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Abstract
A hallmark of business and professional communication is an emphasis on pragmatic 
but theoretically grounded work. Thus, business and professional communication 
scholars are ideally suited to turn the theories found in disability studies into 
practice. In this article, I do just that by creating a theory—orienting access—that 
draws on concepts from disability studies. Orienting access calls for business and 
professional communication faculty to consider alternate pedagogies to ensure that 
our classrooms are truly accessible to all students. It also models the behaviors to 
teach how to design and create information that is accessible for all audiences.
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The publication of Rhetorical Accessability: At the Intersection of Technical 
Communication and Disability Studies (Meloncon, 2013a) marked an important 
moment when technical and professional communication (which I take here to mean 
the large umbrella of applied writing that includes business and professional writing) 
recognized that disability studies has much to offer to the field. One of the hallmarks 
of business, professional, and technical communication is an ongoing emphasis on 
pragmatic but theoretically grounded work. Thus, business and professional commu-
nication scholars are ideally suited to turn the theories found in disability studies into 
practice. However, scholars in business, professional, and technical communication 
have been slow to engage with issues of accessibility and disability.
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One reason that we may be hesitant to enter into these conversations is that disabil-
ity and accessibility are complex, with a myriad of factors—legal, economic, political, 
and social—exerting pressure on the topic. But even with this complexity, business 
and professional communication scholars and teachers need to enter into these impor-
tant conversations. Entering them effectively requires the use of theories from other 
fields, particularly disability studies. Since the movement of theory into practice is 
characteristic of business and professional communication, it provides a perfect oppor-
tunity to educate a new generation of critical thinkers and knowledge workers. This 
generation needs to enter the workforce with the ability to perform critical analytic 
work within the frames of disability studies that could ensure greater accessibility of 
products, services, and information.

But why does disability matter so much? With reports that roughly 19% of the U.S. 
population has a disability (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010) and with an estimated 11% of 
students in higher education entering our classrooms with a disability (U.S. Department 
of Education, 2016), business and professional communication needs to more actively 
and deliberately consider issues of disability and accessibility. More accessible and 
inclusive classrooms open up opportunities for improved learning experiences for all 
students. My purpose in this article is to provide a way to reflect and reimagine peda-
gogical practice with an emphasis on access and inclusion. To achieve this purpose, I 
draw on the work of critical, queer theorist Sara Ahmed. Combining her concept of 
orientation with definitions of access, I develop a theoretical construct—orienting 
access. Beginning with relevant background exigencies, I move to discuss Ahmed’s 
(2006a, 2006b) concept of orientation and its importance to disability studies, with the 
intent of creating a pedagogical expansion. In the final section, I provide some practi-
cal ways to think about how this theory can be implemented in business and profes-
sional communication classrooms to orient our pedagogy toward access and to ensure 
that our classrooms are accessible to all students.

Background Exigencies

The field of disability studies has worked hard to create a definition of disability that 
moves past the medical model, which defines a disability by a defect that requires a 
medical or therapeutic intervention. Disability studies, however, has focused its defi-
nitions more broadly to include the economic, social, political, and environmental 
aspects that can pose barriers to those people with disabilities, while also acknowl-
edging that disability can be a key facet of identity. The World Health Organization 
(n.d.) has provided an ambiguous definition that actually aligns itself with many 
scholarly conversations: Disability is a “complex phenomenon, reflecting an interac-
tion between features of a person’s body and features of the society in which he or she 
lives” (para. 2). So when I speak of students with disabilities, I am considering how 
the student’s body and mind are interacting with the features of higher education 
classrooms and educational materials and, more specifically, how students with dis-
abilities interact in business and professional communication classrooms, whether 
they are face-to-face or online. The primary focus of this article is an explicit and 
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engaged concern with accessibility and access, which relies on the implicit under-
standing of disability described above.

With that definition in hand, I move to reviewing the literature on accessibility and 
disability. Erevelles (2000) has pointed out that education scholars have looked at the 
body in terms of race, class, gender, and sexuality, but “consistently [omit] any men-
tion of the ‘disabled’ body” (p. 25) when theory building for educational practices. 
Similarly, business and professional communication has made some clear omissions. 
Even though the field has some limited examinations of race, gender, and technology 
(e.g., Haas, 2012), it has generally excluded examinations of disability in the class-
room, the primary impetus for this special issue.

