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Meloncon’s Rhetorical Accessability explores the connections 
between critical work in disability studies and technical 
communication. The first collection of its kind, included essays 
combine theory and practice to emphasize the value of placing 
disability studies at the forefront of design, workplace practices, 
and pedagogies. Echoing the diversity of scholarship that has 
contributed to this emerging area of study—from disability studies, 
technical communication, rhetoric, and literacy studies— the 
collection emphasizes technical communication as a crucial 
multidisciplinary ground for critical discourse regarding disability 
and accessibility. As a whole, Meloncon’s collection initiates a 
broader scholarly conversation centered on issues of accessibility in 
various technical communication contexts. 

The World Wide Web presents a landscape where interfaces, 
technologies, and new media tools work to exclude a growing 
number of users with disabilities, making the timing of Meloncon’s 
collection more than opportune. As there is no other collection of 
essays that seeks to identify where the lenses of technical 
communication and disability studies overlap, Rhetorical 
Accessability can only be compared to  individual calls to further 
research in this crucial area (Oswal, 2013; Palmeri, 2006; Salvo, 
2005; Walters, 2010). As digital technologies continue to evolve at a 
rapid pace, however, the design processes of these technologies 
must account for accessibility. The material practice of developing 
accessible technologies cannot reside outside the social, cultural, 
and political forces that shape and are amplified by technical 
communication. The essays in this collection respond to this 
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concern and revolve around four broad areas – design, discourse, 
pedagogy, and policy – that encompass important intersections 
between technical communication and disability studies. In this 
review, I examine each of these essays to not only to trace current 
approaches to this area of inquiry, but also to highlight the 
potential contribution of this collection to future directions in 
research and practice. 

In “Embracing Interdependence: Technology Developers, Autistic 
Users, and Technical Communicators,” Elmore responds to gaps in 
user experience research that have resulted in the exclusion of 
autistic persons from design processes. Web-based applications 
designed specifically for autistic users can be developed and 
distributed with relative ease. While the development of assistive 
technologies for autism have included autistic persons in the 
testing of prototypes, Elmore argues that these users must be 
thoroughly involved in the full design process of technologies 
geared toward them. Including autistic persons in this process can 
both help these users engage with assistive technologies and can 
help designers identify areas for innovation. 

While Elmore interrogates a specific technologically-mediated 
context, Jarrett, Redish, and Summers point to more general design 
concerns in “Designing for People Who Do Not Read Easily.” 
Jarrett et al. identify four research methodologies that have 
informed our understanding of the problems readers face in the 
semiotic domain. These methodologies, however, represent work 
done both inside and outside of universities and reflect the 
influence of social/political and cultural forces in shaping research 
paradigms. Their Design to Read project seeks to unify researchers 
and practitioners and cross borders erected by current research 
traditions, in turn seeking to build bridges to readers with visual 
impairments. Based in their research findings, Jarrett et al. present a 
number of recommendations for designers to ensure readability of 
text on the web, emphasizing that changes made to respond to 
cognitive, emotional, and physical challenges that readers face 
inevitably aid all readers.  

Moving from design to theory, Meloncon envisions how 
technological embodiment presents opportunities for enhancing 
theories of technical communication. The work of body studies 
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frames Meloncon’s approach to an emerging yet nomadic area of 
scholarship intersecting post-humanism and technical 
communication. Using Merleau-Ponty’s (1962/2002) notion of 
embodiment, Meloncon provides a post-human view of the 
technical communicator as “a malleable body that can be remade 
through [...] the manifestation of a complex user” (p. 68). In 
presenting contextual examples of audience analysis, Meloncon 
solidifies theoretical conversations poised to shape how 
technological embodiments shift our perceptions of bodies, 
technologies, and practice, helping form a body for technical 
communication itself. Once we understand that we are all 
technologically embodied, we “ensure that we more consciously, 
directly, and ethically orient ourselves in ways that make sure 
people with disabilities are granted more accessibility” (p. 79).  

In “Supercrips Don’t Fly: Technical Communication to Support 
Ordinary Lives of People With Disabilities,” Gutsell and Hulgin 
analyze the work of power/ideology in shaping discourse and the 
search for new understandings of the representation of disabilities, 
in turn developing the work of technical communication as an 
inclusive practice. Following the work of Hall (1997) and Foucault 
(1969/1972), Gutsell and Hulgin assume a critical cultural studies 
lens to examine the social construction of language and its 
tendency to perpetuate “notions of disability and the inherent 
concept of normalcy” (84). Gutsell and Hulgin isolate the supercrip 
metaphor and identify a need for critical cultural perspectives of 
technical communication as a potentially normalizing practice, in 
turn suggesting a context-based approach to the work of technical 
communication and inclusive design.  

The conversation on metaphor is sustained by Arduser, who 
utilizes a critical approach to the use of metaphor in a specific 
discourse community. Employing a critical analysis of metaphors 
in the online diabetes community TuDiabetes, Arduser emphasized 
three phases in her study – identification, interpretation, and 
metaphor explanation – to illustrate the empowering use of 
“diabetes is war” and “diabetes is a beast.” In so doing, Arduser’s 
application of a critical framework to shared experience in an 
online social network leads to new understandings of metaphor as 
empowering people with disabilities and chronic diseases. Aduser 
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offers a perspective that promotes the study of metaphor in patient 
narratives of lived experience in online communities, one that can 
have far-ranging impact on technical communication practice and 
disability studies. 

Moving to pedagogy, Pass presents a thorough approach to 
teaching web design that challenges students to investigate and 
reflect on the full landscape of disability, accessibility, and design 
choices made for all users. Presenting findings from a study that 
sought to explore the impact of both design and accessibility on 
student preferences of print versus e-book environments in a web 
design course, Pass reports how she invited her students to 
approach a digital text with which they were unfamiliar by 
introducing e-book versions of textbooks using the Kindle 2. In 
turn, Pass calls for the need to expand the definition of disability to 
accommodate for cognitive, physical, and emotional issues, in turn 
showing that “Effective accessible design doesn’t just help those 
with permanent disabilities—it helps everyone” (p. 118). 

Oswal and Hewett shift face-to-face delivery to online pedagogy as 
they question the attitudes of composition instructors in addressing 
disabilities in online writing instruction (OWI). While online 
instruction promises to traverse geographical borders in higher 
education, online writing instructors must ensure that the needs of 
visually impaired students are addressed. Barriers to accessibility 
for the blind are ubiquitous in the landscape of the Web, where the 
delivery of OWI relies on technologies that emphasize visual 
elements. Oswal and Hewett respond to this need through offering 
a number of practical guidelines for online writing instructors to 
ensure the accessibility of course delivery, content, resources, and 
conferences. 

Moving from pedagogy to the topic of web standards, Lewthwaite 
and Swan compellingly problematize the use of web standards as 
powerful tools to ensure accessibility across physical, economic, 
geographical, and cultural borders. Stressing the need to bring 
disability studies into the lens of technical communication 
scholarship, Lewthwaite and Swan situate the battle for 
accessibility as a global problem, one that can begin to be addressed 
through the contextual and culturally informed application of Web 
Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) of the World Wide Web 
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Consortium (W3C). The process of composing the WCAG is 
international, open, and public, yet it presents a number of unique 
barriers to ensuring accessibility at the macro-level and emphasizes 
a minority world view. In examining the complex language 
presented through the WCAG, Lewthwaite and Swan suggest that 
guidelines, when adhering to technological and cultural specificity, 
may lead to contextual improvements to accessibility guidelines 
and thus ensure access.  

In contextualizing the global issues of accessibility presented by 
Lewthwaite and Swan, Larkin performs an analysis of web 
accessibility statements as they appeared on the websites of 21 
organizations to examine navigational functionality, audience, and 
ease of use in the corporate social responsibility context. Informed 
by Burke’s concept of consubstantiality, audience awareness, 
navigation design, and relevance of content served as units of 
analysis for Larkin, who found that most statements included 
irrelevant and complex language, presenting unique challenges to 
persons with disabilities who utilize assistive technologies and 
navigational tools. In encouraging new understandings of web 
accessibility statements and their failure to enact shared 
identification between organizations and persons with disabilities, 
Larkin’s study presents the great potential of rhetorical inquiry in 
unveiling the problematic nature of web accessibility statements. 

