all examinations and quizzes, the professor and I had discussed what accommodations I needed for the test, but only at my initial request for services.  The e-mail that was waiting in my in-box was a clear misunderstanding of our initial conversation.  In this case, I would be given two days less time to study, which was out of well out of bounds for appropriate accommodations.  In addition, there were no alternative test times available due to his absence out of town, and I felt that the request to take the examination on Sunday afternoon was an unreasonable and unacceptable request.  

I quickly responded to this situation by following my new procedure for when something like this happens; I went to my advisor.  After explaining the situation to her, she agreed with me that he was out of line in asking me to come in on a Sunday to take an exam, and that it was inappropriate to have me take the exam two days before everyone else.  With her encouragement, I immediately went over to my professor’s office.  

From the beginning, I had the feeling that this meeting had no other direction to go, but down.  Throughout our conversation, I simply stated that, “My advisor and I feel that Sunday is not an appropriate time to take an exam.”  In return, he asked why not.  At this point in the conversation, I felt I had to justify myself to him.  Without allowing my emotions to take charge, I simply stated again that Sunday was an unacceptable option, and that I felt it was unfair to have to take the test two days ahead of everyone else.  I also made it clear to him, that I had planned my studying schedule for the date on the syllabus, not two days prior and I had time set aside to take exams during the week, not on the weekend. 

 He then countered by stating that he had no other times to test me.  He then gave me the opportunity to do on Wednesday or Thursday at midnight, or take the exam the following week.  Knowing myself, I knew that these times simply would not work for me.  As for the suggestion of a midnight examination, I knew I was not a night owl, and would not be successful if I was tired.  The second option, to wait an entire week, would not be productive because other material would be covered in the course and had the potential to be confusing.  

Still seeing no conclusion to this debate, I remembered what had worked in the past for other courses.  I suggested a variety of options, such as having another professor help out with accommodations on examinations, using the TA (Teachers Assistant) to proctor the test, or using my tutor for this class to proctor the test.  With these options on the table, we both agreed that I would first contact my tutor to attempt to gain her permission to proctor this exam on Tuesday.  As I left the office, I was set with the notion that my idea would work.  I made sure to let my advisor know as well, so that she was informed of what I thought was a solution.  As we talked, I told her all the events that had occurred within his office and the solution we had agreed upon.  Upon hearing about our conversations, she still felt the alternatives proposed were not acceptable and suggested that she proctor the test herself.  

I was open to the idea because she had proctored other tests for me in the past.  She then proceeded to call the professor and stated to him that she was willing to proctor the test for me.  I patiently waited as she spoke on the phone.  It was clear that the voice on the other end of the line was becoming aggressive, almost hostile.  I did not want to listen in on this conversation, but all ears focused on what he said.  It was clear that my professor was beginning to get disgusted with the situation, and the fact that my advisor was now helping me, only compounded his anger.

When she ended the conversation, she started to laugh out of frustration, but I knew that some resolution had been made.  As the day drifted away, so did the frustrations and anxiety of the situation at hand, and I was soon reassured that all was on track for the examination the following week.  My confidence was increasing, however, a second e-mail was received and my confidence was again diminished.  I had expected the e-mail to be the go ahead email from the professor; however, as quick as things started to look up, everything came to a screeching halt.  

The letter in front of me was not at all what I expected.  As I read it repeatedly, my body slowly filled with sudden shock.  The e-mail in front of me began as an attempt to clarify our earlier conversation; however, it continued on and became a severe warning.  His aggressive demeanor echoed across his message, attacking me as a student, and as a person.  As a student, I can understand a small amount of the frustration level that comes with finding time to implement reasonable accommodations, as it is not easy for me, and I don’t always expect it to be easy for my professors.  However, as a person, I was deeply offended by his accusations.  I felt that I was simply advocating for myself, which includes assertively pursuing the accommodations I needed.  He, however, saw this advocacy as defensiveness and defiance towards him, and attacked my demeanor.    

Simply put, it was his way or the highway.  The highway turned out to be a “one time chance” for the new accommodation set forth with my advisor.  He made it clear to me that this would no longer be acceptable, and would only be allowed in this one instance.  At this point, I saw it necessary to consider my options.  I considered following through with mediation as well as the option of filing a Civil Lawsuit.  In the end, I chose mediation, out of concern for my further education here at Manchester College.  I did not want to file a lawsuit simply to prove that I could, or to gain some sort of leverage over my professors; I only wanted what was fair.  Seeing mediation as the best option for equality, I chose that avenue.  

