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Accommodation in the Academy 

Working with Episodic 
Disabilities and Living In Between 

   ROXANNE   MYKITIUK    

 THIS CHAPTER STEPS away from the institutions of mental health facili-
ties, the extended care home and the prison, to enter another institu-
tional setting within which disability as a concept is constructed and 

materialises, but where, until recently, its lived experience has generally been 
excluded: the university. Unlike the institutional settings from which people with 
disabilities have conventionally wished to flee, the university is one into which 
many people, including those with disabilities, have sought entry. Historically, 
and even now, universities are regarded as elite institutions that restrict entry 
based on achievement and performance. As both an educational setting and 
a workplace, the university creates and enforces norms about who properly 
belongs within its sphere. Examining whether people with disabilities are per-
mitted entry into the hallowed halls of the university and the conditions of 
their inclusion if and when they arrive exposes the dynamic interplay between 
the complex institutional logics of belonging and the inadequacy of the legal 
and policy regime of accommodation to dismantle the barriers to fully include 
people with disabilities. 

While the rights of students with disabilities in higher education have 
received much attention in recent years, 1 attention to the accommodation of 
faculty members with disabilities has been more limited. 2 In Canada, federal 
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3     Note that when the first provincial  Human Rights Code  came into force in 1962 in Ontario, it 
did not protect disability as a ground of discrimination. In response to widespread social criticisms 
of the original Code being too narrow in scope, disability (narrowly conceived as  ‘ handicap ’  at the 
time, along with race, ancestry, sex, age, etc.) was added as a Code-protected ground in 1981. See 
generally       RB   Howe   ,  ‘  The Evolution of Human Rights Policy in Ontario  ’  ( 1991 )  24 ( 4 )  Canadian 
Journal of  Political Science  783   .   

4     In 2012/13, 3.9 per cent of faculty in universities declared they had an impairment or health 
condition compared to 16  per  cent of working age adults.       N   Brown    and    J   Leigh   ,  ‘  Ableism in 
Academia: Where Are the Disabled and Ill Academics ?   ’  ( 2018 )  33 ( 6 )  Disability  &  Society  985   .  
Statistical data from Canada is difficult to obtain due to a lack of reporting and collection. 
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7   See eg,       S   Kerschbaum   ,    A   O ’ Shea   ,    M   Price    and    M   Salzer   ,  ‘  Accommodations and Disclosure 
for Faculty Members with Mental Disability  ’   in     S   Kerschbaum   ,    L   Eisenman    and    J   Jones    (eds), 
Negotiating Disability: Disclosure and Higher Education (  Ann Arbour  ,  University of Michigan Press , 
 2017 )   ;       S   Bassler   ,  ‘   “ But You Don ’ t Look Sick ” : A Survey of Scholars with Chronic, Invisible Illnesses 
and their Advice on How to Live and Work in Academia  ’  ( 2009 )  15 ( 3 – 4 )  Music Theory Online 
doi:  10.30535/mto.15.3.3 ;       P   Moss   ,  ‘  Not Quite Abled and Not Quite Disabled: Experiences of Being 
 “ In Between ”  ME and the Academy  ’  ( 2000 )  20 ( 3 )  Disability Studies Quarterly  287    ;       B   Waterfield   , 
   BB   Beagan    and    M   Weinberg   ,  ‘  Disabled Academics: A Case Study in Canadian Universities  ’  ( 2018 ) 
 33 ( 3 )  Disability  &  Society  332   .   

and provincial human rights laws protect persons with disabilities from discrim-
ination in the employment context. 3 However, the representation of faculty 
members with disabilities on campuses is disproportionately low in relation to 
the general population. 4 While universities are required by law to implement 
policies and procedures to accommodate faculty members with disabilities, the 
experience of faculty members on the ground is often one of misfi t 5 between 
the able-bodied norms governing the university worker and the body/mind of 
the faculty member. Required to meet medicalised and individualised concep-
tions of disability, live up to neoliberal performance indicators and navigate a 
convoluted bureaucratic system, faculty members who seek accommodations 
do not encounter an institution aimed at ensuring equitable and inclusive condi-
tions and a fit between body/mind and environment. Rather, universities remain 
sites of stigma and discrimination whereby  ‘ [d]isabled people are expected to be 
recipients of professional attention, not professionals themselves ’ . 6 