Like Larkin’s essay, Pappas emphasizes policy and elucidates 
limitations of understanding concerning accessibility laws. 
Through a survey of the legal and policy parameters that inform 
accessible e-Content, Pappas presents the need to place legal 
obligations in regard to accessibility at the forefront of technical 
communication research and practice. The legal context presents a 
number of challenges for technical communicators, yet Larkin 
presents how technical communicators may begin to approach this 
emerging area of research and practice that binds accessibility to 
the legal landscape.  

To conclude the collection, Maloney presents a number of resources 
to aid both technical communication and disability studies scholars, 
including information resources on Section 508 Standards, the 
Americans with Disability Act of 1990 (ADA) and its amendments, 
and a range of web accessibility tools.  



66 Communication Design Quarterly 2.1 November 2013 

Just as work in disability studies offers enormous value to technical 
communication, technical communication scholarship is situated to 
address an emerging movement to ensure accessibility for all. 
The essays in this collection highlight discourses of import to both 
technical communication and disability studies, discourses that are 
also shaped by social and political forces. Rhetorical Accessability 
identifies a need for research to approach accessibility as a 
multidisciplinary practice and addresses the implications of 
unifying seemingly disparate voices in scholarship, in turn opening 
many doors for the discussion of accessibility through 
interdisciplinary lenses. 
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Know your audience. We might consider this assertion the grounding tenet

of technical communication and the touchstone, if not starting point, of any

project. Although considering audience demographics, user experience, and

knowledge level is second nature, we sometimes neglect questions of embo-

diment. It is at this point that Rhetorical AccessAbility: At the Intersection

of Technical Communication and Disability Studies intercedes. As Lisa

Meloncon states in the introduction, this collection works toward ‘‘expand-

ing the conceptual apparatus for understanding the intersections between

disability studies, technical communication, and accessibility’’ (p. 11).

These broad goals are achieved best by drawing technical communicators’

attention to theoretical, research-based, and practical spaces of our work

that could be enriched by more deeply understanding issues of disability.

Although some aspects of this collection might be of interest to any audi-

ence, technical communicators will gain the most from it.

The collection brings together various authors from technical communi-

cation (and to a lesser extent, disability studies), including established and

new professors, graduate students, and practitioners. Such a strategy repre-

sents technical communication’s complicated intersections and unites divi-

sions between practitioners and academics.

The introduction explains that the book’s organization hinges on the fol-

lowing topics: ‘‘design perspective’’ (p. 6), theory and language–metaphor,

teaching about accessibility, international perspectives, Web accessibility

statements, and ‘‘resources for understanding disability and accessibility
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better’’ (p. 9). I sensed the emergence of three broader themes, however,

and use them to organize this review: theoretical grounds, inclusive

research models, and Web accessibility. Each theme targets specifically

technical communication teachers, researchers, and students or

practitioners.

Chapters 3 and 4 offer the technical communication student, practitioner,

or teacher an initiation into some of the underlying theoretical concepts

important in disability studies (and in this collection at large). Meloncon’s

‘‘Toward a Theory of Technological Embodiment’’ is a whirlwind of

philosophical grounds for embodiment as a construct. In this chapter,

Meloncon incorporates theories of embodiment from authors such as

Haraway, Hayles, Merleau-Ponty, Heidegger, Foucault, and Zizek. Although

this approach risks overwhelming readers, her main argument—that technical

communication must consider the diversity of corporeal bodies and their

various relationships with technologies—provides the impetus for the

collection. For readers unfamiliar with disability studies, Gutsell and

Hulgin’s ‘‘Supercrips Don’t Fly’’ offers a fine introduction to important

concepts, especially those that are central to the field of technical commu-

nication. They introduce a basic tenet of the field: Disability is not ‘‘a

problem that . . . should be overcome or fixed’’ but is an extension of the

diversity of all bodies (p. 89). The authors advocate the creation of inclu-

sivity through carefully crafted language, and toward that end, they focus

on metaphor use, particularly negative stereotypes.

Chapters 1, 5, and 9 push theory to practice and advocate for inclusive

models of research and writing. Reading these chapters will be particularly

fruitful for researchers and practitioners. These authors show us what can be

gained by carefully considering the needs and perspectives of people with

disabilities and chronic illnesses. In ‘‘Embracing Interdependence: Tech-

nology Developers, Autistic Users, and Technical Communicators,’’

Elmore argues for the invaluable inclusion of autistic people in the design

and development of new technology (especially technologies specifically

for people with autism). Her compelling argument is built on critique of

studies that excluded autistic people, generally because ‘‘they’’ were con-

sidered to be too challenging or unreliable for user testing. She smartly

pushes against this kind of representation for representation’s sake or the

inclusion of neurodiverse people without considering their needs in user

testing. She argues that ‘‘user experience research and user-centered design

can help us think critically about our development of assistive technologies

and ensure that they increase quality of life rather than a faulty valorization

of able-bodied independence’’ (p. 34).
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This concept of inclusivity continues in ‘‘The Care and Feeding of the

D-Beast: Metaphors of the Lived Experience of Diabetes.’’ Here Arduser

also advocates for including voices too often ignored or silenced. Her

research focuses on how people with diabetes talk about their disease,

particularly metaphorically, arguing persuasively that ‘‘narrative self-

representations of people with disabilities and chronic diseases often chal-

lenge the more prominent narratives apparent in the medical community

and media’’ (p. 95).

Finally, in ‘‘Web Accessibility Statements: Connecting Professional

Writing, Corporate Social Responsibility, and Burkean Rhetoric,’’ Larkin

identifies a serious flaw of audience awareness in many Web accessibility

statements. That is, they seem to be written for other Web designers and not

their purported audience: people with disabilities who would look for and

access these statements in order to use accessibility features that should

be (but often are not) identified there.

This collection is at its strongest in chapters that address aspects of Web

accessibility. Chapter 2, ‘‘Designing for People Who Do Not Read Easily,’’

by Jarett, Redish, and Summers, provides an incredibly useful description of

the authors’ study about the Design to Read project that has implications

that are especially useful to teachers and practitioners. The authors studied

four groups who ‘‘struggle with reading—people with lower literacy skills,

people who are older, people who are under stress, and people who must

rely on screen readers’’ (p. 44). Their goals were twofold: to develop better

understanding of reading difficulties and to find design solutions and

accommodations to lessen these difficulties. Three particular categories

of difficulties—cognitive, emotional, and physical—are highlighted here,

along with strategies that each group uses to negotiate reading (including

overly thorough reading and skipping parts of the text). As part of their

potential solution to such difficulties, the authors make one of the most

important arguments in this collection: ‘‘Helping one group helps others’’

(p. 50). In other words, making accommodations for a particular group

who has difficulty reading—such as low-literacy readers—also helps

other groups with different reading difficulties as well as those who do

not have any notable reading difficulties. With six specific guidelines

that ‘‘help everyone deal more easily with what you write,’’ the authors

advocate for positive universal design strategies that can help students

and practitioners make information more accessible and readable for

any audience.

Chapter 7, ‘‘Accessibility Challenges for Visually Impaired Students and

Their Online Writing Instructors,’’ by Oswal and Hewett, is similarly strong
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in its thoughtful, thorough, and useful approach to making online instruc-

tion more accessible. Although clearly addressed to instructors, much of the

advice could also be useful to practitioners. Additionally, although focused

on visual impairment, the authors note that their approach should be a start-

ing point for considering accessibility challenges of any sort. Oswal and

Hewett offer a direct challenge to ‘‘the willingness of online writing instruc-

tors to remain uneducated and underprepared to assist disabled students’’

(p. 137). Building from disappointing results of national surveys on online

writing instruction (OWI) that indicated instructors’ lack of active planning

for their potential students, Oswal and Hewett push instructors to go beyond

the minimum legal requirements. Specifically, they argue that instructors

‘‘[engender] confidence for developing a more inclusive pedagogy based

on equality and social justice’’ (p. 152) by actively taking responsibility for

their pedagogical choices and advocating for students. Toward those ends,

they provide in-depth explanations of accessibility, identify barriers to

accessibility that blind and visually impaired students face, and make sug-

gestions about adaptive technologies to which these students might have

access. From here, the authors offer extensive advice on choosing textbooks

and technologies (including course management systems, multimodal texts,

and evaluative strategies) that will make OWI more equitable. A final

appendix, ‘‘Tools for Improving Accessibility of Electronic Materials for

the Blind,’’ further serves instructors’ desires to meet accessibility

challenges.

