
Every Body is Valid and Valued: Current Challenges and Opportunities for Disability-Informed Pedagogy in the Religious and Theological Academy

Currently, there are limited initiatives, programs, or faculty specializing in disability-informed pedagogy in religious and theological schools in North America. “Disability pedagogy” comprises both intellectual content, including the history and lived experience of disabled communities, and practices, including the use of universal design—that is, the act of making objects and practices usable by any person. Unfortunately, the lack of content and practices related to disability creates a pedagogical problem for students with disabilities who are not being adequately served at their institutions because their community’s history and unique forms of learning are neglected.[endnoteRef:1]  [1: 
REFRENCES 

 For an incisive and insightful summary of policies and practices that exclude disabled perspectives from academic discourse, see Jay Timothy Dolmage, Academic Ableism: Disability and Higher Education (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan, 2018).] 

The lack of disability pedagogy in religious and theological education also does a disservice to disabled congregants and other constituencies who students will one day serve. Most graduating seminarians say they do not feel equipped to minister to disabled people.[endnoteRef:2] How can people with disabilities claim their rightful places as active and vital participants in communities of faith, institutions of higher learning, and other allegedly welcoming spaces if they are not represented or considered within theological education?[endnoteRef:3] [2:  Naomi H. Annandale and Erik W. Carter, “Disability and Theological Education: A North American Study,” Theological Education 48, no. 2 (2014): 83-102.]  [3:  Benjamin T. Conner, “‘How Do You Think You Are Going to be a Pastor?’ Vocation and Disability,” Theology Today 77 no. 2 (2020): 138-153.] 

For our purposes, we define disability as a particular form of human difference that affects an individual’s physical or psychological state, and which is devalued within our society.[endnoteRef:4] The human experience of disability raises several pressing pedagogical issues for educators in contexts of religious and theological education. Despite numerous signs of progress in creating diverse curricula that honor the various lived realities of students and other constituents over the past decade, religious studies programs and theological schools continue to overlook disability as an essential aspect of human diversity. In addition, the history of the global disability rights movement, disability theology, disability hermeneutics, and other disability perspectives are neglected as topics within theological and religious education.  [4:  John Swinton, “Disability Theology,” in The New Cambridge Companion to Christian Doctrine, ed. M. Allen (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2022).] 

Moreover, policies and university faculties devoted to DEI (diversity, equity, and inclusion) work often do not address disability, and disability is not viewed by the wider academy as a way of talking about diverse modes of embodiment. These oversights are unfortunate, not least because people with disabilities make up a large and ever-growing segment of our population.[endnoteRef:5] Thus, students will undoubtedly have had, and will continue to have, experiences with people with disabilities, and many will themselves have disabilities.  [5:  One in four adults in the U.S., and around 15% of the global population, has a disability or disabilities. Moreover, the COVID-19 pandemic has created additional disability, and an aging population in North America and throughout the world points to further possibilities for human disablement.] 

Other issues abound, including what disabilities are included in teaching and the disabilities to which our institutions are most accessible. There exists a marked lack of accessibility for persons in the religious and theological academy with intellectual and developmental disabilities; by contrast, there are more resources offered to disabled people with physical disabilities, or to those who can write and publish. Indeed, a deficit model that understands disability primarily as lack, or weakness, is present in religious education. 
This paradigm of deficiency emerges from models such as the medical model of disability, which suggests that people with disabilities require correction and remediation because their bodies are problematic. By contrast, social models of disability understand disabilities as produced when non-normative bodies interact with inaccessible and stigmatizing societal structures. While some disabilities cause pain or are life-threatening, more often than not, disabilities are produced when attitudes and built environments fail to accommodate particular bodies and minds.[endnoteRef:6] The social model of disability allows scholars of disability within and without the religious academy to critique the presence of social and systemic barriers that prevent people with disabilities from thriving in educational spaces. [6:  Sara Hendren, What Can a Body Do? How We Meet the Built World (New York: Penguin Random House, 2020).] 

