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Time Harms: Disabled Faculty Navigating  
the Accommodations Loop

I needed time, but time doesn’t help that much.
—Camille, interviewee in the Disabled Faculty Study

We are accustomed to saying that “time heals.” 
But time also harms, and that less-well-acknowl-
edged fact is a central tenet of crip spacetime. The 
theory of crip spacetime builds on crip time and 
critical disability studies to explain what it means 
to be disabled in specific spaces. I developed this 
theory while working on an eight-year project, the 
Disabled Faculty Study, that focuses on everyday 
academic life as experienced by disabled faculty.1 It 
draws on a survey (Price et al. 2017; Kerschbaum 
et al. 2017), in-depth interviews conducted with 
thirty-six disabled faculty members, and pub-
lished accounts by or about disabled faculty. One 
of the most important findings from the study is 
that access, as envisioned and practiced in the con-
temporary university, actually worsens inequity 
rather than mitigating it. In other words, even 
when policy makers, scholars, and everyone else 
involved in the academic enterprise make sincere 
efforts to “include” disabled people, the disparities 
between disabled and nondisabled life only 
become more pronounced.
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Crip spacetime helps explain why that happens. This theory turns 
attention away from individual disabled bodies and the obsession with 
“accommodating” those individual bodies, focusing instead on relations, 
systems, objects, and discourses. Essentially, crip spacetime shows that 
thinking about disability and access in terms of individual bodies not only 
does an inadequate job of explaining both disability and access but also tends 
to exacerbate inequity and block efforts at inclusivity.2 In this article, I 
explore one specific theme—slowness—to demonstrate how crip spacetime 
works. My aim is not only to provide empirical evidence that disabled faculty 
are appallingly underserved by their academic employers but also to slow 
down with time itself—to analyze, carefully and bit by bit, the textures and 
shapes of time in higher education, so that we can better understand how it 
is mobilized to divide workers against one another and against themselves. 
Understanding this dynamic positions us to take collective action, to “imag-
ine possible futures, a place where life could be lived differently” (hooks 
1994: 61).

Some of my insights draw on previous scholarship in critical temporal-
ity studies, including Lauren Berlant’s (2007) slow death, Mel Y. Chen’s 
(2016) slow constitution, Elizabeth Freeman’s (2010) chrononormativity, 
and Alison Kafer’s (2013) and Ellen Samuels’s (2017) versions of crip time. 
Some may be new, for example, my argument that recovery, loops, and con-
ditionality are important aspects of critical temporality studies. Overall, I 
argue that time is part of a material-discursive field through which body-
minds3 are sorted. Further, as my analysis of interviews shows, time is not 
separable from cost (see Patsavas 2018). Perhaps we already knew this—we 
“spend time,” after all, and “time is money,” and, I guess inevitably, we now 
have “time poverty” (Williams, Masuda, and Tallis 2016; Zilanawala 2016). 
But I think we need to notice, again, how those costs are rung up in specific 
moments, for specific subjects.

Deceleration: A Love Affair

The slow movement, usually reported to have begun in 1986 with a “slow 
food” protest against McDonald’s, has proliferated through slow fashion, 
slow cinema, slow parenting, and slow travel. Some of the movement’s ver-
sions within academe include slow agency (Micciche 2011), slow counseling 
(Astramovich and Hoskins 2012), and slow medicine (Sweet 2017). The con-
cept of slow professoring (Berg and Seeber 2016) has been rightly criticized 
for its failure to address the privileges necessary to take up its recommenda-
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tions, and yet its tenets are echoed with increasing frequency within aca-
demic spaces: Take time off. No email after work hours. Say no. Except in rare 
cases, such as the insightful coauthored article “For Slow Scholarship” by 
Alison Mountz et al. (2015),4 the complex costs of such slowness are ignored. 
Not everyone can work slowly and be rewarded for it (or even survive doing 
it). I note, but do not dwell on, the inevitably neoliberal tilt of arguments for 
slowing down in the service of greater overall productivity, with happiness 
marshaled as part of one’s performance.

Temporality has been a focus of queer studies for at least fifteen years 
(Freeman 2010; Halberstam 2005; Love 2007) and is now being mentioned 
more frequently as materialist scholars explore various implications of 
becoming as theorized by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari (1987, 1994). 
Much of the materialist scholarship (both new and structural) calls attention 
to the use of time as a metric of production in late capitalism. As Rosi Braidotti 
(2019: 41) argues, acceleration leads to “the negative, entropic frenzy of capi-
talist axiomatic,” while “the political starts with de-acceleration.” Braidotti is 
joined by many other scholars in exploring the relationships between time 
and materiality. For example, Rachel Loewen Walker (2014: 54) argues for the 
value of a “living present” as a resistant feminist imaginary. She elaborates:

Just as we cannot expect to jump up and run away the minute after we twist 
an ankle, we cannot erase a history of exclusion with the great big stroke of 
“legalizing same-sex marriage in Canada.” . . . The living present is heavy 
with lineages that mimic, critique and undo our assumed histories, and, 
rather than wiping away the past or seeking absolution for our actions, we 
can embrace this thick temporality, recognizing its ability to deepen our 
accountabilities to those pasts and their possible futures. (56)

In other words, Walker suggests, the living present forms a thick temporality 
(which echoes, without directly citing, Clifford Geertz). This means that 
past and future matter through what we imagine to be the present.