A search of the archives of this journal resulted in no articles that specifically and 
directly discuss issues of disability and accessibility in the classroom. However, sev-
eral articles address these issues in ways that bring to the fore the need to orient access 
in our classrooms. For example, in their study of providing voice assessment on stu-
dent work, Eckhouse and Carroll (2013) pointed out that two students marked voice 
assessment as “not useful,” and they were “students with learning disabilities [who] 
requested that future comment be written. Of course, we worked with our institution’s 
Office of Student Services to follow ADA (Americans with Disabilities Act) guide-
lines for students with auditory processing concerns or hearing impairments” (p. 467). 
There are several interesting points in this quote. First, the authors never seem to con-
sider that some students would not be able to access voice assessment and/or would 
not be able to process voice assessment. In other words, accessibility, or thinking that 
they would have students with disabilities that would prohibit voice assessment, 
seemed to never be taken into consideration. There is an inherent assumption that all 
students in the classroom are “normal” and able-bodied. Second, the authors seem to 
take a defensive posture in their inclusion of the follow-up sentence that they “of 
course” worked to accommodate these students. Finally, the authors’ stance to accom-
modation is troubling in that they seem to suggest they are only meant to accommo-
date when students complain. Much work in disability studies focuses on the need to 
include students, rather than simply “accommodate” them.

My reading of these two lines is not meant to be overly critical of Eckhouse and 
Carroll. It is likely they are like most business and professional communication 
instructors, who have had little exposure to how instructors can play a proactive role 
in making classrooms and educational materials accessible and who often fail to real-
ize the number of students with invisible disabilities in our classrooms. Oswal and 
Meloncon (2014) found that 42% of respondents to a national instructor survey felt 
they had never taught a student with a disability. Even though Oswal and Meloncon’s 
(2014) study focused on online teaching, one of their findings is equally important for 
face-to-face classrooms. They found that 20% of respondents had no challenges 
because they perceived access issues as not part of their responsibility and, more 
important, some respondents went as far as to say they had no desire to learn about 
teaching students with disabilities.

This example demonstrates that business and professional communication 
instructors can learn from disability studies to examine inherent (and unconscious) 
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bias toward normalcy and to think beyond cultural binaries of abled/disabled and 
normal/not normal toward considering how to make classrooms more inclusive. 
From a disability studies perspective, one must understand how normal and abled 
are conceived of differently. In what was a landmark work in disability studies, 
Davis (1995) critiqued the concept of normal and normalcy and forcefully argued 
against ableist discourse that assumes what normal is. Garland-Thompson (1997) 
extended and solidified Davis’s work when she coined a new word, normate, to 
“designate the social figure through which people can represent themselves as 
definitive human beings” (p. 8). According to Garland-Thompson (1997), the word 
normate gives people with disabilities the power to step into the position of author-
ity since they have more control over their own identity. Disability studies scholar-
ship provides an alternative viewpoint to normal and abled, which can help business 
and professional communication instructors think differently about the students in 
their classrooms.

While the one comment—“This is not a big concern for me”—may be striking in 
its callousness, it is a reminder that business and professional communication class-
rooms do have students with disabilities in them. To those who may argue otherwise, 
educational scholars have done important work to show that many students do not 
identify as disabled when they enter college (Roberts, Crittenden, & Crittenden, 2011; 
Schelly, Davies, & Spooner, 2011; Wagner, Newman, Cameto, Garza, & Levine, 2005) 
because they are trying to establish or to try on an identity that is separate from their 
disabilities. Thus, instructors need to find ways to create classroom spaces and materi-
als that do not force students with disabilities to conform to normal, but rather to 
account for bodies with all of their differences.

