
Opening Remarks before Lydia X. Z. Brown’s Keynote 

Welcome—again—to “Disability, Access, and Teaching: A One-Day Symposium”! Those of you 

who were here for the morning workshop with Madelaine Reis have already heard this once, so 

please bear with us as we welcome new people into our space. 

My name is Tanja Aho, I am a Professorial Lecturer in American Studies in the Critical Race, 

Gender, and Culture Studies Collaborative, and together with Perry Zurn, who is an Assistant 

Professor in Philosophy, Monica Morin, who is the Senior Administrative Assistant of the CRGC, 

and Marissa Zuckerman, who is a Master’s Student at the School of Communication and a 

Research Associate at the Institute on Disability and Public Policy, we organized this event in 

order to provide a space for a richer conversation about disability and access. We received such 

generous and extensive support from so many people all across campus: Anna Olsson and the 

staff at CTRL stepped up to help us with registration, Lindsay Northup-Moore and the rest of 

ASAC answered a million of my questions and provided generous support so that we can have 

ASL & CART at this keynote, Robin Adams and the folks at CDI helped us create the sensory-

friendly room, and IDPP and especially Marissa Zuckerman got the word out about the event. 

Everyone sent volunteers and I want to give a round of applause to all of the students who are 

making today possible and without whom we would have a lot less access here today 

[applause].  

I also want to give a heartfelt thank you to Fanta Aw and Amanda Taylor and the President’s 

Council on Diversity and Inclusion, who funded this entire event and provided crucial logistical 

support. I have only been at American University for seven months, but the compassionate 

leadership and fierce support these two humans have modeled really made me feel that I had 

found a good place. Fanta, did you want to say a few words? 

 

I also want to acknowledge all of the staff who have prepared this room for us today: facilities 

who dealt with my questions about scented cleaning supplies, accessible room set up, and 

additional recycling; transportation who I kept bugging about accessible parking spots, free 

parking, and the shuttle buses; and AV especially, and Eric Gordon in particular, who 

brainstormed with me a million different ways to coordinate a livestream, on-site CART, and 

changing set ups of microphones. Then there are the many custodians who have cleaned and 

prepared this space for us today and will again after we leave, the folks who drive the shuttle 

buses, who clean the bathrooms, and the humans who at Panera made our lunches. I haven’t 

been able to meet them all, and unfortunately they might not be able to attend this event, but I 

hope in the future we can think about how to extend our conversation about access to 

everyone who is a part of this campus or who contributes to our events. Because access means 

all of us. 



I come to access through a disability justice framework. I do not want to take too much time 

here, because we already learned from Madelaine about some of this and Lydia Brown is about 

to share their thoughts on access with us, so I just want to quickly note how we came to 

envision this day, and if you want to hear more about my perspective, you will have to come 

back or stay until the closing roundtable. To me, a disability justice framework means 

acknowledging where we are at, what our responsibilities are, and being willing and open to 

learning new ways of doing things. This includes acknowledging that we are on Piscataway land 

and beginning to think through how we can address our complicity in a settler-state system. It 

also means engaging with the fact that, as our working group’s report found, AU’s “founders 

benefited financially from slavery and from complicity in the system, and the university’s 

history is entwined with systemic injustice.” It also means grappling with the fact that we 

continue to operate in a system that attributes pain, exclusion, oppression, and dispossession 

based on racial hierarchies. These are the realities through which our students, faculty, staff, 

and all other community members come to AU. They shape everyone’s experiences of access 

and disability. Disability justice means that when we think about access, we do so from an 

intersectional perspective that is mindful of the ways in which a student who is Indigenous, 

and/or black, and/or Latinx, and/or Asian American, and/or genderqueer, and/or LGBTQ, 

and/or trans, and/or poor, and/or a parent, and/or a veteran, for example, experiences 

inaccessible environments very differently. Disability justice means centering the perspectives 

of those who are the most negatively impacted. Disability justice means thinking about how to 

have these conversations not about, but with people, and how to decenter those of us who are 

trained to be outside experts. In that vein, many of our sessions today are led by or include 

disabled faculty, students, and staff. We are here to learn together, from each other, and 

through our differences. 