Further, Walker’s theory includes the key construct of accountability, 
which I argue is the ethical component missing from many new materialist 
theories calling for “alternative modes of becoming” and “new alliances” 
(Braidotti 2019: 49–50) between subjects and also between fields of study. 
And yet, the matter of disability is both foregrounded and strangely unac-
counted for in most new materialist theories. Taking Walker’s article as an 
example, we might ask: Is the twisted ankle in this example meant to be a 
minor inconvenience experienced by a generally nondisabled person? Will 
the ankle turner be able to run and jump, not the minute after their accident 
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but maybe five minutes later? Or is the metaphor meant to indicate the kind 
of slow, painful change and healing that might follow sweeping progressive 
legislation on a national scale? This is not a problem with Walker’s theory of 
a living present but, rather, an indication that it could extend further. What 
about the matter of disability—especially since disability studies has a long 
history of theorizing time?

Crip time in many ways parallels Walker’s theory of a “living present” 
but moves beyond it as well. For example, Ellen Samuels’s (2017) “Six Ways 
of Looking at Crip Time” presents crip time as layered and marked by loss—
not the temporary loss of a twisted ankle but scarring, life-changing loss. 
She writes:

I look 25, feel 85, and just want to live like the other 40-somethings I know. 
I want to be aligned, synchronous, part of the regular order of the world.

Like the leaves just now turning as the year spins toward its end, I 
want sometimes to be part of nature, to live within its time. But I don’t. My 
life has turned another way. (n.p.)

Samuels’s essay deliberately emphasizes the painful and difficult aspects of 
crip time, those “that are harder to see as liberatory, more challenging to find 
a way to celebrate.” Samuels thus presents an important counterpoint to the 
optimistic and desire-oriented approach to disability that characterized much 
disability studies theory in the 1990s and early 2000s. As necessary as opti-
mism and desire are, disability studies must also incorporate the painful and 
sometimes unbearable aspects of being disabled, or the discipline itself will 
include only some of its purported demographic (see Price 2015).

Alison Kafer’s Feminist, Queer, Crip (2013) similarly grapples with the 
paradox of disability as the simultaneous site of hopeful futures and painful 
loss. References to Feminist, Queer, Crip often quote one of its most uplifting 
statements about crip time: “Rather than bend disabled bodies and minds to 
meet the clock, crip time bends the clock to meet disabled bodies and minds” 
(27). However, if we explore Kafer’s discussion of crip/queer time throughout 
her book, we find a more complicated mix of takes, especially the potential of 
theories of futurity to reinscribe harm, abuse, colonization, and slavery, all 
while claiming to leave them behind. In her chapter on the cyborg, for exam-
ple, Kafer argues that, while the future-pointing potential of the cyborg is 
invigorating, it also demands “a reckoning, an acknowledgement, of the 
cyborg’s history in institutionalization and abuse” (128). A key part of Kafer’s 
approach to crip time5 is its acknowledgment that no history can really be 
moved past; no future, no matter how liberatory, really leaves anything behind.
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As we reconsider time vis-à-vis these scholars, an important divide is 
apparent between those whose theories center questions of accountability 
and harm as a constitutive element of development, and those whose do not. 
The common theme of accountability causes me to add Nirmala Erevelles as 
a theorist whose ideas shape crip understandings of time, although her book 
Disability and Difference in Global Contexts (2011) does not name crip time 
directly. In Disability and Difference, Erevelles presents time as a necessary 
part of the intertwining of race and disability through the process of becom-
ing. Drawing on Hortense J. Spillers’s “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe” (1987), 
Erevelles (2011: 26) argues that race and disability must be understood in 
terms of each other, because “it is the materiality of racialized violence that 
becomes the originary space of difference.” The contemporary understand-
ing of disability that underlies such logics as fitness and stamina has formed, 
Erevelles argues, not after the Middle Passage or as a consequence of the 
Middle Passage but through the Middle Passage. This makes Erevelles’s 
reading of becoming quite different from, for example, Margaret Shildrick’s 
(2009) (also examined by Erevelles), and more like M. Jacqui Alexander’s 
(2006: 190) use of “palimpsestic time,” which measures change through 
experience, including the experience of trauma—and which emphasizes the 
constant layering and relayering of history on the present.