Significantly, too, disability is an ethical issue. There are untapped resources for speaking to, and speaking about, diverse embodiment in religious communities where all are meant to be included. Theological and religious studies educators must move beyond secular models of disability inclusion and draw upon the religious traditions they represent when discussing disability. For example, many disabled scholars and their allies point out that people with disabilities evince, and concretely engage with, the wonder of creation and various aspects of the Holy. Educators and institutions must move beyond a deficit model and embrace the gifts that come with various disabilities. All too often, educators minimize or trivialize disabilities that can be beneficial. For example, neurodivergent students can offer creativity and innovation to classroom activities,[endnoteRef:7] students with sensory disabilities can draw out attention to overlooked aspects of sacred texts,[endnoteRef:8] and students’ physical disabilities may offer new ways of knowing shaped by their bodies’ interaction with a world not built to accommodate them.[endnoteRef:9] When disabled body-minds are fully accommodated and included in classroom spaces, disability can become an asset, rather than a liability, within higher education and and be celebrated in spaces where the religious and theological academy disparages or ignores it. [7:  Finola Farrant, Emma Owen, and Fawn Lavina Hunkins-Beckford, “Celebrating Neurodiversity in Higher Education,” The British Psychological Society May 9, 2022. https://www.bps.org.uk/psychologist/celebrating-neurodiversity-higher-education]  [8:  John M. Hull, In the Beginning There Was Darkness: A Blind Person’s Conversations with the Bible, (Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Press International, 2001). ]  [9:  Rosemarie Garland-Thomson, “The Case for Conserving Disability,” Bioethical Inquiry 9 (2012): 339-355.] 

By eschewing disability content in curricula and failing to robustly support students with disabilities, religious educators are contributing to a continuing neglect of disability pedagogy, may inadvertently support common misperceptions about disability, and may cause students to hide their disabilities from their peers.[endnoteRef:10] Addressing this problem continues to be difficult, because few resources exist on disability pedagogy for religious education. Additionally, the pervasive ableism within theological and religious education is poorly documented. However, the research that has been done reveals that: 1) few theological schools are teaching disability related content, and 2) what is taught often reflects ableist biases (e.g., equating disability with suffering and evil).[endnoteRef:11] Intersectional justice demands that religious studies departments and theological schools deal with disability identities and issues. [10:  Sarah Barton, “Expanding the Theological Classroom: People with Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities as Theological Learners,” The Wabash Center Journal on Teaching 2, no. 1 (2021): 31-48; Erin Raffety and Stuart Carroll, “From Charity to Classroom Co-Learning: Togetherness in the Spirit as a Model for Experiential Education with People with Disabilities,” Journal of Disability and Religion 25, no. 3 (2021): 312-328. ]  [11:  Catherine E. Webb, Who is Preaching to the Choir? Disability Content in Mainline Protestant Master of Divinity Curriculum, Thesis (University of Illinois at Chicago, 2020). ] 

Background:
From 2021-2023, a group of scholars, students, and pastors who specialize in disability met over Zoom to discuss the current state of disability pedagogy within theological and religious education in North America. The group was comprised of thirteen senior, mid-career, and junior scholars as well as current and recent graduate students, representing institutions across Canada and the United States. The group sought to address numerous topics surrounding the current state of disability pedagogy in religious and theological schools, including: the opportunities and challenges of expanding disability pedagogy within our institutions, the experiences of disabled students in theological education, and the opportunities for increased collaboration and intersectional work within theological education that includes disability. 
In discussions among the core members of the group and other specialists brought in to offer unique insights, it became clear that our institutions have come a long way, but still have opportunities to improve. As educators and students, we have been able to develop classes, programs, and certificates in disability, advocate for greater accessibility across our campuses, foster grassroots student efforts, and include more disabled voices in our classes. Most of us felt that our institutions were open to moving forward in these areas. 
At the same time, we recognized that institutions struggle to include new courses in packed curricula, alter ableist classroom structures and grading practices, and teach using intersectional methodologies.[endnoteRef:12] As part of this grant, we interviewed nine students who led disability student groups at their seminaries. In those interviews, we heard a desire for more disability content in classrooms, mentoring from disabled faculty, stronger disability accommodation offices, accessible housing and classrooms, and increased attention to intersectionality within the curriculum, as opposed to a week on single-identity topics (e.g., a week on Black voices, disabled voices, feminist voices, etc.). Students are ready and willing to organize around disability, but they need the support of educators and institutions to do so. [12:  Sarah Barton, “Access and Disability Justice in Theological Education,” Journal of Disability and Religion 25, no. 3 (2021): 279-295.] 