In scholarship specific to business and professional communication, Wilson (2000) 
showed instructors how disability studies can be used to critically assess assumptions 
inherent in scientific and medical discourse. From a theory-to-practice standpoint, 
Youngblood (2013) incorporated a recursive approach to teaching accessible web 
design to mimic the exigency of taking accessibility seriously in production-based 
projects. Moving one step further and closer to what I argue for here, Browning and 
Cagle (2016) reimagined business and professional communication pedagogy by 
incorporating theories from disabilities studies and then illustrating through a teaching 
case study how the theories could be applied. These brief overviews of existing schol-
arship show the diverse ways scholars are using disability and accessibility in the 
classroom, while also illustrating the paucity of work in the area.

Scholars who research online writing instruction are currently conducting the most 
innovative work around access (e.g., Moeller & Jung, 2014; Oswal, 2015, 2017; Oswal 
& Hewett, 2013; Oswal & Meloncon, 2014). Innovation means that there is an explicit 
attention to accessibility being a key concern (Hewett, 2015), which is a forceful 
application of Oswal and Meloncon’s (2014) call to “pay attention” to accessibility. 
Oswal and Meloncon’s article in the Journal of Business and Technical Communication 
started conversations around what it means to “pay attention” to accessibility in differ-
ent learning environments. They stressed that to include accessibility as a key part of 
programs involved a shift in ideology (Oswal & Meloncon, 2014); this shift serves as 
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a reorientation, and it is what I develop further as the theory, orienting access, which 
will help the field create more inclusive classroom experiences.

Theoretical Foundations

In this section, I discuss the concept of orientation, primarily drawing on the work of 
critical, queer theorist Ahmed; access, from the viewpoint of disability studies; and 
then the definition of orienting access, which is my own theoretical contribution to 
offer business and professional communication pedagogy a way to shift our pedagogi-
cal ideologies.

Orientation

It was my own struggle for inclusivity in the classroom that began my exploration of 
how to shift pedagogical ideologies. As someone who has given workshops and writ-
ten extensively on accessibility practices, I knew that I was not practicing the same 
things in my own classroom. I began asking questions in terms of how certain bodies 
(in this case, students and instructors) dwell in certain spaces (in this case, classrooms), 
and I realized that these questions were fundamentally asking how “bodies and objects 
take shape through being orientated to each other” (Ahmed, 2006b, p. 54). This state-
ment became my fundamental question: How can business and professional commu-
nication instructors encourage a different type of orientation between bodies—students 
and instructors—and objects—the classroom and the educational materials (both lit-
eral and figurative)? This question led me directly back to Ahmed (2006a): “How is it 
that we come to find our way in a world that acquires new shapes, depending on which 
way we turn?” (p. 543). Ahmed’s question resonated with me because I knew I needed 
to “turn” another way—that is, to learn to think differently so I could develop a new 
kind of pedagogy. It was in Ahmed’s use of orientation and orient that I began to find 
my answer.

For Ahmed (2006a), “orientations are about starting points” (p. 545), and that is 
exactly what I needed, a place to start, a point to reconsider orientations toward access 
and inclusion in the classroom. In Queer Phenomenology: Orientations, Objects, 
Others, Ahmed (2006b) built a theoretical framework for nonnormative bodies, which 
is a conceptualization of bodies that includes bodies that are not normal. Ahmed’s 
project included engaging with orientation, but she did not provide a singular defini-
tion of it. Instead she did a sophisticated etymologically and cultural explication that 
includes everything from the basic definition of orientation to the historical connection 
to the Orient (the latter of which is not considered here). Ahmed (2006b), of course, is 
most interested in the question of sexual orientation, but like any good theorist, she has 
encouraged readers to look at the familiar in new ways. In this case, the familiar 
domain I wanted to see differently was my classroom and how to better make that 
space more inclusive.

I was drawn to orientation because it is a term that is familiar and known. Most 
business and professional communication instructors will immediately understand 
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orientation as a position and directionality, and one that plays out in their programs, 
classrooms, and pedagogies, which is the primary way that I am using the term here. 
More specifically, business and professional communication instructors understand 
the practical application of orientations as they are implemented in the workplace, 
such as in a new employee orientation where workers learn the positions and direc-
tionalities of the organization. Ahmed used orientation in all of these ways—position, 
directionality, familiarity—but she also used it as a marker of identity (e.g., sexual 
orientation). Thus, Ahmed’s (2006b) orientation “is about how the bodily, the spatial, 
and the social are entangled” (p. 181). Such a view enables Ahmed (2006b) to consider 
the full force and definition of orientation as it resides within different contexts and 
interacts with different people, and where some orientations point toward some direc-
tions more so than others. Thinking of orientation as a way to point to a new direction, 
I saw the opportunity to shift—to orient differently—the entire business and profes-
sional communication classroom.