In this chapter I consider one example of the interaction between the insti-
tutional logics of the university and the system of accommodation in achieving 
inclusion for people with disabilities. I focus on the inclusion and accommo-
dation of faculty members with episodic disabilities  –  shifting experiences of 
moving in and out of health and illness, disability and non-disability  –  in the 
university. The chapter utilises my own experience of requesting support for 
two separate episodic disabilities in 2011 and 2012, and builds on qualitative 
and autoethnographic studies undertaken in Canada and the United Kingdom 7 

to explore how supportive and inclusive the university is for faculty members 
with episodic disabilities, and the inadequacies of the law of reasonable 
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accommodation to effectively include the bodies/minds of persons who live 
between ability and disability. The duty to accommodate is the cornerstone of 
the law of anti-discrimination and is held out as providing the mechanism by 
which adaptations inclusive of people with disabilities will occur. However, the 
implementation of the duty in the university continues to shore up the foun-
dational exclusionary nature of the institution and operates to exclude minds/ 
bodies that cannot be made (even with accommodations) to approximate the 
preferred institutional subject. 

The chapter begins by situating the university as a valued institution, but 
one in which disability is generally excluded and unwelcome. I then describe 
the concept of episodic disability and introduce the idea of living  ‘ in between’ 
as a way of illustrating how people who live with episodic disabilities exist 
between states of health and illness and between the legal and policy catego-
ries within which accommodations are regulated in the university. In the third 
section I discuss my own experiences of trying to access support and accommo-
dation at a Canadian university as a way of contextualising and illustrating one 
example of an attempt to achieve workplace inclusion while living in between. 
Elaborating on this discussion, section four highlights ways in which the institu-
tional logics of the university, and the requirements of the duty to accommodate, 
operate to be unwelcoming of those living with episodic disabilities. 

   THE UNIVERSITY AS AN INSTITUTION 

Jay Dolmage ponders whether the  ‘ university is in fact exactly the same as the 
almshouse or asylum, organizationally and even architecturally ’ . 8 Like those 
institutions, the university is characterised as one removed from the rest of soci-
ety, the site of hard work and isolation where its members labour in similar work 
alongside each other and in which defined routines are upheld. However, the 
subjects of one institution are restrained while those in the other are respected. 
Those who enter the university as professors self-select their participation and 
inclusion in the institution. Their admission is voluntary and competitive due 
to an increasingly high demand for coveted positions and the strict require-
ments regulating their entry and employment. Unlike extended care homes, 
mental health facilities and prisons, which focus (allegedly) on care, treatment 
and rehabilitation, the telos of the university is different: knowledge creation 
and dissemination and the education and training of the next generation of 
professionals 9 and citizens. This combination of characteristics of the university 



76 Roxanne Mykitiuk 

10        M   Price   , Mad at School Rhetorics of  Mental Disability and Academic Life (  Ann Arbour  , 
 University of Michigan Press ,  2011 )  5  .   

11        Franke    et al,  ‘  Accommodating Faculty Members Who Have Disabilities  ’  ( 2012 ) .  This list of 
capacities is adapted from AAUP ’s list of ‘ Essential elements common to all faculty positions ’ . 

12         A   Vick   ,  ‘  Living and Working Precariously with an Episodic Disability: Barriers in the Canadian 
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sustains an intellectualism that has historically excluded persons with disabili-
ties from this elite institution. Indeed, people with disabilities were and are the 
objects of research in the university, and not often its subjects. 

In addition to its defining characteristics as an institution, the norma-
tive subject of the university is identified by the traits of rationality, presence, 
participation, productivity, collegiality and independence. 10 A faculty member 
is expected to have mental agility, including the capacity for analysis and 
evaluation; mastery of a complex subject; initiative, creativity and strong 
communication skills. 11 But qualities of mind are not all that are valued and 
expected of university faculty. In a work culture that prizes long hours, high 
productivity, competitiveness and individualism, bodies who do not conform to 
the normative ideal and exhibit stamina, high energy, unchanging health status 
and reliability are problematic in failing to live up to the expected standards 
of functioning. 12 Thus, while we don’t typically think of the university as an 
institution that operates through control, restraint and coercion, it is, in part, 
through the surveillance and disciplining of the activities, purpose and member-
ship of the institution that it retains its narrow and fi xed character. 