To move us forward, we imagined what would animate disability theology in the future and what would need to die, shift, change, or be reborn for that future to be a reality. We need to be honest about the ways our current systems of learning and teaching stymie our goals. For example, we exist within institutions that over-value what we as faculty and students produce (e.g., published papers, grants) and undervalue our presence and our other intangible gifts. In response to the demands of productivity, we participate in the very systems that over-extend our bodies and diminish our humanity. We rush to make something of the resources or collaborations with which we engage rather than taking the time to reflect deeply and move deliberately. Instead, we ought to create space for flexible, capacious, and gentle ways of working.[endnoteRef:13] We should push our institutions to reconsider what “counts” for promotion as well as what constitutes welcome and accommodation.[endnoteRef:14] We need to trust our faculty and students to know what they need and relax policies that demand stringent timetables.[endnoteRef:15] [13:  This language came from Julia Watts Belser in the final meeting of this grant. For more on “crip time” see Alison Kafer, Feminist Queer Crip (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2013).]  [14:  Danika Medak-Saltzman, Deepti Misri, and Beverly Weber, “Decolonizing Time, Knowledge, and Disability on the Tenure Clock,” Feminist Formations 34, no. 1 (Spring 2022): 1-24.]  [15:  Darla Schumm, “It’s Time for ‘Crip Time,’” Inside Higher Ed, June 26, 2022, https://www.insidehighered.com/views/2022/06/27/adopt-crip-time-make-higher-ed-more-inclusive-opinion ] 

In addition to these insights on the current challenges, opportunities, and imagined futures of disability pedagogy, the group collaborated on the following SWOT Analysis to jumpstart discussions on how to develop a strategic plan for integrating disability-related content and disability best practices into religious studies departments and theological schools. Highlights of the analysis include: the growth of high-quality resources in disability theology (strength), a paucity of centralized accommodation offices in higher-ed institutions (weakness), the fervent desire by students and faculty to learn more about disability (opportunity), and a lack of employment opportunities in religious institutions for people with disabilities (threat).

[image: ]

Disability Pedagogy: Mapping the Lay of the Land
Wabash Center Grant, 2023





1








Analysis Goals: Develop a strategic plan for integrating disability-related content and disability best practices into religious studies departments and theological schools.

	Strengths
· Increasing number of students self-identifying as disabled  
· Rising number of disability studies programs (majors, minors, certificates) at universities. 
· Growing number of disability student groups 
· Expanding faith-based denominational statements/materials on disability
· Growth in high-quality disability scholarship 
· New generation of students who are better able to articulate their disability-related needs  

	Weaknesses
· Few faculty that self-identify as disabled 
· Few faculty with expertise in disability-related areas 
· Few graduate courses offered. 
· Most curriculum endorses a negative (medical) model of disability
· Scarce use of universal design for learning strategies 
· Lack of centralized/well-functioning accommodation offices 
· Little to no accommodations for disabled faculty to succeed/thrive 
· Shortage of accessible field work and housing for students
· Need for more intersectional approaches within the institution related to disability 
· Shortage of institutional funds to encourage more research in disability related areas 

	Opportunities
· Desire by students to learn more disability content
· Models for curriculum and programming in disability, including graduate certificates, centers, conferences, and Friendship Houses 
· General openness by faculty and institutions to disability content.
· Desire by disabled student groups to connect across campuses
· Free access to Inclusive Pedagogy training for theological educators

	Threats 
· Increasing politicization of critical theory in higher education
· Pushback against DEI initiatives 
· Lack of employment opportunities in many religious institutions for people with disabilities
· Academic ableism prioritizes standards of success that are difficult for disabled faculty and students to meet 
· Continued disability stigma in many communities 
· Increasing stigma related to the mental health crisis in the student population
· Financial pressures in theological institutions make it hard to reallocate shrinking funds to new projects/initiatives 