Drawing on Erevelles, Kafer, and Samuels, I argue that time and 
accountability are inseparable. In their different ways, these three authors 
argue not simply that we could recognize harm as a constituent aspect of 
time but that we must recognize it as such. That recognition informs my 
understanding of academic time: it is composed not only of a fast-moving, 
bell-ringing present but also of histories of inequality and abuse, as well as 
uncertain futures that could point toward either transformation or further 
eugenic projects.

Academe as a workplace has rhythms unlike most others. For exam-
ple, most faculty and students are not expected to follow any particular time-
table outside of classes and meetings, while staff are usually expected to fol-
low a more conventional nine-to-five schedule. At least twice a year its 
inhabitants experience a temporal break (not necessarily time off), followed 
by a fresh, sometimes jarring restart. These temporal breaks are rigorously 
scheduled, often years in advance. Time is constantly referenced: “time to 
degree,” “extended time on tests,” “stop the clock.” Yet, because academic 
time blends premodern and postmodern ways of working (Walker 2009), 
most faculty do not use billable hours, nor do many of us even keep track of 
our hours, despite the percentages that are supposed to structure our labor. 
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Highly privileged academic employees (the 1 percent, you might say) are 
allowed to take part in premodern customs such as tenure and the sabbati-
cal, both of which assume time is required to develop knowledge and creativ-
ity. However, even tenured faculty are constantly exhorted to “do more with 
less” and, in general, as Judith Walker (2009: 500) shows, are forced to par-
ticipate in an “ever-increasing exigency to justify time and to take individual 
responsibility for doing so.” Further, the scarcity of time for academic work-
ers takes place in a context of decadent abundance for certain pursuits, 
including marketing, building, and athletics (Meyerhoff, Johnson, and 
Braun 2011).

The COVID-19 pandemic has altered some of these rhythms. People 
accustomed to moving easily through the spacetime of their universities 
have found themselves dropped into another world: housebound, unable to 
predict what might happen next week, trying to plan in advance for future 
debilitation, anxious, frightened, and suddenly dependent on strangers for 
their own health and safety. Disabled academics have written many pieces, 
on social media and elsewhere, pointing out that this so-called new normal 
is in fact the old normal for many (Wilde 2020). And yet, despite the monu-
mental changes brought by COVID-19, many temporal patterns remain 
intact. The compression of more work into increasingly limited time frames 
is, if anything, amplified. Budgets have been slashed and jobs cut, while 
those still employed are expected to do (even) more with (even) less. For 
example, as I write during the summer of 2020, faculty are expected to pre-
pare multiple versions of syllabi to meet a number of different possible 
scenarios for our autumn courses: in person, online, hybrid, or, in a puz-
zling new term, “HyFlex.” Women and minoritized faculty are bearing 
most of the burden. According to both the UK Guardian and the US Inside 
Higher Education, women’s submissions of research have dropped sharply 
(Fazackerley 2020; Flaherty 2020). Meanwhile, Black people and other 
people of color are not only bearing professional burdens but also dying 
from COVID-19 at much higher rates. The pandemic, while sometimes 
extolled as a chance to slow down, offers that pleasant kind of slowness 
only to the most privileged.

Given this context, academic time has a particular ability to intensify 
and sustain structural inequities. It draws on both postmodern (for the 
masses) and premodern (for the elite) systems of timekeeping and practices 
a special regime of nontransparency with regard to how time is spent, while 
at the same time increasing technologies of surveillance and encouraging 
self-surveillance. Walker (2009) speculates, in her article’s conclusion, that 
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future studies of academic time will show “differential effects” based on sub-
ject position (race, class, gender, age, discipline). This has turned out to be 
true in the case of the Disabled Faculty Study. Although time was not a main 
focus of the initial research questions, it turned out to be an important topic 
for nearly every interviewee. Further investigation led to my realization that 
not all of us, in academia, are inhabiting the same spacetime.

Exploring the Textures and Shapes of Time: The Disabled Faculty Study

The Disabled Faculty Study was launched in 2012 as a collaborative effort 
among Stephanie Kerschbaum (rhetoric/composition, University of Dela-
ware), Amber O’Shea (psychology, Temple University), Mark Salzer (rehabil-
itation psychology, Temple University), and me (English, Spelman College 
and Ohio State University). Over one hundred people volunteered for inter-
views, and thirty-six interviews were eventually completed. Following inter-
viewees’ preferences, interviews took place in a variety of modes, including 
face-to-face, videoconference, telephone, instant-message chat, and email. 
Some interviews were oral, some signed, and some were a mix; we also 
worked with interpreters, captionists, and/or vocal assistants at various 
times, both remotely and in person.6

