ANDERSEN ROSS PHOTOGRAPHY

Advice, technology and tools

Work

Send your careers story
to: naturecareerseditor
@nature.com

ABOINERSUCIEY

Disabled people face many challenges in academia — and that must be corrected.

ast year, disabled early-career research-
erswereunder-represented among PhD
graduates in science, technology, engi-
neering and maths (STEM) fields.

In the United States, 25% of adults
live with a disability, but in 2020 those with
impaired hearing or vision earned just 4% of
US STEM PhDs, and those with a mobility lim-
itation earned just 1% of STEM PhDs.

Areport by the UK Royal Society in January
2021 found that 12.5% of UK STEM graduates
hadadisability in the 2018-19 academicyear, up
from 6.1%in 2007-08. This rise is attributed to
increases in students reporting mental-health
conditions and learning difficulties. Those with
physical disabilities comprised roughly 2% of UK
STEM graduate studentsin 2019.

In this second feature to mark National Dis-
ability Employment Awareness Month in the
United States (October; asimilar UK event, Dis-
ability History Month, runs from 18 November
to 18 December), four disabled early-career
researchersrecount their own experiences with
navigating ableism in academia and how they
are surmounting barriers in research spaces.
An earlier article focused on disabled group
leaders, and how academia’s ableist culture —
beliefs or practices that devalue and discrimi-
nate against people with disabilities (whether
physical conditions, mental-health issues,
chronicillnesses or cognitive differences) —
needs to change (see Nature 598, 221-223;
2021). These junior researchers describe how
graduate-student and postdoctoral-researcher
colleagues canbetter advocate for accessibility
and inclusivenessin laboratory teams.
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Four junior researchers with disabilities
describe their career experiences sofar,
and how colleagues can act as allies.
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Iwas treated for anxiety, depressionand panic
attacks after being sexually assaulted during
my second undergraduate year at the Univer-
sity of Michiganin Ann Arbor. 1 lost my short-
term memory. The university’s sexual-assault
prevention and awareness centre wrote to my
professors, explaining the situation and list-
ing steps to help me, including postponing
my exams.

I was diagnosed with post-traumatic stress
disorder (PTSD) eight months after the attack
and was granted some course extensions.
Igraduated a semester late, and started grad-
uate school at the Scripps Institution of Ocean-
ography in San Diego, California,in2014, ayear
laterthanlhadintended.Ithought that beingin
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anew place would help, but Ileft my entire sup-
port network and my family backin Michigan.

Three months into graduate school, I was
back in crisis counselling. Graduate school
wasre-traumatizing in many ways. L had panic
attacks going into meetings with my adviser,
and I was re-diagnosed with PTSD.

Iturned to my established support network
at Michigan. A former professor suggested
applying for a postdoc that was co-advised
by someone at the US National Oceanic and
Atmospheric Administration to explore fed-
eral research options. I was successful, and
began working at Michigan again in 2020.

Once in my new role,  asked about the pro-
cess for reporting a disability. I told my two
postdoctoral advisers, “ have this disability, I
have PTSD, and these are some of the accommo-
dationsIneed.” Thisisan awkward way tostart
anew job —but now I work four ten-hour days
each week, and Iwork remotely. I rely on main-
taining aschedule to keep my mental healthin
check. It’s really different having my support
network and my family locally.  am Hispanic,
and family is hugely importantin our culture.

My currentadviserisincredibly supportive of
peopletaking time offto deal with their health.
I get called out for not scheduling a holiday.
Leaves of absence should be normalized. My
advicetoothersis: you don’t know what’s going
onwith other people. Don’t assume someoneis
beinglazy or doesn’t care. And remember that
when someone is struggling with their mental
health, it’s hard for them to assess their own
mental state. Don’t treat people like crap.

Sara Rivera is a microbial ecologist and
postdoctoral researcher at the University
of Michigan and the National Oceanic and
Atmospheric Administration in Ann Arbor.

VANESSA CRISTINA
DASILVA FERREIRA
CREATEEQUITY FORALL

In 2014, on the first day of my second under-
graduate semester at university, I seriously
injured my ankle after a car hitme.lhad touse
awheelchair for six months, and my mother
hadtogoto classes withme. The next semester
was very hard:waslearning towalk again, and
I was diagnosed with attention deficit hyper-
activity disorder (ADHD).

It took me six years to get my undergradu-
atedegreeinphysics.1took fewer classes each
semester owing to difficulties navigatingahuge
campus.lhad amazingand supportive friends,
butnotall of my classmates had their attitude.