Why is orientation to another direction necessary? Because, historically, the orien-
tation of the classroom has been one of a normalized space. Typically, our classroom 
practices that are repeated term after term reinforce normalized views where all stu-
dents—all bodies—in the classroom should be the same, should be abled. Thus, a new 
orientation is necessary: one that points in directions where educational spaces entan-
gled with student bodies and social and cultural factors can move beyond normalized 
to inclusive, where difference is acknowledged and accepted. In practical terms, 
Ahmed’s theory is a way of interacting in the classroom. For business and professional 
communication instructors, it means the potential for creating inclusive classroom 
spaces by shifting pedagogical stances and practices (which will be discussed in detail 
below). It also highlights the potential for students to direct their bodies—disabled or 
nondisabled—and their experiences in new ways—such as their actual physical posi-
tions in the classroom, their ability to grapple with new material and diverse perspec-
tives, and their responses to alternative pedagogical approaches.

Orientation becomes a deliberate attempt for students (and instructors) to orient 
themselves toward and against objects in the world. In other words, instructors who 
take orientation seriously will question, orient, and reorient themselves at every step 
of the course construction to ensure that the classroom is truly an inclusive environ-
ment and that students are able to find ways to orient themselves to this new perspec-
tive. As students and instructors position themselves in relation to others in the 
classroom, the question that must be asked is whether the instructor is constructing 
learning spaces that allow students not only to enter but also to orient to new views and 
experiences. The most crucial part of orienting is access.

Access

Access and its adjective form, accessibility, have specific legal definitions tied to dis-
ability in the United States. Those definitions (http://www.ada.gov), while related, are 
not being directly considered in this essay. Instead, I would like to start with 
Williamson’s (2015) definition of access:

http://www.ada.gov
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In its most literal form, “access” describes the ability to enter into, move about within, 
and operate the facilities of a site, and is associated with architectural features and 
technologies. . . . Figuratively, however, it can suggest a much broader set of meanings 
linked to a more inclusive society with greater opportunities for social and political 
participation. (p. 14)

The first part of Williamson’s definition is most closely related to legal definitions that 
govern electronic accessibility of information in the United States, including those 
associated with making information accessible on the Internet, such as Section 508 of 
the U.S. General Services Administration Office of Government-Wide Policy (n.d.). 
Williamson’s definition of access is the most commonly used, even when it comes to 
educational issues, because oftentimes the ability to “enter into” or “operate” is spe-
cifically tied to technologies. From computer labs in face-to-face instruction to neces-
sary technologies for online instruction, business and professional communication 
pedagogy is intimately connected to technological concerns. As Oswal (2013) has 
acknowledged, “An instance of such a divide is obvious in how universities employ 
electronic technologies in existing structures—libraries, classrooms, administrative 
systems—without carefully studying their impact on already underrepresented dis-
abled members of educational communities” (p. 136). Failing to consider students 
with disabilities is compounded by business and professional communication’s ongo-
ing lack of engagement with disability and access more broadly.

Williamson’s definition goes from the literal and legal to a figurative definition 
from disability studies that provides a way to reimagine what access can mean. By 
expanding the definition of access to include factors beyond technology, I turn to the 
work of Titchkosky (2011), who has argued that “access is a way to orient to, and even 
come to wonder about, who, what, where, and when we find ourselves to be in social 
space” (p. 3). Access then is an orientation to particular spaces, and “any time access 
is spoken about or acted upon is an opportunity to reveal how access is a form of per-
ception” (Titchkosky, 2011, p. 16). Titchkosky’s use of “orient” to help define access 
complements and connects her work to Ahmed. Furthermore, when Titchkosky speaks 
of access as a form of perception, she echoes Ahmed’s (2006a, 2006b) view of history 
defining relationships between objects and bodies. For Titchkosky and Ahmed, orien-
tation is a powerful construct that opens up new ways to question the world and exist-
ing perceptions about it.