Proposed Solutions 
Despite these weaknesses and threats, and because of these strengths and opportunities, there is hope. Thankfully, there are a growing number of disability theologians and content experts teaching in seminaries and religious studies departments as well as a growing number of centers,[endnoteRef:16] organizations,[endnoteRef:17] self-assessment tools,[endnoteRef:18] and policy recommendations[endnoteRef:19] aimed at bringing together disabled people and their allies to improve religious education. Given the small and scattered nature of these programs and initiatives, now is the time for educators, design experts, and accreditation personnel to come together and strategize on ways to integrate disability pedagogy more fully and thoughtfully into religious and theological education. There are multiple aspects to this urgent need to gather our resources in our varied institutions. Notably, these opportunities include: [16:  “Center for Disability and Ministry,” Western Theological Seminary, https://www.westernsem.edu/center-for-disability-and-ministry/. ]  [17:  “Institute on Theology and Disability,” Collaborative on Faith & Disabilities, https://faithanddisability.org/institute/. ]  [18:  “Disability and Theological Education – Self-Assessment Tool,” Association of Theological Schools, February 17, 2015, https://www.ats.edu/files/galleries/disability-and-theological-education-self-assessment-tool.pdf ]  [19:  “Policy Guidelines,” Association of Theological Schools, February 15, 2015, https://www.ats.edu/files/galleries/association-policy-guidelines.pdf ] 

· Greater collaboration between theological and religious scholars across institutions.
· Institutions’ strategic planning initiatives, which can create imperatives for administrative and institutional learning around disability. We should encourage provosts, deans, and other academic leaders to meet with disabled faculty, accessibility-service officers, and other interested parties to help integrate disabled perspectives into strategic planning initiatives. 
· Creation of Inclusion, Diversity, Equity, and Accessibility (IDEA) committees that can create collaborative venues such as symposia, listening sessions, universal design for learning training, book clubs, etc.
· Coalitional opportunities that are student-led. 
· Identifying administrative stakeholders who are excited by opportunities for change. Invite institutional leaders to share their expertise and social capital. Examples of that sharing include inviting institutional leaders to disability-centered student and faculty meetings. 
· Using the resources that denominations, seminaries, and other training centers offer to encourage faith-based institutions to link accessibility with their mission.
· Bringing a strengths-based mindset to our design of curricula and programming and to our applications for grants and other funding. Consider asking the question, “How can we make inclusive and disability-centered programs happen at our institutions?”

The ideas of the group were expansive and urgent, but institutions need not feel overwhelmed by these proposals. Instead, institutional leadership should consider what concrete steps they can take right now to make their organizations more inclusive and how they will be held accountable to that inclusion moving forward. To help in these efforts, we have created and curated the following resources: 
· Consider training faculty and staff on strategies for inclusive pedagogy such as those found on the AAR Inclusive Pedagoggy Webinar Series. 
· Start a student or faculty disability book club using one of the books found on our Disability Theology Book List. 
· Incorporate a reading in your course that centers disability like one of those found on our Disability Theology Database. 
· Incorporate intersectional multimedia resources into your classroom, such as the ones found Disability Artifact Archive. 
· Complete an accessibility self-assessment tool, like the ATS Disability and Theological Education Self-Assessment Tool. 
· Support or help begin a disability student group, like the Duke Divinity Spoon Collective. 

In conclusion, we wish to invite faculty and staff at religious institutions, seminaries, and other centers to focus on the positive aspects of disability scholarship and to ask how that scholarship can contribute to the wider embrace of diversity taking place in the academy. In the same breath, we would welcome our readers to seek out opportunities to incorporate and integrate disability perspectives into their lives and work. Everybody—indeed, every body—is valid and ought to be valued; thus, we commend to our readers postures of hospitality, solidarity, and availability to embodied difference. We do so in the hope that we can use our varied gifts and our diverse modes of embodiment to reorient and repair the parts of the world that need healing and empathy, and we ask that our religious institutions consider following suit.
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