Unlike other institutions considered in this collection, many of which have 
undergone transformative processes of deinstitutionalisation as a move towards 
social and political participation in the community for people with disabilities, 
the university remains a site where policies and practices continue to legitimate 
many of the historical systems and beliefs associated with this institution’s 
exclusion of people with disabilities. While it might make little sense to speak 
of a deinstitutionalised university, some barriers to contemporary academia 
have been somewhat eroded to include a more diversified embodied subject 
concomitant with our now largely deinstitutionalised society. Current inclusion 
policies consistent with human rights and anti-discrimination laws are examples. 
However, this formal inclusion of people with disabilities can have the effect of 
carving out spaces for  ‘ special ’  or  ‘ separate ’  inclusion. Moreover, Allison Carey 
argues that laws and policies can grant formal rights and simultaneously legitimise 
their retraction. 13 Likewise, as Niklas Altermark notes, policies related to ideals 
of citizenship can empower and formally include people with disabilities while 
at the same time setting a public threshold for them to live up to idealised expec-
tations of citizen 14 or employee. Within the university, policies that are designed 
to protect faculty members can also have this binding effect: on the one hand, 
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reasonable accommodation is the means through which employees are protected 
through anti-discrimination law; on the other hand, universities retain the 
power and authority to recognise what does and does not count as disability 
and the extent to which accommodations sought are reasonable. Mitchell and 
Snyder argue that inclusionist strategies (practices and policies) in present-day 
universities operating in conditions of neoliberalism fail to achieve meaning-
ful inclusion for people with disabilities:  ‘ Inclusionism requires that disability 
be tolerated as long as it does not demand an excessive degree of change from 
relatively inflexible institutions, environments, and norms of belonging. ’ 15 

According to them, universities continue to be institutions that produce profes-
sionals of normalisation and reinforce norms of normalisation. 

For some in the university context, flexible work schedules, strategies to 
conserve energy and adjusting expectations about promotion and advance-
ment are measures taken to self-accommodate. 16 However, when employees 
with episodic disabilities self-accommodate, or do not disclose their need for 
accommodation, qualities of atomistic self-sufficiency and non-reliance that 
are valorised within the academy are perpetuated. Moreover, some employ-
ees with episodic disabilities, having internalised the responsibilisation of 
self-governance, work to meet able-bodied norms that in some cases  ‘ intensify 
bodily symptoms that become increasingly difficult to manage’ . 17 Thus, when 
the disabled subject remains hidden from view, they reify the neoliberal ideal 
subject who flexibly, independently and successfully navigates the university 
workplace. By providing an opportunity to engage in critical refl ection, the 
experiences of those living with episodic disabilities offer rich case studies from 
which to meaningfully complicate our understanding of disability inclusion and 
its relationship to the meaning of reasonable accommodation in the university 
setting.  

   EPISODIC DISABILITIES AND THE  ‘ IN BETWEEN ’   

Episodic disabilities are characterised by unpredictable or intermittent, shift-
ing periods of impairment and wellness. People with episodic disabilities 
often experience a  ‘ fluctuating reality of pain, fatigue  …  functional capaci-
ties, and side effects of medications ’ . 18 Episodes of impairment may affect a 
person’s ability to work in their usual manner for a brief or extended time. 
Many episodic disabilities are invisible and will often not be evident to others 
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19         House of Commons Canada, Standing Committee on Human Resources, Skills and Social 
Development and the Status of Persons with Disabilities  ,  Taking Action: Improving the Lives of 
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24   Ibid, citing       RA   Hilbert   ,  ‘  The Acultural Dimensions of Chronic Pain: Flawed Reality Construc-
tion and the Problem of Meaning  ’  ( 1984 )  31 ( 4 )  Social Problems  ,  365   .   