I analyzed the interviews using an approach to coding described by 
Cheryl Geisler (2018) and Geisler and Jason Swarts (2019). My early catego-
ries, including ambient uncertainty, gaslighting, and bodymind event (see 
Price 2017, 2018), showed me that disabled faculty members often seem to 
inhabit a different reality than their nondisabled colleagues. Or, to put it less 
dramatically, a disabled faculty member’s everyday life and choices may be 
extraordinarily hard to understand from a nondisabled point of view. Inter-
viewees described grappling with such commonsense questions as “Why 
don’t you just explain the problem to your chair?” or “Why not just use the 
elevator, then?” and struggling to elucidate, even to themselves, the nature 
of the barriers they faced. Working from those early codes, I identified a set 
of more robust categories (including space, time, cost, and accountability) 
that formed the basis for a more targeted round of analysis. This article 
focuses mainly on subcodes within the broader code of time, such as 
stamina, conditional (if/then) time, and time needed to get accommodations 
in place. The purpose of identifying codes is to learn more about how they 
work together—in a sense, what story they are telling. The following section 
tells one of the stories that became apparent when I studied the various time 
subcodes together. I call this story the accommodations loop (Figure 1).
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Mapping Crip Spacetime: The Accommodations Loop

Think pieces about slow professoring or slow medicine tend to focus on the 
speed of individual work, and indeed, individual work did receive significant 
attention from interviewees. However, interviewees also spoke at length 
about the speed at which systems and processes move. Analysis of the time 
subcodes revealed that, when processes move slowly, academic workers expe-
rience material costs—harms—for which they then must figure out some 
way to compensate. Often those compensations come at painful cost, such as 
paying for one’s own accommodations, giving up research and creative 
opportunities, or even having to leave one’s job.

Figure 1
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Interviewees described two ways in which the system moves slowly: 
first, accommodations may take a long time to put in place; and second, once 
put in place, accommodations may be time-consuming to use. Both phe-
nomena require detailed unpacking, because the dominant narrative about 
academic accommodation is that it proceeds smoothly, linearly, and promptly. 
For example, even a pro-faculty and disability-studies-informed publication 
like Accommodating Faculty Members Who Have Disabilities by the American 
Association of University Professors (Franke et al. 2012: 32) contributes to 
that narrative by announcing, “Once a faculty member indicates, whether 
orally or in writing, that he or she has a disability, a structured process 
involving several steps begins.” Such statements imply that the process lead-
ing to adequate accommodation is clearly laid out, but the experiences of dis-
abled employees tell a different story.

Roger7 is a white gay man who has tenure at a liberal arts college. 
During his interview, he talked about trying to reach his office, located on 
the fourth floor of his department’s building. Like many disabled faculty, 
Roger had arranged accommodations with his department chair rather than 
register with the human resources department (HR). He ran into difficulty, 
however, when he discovered that the elevator in his building was shut off on 
weekends.

There’s a very bad, fairly unsafe elevator that I am sure was put in years ago, 
strictly to meet some certain kinds of standards, but they barely do. But 
worse is that on weekends the janitors would shut the elevator down. . . . I 
made a point of, yeah, of talking to people in, say, in the administrative and 
the dean’s office about it. And the administrative assistant rather curtly told 
me that, you know, if I wanted anything done about it that I’d have to go to 
Human Resources and register as a person with a disability.

Registering with HR not only would require that Roger go on record as a dis-
abled employee but also would take the time required to make the appoint-
ment, get whatever tests or certifications might be required (and pay for 
them), and then convince HR to change building policy. As it turned out, 
there was a much simpler (and quicker) approach available: Roger brought 
his question to his school’s affirmative action officer, who cut through the 
red tape by contacting the building manager directly. The building manager 
ensured that the elevator would not be shut down on weekends.

Roger’s accommodation story is one of the simpler ones. Jacky, a blind 
woman of color, described starting a tenure-track job at a large, public state 
university.8 Her institution was slow to provide the accommodations she 
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needed: a reader (i.e., a sighted person to read inaccessible material aloud), 
JAWS screen-reading software, and a scanner. Although her university was 
“working on” her accommodations, weeks and months passed. She described 
the situation:

First year was really, like, in that sense shaky, like, I did not have a reader when 
I came, I did not have assistive technology. I just came and straightaway I had 
to start teaching. . . . I had to look for the reader. I had to put the ads for it, 
interview people, and for one or two months I did not have a reader, either 
JAWS or this. . . . Thankfully I taught one course, but that meant like I bought 
so many of my courses just to accommodate myself.

What does “I bought . . . my courses” mean? All tenure-track faculty at Jacky’s 
institution received eight course releases (“buyouts”) in the first five years 
(against an annual 3/3 load: three classes in Fall semester, three in Spring 
semester), intended to support research activity. The first reader she hired, 
who was “wonderful” and “[made] sure everything was accessible,” left the 
institution after a brief time, at which point, Jacky reported, “everything was 
stalled.” (As other interviewees pointed out, the academic custom of hiring 
students as assistants means that, if a worker must be replaced midsemester, 
few applicants are available, since most students have made their arrange-
ments already.) Left with no in-person reader and no screen reader software, 
Jacky used up half her course buyouts in her first three semesters.