Following mediation, I never had another problem with testing in this course,

which was the goal of the mediation, and I am glad for it.  However, it was extremely                 unfortunate that the mediation process had to occur in order for me to receive appropriate accommodations, supposedly guaranteed to me in the first place.

My final struggle with my courses here occurred in the Fall of 2004.  At the beginning of the course, I arranged accommodations based on the course layout, which included daily in-class quizzes, as well as making accommodations for exams.  However, it was an up-hill battle from the start.  

It became clear to me, that though agreeing to provide accommodations, the professor did not really believe that they were necessary.  This was evident in his actions, such as allowing testing to be in a small, cluttered room, and statements of discrimination, such as “you need to be able to work in these conditions in the real world” and “ you will not have a clean distraction free room where ever I go outside of college”.  Indeed this is true, but, on the other hand, it does not excuse the fact that during this time here, in this specific setting, I am allowed a distraction free room to work in.  In addition to this notion of a clean environment, the professor felt that I really didn’t need accommodations at all due to the grades I was receiving within his class.  While this is a credit to my hard work, it was dedication along with accommodations that have led to my success at Manchester College. 

None the less, the accommodation for in-class quizzes that was agreed upon between my professor and me at the start of the semester meant that I would begin the quiz at the beginning of class, with everyone else, and would finish after class.  This agreement worked well for better half of the semester, until a few weeks after midterms.  One day at the end of class, I approached the professor to finish my quiz, and he refused to let me, saying we’d discussed the answers during class and I couldn’t finish.  Immediately, I knew it was an infringement of my 504 plan, but was unsure of what to do next.  However, I was reassured by the professor that this situation would be resolved.  Through talking with him, I took this to mean that my quiz would be graded based on what I had completed, not on completion of the entire quiz.  Still troubled by the situation, I went to see my advisor, who encouraged me to keep an eye on the situation.  

My first step in doing so was checking my quiz grade on Blackboard.  I knew that 

the grade posted was based on completion of the entire quiz, which was not how we’d discussed the matter. Knowing that my understanding of the situation and his were conflicting, I again approached my professor.  I expected this discussion to be simple and to the point, however, it blew the doors open to a larger problem I hadn’t anticipated; that of complete lack of understanding of what a 504 plan was.  It turned out that this professor evidently didn’t understand a 504 plan or a labeled learning disability, and that the accommodations I requested were more than something to take into consideration.  It was the law. 

In order to have a better understanding, my professor met with my advisor; the 504 and all that goes with it, was explained.  As was the case the semester prior, after my professor had a clearer understanding, we were able to work out an appropriate plan and the course continued with greater success.

In the end of all situations that I have encountered, be it a mediation or a simply stating the laws via myself or my advisor, I was given the proper accommodations needed for each situation.  However, it amazes me that I have had a variety of problems here at Manchester, when I thought this institution was fully ready to accommodate students protected under 504.  It continues to frustrate me, that these problems repeat themselves course after course, professor after professor.

I know for a fact that I am not the first student to walk through this college with a disability, nor will I be the last.  So I ask this very simple question. Why are these events occurring in the first place?  My initial response is that the majority of faculty on this campus is extremely uneducated on how to teach or accommodate students with disabilities.  It is important to mention, that the only minority in this equation is the Education Department and the staff of Learning Support Services.  This small group is unacceptable due to the number of faculty and staff on this campus.     

With such a gap in knowledge, discrimination towards disabled students will not cease unless a commitment is made across the academic fields and within the administration.  Educators need to accept the fact that students with disabilities are a very true reality in today’s college setting.  Furthermore, it is the responsibility of every educator to teach all of their students, whether they have a disability or not.  

Educators must remember that students with disabilities are entitled to accommodations and modifications, thanks to the Americans with Disability Act (ADA).  The accommodations and modifications set forth for each student under the ADA, are not just suggestions, but are imperative guidelines that must be followed in order for students who qualify for them to succeed throughout their educational experiences.

I admit that in each case, knowing the laws and rights of the ADA, has given me the upper hand in most of these situations.  Due to the fact that I understood my rights, I knew that what I was entitled to.  One of my entitlements as a person protected under section 504 was the right to file a civil lawsuit on the grounds of wrongful discrimination.  Had I chose to hide behind a piece of paper, the problems that I faced might be covered up, and the teachable moments that have educated a few, and what I hope to be many more, would have disappeared into the oblivion.       

As I stated at the opening of this narrative, the brick wall I encountered posed a threat to my education.  I could have chosen to sit in front of it, defeated.  However, I have found a variety of ways to get over, under, around and through it.  My hope is that Manchester College will work to remove the brick walls that are obstructive to learning, and what will remain are brick walls that protect and provide learning for all.
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