25   Ibid;      Kerschbaum    et al,  ‘  Accommodations and Disclosure  ’  ( 2017 )  ;      Bassler   ,  ‘   “ But You Don ’ t Look 
Sick ”   ’  ( 2009 )  ;      Moss   ,  ‘  Not Quite Abled and Not Quite Disabled  ’  ( 2000 )  ;      Waterfield    et al,  ‘  Disabled 
Academics  ’  ( 2018 )  ;      Vick   ,  ‘  Living and Working Precariously with an Episodic Disability  ’  ( 2014 )  9  .   

26   Lightman et al,  ‘  “ Not Disabled Enough ”  ’  4.  

without disclosure. Examples of diagnoses that may result in episodic disability 
include multiple sclerosis, lupus, HIV/AIDS, Crohn’s disease, chronic fatigue 
syndrome, migraine, chronic pain syndromes, some forms of cancer and some 
mental health conditions, including bipolar mood conditions and depression. 19 

It is estimated that 82.4 per  cent of adult Canadians who report a disability 
can be classified as having an episodic disability, 20 while 77 per cent who report 
having an episodic disability state that it affects their ability to do their job. 21 

In 2012, among those Canadians between the ages of 18 and 64 with episodic 
disabilities, just over half were in the labour force, while about 24 per cent were 
of the view that they would be able to work with the appropriate accommoda-
tions and flexibility. Of those who were employed, 77 per cent were full time, 
21.2 per cent were professionals or managers, 59.2 per cent had a post-secondary 
credential and 46.3 per cent had been in their job for 12 years or more. 22 There is 
no cure for episodic disabilities, and some individuals experiencing an episode 
may appear healthy, evoking suspicion and experiencing marginalisation from 
others. 23 

As people with episodic disabilities move between periods of health and 
illness, ability and impairment, they do not fit into the institutionally recognised 
and rigid categories of able/disabled that are often used to determine eligibility 
for sick leave benefits, return to work and accommodation plans. Indeed, as 
Lightman et al contend, people with episodic disabilities challenge homogenised 
constructions of ability, disability, health and illness. They  ‘ threaten the logic 
of classificatory systems by straddling  …  boundaries  …  they are between the 
statuses of sick and well ’ . 24 

Several scholars have invoked the concepts of ‘ between’ ,  ‘ in between’  and 
 ‘ living in between ’  25 to draw attention to  ‘ the constitutive permeability of 
moving back and forth between embodied states and identities ’ . 26 Living in 
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27   Ibid, 4.  
28        Moss   ,  ‘  Not Quite Abled and Not Quite Disabled  ’  ( 2000 )  288  .   
29         P   Moss    and    I   Dyck   ,  ‘  Body, Corporeal Space, and Legitimizing Chronic Illness: Women 
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between is  ‘ not a merging of opposite states of being or an oscillation between 
polarities, but an inhabiting of permeable borders that are fused, fl eeting, and 
held in tension’ . 27 Given the variability and unpredictability with which impair-
ments are experienced, the concept of living in between embraces the elasticity 
and fluidity of what becomes possible given the inconsistency of body/mind 
states in relation to the variation in work projects, responsibilities and expecta-
tions persons with disabilities encounter. 

Moss describes how faculty members with episodic disabilities live in between 
the institutional categories available in university policies and procedures for 
disability accommodation. 28 The university system discounts the complex real-
ity of people whose bodies or minds resist permanent constructions as neither 
fully able nor completely disabled but shift between these spaces. 29 This embodi-
ment is deemed experientially impossible within the realm of university policy. 
Faculty members with episodic disabilities are expected to recover in a set time 
period or not recover at all, to work full time or not work at all, to be fully 
abled or fully disabled. The categories of institutional ordering, and the poli-
cies and programmes that implement them, do not recognise those who live in 
between  –  who are both able and disabled, ill and healthy, or  ‘ in between the 
distinguishable spaces of ability and disability ’ . 30 University policies and proce-
dures regarding accommodation, accessibility, short and long-term disability or 
sick leave are not designed around the experiences of episodic disabilities. Thus, 
there is a misfi t 31 between existing university policies and procedures and the 
experiences and needs of faculty members with episodic disabilities. 