At that point, Jacky said, she realized that she couldn’t go on as she was 
and appealed to her department chair for help. She asked for extra course 
releases to make up the ones she had used while self-accommodating, and at 
first she received apologies: “[My chair] knew, everybody knew that [accom-
modations] got delayed and all that, and they kept apologizing: ‘Oh we’re so 
sorry about it, we’re so sorry about it.’ I said, ‘Wait, like, sorry does not solve 
anything. I am literally, you know, halfway through with my course releases 
and it’s my second year.’ . . . Then the whole bargaining started (chuckling).” 
The apology is a common theme in the accommodations loop: apologies are 
routinely offered along with harmful delays. Jacky’s succinct response—
“sorry does not solve anything”—points out that apologies do not redress the 
actual harms occurring.

Jacky’s story shifts at this point to a series of exhausting, and some-
times insulting, discussions about what accommodations would be ade-
quate. In this part of the accommodations loop, disabled employees are often 
asked to prove that they are disabled and/or how badly they actually need the 
requested accommodation. This is a question of time in a different way: how 
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much is loss of time actually affecting the employee? And by affecting, the 
counterbargainer does not mean “How much pain is it costing you?” but, 
rather, “How much is it affecting your productivity?”

Jacky recounted extensive conversations during her second year 
between multiple administrators and staff at her institution:

Jacky: So back and forth between the dean and the provost and dean and 
pro—and they were like—the second year was full of all this drama, 
[and] I was not in any of those meetings. . . . [But] I got to hear a lot of 
nasty things from the provost and, like, from the administration. 
Like, first of all, they said, like, I’m being too needy and demanding.

Margaret: Really.
Jacky: Yeah, too demanding. They were, like, her needs never get over, like 

she wanted a scanner, $1,700 scanner, we got it. She wanted the sec-
ond reader, she wanted, she got it. Now she wants course releases, she 
doesn’t want to teach.

Jacky was not called needy or demanding to her face.9 Rather, an ally in the 
Office of Diversity reported this back to her, not in an effort to hurt her but to 
note that the administration was being “nasty” and that they would have to 
advocate more forcefully. As Jacky said, this process not only delayed her 
work even further but also carried significant emotional cost: “I was in tears, 
I was in tears.” During her interview, Jacky cried again, recalling the pain of 
these events.

At this point, the administration began to discuss granting the course 
releases but insisted that they be awarded on the basis of low productivity 
rather than calling them an accommodation. This introduced a temporal par-
adox into the loop. Jacky was asked to sign a form stating that she would be 
granted the course releases because she had not been productive enough, 
despite the fact that she had already obtained three grants in her first two 
years: “I said, that doesn’t make sense.” Jacky refused to sign and consulted 
with her chair: “I was, like, okay, what should I do? I don’t want to sign. She’s, 
like, just forget about it, don’t sign it. Just fizzle it—let it fizzle away. . . . I had 
asked for five course releases. They gave me two, and then they said, we will 
review the request for the other two courses releases next year, depending if 
you do these [things].” Numerous other faculty members told stories about 
being taken through similar bends and twists while attempting to gain 
accommodations. Jacky had an outstanding work record (“I said, just look at 
my CV”) but was met with a double-bind response: if you need accommoda-
tions, you must be able to show that you are performing poorly; but then, 
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poor performance means you are not a competent faculty member, and thus 
you should not receive benefits like course releases. This paradoxical logic 
often has a clear purpose: in Jacky’s case, as she noted herself, the institution 
wanted to avoid admitting that “they had not complied” with their obligation 
to accommodate her adequately. Numerous other interviewees in the Dis-
abled Faculty Study reported being caught in a similar paradox. As Iris put it, 
“It’s like, [I have to] explain what’s happening that’s difficult, and then 
explain how great I’m doing anyway, and I kind of rhetorically move back 
and forth.”10

Jacky was not asked to prove she was blind or to take a vision test. How-
ever, many interviewees reported being asked to do just that: demonstrate or 
certify their disabilities in specific ways, vetted by specific authorities, a pro-
cess that Samuels (2014) theorizes as biocertification. Some interviewees 
were forced to obtain letters from their doctors or undergo expensive tests, 
while others proactively sought documentation in an effort to avoid at least 
part of the accommodations loop. One deaf faculty member, already tenured, 
arranged a new audiology test when moving to a different (also tenured) job 
and requested that the results be placed in her personnel file. Unfortunately, 
depending on specific circumstances, an employee’s disability may be disbe-
lieved—either its specific effects or even the fact that it exists in the first 
place.11 These narratives are familiar parts of the accommodations loop for 
many disabled employees: first, negotiate the question of whether one is fak-
ing one’s disability or faking one’s need (engage in biocertification), and 
next, undergo some process of surveillance designed to test whether one’s 
biocertification is valid.