In Chapter 8, ‘‘Disability, Web Standards, and the Majority World,’’

Lewthwaite and Swan tackle complexities of global disability and accessi-

bility by exposing how Web ‘‘standards’’ are neither standard nor sufficient.

Their first important move builds on prior theories about using ‘‘minority/

majority’’ instead of ‘‘first world/third world’’ or other common descriptors

of global division; the minority/majority description considers distribution

of and access to power and wealth, thereby denoting that the majority of the

world, ‘‘between continents but also within a small locale,’’ lacks this dis-

tribution and access. This important distinction calls attention to just how

many people are excluded from resources necessary to gain power in the

world and to the importance of specification when considering guidelines

and standards. For example, they argue that the ‘‘WAI [Web Accessibility

Initiative] publishes non-normative supportive documentation to enable

web designers and developers to better understand the groups they are

addressing . . . [and those] regarding how disabled people use the web, rep-

resent culturally normative depictions of people with disability and do not

take into account scenarios in majority countries’’ (p. 164). Their critiques
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and recommendations are complex and vital for considering questions of

global access and ability.

Finally, Chapter 11, compiled by Maloney, completes the collection with

a practical list of resources for further study. This handy guide aims to ‘‘help

technical communicators and disability studies scholars to become better

acquainted with laws, guidelines, tools, and other information about disabil-

ity and accessibility’’ (p. 219).

On the whole, Rhetorical AccessAbility offers strong contributions for

furthering technical communication’s relationship with disability studies.

From a disability studies perspective, though, some chapters are a bit diffi-

cult. Although the intentions and suggested takeaways are reasonable, the

means of reaching those conclusions occasionally border on insensitive

or suggest a lack of familiarity with the extensive work of disability studies.

For example, in Chapter 6, Pass declares, ‘‘I teach that disability is more

than a legal definition; it must also involve a diminished ability to perform’’

(p. 117). While I understand the intention here is to broaden understanding

of disability in the context of teaching students accessibility and Web

design, such a definition reflects the medical model of disability. It places

the ‘‘deficit’’ of disability on the person (‘‘diminished ability to perform’’),

not on structural design problems as is understood in the social model of

disability (e.g., poor Web site structure diminishes the ability to perform).

Ironically, these chapters demonstrate exactly both why disability studies

is needed in technical communication and how it can intervene in the ways

Meloncon intends.

At its best, though, this collection includes vital information to deepen

our understanding of audience and inclusivity regarding disability, with les-

sons that can be expanded to other embodiment issues that often go over-

looked (e.g., race, class, gender, and sexuality). Lewthwaite and Swan, in

Chapter 8, provide an excellent thesis for the collection by arguing that,

when considering our audience, we must always ask, ‘‘Who is missing

here?’’ (p. 170). Such a question highlights the repeated emphasis through-

out many chapters: Design that considers users who have more accessibility

challenges is good design for all users. If we take this particular approach to

audience-centered design—that is, to consider not only the most typical

user but the potentially least represented user—we all benefit.
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An important collection aiming to bridge technical communication and disability
studies, Rhetorical Accessability accomplishes its main goal of starting conversa-
tions while also offering readers a trove of resources for continued research.
Editor Lisa Meloncon writes that a disconnect between technical communicators
and disability studies scholars was the major impetus for the collection. The
essays in this text, which range from examinations of specific audiences to ana-
lyses of global accessibility patterns, set out to “make a case for disability studies
as a key location of technical communication scholarship and practice” (p. 3).
Unsurprisingly, then, this collection is more firmly situated in technical commu-
nication than in disability studies. However, it successfully models some examples
of what these two disciplines look like when approached in concert and—more
importantly—it makes a persuasive case for why such work is necessary.

At several points, I found myself wishing that part of this collection would
address the naming of the field “disability studies.” Meloncon notes that “words
and their origins make for fascinating explorations” (p. 3); given that there is
significant discussion over the rhetorical and political situation of this field
(Campbell, 2008; McRuer, 2006)—combined with the tension between the
social and medical models of disability (p. 4)—I thought this particular rhet-
orical exploration might have been helpful to the text’s goal of mapping the
intersections of disability studies and technical communication. In other places,
though, the purposeful reframing of meta-conversations is extremely productive.
The refusal of the text as a whole to adhere to a single definition for disability
created space for more conversations and perspectives than would otherwise
have been possible. By critically refusing to abide by a cohesive definition of
disability, most of the collection’s contributors participate in a culture that
affirms the existence of a permeable and self-reflective community interested in
issues surrounding disability while refraining from policing the borders of that
community. This openness serves to emphasize the importance of accessibility
and rhetoric as key terms for a community that is reflective and self-aware.
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One of the most important threads that works its way through the text is a
commentary on design philosophies, mostly focusing on universal design. Some
chapter authors offer universal design as an unqualified force for good; others
complicate its potentially arhetorical stance. For example, Jarrett, Redish, and
Summers acknowledge that there will be times when a design choice that benefits
one population will be prohibitive for another (e.g., image-heavy websites are
often helpful for low literacy readers but challenging for users utilizing screen
readers). Oswal and Hewett, meanwhile, articulate their interest in universal
design as having to do with the design process’s intentions: Universal design
“looks to accessible technology at its inception rather than as an adaptation to a
complete product” (p. 145). Several chapter authors champion related
approaches such as the Universal Design for Learning (UDL; Oswal and
Hewett), universal accessibility (Pass), user experience (Elmore), and user-cen-
tered design (Elmore).

Given the text’s overall focus on design process and philosophy, it is fitting
that the first two chapters focus on design for specific audiences. Elmore argues
for including people with autism in design processes for assistive technologies.
She says she addresses a desperate need in doing so, because “little research on
autistic users and assistive technologies is publicly available in scholarly publi-
cations” (p. 20). Elmore offers a smart critique of research practices that exclude
people with autism, suggesting that we should be concerned if such participants
are “ruled out rather than accommodated” for the sake of convenience (p. 24);
this passage raises questions about research practices at the individual as well as
institutional levels. Elmore firmly advocates recognizing the agency of users with
autism, and offers persuasive evidence for the productiveness of this approach by
quoting a technologically savvy woman with autism who complicates notions of
independence. “Technological assistance for non-disabled people is considered
normal—and therefore is mundane and ‘invisible’” (p. 30), Elmore argues,
whereas assistive technologies for users with autism are seen as making those
users technologically dependent. Drawing on this critique, Elmore refutes sug-
gestions that assistive technologies promote problematic states of dependence in
users with autism.

Elmore offers some suggestions for involving users with autism into design
processes, including paying attention to users’ individual personalities as a way
of determining where in the process they can be most effective. However, she
also slips into language that might alienate some users with autism when she
refers to those users as “autistics”; disability studies scholars1 have long empha-
sized the importance of person-first language (Smyser-Fauble, 2012), which
might offer another way of reaffirming technical communicators’ commitment
to a fair and ethical research space. Finally, Elmore examines the “autistic-mind-
as-computer” metaphor as a way of thinking about the importance of language
and what metaphors might be useful in bridging gaps between the sciences and
humanities to benefit autism research. The current lack of collaboration between
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these areas of knowledge “weakens our understanding and accommodation of
disability” (p. 33).