One perception that needs to be questioned is business, technical, and professional 
communication’s articulations of audiences as able-bodied. For example, much schol-
arship has been written about user-advocate and user-centered design, but the field has 
been slow to acknowledge that audiences (users or students alike) are anything but 
able-bodied. We also know that ability and disability exist on a spectrum, and the 
clear-cut binaries of able-bodied and disabled stand on fragile scientific ground.

In a review of scholarship that deals with accessibility, Zdenek (2015) has gone as 
far as to say that “accessibility is defined in such a way that no one is disabled to begin 
with” (p. 11), which intersects with the ideas out of usability that the views and results 
of those who interact with technology outside what is considered “normal” are 
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discounted (Meloncon, 2013b, p. 75). Thus, while advocating for users as a basic tenet 
of its history and practice, the field seems to have failed to acknowledge its innate 
perceptual bias against disability and/or anyone it perceives outside the realm of 
normal.

These same biases often appear in our classrooms, as Selfe and Howes (2013) have 
lamented that too often “our programs, curricula, and classes are designed to work for 
only some bodies, not for all bodies” (para. 3). Based on the field’s scholarship, it 
seems that pedagogical orientations assume students, too, are normal and able-bodied. 
To be clear, students with disabilities are those students who have experienced some-
thing that has, typically, kept them from being categorized as normal. When Titchkosky 
(2011) questioned access, she was also questioning how institutions of higher educa-
tion have perpetuated these able-bodied perceptions of its members and the world 
beyond.

It seems we have consistently had a perception about disability that has impeded 
the field’s ability to actively and critically engage with our ongoing limitations for 
addressing disability and access in our classrooms. Ahmed (2006b) said, “Perception . 
. . involves orientation; what is perceived depends on where we are located, which 
gives a certain take on things. . . . Perception is a way of facing something” (p. 27), and 
to face something means instructors need to understand their perceptions. The field’s 
perceptions are often singularly focused on the abled because disabilities are often 
hidden or not yet present (Titchkosky, 2011).

It is vital to bring that presence into the open as “here and now,” since there is no 
mistaking that we have students with disabilities in our classrooms, whether they dis-
close or not. This mixture of student bodies, with and without disabilities, only adds 
complexity for instructors who must determine how to provide access to students with 
disabilities. By shifting our own orientation about access, instructors can begin to see 
all students differently because “people with impairments are disabled by their envi-
ronments; or, to put it differently, impairments aren’t disabling, social and architec-
tural barriers are” (Kafer, 2013, p. 7, italics added).

Thus, when institutional policies and instructors think of disability as something to 
be accommodated, they miss an important component of creating inclusive learning 
environments. A failure to attend to and recognize the multitude of barriers that stu-
dents with disabilities may face leaves institutions always behind, or always trying to 
retrofit, which Dolmage (2008) has described as “add[ing] a component or accessory 
to something that has already been manufactured or built” (p. 20), which usually does 
not solve the original problem. In short, they miss the opportunity to orient access dif-
ferently so that barriers are removed.

Moving Toward a Theory of Orienting Access

In the discussion below, I expand on orienting access as a theoretical construct where 
access (a) is the starting point; (b) is an ongoing, iterative process that helps solve 
existing problems with the current perception and conception of access; and (c) allows 
both instructors and students a way to orient themselves for the educational 
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experience. I chose to join orient with access to ensure a broad interpretation of access 
and encourage our field to move past the narrowness of architectural or technical 
details that sometimes limit access. Orientation encourages instructors to be flexible 
and consistently assess and reassess their orientations to the classroom.

Titchkosky (2011) believed “access is a way of bringing to life consciousness, a 
form of oriented social action” (p. 3). This definition, too, connects access with orien-
tation and integrates an important component of action. Orienting access is the begin-
ning of a theory that specifically asks business and professional communication 
instructors to look beyond their existing pedagogical orientations and turn those peda-
gogies in a different direction. Orienting access encourages programs and instructors 
to shift “from an ideology of normalcy to an ideology of inclusion” where inclusion is 
infused into every aspect of curricular design and pedagogical practice (Oswal & 
Meloncon, 2017, p. 68). By promoting a theory of orienting access in the classroom, I 
hope to encourage instructors to move toward accessible learning environments.