These parts of the accommodations loop were a central part of Miyo-
ko’s story.12 Miyoko is an Asian American woman who left a tenured position 
at a midsize private university due to the stress of trying to navigate accom-
modations. Her disabilities include chronic pain in her legs, arms, back, and 
neck, as well as chronic fatigue. During the first several years at her job, she 
self-accommodated in many ways, for example, remaining seated while 
teaching and avoiding use of classroom blackboards. However, work that 
required extensive use of computer keyboard and mouse (such as using her 
school’s course management system) was especially problematic. Eventually, 
and after undergoing two medical leaves, Miyoko formally requested disabil-
ity accommodation from her university’s HR department.

An aspect of bureaucracy that is not often recognized but that is a key 
part of the accommodations loop is its tendency to slow down processes 
through seeming failure to understand the problem.13 For Miyoko, failures to 
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understand her accommodation requests stalled her case repeatedly. She 
sent her initial request letter at the beginning of a summer, several months 
before she hoped accommodations would be implemented. The first stall 
was caused by the fact that she requested a different computer. She had orig-
inally been issued a Mac but then learned (after her conditions became debil-
itating) that Dragon Dictate software worked much better on Windows. Her 
request was misinterpreted to mean that Dragon could not work on a Mac, 
yet instead of contacting Miyoko for clarification or even rejecting the 
request, HR simply did not respond. A second misunderstanding centered 
upon her request to reallocate her teaching load. Miyoko’s usual load was 3/3 
(three fall, three spring), which she asked to have reallocated to 2/2/1/1 (two 
fall, two spring, two summer). She explained:

Basically this first HR [employee] persisted over the summer in being very 
slow to respond . . . and at some point I figured out that . . . her main objec-
tion was that she thought that I was asking for a course reduction. (Laughs) 
So then I couldn’t believe it, but I wrote a letter saying, you know, that 3 plus 
3 is the same as 2 plus 2 plus 1 plus 1, and I actually made a little table to, you 
know, [show that].

Both of these stalls were exacerbated by the fact that responses (when given) 
took more than a month and were sent by certified mail, despite repeated 
requests from Miyoko to use email or the telephone or to meet in person. 
When she received her first certified letter, Miyoko reported, “I realized that 
it had become this very legal thing.”

Like Jacky, Miyoko was not usually permitted to advocate on her own 
behalf. She in fact never learned from HR directly that they had misunder-
stood that 2/2/1/1 was not a course reduction. Her dean revealed that error 
while admonishing her for asking for “less teaching,” at which point Miy-
oko wrote the corrective letter. This accommodation was then granted, but 
only for one year—“subject to renewal.” She was also required to obtain 
medical documentation—again, the biocertification stage of the accommo-
dations loop.

After she sent documentation from her doctor, Miyoko entered a new 
and alarming part of the accommodations loop: being surveilled. “Then I 
got a letter back from them saying that they had Googled me online and they 
had seen certain YouTube videos in which I appeared to be raising my arms 
above my head and doing things inconsistent with my claims that I had 
made in the letter [from my doctor]. . . . I was really shocked.” As Miyoko dis-
cussed her reaction to this new twist, she pointed out a problem with the 
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university’s way of measuring time that was echoed by other interviewees: 
requests for accommodation often turn on precise measurements of chrono-
logical time, but most disabilities don’t run on chronological time—they run 
on crip time. Pain might change a five-minute walk to one’s classroom on 
one day to a twenty-minute walk the next. “Inability” to use the phone might 
mean “inability to use the phone for calls longer than two or three minutes” 
rather than “total inability to use the phone at any point, for any reason.” 
Interviewee after interviewee described the complex, subtle calculations 
they made when trying to manage and predict their stamina.14 One inter-
viewee, Nicola, said that she routinely turned down invitations to attend 
social events after teaching because she knew “if I do this I won’t be able to 
teach tomorrow.”15 Yet another, Trudy, described a long series of such calcu-
lations, affecting every aspect of her work and personal life: “I have to be 
super organized about the semester, assuming that at some point in there 
I’m not going to be doing well. . . . I probably look at my Google calendar 
more than anybody else I know because I have to anticipate what kind of 
energy this day is going to take, where I’m going to find time to rest.”16

As these stories indicate, attempting to fill out an accommodation 
request truthfully can feel like writing one’s own book-length autobiography. 
Yet fitting one’s story into the yes/no, possible/impossible, reasonable/unrea-
sonable discourse of the Americans with Disabilities Act makes it extremely 
difficult to express one’s access needs accurately. At a particular moment in 
Miyoko’s story, some authority at her university saw her (in a video) raise her 
arms above her head once and assumed that was an ability she could flex any 
time, all the time. And yet she would be required to re-biocertify her impair-
ment, by means of doctor’s letters and certified mail, every year. In sum-
mary, institutional discourses required Miyoko’s disability to be constant 
and certain, yet the accommodations themselves were temporary.