In Chapter 2, Jarrett, Redish, and Summers also seek to increase collabor-
ation between designers as part of the difficult task of designing for a group of
people whose common characteristic is that they do not read easily. The authors
begin the chapter by recognizing the breadth of that category; they point out
that they are seeking to engage with many different audiences who happen to
share one particular characteristic. Despite this challenge, Jarrett, Redish, and
Summers introduce the Design to Read project as a way of discovering whether
some common solutions might exist. “Our hope is that through this collabor-
ation, we can find similarities across multiple categories in what works best for
helping people who do not read easily” (p. 43). The authors demonstrate that a
diversity of methodological approaches is necessary to achieve results in refer-
ence to such a broad user population. They then identify some common reasons
that reading is difficult for users—focusing especially on cognitive, emotional,
and physical challenges—and identify a set of concrete reading tasks (including
using search engines to find content, navigating websites, and general compre-
hension) that provide a backdrop for a thorough examination of coping strate-
gies and behaviors found in users who struggle to read.

As a result of this study, Jarrett, Redish, and Summers articulate several
design principles—pulled from an article they coauthored with Straub in User
Experience (Jarrett, Redish, Summers, & Straub, 2010)—that they believe will
help many users. These principles include developing the most important infor-
mation first (also known as the inverted pyramid style or the bite–snack–meal
approach), using meta-markers like headings and links, breaking up information
into manageable sections, using plain language, striving for visual clarity, and
valuing feedback processes. The authors provide some brief context and even
some potential complications related to most of these suggestions; for example,
they note that plain language may mean different things to different people. One
area that seems ripe for further investigation is the suggestion to develop import-
ant information first. Utilizing the inverted pyramid style promotes a linear
reading path, and the authors suggest that “allowing for more linear cognitive
processing increases the success rate of people experiencing any form of cogni-
tive impairment” (p. 53). This statement is based on research from 1985 and
2000, which might prompt readers to wonder whether trends toward linear
thought patterns have changed in recent years—especially given the increasing
prevalence of e-reading practices and technologies.

Technologies are a major focusing point for chapters by Meloncon, Gutsell
and Hulgin, and Arduser, who also focus on productive fusions of disability
studies and technical communication theory and language. Meloncon aims to
reconsider the work of body studies by focusing on the connections between
technologies and intentions, and—more specifically—the connections between
motor skills and perceptions. (One example discusses the difference between a
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blind person’s cane when she is first learning to use it—developing motor skills—
and once it has become an extension of her body and part of the way she
perceives the world.) Meloncon firmly situates this inquiry as a concern for
technical communicators by pointing out that “a malleable body that can be
remade through technologies is more than a manifestation of cyborg, but rather
the manifestation of a complex user, which can have wide ranging impacts on
some of the most basic work of technical communication” (p. 68). She argues
that technical communicators and technical communication scholars too often
ignore real corporeality in favor of an assumed and unproblematic body—one
that makes the work of communicating technical information easier for the
communicator, but leaves users (and/in their bodies) underserved.

Further, she illustrates varying uses of technological embodiedness with a
series of vignettes designed to show how technological connectedness is mun-
dane—and often goes largely unperceived—for all human beings. Thus, ignoring
(or discouraging) certain types of bodies because of perceived technological
dependence or differing abilities is an increasingly impossible—as well as an
inherently unethical—practice. “The field needs an understanding of a complex
user that ensures the user is embodied” (p. 75). Further, Meloncon suggests
thinking about technologies less as tools and more as potential extensions of
self and users. Thus, the complex user—or perhaps a series of evolving complex
users—can help technical communicators to keep ethics and accessibility at the
forefront of design considerations. In service of this notion, Meloncon argues
that synergistic work between technical communicators and disability studies
scholars can help us to think of disability as a category of diversity when creating
and describing new technologies.

Gutsell and Hulgin, and Arduser focus on the power of language (specifically
metaphor) based on recognition that language is both reflective of and formative
to the ways we think. In one of the most theoretically robust chapters in this
collection, Gutsell and Hulgin explore the notion of the supercrip—a problem-
atic construction which implies that a person with a disability who lives well does
so despite that disability. The supercrip construction has been extensively cri-
tiqued in disability studies, in part because it shifts ideas about responsibility for
accommodation (Garland-Thomson, 2002; Jung, 2007). As Gutsell and Hulgin
echo, this construction is a problem because it “interferes with inclusive living,”
it elides “social barriers that interfere with everyday activities,” it reinforces
problematic notions of normalcy, and, further, it sets up disability as something
that is strange or other, something to be overcome—when what some might see
as a disability is often actually an integral part of personal identity (p. 83). By
connecting the notion of the supercrip to the cultural importance of language as
manifested in medical discourse, Gutsell and Hulgin begin an examination of
just how powerful and damaging the supercrip construction can be. They point
out that “disability has been shaped and identified” by medical discourse
“as a pathology located within an individual to be treated remediated, or
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cured” (p. 85) and that this understanding of disability is pervasive, including in
the discipline of technical communication. They make apparent that usages of
language which are not overtly discriminatory but which continue to set apart
persons with disabilities (e.g., “she is successful despite her disability”) are mani-
festations of discrimination; the speaker is disidentifying with the disabled other
and, in so doing, reifying oppressive understandings of disability.

“If the supercrip metaphor is eliminated” and with it the preconceptions that
undergird that linguistic construction, “the way we approach the concepts and
practices of universal space and product design, technical communication, and
ultimately, inclusion are fundamentally altered” (p. 88). That is, by beginning
with careful attention to language, we can learn to also engage more carefully
with meaning making, technological design, and everyday experience. The
authors point out some very practical examples of this approach: Bathroom
signage and parking spaces marked as “accessible” rather than “handicapped,”
thus focusing on the space rather than the user (p. 91). Neatly sidestepping the
most common problem facing universal design advocates—that of the impossi-
bility of designing for those with contradictory needs—Gutsell and Hulgin sug-
gest that technical communicators should move from asking who is most likely
to use a product to who might eventually want to use it. That is, technical
communicators and designers should consider the rhetorical velocity (Ridolfo
& DeVoss, 2009) of their products. In sum, the authors advocate that technical
communicators become more aware and respectful of a range of potential users.

Arduser shifts the focus from language about people with disabilities to lan-
guage created by people with disabilities. Using critical metaphor analysis,
Arduser examines two metaphorical constructions used in the online diabetes
social networking site TuDiabetes. The first is a military metaphor that often
manifests in the terms battle, war, storm, and journey; Arduser derived these
terms from their prevalence in popular and diabetes educational literature. The
second metaphor examined is that of the beast or monster, which Arduser added
to her project after she found it 136 times in the 824 data samples she had
collected based on her examination of military metaphors. Both these metaphors
were also undergirded by the metaphor of control, a metaphor that is empha-
sized by the medical community as well as in popular literature. Arduser found
that both sets of metaphors served to help empower the community members
who used them. Further, she argues that “additional work into metaphors cre-
ated by patient communities . . . could lead to additional opportunities to learn
how such peer communities understand their diseases” (p. 110). As such, study
of these metaphors could provide new knowledge about how to support a wide
variety of patients.

Most of the chapters in the latter half of the book concentrate heavily on
online spaces. In her chapter, “Accessibility and the Web Design Student,” Pass
takes readers through a detailed project she uses in her courses. Pass asks stu-
dents to consider legal and technical definitions of and regulations concerning
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disability, and then asks them if those definitions and regulations do enough.
Much of this assignment focuses on a broadened definition of disability that
Pass has developed: disability involves “any diminished capability in a person’s
ability to perform a given task” (p. 127). The chapter itself does not make clear
what baseline Pass is operating from; that is, from what standard do we measure
an ability so that we can determine it is diminished? (If it is a personal standard,
it is also unclear what repercussions this definition might have for someone who
has always lived with a disability and so has not experienced any diminishing
effect.) However, it is apparent that Pass uses this definition in a pedagogical
context and, by doing so, she hopes to prove to students that all people will
confront disability at some point in their lives. As further evidence of the func-
tionality of this definition in pedagogical contexts, Pass offers the results of a
study on student use of the Kindle 2 in place of a traditional print textbook
wherein she found that students experienced a diminished capacity to access
information when using unfamiliar technologies.