Orienting access is a theoretical approach where an instructor critically orients her-
self or himself to begin pedagogical applications and curricular design from the point 
of access. Orienting access ensures an inclusive environment that allows all student 
bodies to orient toward, and interact with, other bodies, viewpoints, perspectives, and 
educational objects.

Orienting Access Practical Applications

Orienting access provides a flexible framework that certainly addresses the idea that 
abilities can change depending on context (Pullin, 2009), which means instructors and 
students alike need to continuously reorient ourselves within educational spaces that 
are created to ensure equal access to all bodies. Accessible learning environments 
include “not only its tables and chairs, its technologies, and its participants, but also 
the beliefs, discourses, attitudes and interchanges that take place there” (Price, 2011, 
p. 61). To begin this important work, I will share some practical suggestions to build a 
business and professional communication infrastructure that is accessible, welcoming, 
and inclusive.

Start With the Syllabus

Since the syllabus is where classes usually begin, I, too, would like to start with it. The 
syllabus is an institutional document that works at both the classroom level and the 
institutional level. When institutions create policies, such as diversity statements, and 
then “strongly encourage” or “highly recommend” that faculty include those policies 
on their syllabi, it is a mark of an institutional attitude, “a set of norms, values, and 
priorities that determine what is granted and how” (Ahmed, 2012, p. 23). Overcoming 
the problems of institutional structures and bringing diversity, and therefore inclusion, 
back to the forefront requires a reorientation of approaches, particularly for faculty in 
their classrooms. It is the frontline of the classroom, the most personal of settings, 
where the institutional norms can be orientated and actually enacted. Thus, it becomes 
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incumbent on the instructor to determine how to integrate and facilitate an inclusive 
diversity statement in the syllabus that goes beyond the institutional position of includ-
ing it. Where the accessibility statement is positioned, the language used, and the dis-
cussion of it in class are all vital aspects that help set the tone for an accessible learning 
environment. Wood and Madden (2014) have proposed ways to write a more inclusive 
policy statement, as has the collaborative team at Tulane (Womack, Blanchard, Wang, 
& Jessee, 2015). These are definitely starting places to help faculty understand how to 
reorient a common document that all business and professional communication fac-
ulty write.

However, instructors have to go beyond simply including an access or disability 
statement. They need to consciously make inclusion not only about policy but about 
delivery and integration of practice within the classroom itself. Practical first steps 
include generating the syllabus in multiple modalities (e.g., standard print, online in 
HTML format within a content management system, a PowerPoint presentation) and 
considering alternate large print or Braille versions (with support from the campus 
disability services), incorporating clear language, descriptive headings, and visual fea-
tures to reach a variety of reading bodies.

Beyond the material construction of the syllabus, instructors need to take time to 
orient students to what a disability statement and inclusive classroom actually is 
because most students have little experience with it. The obvious first step is to have a 
discussion about what students think inclusion and access mean. This could be done 
using small groups to define terms and then sharing the information back to the entire 
class. The instructor would then summarize and place the student responses into the 
context of how access and inclusion will be experienced in the classroom (which are 
discussed in the next sections).

These practical suggestions provide ways to make the syllabus a starting point for 
conversations about inclusion, and they help students and instructors alike orient to a 
different kind of learning experience.

Incorporate Services for All Students Within the Classroom

Brewer, Selfe, and Yergeau (2014) have pointed out that accessibility has too often 
focused on the “other” and ensuring they can access inaccessible texts rather than try-
ing to change the profession so that texts are accessible to begin with. Moving past 
individualized concepts of disability, we can create accessible learning environments 
that are more accessible for all students by ensuring that some students are not singled 
out for accommodation or retrofitting. Disability studies’ scholars have dismissed both 
accommodation and retrofitting because these terms and the corresponding policies 
rarely provide true access to learning opportunities. The emphasis on “registering” 
with disability services so that an accommodation can be made reinforces the ableist 
divide and also obscures the complicity of instructors and institutions in maintaining 
these divisions because it is someone else’s problem. By working on pedagogical 
approaches for an inclusive classroom and educational practices, the need for accom-
modations would be removed.
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Many who teach in this field understand the connection to transformation through 
a culture of participation as a result of our long-standing connections to user experi-
ence, usability, and participatory design. For a connection to user experience, instruc-
tors can create multiple assignments. As experienced instructors know, student learning 
outcomes can be met in a variety of ways. Providing multiple assignment options 
allows students to choose the one that works best for them and mitigates the need for 
students to disclose and immediately become the other. For example, a common 
assignment in a business and professional communication classroom is to create 
instructions. This assignment can be completed traditionally as a print-based docu-
ment with visuals to improve comprehension or as a captioned video.