In a desperate effort to keep her job, Miyoko paid out of pocket for 
many kinds of software, keyboards, and computer mice, as well as a personal 
assistant to help her manage the dozens of hours of computer work required 
of her each week. One of the last events that occurred before she quit her ten-
ured job was learning that her assistant would be barred from campus:

I hired my own assistant because I realized that the university was not mov-
ing quickly enough and I needed somebody to help me prep for class. . . . So 
I did that and then I got a letter [from HR] saying you must not allow this 
person—this person will not be allowed onto campus because she was not 
hired through the payroll system. Any person that you have as an assistant 
has to be hired by [this university].
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Miyoko received that letter just before the autumn semester began, and in 
accordance with its directive, she began working at home more, continuing 
to pay the assistant out of pocket. Matters did not improve, though, and 
although she had been tenured only the year before, she ended up quitting 
in December. As she spoke about the decision, Miyoko emphasized how 
carefully it was made. She wrote a goodbye email to her colleagues, hoping 
her actions would not be misconstrued: “[I wouldn’t] quit my job to make a 
point, you know, I’m not that kind of person. I know some activist people 
might resign out of protest but I was, like, no, I threw away a tenured posi-
tion knowing exactly what I was doing. And I would have kept it if I could, 
but I just didn’t have the energy.” Miyoko’s decision to resign came after 
years of self-accommodation and “about seven months of trying to work 
within the system.” She added that if she ever had another academic job, “I 
would give myself like two years to get (chuckling) accommodations.” How-
ever, asked if she would work as a professor again, Miyoko responded that 
she probably would not. “It takes a long time for academia to change,” she 
reflected, “and so in the meantime I will be doing other things.”

Many academics know that accommodations can be difficult to put in 
place. But the extreme delays, and the actual cruelty, that are routine parts of 
the accommodations loop might not be as familiar. Also unfamiliar might 
be that, even when accommodations are granted fairly readily, they often 
cannot be used without investing huge chunks of time. For example, in 
“Time, Speedviewing, and Deaf Academics,” Teresa Blankmeyer Burke 
(2016: n.p.), a Deaf professor of philosophy, describes the time and effort she 
dedicated to locating American Sign Language interpreters when she was 
invited to give two talks at two different schools within the same time frame:

What I cannot predict is how much time to spend on dealing with the uni-
versities or other academic organizations. In the case of the two universities 
mentioned above, one took 3 emails to resolve (my detailed request, univer-
sity response and confirmation, then my response) and the other took close 
to 200 emails. Contrary to what you might think, the wealthy [Ivy League] 
university was obstructionist; the impoverished state university, expedient.

Even if both her hosts had been quickly accommodating, Burke notes, 
arranging interpreters is still a time-consuming task and cannot usually be 
handed off to a proxy (such as a departmental assistant), because “even 
highly skilled ASL-English interpreters are not fungible.” That is, for a phi-
losophy professor like Burke, interpreters must be well versed not just in 
general “academic” interpreting but in interpreting within the discipline of 
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philosophy. Added to that are many more complications of language, loca-
tion, and familiarity, which Burke elaborates further in this and other arti-
cles (e.g., Burke 2017).

Thus, although accommodations are often referred to as measures 
that “level the playing field,” this metaphor represents a dangerous misrep-
resentation. Close study of the accommodations loop shows why. The loop is 
arduous to traverse, must be traversed over and over again, and exacts costs 
not only of time and money but also of emotion. The loop must be traversed 
by anyone seeking accommodations, whether they are quickly granted or 
fiercely contested. And, perhaps most important, the loop is almost always 
invisible to those not traversing it. Its travelers either continue funding their 
own accommodations or find a way to manage the constant labor of justifica-
tion and biocertification, or they disappear from the system (dropping out, 
not having contracts renewed, not getting tenure). When a disabled person 
leaves the university system, the loop closes, for their disappearance removes 
both the need for accommodation and any trace of its history.

Mapping Otherwise

Institutional discourses suggest that waiting for an accommodation is a val-
ue-neutral event. It might be inconvenient or frustrating, but if the accom-
modation is eventually forthcoming (and if everyone has good intentions), 
no real harm is done. I argue that we must counter that assumption by rec-
ognizing a basic law of crip spacetime: time can cause harm. The need to 
assert and reassert access needs becomes a kind of repetitive stress injury, 
called “access fatigue” by Annika Konrad (2016).17 Repetition has received 
considerable attention in the philosophy of time: Sara Ahmed (2006: 57) 
points out that “the work of repetition is not neutral work; it orients the body 
in some ways rather than others.” Thus, when interviewees referred to the 
need to negotiate vis-à-vis their disabilities “all the time,” they were not 
describing a mere nuisance; they were describing a drain on their emotional 
and physical resources that often led to a drain of professional and financial 
resources as well.