Oswal and Hewett re-enliven the thread of discussion about universal design
in their examination of how visually impaired students experience online writing
instruction. They point out that the primarily visual delivery of online course
content introduces a problem, and they introduce UDL as a potential solution.
Specifically, applying UDL in this context means critical engagement on the
instructor’s part with modality (asynchronous technologies are recommended),
course management systems, and the accessibility of content and formatting.
For example, though third-party sites like YouTube and Twitter “appear to
offer attractive options for engaging students in course activities, these virtual
tools also can bar visually disabled students from participating” (p. 148) if those
third-party sites are not appropriately accessible. Finally, Oswal and Hewett,
paralleling Elmore, advocate the inclusion of students with disabilities in design
processes for online writing courses.

Issues of inclusion are also paramount in Lewthwaite and Swan’s productive
and nuanced discussion of web standards in the majority world. This chapter
identifies nations as minority or majority, majority nations being those that
collectively have access to little power despite their significant population. The
authors allege that minority nations tend to be those that create web standards
and that technical communicators ought to work toward recognizing the con-
straints this introduces. To explain, Lewthwaite and Swan assert that the Web
Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) of the World Wide Web Consortium,
when applied as a standard, may “induct a potentially colonial, minority per-
spective” (p. 160). For example, minority nations might be interested in acces-
sibility for people with dyslexia, while majority nations with lower literacy rates
might not recognize dyslexia as a disability at all—to say nothing of differences
in social understandings of disability because of the effects of war, famine, or
colonization. (Lewthwaite and Swan provide a particularly apt example of the
social differences in understanding of disability with an extended explanation of
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how translation can be a problem for disability researchers; e.g., some words
may translate to mean specifically physical impairments as opposed to sensory
or cognitive issues). Further, “a majority world developer may take on a minor-
ity worldview that cannot account for the socially ascribed realities of disability
within the developer’s home culture” (p. 161). Standards, then, can be deeply
colonial when applied without prejudice. Lewthwaite and Swan suggest an ethics
of ambiguity in response so that designers must constantly ask themselves who
they are—and are not—designing for.

Larkin faces disconnects between potential communicating parties directly
and uses the Burkean theory of consubstantiality as a lens for surveying the
effectiveness of web accessibility statements (WACs). By choosing websites of
companies that appeared in Fortune magazine’s “most admired” list as well as
companies with established reputations for corporate social responsibility,
Larkin develops a statistically significant study of WACs. (It is worth noting
that Larkin’s original list of 20 companies was reduced because so many “most
admired” companies did not have accessible WACs at all.) This study shows that
“a striking feature of the majority of WACs is their lack of user focus and their
extremely short (if any) instructions for using assistive technologies” (p. 188). In
other words, WAC writers often seem to forget that their target audience is
people with disabilities, thus disidentifying with their audiences instead of pro-
ducing consubstantiality. Thus, WACs instead end up sounding like “anticipa-
tory forensic rhetoric” that defends a company’s less-than-ethical practices (p.
198). Larkin argues that companies should refocus WACs with people with
disabilities as their audience and should work toward considering the WAC as
a strategic document in addition to a usability document.

Fittingly, the text’s final two chapters provide means to do just the kind of
work Larkin suggests. These chapters offer a variety of resources for technical
communicators seeking to produce more inclusive electronic content. Pappas
gives a thorough and understandable summary of legal imperatives about acces-
sibility as well as making helpful connections to fiscal and social incentives to
produce accessible content. In addition to these clear rewards, she argues that
“The ethical burden cannot be left to laws and regulations, nor can it be made
solely the responsibility of people with disabilities to litigate to provoke change”
(p. 215). Rather, technical communicators must take up this task, often because
“the inclusion of minor changes that can have major impacts” is something that
is simple for technical communicators to do, but more importantly because
socially just communication requires it. In Chapter 11, Maloney provides a
compilation of information on laws and regulations as well as detailed lists of
resources for working toward web accessibility.

In sum, Rhetorical Accessability provides a wide spectrum of perspectives on
what the confluence of technical communication and disability studies might
look like. While it is true that the book purposefully sacrifices depth for breadth,
the text also achieves its goal of beginning important—and in some cases,
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divergent—conversations. Further, the introduction carefully articulates the
things that the book does not do; it does not deeply address issues of “normalcy,
identity, embodiment, and a more thorough and robust engagement with eth-
ics,” instead setting these up as key topics for future conversations at the nexus
of these disciplines (p. 11). Meloncon identifies several areas where gaps to be
filled exist; for example, she notes that “current scholarship has yet to engage
fully the complex intersections of technology and disability” (p. 5); indeed, she
suggests that a dearth of work related to technology has been the status quo
since 2005 (p. 6). Technology, then, seems an important key term to add to
rhetoric and accessibility as scholars think about what ideas future discussions
in technical communication and disability studies might coalesce around.

Note

1. Several style guides, including the Associated Press Stylebook and the American
Psychological Association Style Guide, also recommend person-first language.
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Rhetorical AccessAbility: At the Intersection of Technical Communication 
and Disability Studies,edited by Lisa Meloncon, promotes disability 
studies as an important site for scholars and practitioners of tech-

nical communication to develop new ways of looking at and improving 
accessibility. This collection includes eleven original chapters that comple-
ment one another to offer new perspectives on accessibility in regard to 
design and usability, teaching, and language while also focusing on legal, 
fiscal, and ethical concerns of teachers and technical communicators. With 
the exception of the third chapter, the chapters are presented in pairs in 
regard to their general topic, and one chapter often expands or applies con-
cepts found in the other. Ultimately, this collection calls for a higher respon-
sibility of technical communicators to improve accessibility by promoting 
users with disabilities as an important consideration during processes of 
design and audience analysis; by warning of problematic language prac-
tices that exclude people with disabilities; and by offering valuable teach-
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ing strategies and resources. The value of this collection lies in the variety 
of backgrounds of the authors, who hold a wide range of positions from 
teachers to researchers and practitioners of technical communication, and 
can, therefore, be useful to a variety of technical communicators in different 
roles. By extension, program administrators would find this book valuable 
in that it offers insights and important considerations for all technical com-
municators.

The first three chapters approach accessibility by focusing on design 
and usability and provide useful suggestions for researchers, practitioners, 
and teachers. Kimberly Elmore, author of “Embracing Interdependence: 
Technology Developers, Autistic Users, and Technical Communicators” (Ch. 
1), argues for a user-centered design approach in the development stage of 
assistive technologies because, as she reveals, often users and developers 
have different goals for the technologies. In addition, she sees the work of 
mediating between users and developers as ideal for technical communica-
tors because of their knowledge of rhetoric, user-centered design, and user 
experience research techniques (pp. 18-19). While Elmore’s work is promis-
ingly beneficial to autistic users through inclusive practices, it does not ex-
plicitly expand disability studies as a discipline. In Chapter Two, “Designing 
for People who do not Read Easily,” Caroline Jarrett, Janice (Ginny) Redish, 
and Kathryn Summers shift their focus to designing for the much broader 
group of people who have difficulty reading for any reason. This chapter 
describes the four research methods the authors used in order to increase 
their understanding of the challenges and behaviors of people who do not 
read easily, and it offers guidelines to better serve a wider audience. Lisa 
Meloncon’s chapter, “Toward a Theory of Technological Embodiment” (Ch. 
3), offers a theoretical perspective of embodiment and considers ethical 
imperatives of imagining users as complex bodies, some with limitations. 
Likely, teachers, students, and practitioners of technical communication 
will find value here, as Meloncon advocates applying her theory of embodi-
ment to the practice of audience analysis in the field and the classroom. 
These three chapters have different specific focuses, but each offers ways 
to improve accessibility by considering users with disabilities during the 
design process. A common point throughout several chapters in the col-
lection is that designing for users with disabilities improves accessibility for 
everyone. 