Before I introduce our keynote speaker, Lydia Brown, a few quick words on access and this 

day’s structure. Please do whatever you need to make this space more accessible to you: you 

can move around, lie on the floor, you can knit, stim, rock, flap your hands, stand against a wall, 

look out the window, or leave and re-enter as you like. I have learned to say this from Lezlie 

Frye, who used be a performer with Sins Invalid, a performance project that centers artists with 

disabilities, especially artists of color and queer and gender-variant artists, and who is now an 

Assistant Professor of American Studies and Disability Studies at the University of Utah. I have 

learned almost all of my access hacks from other disabled colleagues and friends, and in that 

spirit we offer today as a space in which we are attempting to model access. We can always 

only be partially successful in this endeavor, but we can always strive to be a bit better. Thus, 

we welcome and encourage your feedback throughout the day. You will be handed white and 

color notecards during every session: these are meant to collect feedback and questions. The 

color notecards are for the particular session, and the white notecards are for the closing 

roundtable, in which we will revisit the day’s insights, lessons, and discuss what kinds of 

outcomes and ideas for future access initiatives at AU we would like to witness. Please also wait 

to use the mic whenever making a comment or asking a question and start by saying your 



name. This helps everyone hear better and allows us to create a stronger learning community. 

If you need to take a break from this environment, the sensory-friendly room is down the hall, 

past the restrooms, which for today are dedicated as all-gender multi-stall restrooms. There are 

more spacious, single-stall restrooms one floor down, accessible both by the elevator and 

stairs. Lunch will be served around 11:30 am and we have vegan, vegetarian, and gluten-free 

options. We have beverages and snacks throughout the day in the back. Unfortunately the 

closest water fountain is on the second floor of MGC by the gender-inclusive restrooms (rooms 

290 & 291). If you have any questions or concerns, feel free to approach anyone who has a 

volunteer or organizer name tag. Do pay attention to the communication preferences of others 

in the room before approaching them. All of this information is also in your programs and on 

the website. Thank you for considering your own role in creating and maintaining an accessible 

environment here today! 

With that, let me introduce our keynote speaker, Lydia X. Z. Brown. According to their website, 
“Lydia X. Z. Brown is a disability justice advocate, organizer, and writer whose work has largely 
focused on violence against multiply-marginalized disabled people, especially 
institutionalization, incarceration, and policing. They have worked to advance transformative 
change through organizing in the streets, writing legislation, conducting anti-ableism 
workshops, testifying at regulatory and policy hearings, and disrupting institutional 
complacency everywhere from the academy to state agencies and the nonprofit-industrial 
complex. Currently, Lydia is a Justice Catalyst Fellow at the Bazelon Center for Mental Health 
Law, working on defending and advancing the educational civil rights of Maryland students with 
psychosocial, intellectual, and developmental disabilities facing various forms of 
disproportionate discipline, restraint and seclusion, and school pushout. In collaboration with E. 
Ashkenazy and Morénike Giwa Onaiwu, Lydia is also co-editor and visionary behind All the 
Weight of Our Dreams, the first-ever anthology of writings and artwork by autistic people of 
color and otherwise negatively racialized autistic people, published by the Autistic Women & 
Nonbinary Network. Lydia and Morénike also co-direct the Fund for Community Reparations for 
Autistic People of Color’s Interdependence, Survival, and Empowerment, which provides direct 
support, mutual aid, and community reparations to individual autistic people of color.” They 
have many more accomplishments that you can read about on their website, autistichoya.net, 
and instead of spending another five precious minutes on them, I will simply cede the floor to 
Lydia. Please help me in welcoming them to AU! 

 

 