The landmarks of crip spacetime are well known to most disabled fac-
ulty members, and in fact to all minoritized faculty members: surveillance, 
disbelief, minimizing, apparent inability to understand straightforward 
requests, gaslighting, microaggressions, open cruelty. Yet those same land-
marks remain mysterious to those who continue to wonder, Why don’t you 
just ask? Why would you leave a tenured position with no secure alternative? 
Why are you always bringing it up? Why aren’t you ever satisfied?
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As I write this conclusion, injustices of appalling scale are sweeping 
the United States and the world, dragged to light and inflamed—but not cre-
ated—by the COVID-19 pandemic. Millions of people are taking action in 
response to the murders of Black people by police, with a new surge of 
energy around the years-long Movement for Black Lives. In this context, I 
am moved to reflect that, in its eight years thus far, the Disabled Faculty 
Study has yielded one finding more urgent than any other: not just collective 
action but collective accountability is the only way forward. Individual accom-
modations—and, by extension, individual efforts—no matter how well exe-
cuted or how enthusiastically put in place, will only lead us further from 
equity and justice. Collective accountability is not just desirable but neces-
sary if we want academic life to change for the better.

This work will take a long time. It will be an ongoing practice, not an 
event, and I can’t predict how it will unfold. But I’ll leave you with this one 
suggestion for breaking out of the accommodations loop, one step toward col-
lective accountability in crip time: the next time someone tells you they need 
something—anything, any accommodation for any reason—believe them.

Notes

 1  Due to limitations on funding and my research capacity, I did not include academics 
other than faculty in the interview sample. However, I hope to continue broadening this 
study, and my coresearchers and I encourage other researchers to make use of our instru-
ments (a survey and an interview protocol) if they wish. For details see margaretprice 
.wordpress.com/disabled-faculty-study/.

 2  For more on this theory, see Price 2017, 2018.
 3  For a fuller explanation of why I use bodymind rather than body and mind, see Price 2015.
 4  This open-source article, written by a collective of feminist geographers, directly 

engages structural inequity rather than offering glib advice about individual fixes. It 
does provide a list of recommended actions, but these are deliberately framed as both 
collective and complicated in nature. For example, “Organize” is number 3 on the list 
(Mountz et al. 2015: 16); “write fewer emails” is accompanied by a discussion of the 
political implications of refusing to respond (17); and “Say No” is paired with “Say Yes,” 
to encourage discussion of the ways that more secure academics can make a material 
difference to, and/or share resources with, less secure academics (18).

 5  This theme continues in Kafer 2016 on trauma and in Kafer’s contribution to this issue 
of South Atlantic Quarterly.

 6  We recruited participants from a range of backgrounds, types of institutions, areas of 
study, academic ranks (including non-tenure-track and clinical roles), and types of 
self-identified disabilities. This method, maximum variation sampling, aims to learn 
from varied experiences rather than achieve a “representative” sample. For more details 
on the study’s methodology, see Kerschbaum and Price 2017 and Price and Kersch-
baum 2016. Some details of interviewees’ positions or backgrounds are omitted to 
maintain confidentiality. Interviewees were offered the chance to shape their own 
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descriptions. For example, the interviewee Jacky chose to be described as a “woman 
of color.”

 7  Telephone interview, conducted orally by Stephanie Kerschbaum, working with cap-
tioning service (CapTel). All interviewee names given are pseudonyms.

 8  In-person interview, conducted orally by Margaret Price.
 9  Maximum variation sampling does not permit comparisons across demographics, for 

example, how often an event was experienced by disabled women of color or disabled 
queer people compared to disabled white straight men. However, the many belittling 
remarks and frankly horrible treatment faced by multiply minoritized disabled faculty 
members indicate that this is an important area for future study.

 10  In-person interview, conducted orally by Margaret Price.
 11  For more on the “disability con” and its frequent appearance in stereotypes of dishonest 

or scheming disabled people, see Samuels 2014; Brune and Wilson 2013; Dolmage 
2014, 2017; and Dorfman 2019.

 12  Videoconference interview, conducted orally by Margaret Price.
 13  For a thoughtful discussion of bureaucracy and its role in shaping the experience of 

disability in higher education, see Titchkosky 2011: 39, 94–96.
 14  For further empirical evidence of these constant calculations, see Bê 2019: 1344.
 15  In-person interview, conducted orally by Margaret Price.
 16  In-person interview, conducted orally by Stephanie Kerschbaum.
 17  Intertwined with access fatigue are phenomena specific to different but interlocking 

systems of oppression, for example, “racial battle fatigue,” identified and studied by 
William A. Smith (Smith, Allen, and Danley 2007; Smith, Hung, and Franklin 2011).
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