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Persons with disabilities patronized at Dal

I am a wheelchair-user
who has attended Dal since
1993. During the past twelve
years I have developed a keen
interest in disability issues, pri-
marily due to the fact that I have
a personal stake in the positive
resolution of these matters. It
was therefore with much disap-
pointment that I learned, while
reading the Dalhousie News last
semester, of the (re)appointment
of Ms. Lynn Shokry as Advisor
to Students with Disabilities.
Prior to this announcement, Ms.
Shokry had completed an ex-
tended stint as Dalhousie’s
“able-bodied™ Advisor to Stu-
dents with Disabilities.

This (re)appointment rep-
resents both good and bad news
for the disabled community in
my judgement. The good news
is that the university seems pre-
pared to present a superficial
appearance of commitment to
the integration of disabled stu-
dents. The bad news is that it
would appear that no considera-
tion was even given to hiring a
person with a disability for this
position.

Imagine for a moment the
laughter and indignation that
would erupt if the university
announced that a white person
was elected as Black Student
Advisor. The appointment of a
male as Sexual Harrassment
Advisor would likely generate
similar outrage. The reasons for
this seem fairly straightforward.

Although a hypothetical
white or male candidate might
possess qualifications to apply
for the above-noted positions,
the applicant would surely be
disqualified on the basis of cred-
ibility. The credibility factor not-
withstanding, an inequitable re-
lationship vis-a-vis student/ad-
visor would be the outcome of

- the proposed appointment.

When the equation shifts
to students with disabilities, the
aforementioned considerations
are evidently dismissed. Persons
with disabilities are presented
with an advisor who is not rep-
resentative of the visible minor-
ity group that s/he “advises”.

That situation in my view un-
~ derscores the distance that must
be covered for the disabled com-
munity to merely “catch up”
with the historical progress at-

tained by other visible minori- .

ties. s
The Dalhousie calendar
informs us that the advisor “pro-
vides support and advocacy for

students with disabilities™ (p.
400). Just how an *“able bodied”
disability advisor provides ef-
fective advocacy for a visible
minority group of which s/he is
not a member is not explained.

Why would Dalhousie be
hesitant to appoint a person with
a disability as advisor to disa-
bled students? Could it be that
such a candidate might prove to
be too effective? A quick cur-
sory glance at the varied re-
search pursuits undertaken at
Dalhousie will provide a clue in
this regard. Researchers here
have pursued various solutions
for disabilities, some of which
appear to be grounded in eugen-
ics theory. An advocate with a
genetically related disability
could very well speak out
against scientific breakthroughs
that in reality reflect an intrinsic
devaluation of persons with dis-
abilities. A low intensity advo-
cate provides a handy substitute
for a disability activist.

During recent years the
disability business has ex-
panded rapidly with a corre-
sponding influx of non-disabled
persons seeking a niche as ad-
vocates, advisors, coordinators
etc. on various topics. Although
some disability practitioners re-
ceive specialized (i.e. medical)
training, the vast majority of
those employed in this field are
self-styled professionals. A
small sample of disability prac-
titioners demonstrate a genuine
concern in improving the
attitudinal and physical environ-
ments that impact the disabled.
For others, these objectives are
clearly subordinated to the pur-
suit of financial or career goals.

A stubborn
misrepresntation that should be
debunked is the claim that dis-
ability advisors, advocates, crit-
ics et al are “professionals”. The
claim 1s groundless on several
levels. First, the only Disability
Studies program offered in
Canada is located in Winnipeg,
and it is an undergrad progam
at that. A scattering of similar
programs exist in the U.S. Sec-
ondly, no certification or licens-
ing procedure is required to be-
come a “disability practioner”
and no union represents this
group on a collective level. Fi-
nally, no regulatory/governing
body can be petitioned when
these pseudo-professionals pa-
tronize or offend their disabled
clientele (something that hap-
pens more often than people

may think).

It would be a positive de-
velopment if the incumbent
were eventually replaced with
a person with a disability. In the
improbable likelihood that Dalhousie

will implement progressive steps
anytime soon, some compensa-
tory effects can still be taken. To
combat ignorance and arro-
gance, non-disabled staffers
should be required to participate

in sensitivity seminars. The so-
called disability advisor could
try performing his/her job du-
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