   Telling Tales in and of  School  –  My Experiences/Accommodating 
the In-Between 

In late autumn 2010, I received notice that two large and well-funded research 
grants on which I was a co-principal investigator had been successful. While 
this was good news for me and my university, the grants did not provide fund-
ing to relieve any teaching or administrative responsibilities. In anticipation of 
the increased workload and in the knowledge that my Dean and I could arrange 
teaching release in the event of successful national grant funding, I made an 
appointment with him. I sought a reduced course load as a preventive measure 
to avoid migraines, which for me are triggered principally by lack of sleep but 
are subject to and compounded by other factors. It is essential that I get enough 
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sleep, thus restricting my ability to pull  ‘ all-nighters ’  and fit research and writ-
ing into the late night and early morning hours as is often the case with many 
academics. 

Like many who experience episodic disabilities, my flare-ups and symptoms 
can result in physical, psychological, cognitive and social limitations that hinder 
my work, but  ‘ may or may not reappear with the same symptoms, intensity, 
duration, or within the same contexts with each flare-up ’ . 32 The body/mind 
experience of having an episodic disability is unpredictable: some days, or even 
parts of a day, you feel well  –  able to organise thoughts, speak intelligently and 
cogently, run from meeting to meeting, concentrate for hours and  ‘ be on’ . But 
this can be quickly supplanted by unsubsiding fatigue, loss of bodily sensation 
and coordination, unrelenting brain fog, dizziness, excruciating pain, vision and 
hearing loss and crashing change of mood. Unlike more apparent and famil-
iar disabilities such as blindness, a missing limb or a spinal cord injury, whose 
embodiments are quite static and permanent, episodic disabilities fl uctuate 
between periods of disability and ability. 33 

My Dean assured me at our meeting that  ‘ something would be done ’  to 
adjust the workload issue. It was a surprise, then, when in late April 2011 I was 
informed that I was assigned to teach three courses in the 2011 – 12 academic 
year, two of which I had never taught before. Additionally, I was assigned to 
three committees, including the most onerous Senate committee and to the only 
Faculty committee required to meet and do a substantial amount of work over 
the summer. My summer now needed to include work on two new research 
grants, previous research commitments, preparation for two new courses, and 
an active committee. While I had been given a teaching release of two out of 
12 teaching credits, the fact that I was assigned two new courses seemed puni-
tive and intended to eliminate any benefit from the small course release that 
I was granted. 

This two-credit teaching release was characterised as a special favour from 
the Dean. However, my faculty had a policy that faculty members who had 
research grants worth at least  $ 100,000 were eligible for a course release. My 
grants were worth more than  $ 200,000, satisfying the condition for two course 
releases under the policy. Nonetheless, I was informed by the Associate Dean 
that I did not  ‘ meet the threshold ’  and there were concerns about my  ‘ char-
acterisation of entitlement to teaching release ’ . I was denied the two releases 
to which I should have been eligible under this policy, and no reasons were 
provided. 

The correspondence I received from the Associate Dean in late April 2011 
accompanying the 2011 – 12 course assignment stated further that:  ‘ I am mindful 
that this is not the result for which you were hoping, but it is the best we can do 
in the circumstances  –  really better than best, absent documented medical advice 
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that stipulates a reduced teaching load. ’ 34 The same memo stipulates that my 
teaching load for the following year  –  2012 – 13  –  when I would be under the same 
intensive research obligations  –  would be a full load. 

In the midst of these discussions, the one issue about which there was almost 
silence was my migraine. Having raised the issue once with the Dean in late 
autumn 2010 and being assured that it would be  ‘ dealt with ’ , I assumed that the 
research grant policy would accommodate my needs. When discussions about 
a course reduction became particularly problematic in late April 2011, I asked 
to meet with the two of them about my situation and the problematic applica-
tion of law school policy. At that meeting my migraines were again raised and 
the Dean replied, in passing, that  ‘ we may need to pursue accommodations if 
the time comes ’ . At that time I was not in favour of pursuing a course release 
as a form of accommodation, first, because the application of the law school 
research grant policy should have entitled me to a course release and, second, 
because I had been informed that there would be a proportionate loss of income 
in relation to the reduction of teaching hours. This seemed tremendously unfair, 
especially in a situation where my research responsibilities were increasing 
correspondingly such that my time commitment to the academic position would 
not be reduced. 