Several chapters approach the intersection of technical communication 
and disability studies through a focus on language, informing or reminding 
all technical communicators that what we say and how we say it can have a 
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major effect on accessibility. In Chapter Four, “Supercrips Don’t Fly: Techni-
cal Communication to Support Ordinary Lives of People with Disabilities,” 
Margaret Gutsell and Kathleen Hulgin discuss the “supercrip” metaphor, 
which represents people with disabilities as overcoming their “problem,” 
to warn technical communicators to be careful of language that implies 
negative views of people with disabilities. By reimagining what it means to 
be inclusive, Gutsell and Hulgin offer a constructionist perspective on how 
normalcy and disability are created through language and how technical 
communicators can meet the challenge of reaching a much wider audi-
ence. Lora Arduser, author of “The Care and the Feeding of the D-Beast: 
Metaphors of the Lived Experience of Diabetes” (Ch. 5), extends Gutsell and 
Hulgin’s conversation by analyzing patient-generated metaphors of people 
with diabetes, demonstrating a way of identifying language used by people 
with disabilities, which can be used to be more inclusive and develop better 
materials for specific user groups. Furthering the notion that disability is 
socially constructed, Sarah Lewthwaite and Henry Swan, authors of “Dis-
ability, Web Standards, and the Majority World” (Ch. 8), use a post-colonial 
lens to show how international web standards are problematic for margin-
alized cultures. In Chapter 9, “Web Accessibility Statements: Connecting 
Professional Writing, Corporate Social Responsibility, and Burkean Rhetoric,” 
Antoinette Larkin reviews corporate web accessibility statements to reveal 
that the language used indicates whether the company is only meeting le-
gal requirements or is truly concerned with accessibility, and she concludes 
with characteristics of an effective web accessibility statement. By offering 
a variety of perspectives on language, these four chapters provide technical 
communicators a way to avoid unintentional exclusionary language and 
employ language that considers all users.

In addition to providing strategies to improve accessibility through 
language, several chapters offer valuable teaching strategies and resources 
to alleviate some of the groundwork for scholars and practitioners who 
wish to improve accessibility in the classroom and in the workplace. In 
Chapter Six, “Accessibility and the Web Design Student,” Elizabeth Pass 
discusses a course she teaches, and she expands the definition of disability 
to “any diminished capability,” which can prompt students and designers 
to consider a variety of circumstances that affect accessibility. While the 
intent of the expanded definition seems noble and may work in the context 
of one classroom, it could potentially work counter to its purpose. That is, 
the accessibility needs of a person with a medically diagnosed disability 
may be overlooked if designers were to design for people who were sim-
ply temporarily fatigued or unwell, both of which would be considered a 
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disability under the expanded definition (p. 120). Sushil K. Oswal and Beth 
L. Hewett also offer strategies for online writing instruction in “Accessibility 
Challenges for Visually Impaired Students and Their Online Writing Instruc-
tors” (Ch. 7). Although the authors focus on visually impaired students’ 
needs, their guidelines improve visual access for all students, and they also 
offer resources for teachers to help meet the needs of students who are 
visually impaired. In Chapter Ten, “Accessibility as Context: The Legal, Fiscal, 
and Social Imperative to Deliver Inclusive e-Content,” Lisa Pappas offers 
resources for understanding technical communicators’ legal obligations for 
developing accessible web content, and she discusses the benefits for their 
employers and educational institutions. In the last chapter of the collec-
tion, “Resources” (Ch. 11), Allison Maloney presents an incredible amount of 
useful resources that can be used as a quick reference for technical com-
municators looking to produce accessible material. The teaching strategies 
and resources in these four chapters tie this collection together and are 
undoubtedly useful for all technical communicators who intend to improve 
accessibility. In addition, the resources offer a foundation for program cur-
riculum to expand on with assignments that focus on accessibility.

This collection draws from disability studies in order to advance and 
challenge the field of technical communication, but it is important to note 
that it is not intended to expand disability studies as a field. Of course, 
heeding the suggestions in this collection will better serve people with dis-
abilities and advance what disability studies promotes, but technical com-
munication programs are the true beneficiaries of the work housed in this 
collection. Moreover, when concepts from disability studies are applied 
in service of technical communication, they provide important consider-
ations for improving design to be more inclusive and accessible. Contribu-
tors to this collection play a variety of roles in technical communication, 
and their perspectives on accessibility provide undeniably useful informa-
tion and applications for researchers, theorists, practitioners, teachers, and 
students. These authors lay out a challenge for technical communicators 
and program administrators to promote more inclusive practices, and they 
offer strategies for meeting that challenge. While the work is far from over, 
Rhetorical AccessAbility: At the Intersection of Technical Communication and 
Disability Studies provides technical communicators with a foundation to 
build more inclusive programmatic and professional practices. People with 
disabilities will always be part of a diverse group of users, and technical 
communication programs would be well served to promote that diversity 
as a site for teaching and learning how to improve accessibility. 
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of violence. And of course, there is the iconic image of 
the lit candle surrounded by barbed wire.

In the category of “Bombs,” one simple image shows 
a barrel of artillery with a shell coming out of it, but the 
shell is turned around as if going back into the artillery. 
It is a cartoon of hope.

One of the most powerful images shows the corpses 
of women and children on a road through rice fields. At 
the top it says “Q. And babies?” and at the bottom: “A. 
And babies.”

One of my favorites shows three stacked boxes: two 
contain the words “Hiroshima” and “Nagasaki,” and the 
third is empty.

One final image of Iraq: It shows the Nike swoosh 
with a bomber and the words: “DON’T DO IT. Stop 
the war.”

Signs for Peace is a useful reference for any activist or 
technical communicator whose creative well has gone 
dry. If you’d like to see some of the images yourself, go 
to http://peace.civic-city.org.

I have nothing critical to say about it. All images are 
referenced and translated into English. It is beautiful.

Charles R. Crawley 
Charles R. Crawley is a part-time activist and full-time technical 
writer in Cedar Rapids, Iowa. His passions include peace, 
justice, the environment, and a well-written sentence.

Rhetorical Accessability:  
At the Intersection of Technical 
Communication and Disability Studies
Lisa Meloncon, ed. 2013. Amityville, NY: Baywood Publishing Company, Inc. 
[ISBN 978-0-89503-789-3. 240 pages, including index. US$59.45 (softcover).]

The American with Disabilities Act 
(ADA, 1990) focused on making 
life’s activities accessible to those 
with disabilities. Subsequent 
legislation added to that 
requirement accessibility to 
information with a focus on Web 
page design. Unfortunately, 
designing information products for 
those with disabilities rarely appears 
in classes or parts of classes in 

technical communication curricula. Meloncon’s Rhetorical 
Accessability: At the Intersection of Technical Communication 
and Disability Studies hopes to change that.

Rhetorical Accessability contains an Introduction and 
11 chapters that address these issues as they apply to 
technical communications. Because of that approach, 
the book is primarily for teachers and students, although 
practicing technical communicators can benefit from it, 
especially Chapter 11, Resources. Other chapters review 
current research and point toward needed research.

While most chapters are for academics, some are for 
practitioners. Nonetheless, those for practitioners can 
be useful for academics and vice versa. What happens 
or should happen in the workplace when practitioners 
design information products for those with disabilities? 
Students need to know that before their internships. 
Meloncon wants the collection to start a scholarly 
conversation on this issue and then bring the ongoing 
results into the classroom.

The essays address disability issues from autism, poor 
reading, diabetes, and the visually impaired to Web design, 
Web standards, writing in corporations, and E-content.

The “rhetorical” of the title focuses on a 
communication theory called the “social construction 
of reality.” Directly addressed in Gretsell and Hulgin’s 
“Supercrips Don’t Fly” (Chapter 4), it forms the basis 
for the other essays. The key is that meaning, deriving 
from the social context, leads to expectations, and if 
users are restricted because of a disability, they are not 
participating fully in social experiences.

http://peace.civic-city.org
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Chapter 5, “The Care and Feeding of the D-Beast,” 
continues this discussion by evaluating the two metaphors 
associated with diabetes: those reflecting military 
operations and those equating diabetes with “the beast.”