In one episode, I had a lab class on the sec-
ondfloor, and the elevator was never working.
I had to ask friends to help me up the stairs,
and then they’d go back and get my wheelchair
and my bag — it was a huge operation. For our
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Sara Rivera works in the lab.

final-exam experiment, we had to splitinto two
groups because there was not enough equip-
ment. There would be a lottery to see which
half of the class had to come back the next
day. One friend asked the instructor whether
I could go on that day because | had already
gotten up the stairs, but another studentsaid
itwould be unfair to take me out of the lottery.
My professors were all very supportive, but
my university did not have an office to deal
with disabilities at that time. | asked profes-
sors and administrators whether I could have
rides between buildings on campus, but they
said no. Instead, they suggested that I could
study from home by e-mailing my professors
and scheduling exams. (This was before the
pandemic, so there were noremote lectures.)
Butlwanted to go to classes. That is my right.
I spent a year in Portugal, learning Portu-
guese sign language and teaching science
to a deaf-blind student. My experiences
there were very different. The elevators were
alwaysworking.lasked whether the university
needed documentation of my disability, and
administrators and my supervisor said, “No,
ifyousay you haveit, we trust you.”
luse one crutchfor stability because my right
legisweaker thanmy left one,and my ankle can
easily roll and make me fall. I have a lot of pain
and cannot walk or sit for too long. I need to
take breaks and stretchsometimes during class.
Now, there is aworking group on campus to
address disabled students’ concerns, but they
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don’talways hearus. Whenlexpressed worries
aboutbeingrestricted toremote classes, asen-
ior researcher dismissed my concerns, claiming
her 20 years of inclusion-research experience
didn’tsupportthem.I'mthe onewholives with
my mobility restrictionsand ADHD every day. |
cannot puttheminaboxtodaybecauseldon’t
want to think about them. They’re part of me.

Onthe university campus, students and fac-
ulty members just need to ask whether peo-
ple need help. That cansolve many problems,
but if the disabled person says, “No, thank
you,” then they must accept that and not be
offended. Sometimes, we need to go alone or
try to do something for ourselves.

After my undergraduate graduation, some
students and faculty members with disabil-
ities formed a support and advocacy group.
Together, we are in a stronger position to ask
the university for better accessibility and for
policy changes. InJuly 2021, we got the univer-
sity toadd accessibility rights to their policies
for applying for master’s studies.

When I had all these issues with using the
wheelchair, I had a lot of support from the
cleanersat the university. They asked whether
Ineeded anything and were always smilingand
encouraging me. During my honours-thesis
presentation, Ithanked these women because
they were so important to my success. They
arepeoplethatother people sometimesdon’t
see —just like disabled people.

Some people think that a disability is
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somehow a privilege, but in reality disabled
students need equity — not equality. With
equality, we are not getting anywhere. But
with equity, all students can access the same
facilities and education. We cannot give up,
even though it’s hard sometimes. | won’t be
quiet. Disabled people are part of society, and
disability is just another human characteristic.

Vanessa Cristina da Silva Ferreira is a master’s
student in science and maths education for
deaf people at the Federal Rural University of
Rio de Janeiro in Seropédica, Brazil.

LOGANGIN
DISABILITYISN'TA
DIRTY WORD

I have diastrophic dysplasia, a form of dwarf-
ism, which means that use forearm crutches
togetaround, and anelectric scooter to travel
longer distances. Standing for long periods
and reaching things can be challenging. I'm
often navigating spaces that weren’t built or
designed for people with disabilities.

A theme throughout my academic career
hasbeen challenging myselfin STEM, despite
the accessibility issues I face in this arena.

As an undergraduate, | had to navigate the
older, hilly campus of my university. Ramps
were tacked onto the backs of buildings. I'd
enter one lecture hall through a backstage
entrance. What message is the university
sending?

I wrestled with the challenges for disabled
students who want to feel like a part of the
STEM community. For biology and chemistry
lab classes, all of the benches and fume hoods
were made for someone of average height. The
course instructors would try to set up a plat-
form or a stool that | could stand on to reach
things. Butit eventually became asafety issue
because I wasn’t comfortable reaching for
chemicals from these surfaces.

The solution came in the form of my lab
partner, anotherstudentwhomImetearly on.
Wemadeagreatteam: he did all the hands-on
manipulations, and I did the data collection
andanalysis. Wematched ourschedulestotake
all our lab courses together. He understood
whatlIneeded, and I was able to contribute.

When I tell this story, I say I feel very fortu-
nate. But so many people might go into that
first-year lab course and have a partner who
doesn’t work well with them, or a lab coordi-
nator who is not accommodating, and then
they are done with STEM. That's it.