I did not see what I was asking for as an accommodation. I wanted a redis-
tribution among the essential duties of my position: research, teaching and 
administration to keep the number of hours of sleep more or less constant to 
prevent migraine flares. The message I received was that disability prevention 
could not be negotiated; however, for some episodic disabilities it is precisely 
this kind of accommodation that is required. Just as preventive health strat-
egies in the workplace such as providing ergonomic chairs, safety equipment, 
proper ventilation, lighting and rest breaks make sense in protecting the health 
of the worker and preventing injury, preventive accommodations save resources 
by reducing the need to take time off if there is a fl are-up, thereby reducing the 
unpredictability of episodic conditions if and where possible. 

At the end of the spring of 2011, I questioned whether I should have had 
a proactive conversation with the Dean about my migraines and the need to 
rearrange the allocation of some of my work hours. It seemed to me that admin-
istrative suspicion about my disability status was used to influence a decision 
about the application of the research grant policy, a policy which was silent 
about disability and determined eligibility for teaching release on the basis of 
the amount of grant funding brought in by the faculty member. (Note that the 
course release policy and  $ 100,000 threshold for a course release was announced 
just prior to the time I was requesting one, which is why I did not refer to it in 
my conversations with the Dean five months earlier.) Had I not raised the issue 
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of migraine as a reason for requiring teaching release previously, in my view it 
is highly unlikely that the Associate Dean would have referred to  ‘ documented 
medical advice ’  in her memo to me. After all, at that point I was seeking course 
releases based on the value of my research grants. I argue that a kind of disability-
suspicion overreach informed the decision-making of the Association Dean, 
one so capricious as to infuse the application of a policy which  –  in relation 
to non-disabled faculty members  –  would normally be valourised. My experi-
ence of negotiating an adjusted allocation of work responsibilities suggests how 
disability can become a basis of further debilitation, associated with suspicion, 
dishonesty and denial, rather than a basis of capacity building or recognition 
connected with legitimacy, rights and support. 35 

Over the next three months I worked tirelessly under strenuous pressure of 
deadlines, amidst a lack of institutional support, and growing feelings of 
alienation and unfairness. I had significant periods of migraine that I self-
accommodated and then the deep root of depression surfaced. I could no longer 
function and my physician determined that I should take a leave of absence. 

I discovered that navigating the accommodation and disability support 
system of the university is onerous. It was difficult to determine the proper offi ce 
to which a request for accommodation should be directed: human resources 
(HR), the Dean, or a disability services office. Such difficulties are exacerbated 
when one ’s health is impaired, depriving one of the energy to make inquiries. 
Eventually I was directed to the euphemistically titled Employee Well-Being 
Office of the HR department, where I was informed that my university provided 
15 weeks of ‘ sick leave’  at full pay for short-term absences with medical vali-
dation and after that, the possibility of long-term disability leave for up to a 
maximum of three years, paid at up to a maximum of $ 6,000 a month. After 
that time my employment would be terminated. 

I was sent a Practitioner ’s Report on Abilities and Limitations for my treat-
ing physician to complete in determining my eligibility for short-term sick leave. 
This is the same form used to determine accommodation needs. It provides 
tick boxes to indicate physical ability and limitations regarding specifi c body 
parts and functional abilities and asks whether ergonomic or assistive devices 
are required due to the condition and whether the employee is undergoing any 
treatment that would affect their ability to perform their essential duties. Fearful 
of disclosing depression, I asked my physician to state something more generic. 
She wrote that I had been  ‘ struggling with many occupational demands which 
would seem impossible to manage in a work week that has led to excessive 
hours of work and burnout ’ . In response, I was sent a letter from the Employee 
Well-Being Office stating that this information was insufficient to  ‘ constitute 
the basis for a medical leave and further accommodations on medical grounds ’ . 
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Contrary to the form’s clear privacy protection provision, a copy of the letter 
was sent, without my authorisation, to two university administrators, including 
the Dean of my law school. When I called the HR office to inquire about the 
protection of my privacy and why it had been breached, I was told that confi den-
tiality is only protected for those whose applications are successful. 