Subsequent chapters discuss Web design and 
accessibility (Chapter 6), accessibility of online 
instruction (Chapter 7), international standards for Web 
design for persons with disabilities (Chapter 8), Web 
accessibility documents (Chapter 9), and the legal and 
policy drivers for E-content (Chapter 10). The volume 
concludes with an annotated list of resources.

The value of this collection lies in it starting a scholarly 
conversation among scholars and practitioners of technical 
communication and scholars of disability studies. Readers 
not used to academic prose may be put off by the academic 
language and the number of references. But if they produce 
accessible information products—especially for the Web—
they will find a lot of value to help them in their work. 
For practitioners, a copy in the company library would be 
valuable; for academics and theory students, personal copies 
would expand their education. However, the price-to-value 
received may be a determining factor.

Tom Warren 
Tom Warren is an STC Fellow, Jay R. Gould Award for Excellence 
recipient, and professor emeritus of English (technical writing) at 
Oklahoma State University, where he established the BA, MA, and 
PhD technical writing programs. Past president of INTECOM, he 
serves as guest professor at the University of Paderborn, Germany.

The Best of Brochure Design 12
Public. 2013. Beverly, MA: Rockport. [ISBN 978-1-59253-833-1. 224 pages. 
US$45.00.]

It often seems as though 
design keeps moving away 
from print and toward digital 
due to a wide range of reasons. 
Then books like this one come 
along to challenge that notion 
directly. Well-designed and 
executed brochures are still 
being printed and distributed. 
The Best of Brochure Design 12 
is an impressive, if small, 

collection of these printed brochures. The authors and 

editors of this collection, design studio Public, indicate in 
the introduction that they “should really have called this 
book The Best of Brochure Design Sent to Public” (p. 3), as 
what appears in the book is just a slice of the whole 
industry. In that sense, the book is an exciting, instant-
photo snapshot of what is happening with brochure design.

The book is divided by the size of the brochures 
and they range from very small, pocket-sized books to 
”brochures” with the same size and folds as a regular 
newspaper. Each brochure gets at least one page with several 
pictures. Often, hands appear in the photos holding the 
brochure open, helping to give readers a sense of scale. It 
is evident that with some of these projects, the designers at 
Public really wanted to photograph every single page of the 
brochure. Those instances are naturally more compelling 
than others as readers get a better feel for the brochure, 
an important element in a book like this one. Make no 
mistake, it is designer eye candy from beginning to end.

It is interesting to see how the designers of each 
brochure rethought what counts as a brochure, 
expanding the definition to include a wider range of 
formats. However, I found it somewhat disappointing 
to see that rethinking ”brochure” meant jumping to a 
different format (like ”book” or ”newspaper”) and calling 
it a brochure. I came to the book with the expectation 
of seeing brochures that began with what we typically 
think of as a brochure and then pushed up against those 
boundaries into new and interesting territory.

The Best of Brochure Design 12 itself is as well designed 
as the examples it showcases. It is evident that Public tried 
to capture the essence of each brochure they included. 
They did well in giving readers an idea of each brochure. 
However, in the introduction, the authors refer to the 
experience of a printed brochure and I completely agree. 
There is something about holding a printed piece in hand. 
I hoped to have that connection to the examples in the 
book, but that got lost in translation. For example, one of 
the ”brochures” is a book of about 500 pages produced 
by a design firm to show 147 of their best projects. There 
are 10 photos of this book. Granted, it would have been 
impossible to include photos of every page of every 
brochure. Nevertheless, I had difficulty not feeling like I 
had missed out on something when I flipped the last page.

Spencer Gee 
Spencer Gee holds a master’s degree in Composition and Rhetoric 
and teaches Freshman Composition at the University of Central 
Oklahoma. He also is working toward a degree in graphic design. 
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DESIGN MEETS DISABILITY BY GRAHAM PULLIN

Although Graham Pullin, an instructor of design, probably doesn’t refer to himself as a technical

communicator, he takes on the role of one in his book, Design Meets Disability. In this book,

Pullin appeals to a large audience that includes scholars and practitioners in design and disability

studies as he bridges the gap between the two disciplines, as would an experienced technical

communicator. Using a variety of graphics, tensions, and case studies, Pullin embraces critical

theory to encourage a new approach in design and disability as two dynamic, interacting

disciplines. This particular focus is unique in that Pullin explores the underrepresented and

undertheorized intersection of design and disability.

In the first of two sections, ‘‘Initial Tensions,’’ Pullin explores seven tensions between design

and disability, giving a chapter to each tension. These tensions include fashion meets discretion,

exploring meets solving, simple meets universal, identity meets ability, provocative meets sensi-

tive, feeling meets testing, and expression meets information. The use of tensions highlights the

dynamic and complex relation between disability and design. In this section, Pullin uses critical

theory as a framework and calls for a new approach to design in the context of disability. In the

first chapter, ‘‘Fashion Meets Discretion,’’ Pullin notes that eyeglasses have become a fashion

accessory (as opposed to a medical necessity) and asks how we can carry this kind of reframing

(pun intended) over to assistive technologies such as hearing aids and prostheses.

He continues to ask these kinds of questions throughout this section, and in Chapter 5,

‘‘Provocative Meets Sensitive,’’ Pullin calls for a ‘‘richer balance between problem solving

and a more playful exploration’’ (p. 121) in design for disability. He argues that designers need

to acknowledge the recursive relationship between design and disability so that when advances

in mainstream design affect products for people with disabilities and when issues around

disability catalyze new design thinking, a broader design culture will emerge. In other words,

he pushes for a discursive move—a new way of talking, researching, thinking, and writing about

design and disability.
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Pullin refers to this discursive move as critical design. Critical design is design that asks

carefully crafted questions that make designers think as opposed to design that solves problems

or finds answers. One who engages in critical design asks questions that interrogate unspoken

assumptions inherent in current development and design for disability such as the following:

‘‘Should hearing aids be invisible?’’ ‘‘Should prostheses mimic human flesh?’’ and ‘‘Should

the goal of assistive technology always be independence rather than interdependence?’’

In the second section, ‘‘Meetings With Designers,’’ Pullin explores seven real and hypothetical

conversations with designers about designing specific products for people with disabilities. These

chapters, or conversations, are ‘‘Tomoko Azumi Meets Step Stools,’’ ‘‘Michael Marriott Meets

Wheelchairs,’’ ‘‘Martin Bone Meets Prosthetic Legs,’’ ‘‘Graphic Thought Facility Meets Braille,’’

‘‘Crispin Jones Meets Watches for Visually Impaired People,’’ ‘‘Andrew Cook Meets Communi-

cation Aids,’’ and ‘‘Vexed Meets Wheelchair Capes.’’ In this section, Pullin juxtaposes designers

with products in an effort to highlight new ways designers can better understand and even interact

with their products and the users of their products. In the end, it seems Pullin is calling upon

designers to help create a more positive image of disability.

Because design appears in the title of the book before disability does, it should be noted that

Pullin provides a more nuanced account of design than he does of disability. With that in mind,

this book is most suitable for courses in design and usability, though disability studies research-

ers may use this work as a starting point to promote discussions of design (and related topics,

including accessibility) for disability. In doing so, they may extend Pullin’s somewhat limited

discussion of disability. In addition, scholars and students of rhetoric may also find Pullin’s

work compelling because he encourages a change in material conditions through discursive

changes in which assistive devices are demedicalized and, in turn, destigmatized (e.g., rather

than calling a wheelchair as such, it could be labeled chairwear, just as hearing aids could be

labeled earwear).
Technical communicators in both research and practice may look to Pullin’s book to

inform their own research and practices. Pullin encourages technical communicators to begin

to participate in the recursive relationship between design and disability. This book will help

technical communicators learn about critical theory and how to embrace this approach in a

variety of cross- and subdisciplines, how design and disability intersect, and how the technical

communicator may enhance that intersection.