In many ways, I was turned off by the phys-
ical aspects of doing science. I had to con-
sider whether I wanted to continue dealing
with the stress of navigating physical spaces.
1did not, so I found an alternative field: edu-
cationresearch. Now, 99% of my workisonthe

computer. It was atoughdecision, butImade
it to preserve my mental and physical health.
Now, my goalis to make it easier for those who
come after me to navigate those spaces.

There aremany fieldsinscience, especially
computational sciences, that don’t require
physical exertion. But students shouldn’t all
be shepherded towards those because they
have disabilities. Can we create truly acces-
sible experiences for all students to choose
whichever field they wish?

Atgraduate school, bothmyPhD adviser and
Ifound it difficult to get the accommodations
Ineeded in our lab group’s space — even sim-
ple things, such as a stool to reach the sink. As
agraduate student registered with the disability
office, Iwastold, “We only deal withaccommo-
dationsrelated to coursework. That’'sahuman
resources (HR) concern because you are an
employee.” Then, HRwould ping-pong meback
to this disability office because Iwas astudent.

Intheend, the costs of my accommodations
were shared by my advisers and my depart-
ment, because they wanted me to be success-
ful. What I needed was inexpensive, but other
adaptive equipment could be pricey. If prin-
cipalinvestigators think it has to come out of
theirbudget, are they going towant to recruit
andretain graduate students with disabilities?

The burden is often placed on students to
self-advocate with their professors, mentors
and the disability office — which takes time,
effort and energy. Try to identify people who
have your interests in mind. Find individuals
who want to go to bat for youand will challenge
ableism in academia. Sometimes people can-
not help, but will connect you tothose who can.

Checking in about accessibility needs
should be alab-group norm, not a special cir-
cumstance. Society is finally at the point where
‘disability’ isn’t a dirty word, but we need to
frequently discuss accessibility.

Logan Gin is a PhD student in biology
education at Arizona State University in Tempe
who is studying the undergraduate STEM
experiences of students with disabilities.

DIVYAPERSAUD
JUSTASK
WHATWENEED

I developed a disabling chronic illness about
halfway through my undergraduate pro-
gramme, during whichItook three periods of
medicalleave.lalso took ayear off before my
PhD programme in space and climate physics.

Academia has a big problem with accom-
modating people with disabilities. Despite
registering my disability with my university
asanundergraduate, [ still struggled toaccess
recorded lectures and had my grades docked
for not attending class. I taught myself by
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reading textbooks, and camein whenIcould.

Idealtwithalot of hostility. Some professors
told me I needed to communicate better, but
I didn’t want to be explicit about my illness.
However, | was not getting the help I needed
unless I laid it all on the table. I sometimes
advise people to be gruesome: it is pretty
common to be dismissed if you won’t fully
disclose your disability, although you have a
right to privacy.

One of my informal mentors showed me
what true accommodation was. She told me
to work from wherever was comfortable. She
alsotreated me as aresearcher, whichallowed
me to see myself as one. | chose mentors who
I knew would accommodate me and respect
my autonomy. If you are a woman of colour
in STEM, like me, informal mentors can help
you to stay sane.

My conditionis in flux and unpredictable. |
often have to cancel commitments at the last
minute. On the outside, I look flaky. It’s very
humbling: I have to prioritize paying atten-
tionto mybody and say I cannot attend some
eventsin person.

But I've also learnt that people should not
apologize constantly. That tells the other
person (and you) that it’s your fault. Making
incessant apologies affects how you view
yourself. Instead, I say, “Thank you for your
patience,” or “Ican’t100% commit to thisin the
nextweek.” Also, bealittle assertive. Disclose
private details only when it serves to get you
something.

Ifyouwant to advocate for a disabled peer,
just ask what they need. It will be awkward,
butthat’s life. Don’t stop asking your disabled
friends to go out. Don’t do things out of kind-
ness without asking for consent. Don’t ever
disclose someone’s disability to someoneelse.

And don’tassume that everyoneinthe room
isable-bodied. To break the ableism mindset,
engage with the work of disabled people:
watch TED talks given by disabled scientists
and read their words. My go-to activists are
Alice Wong, who edited the 2020 book Dis-
ability Visibility, and Lydia X. Z. Brown, who
writes about neurodiversity.

Try to reframe your perspective about
people with different needs. Walk into a lab
or classroom and consider: what about this
space is disabling someone? The chairs? The
lack of aramp? Who can’t go on a hiking out-
ing? Is this event, which is being presented in
an old London building, excluding people?

I think about this a lot: who are we missing
inour field because of disability?

Divya Persaud is a PhD student in space and
climate physics at University College London,
working remotely from Pasadena, California.

Interviews by Kendall Powell.
These interviews have been edited for length
and clarity.
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