Despite eventually being granted sick leave, I was pressured by my Associate 
Dean to return to work earlier than my health permitted. Seven months later 
I had a relapse, even more serious than the first, and was required to take subse-
quent leave. It was only with a change in Associate Dean (one with a close 
family member who experienced depression) that my need for a reduced teach-
ing load was understood and implemented. However, the letter regarding that 
plan clearly stated that this was a one-time-only arrangement  –  counter to any 
understanding of the fl exible, fluid nature of episodic disabilities.   

   BARRIERS TO ACCOMMODATION  

Accommodation practices, while ostensibly aimed at equity, often reinforce indi-
vidualised normative standards of functioning by making personal adjustments 
in relation to the person with the impairment rather than systemic changes to 
the environment in which the person is situated. Despite provincial laws and 
policies regarding workplace accommodation and accessibility in Canada, there 
are several reasons why people with episodic disabilities choose not to pursue 
accommodations or are blocked by barriers to accommodation, such as navi-
gation and gatekeeping, disclosure, and inadequate workplace accommodation 
policies. 

   Navigation and Gatekeeping  

Navigating the accommodation and disability support systems of many univer-
sities is onerous. As noted earlier, it is often difficult to determine the proper 
office to which a request for accommodation or leave should be directed, espe-
cially when one ’s health is impaired. 

HR personnel are often unhelpful in processing and implementing requests 
for faculty sick leave and accommodation, playing the role of gatekeeper rather 
than facilitating the equitable working conditions of the faculty member. This 
is especially true for faculty members with episodic disabilities, about whose 
condition HR personnel and other administrators have little or no knowledge, 
and about which much stigma exists. 

Given the lack of institutional support for and knowledge about episodic 
disabilities, in some instances requests for accommodation are met with refusal 36 
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(especially if they interfere with an essential work duty) and in others the kind 
of accommodation that would be appropriate for the episodic disability is not 
agreed to by HR. Recall that, in my case, in order to qualify for medical leave, 
not only was medical certification required, but the level of disclosure and the 
details provided needed to correspond to a predetermined standard of illness or 
disability. Consequently, I had to instruct my physician to provide a diagnosis of 
depression to comply with the university ’s requirements. Privacy with respect to 
this disclosure was not an option. 

Moreover, university administrations lack policies and publicly available 
precedents to initiate systemic policy changes for episodic disabilities. As a 
result, faculty with episodic disabilities are left to negotiate individual leave, 
workloads and accommodations not as systemic issues but as isolated, individu-
alistic occurrences in the face of institutional policies that fail to recognise those 
who live in between. 

   Disclosure  

The politics of disclosure are complex. Some regard disclosure as a political act, 
whereby failing to disclose reinforces the invisibility of episodic disabilities and 
the status quo that episodic disabilities are not a legitimate form of disability. 
Further, not being open about disability creates its own harm to employees, who 
are forced to work in a timeframe consistent with  ‘ healthy ’  scholars. 37 By not 
disclosing, those who make university policy remain unaware of the numbers of 
disabled faculty and the kinds of accommodations that would be useful. 38 

However, disclosure  –  a necessary pre-condition of accommodation  –  can 
put one ’s job at risk by raising suspicion and soliciting scrutiny from adminis-
trators and colleagues who doubt the  ‘ existence, seriousness, and impact ’  of the 
episodic disability. 39  Stigma may make the very disclosure required for accom-
modation fraught. Disclosure may also place one in a burdensome position of 
having to continually represent oneself institutionally and interpersonally as ill 
or disabled and needing accommodation, to make visible to others what is, in 
fact, invisible, so as to be believed. 40 

Some faculty find ways of identifying disabilities for which accommo-
dation appears more acceptable upon which to base their requests, 41 or they 
avoid disclosure altogether by self-accommodating  –  for example, by adopting 
flexible work schedules, employing strategies to conserve energy, or adjusting 
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expectations about promotion and advancement. However, self-accommodation 
may not be an adequate way to comprehensively address one ’s disability needs  – 
especially in a teaching context, as well as with grading, office hours, and site-
specific research, such as labs. 