RHETORICAL ACCESSABILITY, EDITED BY LISA MELONCON

Lisa Meloncon’s edited collection, Rhetorical AccessAbility, is a landmark piece—the first of its

kind in the field of technical communication. Meloncon offers a collection of 11 essays that

address the intersection—the recursive relationship that Pullin refers to—of disability, rhetoric,

design, and accessibility. The topics of these essays are diverse, including studies that look

closely at the language that shapes our material practices, e-readers, accessibility statements,

laws, standards and guidelines, pedagogy, and more.

In the Introduction, Meloncon explains the title of the book: Rhetorical AccessAbility. She
notes that the word play on ‘‘accessibility=accessability’’ is intended ‘‘to emphasize the need

to meet the abilities of users and audiences, no matter what those abilities are, while understanding

the need to promote inclusive access for those same abilities’’ (p. 10). This idea is foundational in
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technical communication and provides the theme that ties together the variety of topics and

diverse theoretical perspectives offered throughout the book.

The first two chapters deal precisely with where I hoped Pullin’s piece would push scholars

and practitioners in technical communication, specifically addressing the intersection of design

and disability. In Chapter 1, ‘‘Embracing Interdependence: Technology Developers, Autistic

Users, and Technical Communicators,’’ Elmore promotes user-centered design over object-

centered design, explaining that the latter has typically been the focus (where product is empha-

sized over user) in the rather rare occasions when people with autism have been included as part

of the design process. Somewhat similar to Pullin’s exploration of tensions, Elmore explores the

distorting binaries of independence=dependence and competence=incompetence. In doing so, she

encourages an interdependence—a partnership—between technical communicators or design

teams and autistic users. Similarly, but on more of a macro level, in Chapter 2, ‘‘Designing for

People Who Do Not Read Easily,’’ Jarrett, Redish, and Summers discuss universal design and

the reasons people have difficulties reading. The authors explain their Design to Read project

and offer four research methods for better understanding the difficulties that some people have

with reading. In turn, they offer design recommendations that are geared toward helping most

people read most of the time. They note that although the reasons vary for why different groups

of people don’t read easily, the ways in which we can design for these audiences are mostly

similar and that good design for these audiences is ‘‘good design for everyone’’ (p. 7).

Focusing on the intersection of technical communication pedagogy and accessibility, Oswal

and Hewett make similar claims with regard to design for everyone. In ‘‘Accessibility Challenges

for Visually Impaired Students and Their Online Writing Instructors,’’ Oswal and Hewett note

that accessibility in online instruction has been considered only in the sense that online instruction

reaches a geographically diverse audience. Online instruction has traditionally overlooked—or

placed at the margins—accessibility with regard to disabled students. In looking at cases of

students who are ‘‘doubly blind’’ (p. 137), arguing that online students who are visually impaired

face even greater challenges, Oswal and Hewett offer a number of specific considerations for

online writing instructors. The authors conclude by encouraging ‘‘a range and redundancy of

information processing solutions’’ (p. 152), which, they note, in agreement with Jarrett, Redish,

and Summers, will benefit all students and educators.

In ‘‘Accessibility as Context: The Legal, Fiscal, and Social Imperative to Deliver Inclusive

e-Content,’’ Pappas also highlights the benefits for everyone when technical communicators

design for a more universal audience. Pappas offers a comprehensive overview of accessibility

in electronic information and technology, considering both the public and business sectors. She

calls upon technical communicators to ‘‘tak[e] the lead role in applying the laws and regulations

that govern their work to advance the rights of people with disabilities and a growing aging

population’’ (p. 215). She argues that technical communicators have an ethical responsibility

not only to end-users with disabilities but also to the firms for whom they develop content to

provoke change that meets the needs of all users.

Meloncon, in ‘‘Toward a Theory of Technological Embodiment,’’ also considers audience

and how our language shapes our audiences. Here, she defines and offers technological

embodiment as a way to improve theories of technical communication. She argues that the body,

which can be remade through technical communication, becomes ‘‘not a cyborg, but rather,

a complex user’’ (p. 68). As a result, both user and technical communicator can benefit not by

asking ‘‘How will the user interact with thing X?’’ but rather ‘‘How does this technologically
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embodied user imagine thing X as part of himself or herself and what does it mean to all of

us?’’ (p. 79). In short, Meloncon uses theories of phenomenology as well as ‘‘vignettes’’ to

connect theory to practice as a way of underlining the ethical need to better consider our audience

and to reframe, repurpose, or remake both technology and the human body. To expand his

own thinking and to offer a more nuanced account of disability, Pullin, who seems to emphasize

product over person, might look to Meloncon’s chapter.

Further exploring our discursive practices, the authors of Chapters 4 and 5 highlight the

role of language as shaping the material conditions (e.g., design and accessibility) of disability.

In Chapter 4, ‘‘Supercrips Don’t Fly: Technical Communication to Support Ordinary Lives of

People With Disabilities,’’ Gutsell and Hulgin analyze the supercript metaphor that has been

used to describe people who overcome their disabilities. Considering the role of metaphors,

Arduser concludes in her Chapter 5 essay, ‘‘The Care and Feeding of the D-Beast: Metaphors

of the Lived Experience of Diabetes,’’ that metaphors created by those who embody chronic

illness can be both empowering for those who use the metaphors to describe their lived

experience and useful for practitioners who seek to improve the experiences of those using

the metaphors. Here, Arduser emphasizes that metaphors such as this one may also be useful

for technical communicators who seek to improve design and accessibility.

In Chapter 9, ‘‘Web Accessibility Statements: Connecting Professional Writing, Corporate

Social Responsibility, and Burkean Rhetoric,’’ Larkin considers the intersection of disability

and corporate social responsibility by looking at international corporate accessibility statements

through Burke’s lens of consubstantiality. This chapter relates to Chapters 3, 4, and 5 by

considering the role of language in shaping material conditions for people with disabilities.

It also overlaps with Lewthwaite and Swan’s work in Chapter 8 (which touches on issues of

intersectionality) in that the authors approach accessibility from a more global perspective.

Specifically, the author argues that clearly written web accessibility statements acknowledging

the rhetorical audience through shared identification can meet the expectations of the Conven-

tion on the Rights of Persons With Disabilities, celebrate the abilities of people with disabilities,

meet the needs of people with disabilities, and build common ground between stakeholders.

As this brief outline of the book highlights, Rhetorical AccessAbility offers a variety of theor-

etical lenses through which readers can think about the complex and dynamic relationship

between disability and design and accessibility. Furthermore, by offering a balance of theory

and practice, this work points to the many ways in which technical communication is well

positioned to put the theories and research of disability studies into practice. Specifically, it

is largely up to technical communicators to engage in the material practice of making different

environments and texts as easily available and understandable to as many different people

as possible. Instructors of advanced undergraduate and graduate courses may find this work

useful in courses not only on rhetoric, disability, design (web, document, information,

and instructional), usability, and accessibility but also in courses on ethics and research methods.

Just as this book may serve as content for these courses, it may also inform pedagogies including

course design and course accessibility.

Design for Disability and Rhetorical AccessAbility are grounded in theoretical and pragmatic

concerns. These two books are written for different audiences, yet both advocate for similar out-

comes, with the essays in Meloncon’s collection building upon and responding to the ideas in

Pullin’s book. Each promotes social change through a change in discursive practices and in

material conditions (e.g., design of a prosthetic or access to the Internet) associated with disability.
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The biggest divergence between these two works is that the authors in Meloncon’s piece

emphasize person over product—that is, the essays are more grounded in disability studies—

whereas Pullin focuses more heavily on product, grounding his work in design (though the

author’s efforts to improve design for people with disabilities is laudable and appreciated). These

two books complicate two major binaries that have been a topic of discussion and debate for quite

some time in the field: the binaries of person versus product (or user versus object) and individ-

uated design versus universal design. In complicating these binaries, Design for Disability and

Rhetorical AccessAbility further complicate the question, how do we accomplish good design

for everyone? Perhaps what is needed here is more attention to process in addition to person

and product.
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