Other people with episodic disabilities internalise the responsibilisation of 
self-governance and work to meet able-bodied norms that in some cases  ‘ inten-
sify bodily symptoms that become increasingly difficult to manage ’ .  

   Inadequate Accommodation Policies  

For faculty members with episodic disabilities, the procedures for accessing 
accommodations tend to be ineffective. Models of accommodation and leave 
embedded in university policies and procedures assume that disability is a static, 
individual condition that can be fixed with simple accommodation. However, 
episodic disabilities that are intermittent and unpredictable often make it 
‘ impossible to predict exactly when accommodations need to be in place or even 
which accommodations would be helpful at which times ’ . 42 University policies 
regarding short-term disability apply only to illnesses with short and predictable 
recovery periods and reserve long-term disability for conditions that can go on 
for extended periods of time, leaving no room for episodic disabilities. 43 

The objective of short-term leave and return-to-work arrangements is always 
to have a faculty member resume full-time work. This is often impossible for 
faculty members who live in between. Indeed, at my university, full-time work 
means full-time teaching, plus research and administration. Any accommoda-
tion that reduces one ’s teaching load results in a loss of salary, notwithstanding 
that for faculty with episodic disabilities, increased admin and research respon-
sibilities and less teaching might be a more flexible way of accommodating 
episodic disabilities. This further demonstrates the misfit between the model 
of accommodation and the disability and a misfit between the way the job is 
conceived and the way impairments play out in the job. Moreover, consistent 
with Mitchell and Snyder ’s critique of inclusionism, 44 only accommodations 
that align with norms of able-bodiedness are permitted, allowing the deeper 
structures, values and practices of the institution to go largely unchanged.   

   CHALLENGING ACADEMIA ’ S LOGICS AND LEGACIES: 
REIMAGINING ACCOMMODATIONS 

 The twenty-first century university aims to be more inclusive and diverse, open-
ing its programmes and its employment opportunities to members of groups 
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who have traditionally been denied entry.  This form of desired institutional 
inclusion is often facilitated and circumscribed by the requirements of the legal 
duty to accommodate, which structure and regulate the terms of belonging. For 
example, having to meet and prove a particular definition of disability, perform 
essential requirements of a job, rigidly construed, or disclose one ’s disability 
are integral to the legal concept of accommodation. However, as this chapter 
has illustrated, implementing the duty to accommodate within the university, 
an institution, which at the administrative/executive level, remains committed to 
neoliberal values aligned with able-bodied norms, has not led to the easy inclu-
sion of people with episodic disabilities. 

Faculty members who live in between embody different ways of being in 
the world and alternate ways of being a scholar. It is therefore imperative that 
universities develop systemic, policy-based approaches to accommodating 
faculty members with episodic disabilities to avoid reliance on the empathy or 
capriciousness of individual university administrators. Academic institutions 
need to understand episodic disabilities in ways that incorporate the experience 
and requirements of those who live in-between, rather than reinforcing dichoto-
mies of disabled/abled and failing to make adjustments to the workload balance 
and conditions of academic workers. 

Ultimately, university accommodation policies, practices and procedures 
need to recognise a different model of bodies and disability whereby decisions 
about a faculty member ’s work arrangements arise out of a set of principles that 
seek to create a barrier-free working environment for all disabilities. Discussions 
between the employer and the employee should focus on adjusting working 
conditions, both socially and materially, to ensure that a faculty member with 
an episodic disability has what they need to accomplish essential service, teach-
ing, and research duties. Limitations that constrain the working lives of those 
with episodic disabilities are determined by those who make choices about 
workplace design and implement policies and expectations based on discrimi-
natory notions of who university faculty ought to be. As long as we continue to 
separate the material body of the individual faculty member from the fi nancial 
and structural forces that facilitate the operation of the university as an insti-
tution, there will be little or nothing done to accommodate those living with 
episodic disabilities other than to attempt to retrofit them so they fit within the 
tidy conceptual boxes that define the boundaries of the legal concept of reason-
able accommodation.   
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