From a participatory design perspective, students can be asked to help create the 
assignments. While this works better later in the term when students have foundational 
knowledge of course concepts, it offers students and instructors a different way of 
orienting to classroom assignments. Having students actively participate in assign-
ment creation empowers them to control aspects of their learning, while simultane-
ously furthering the aims of an inclusive classroom environment. These two simple 
steps orient the classroom to one of accessibility and away from more traditional mod-
els that do not consciously account for inclusivity of all students.

Business and professional communication instructors should also consider radical 
reconfigurations of their own pedagogy. While there were numerous strategies pre-
sented in Business and Professional Communication Quarterly’s special issue on the 
flipped classroom (Knight, 2016), none of those articles referenced how flipped class-
rooms work to make sure that classrooms are attuned to the needs of all learners. 
Consider for a moment the field’s use of group work. For students with anxiety disor-
ders or attention problems, group work can be traumatic, and for students with certain 
types of aural disabilities, the noise of group work can be unsettling and disturbing. 
Thus, alternative modes, such as using online collaborative spaces, should be 
considered.

Another way to incorporate services for all students is through technology. Sean 
Zdenek (2009) worried that students with disabilities would either be excluded because 
of technological barriers or become “afterthoughts” if pedagogies did not shift to meet 
their needs. This stance is even more important as more institutions are mandating the 
use of learning management systems that oftentimes are not fully accessible. It 
becomes imperative for instructors to work with students to find alternative technolo-
gies. Instructors also need to be deliberate about technological choices—even provid-
ing multiple options—to ensure that all students can access the technology. For 
example, for students with a variety of disabilities, discussion boards in learning man-
agement systems are difficult to access. Business and professional communication 
instructors should then consider how to facilitate the pedagogical outcomes of the 
discussion board in alternative ways, such as activities in class (or online) that demon-
strate students have done the reading.

Orienting access takes into consideration these types of concerns and begins to 
reconsider how to adapt classroom activities. In the specific case of group work, I have 
struggled to implement alternatives outside of giving students the option to opt out. 
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The opt out option, however, forefronts the issue of accommodation and can poten-
tially mark students as not normal. Business and professional communication has a 
range of inclusive classroom research questions that are ripe to be explored, such as 
the following: What would an inclusive flipped classroom look like? How can we take 
other student-centered pedagogies and shift their orientations to ensure that all stu-
dents have access to the same learning opportunities? What exemplary business and 
professional communication practices can we employ in our courses for our students, 
which would later help them orient access in their workplaces and lives? These are 
questions that business and professional communication instructors need to start ask-
ing themselves regularly.

Establish Student Channels to Provide Consistent Feedback on Access in 
the Classroom

Finally, programs and faculty must begin to reorient themselves and acknowledge they 
need to pay attention to access and disability. Orienting access encourages instructors 
to challenge the current pedagogical training and strategies that assume all bodies are 
“normal” and “abled”, and those that are not have to simply be accommodated. What 
happens if we immediately switch that orientation, turn ourselves outward and start at 
a place that acknowledges difference and diversity. As John Slatin (2002) pointed out:

Accessibility is fundamentally a rhetorical issue, a matter of fleshing out (literally) our 
conception of audience to include an awareness that there are people with disabilities in 
that audience and developing effective skills and strategies for addressing the entire 
audience. (para. 37)

Applying Slatin’s view to business and professional communication classrooms, one 
strategy for addressing diverse audiences is for instructors to create recursive feedback 
loops to allow student voices to be heard.

One easy-to-implement option is in-term evaluations. Much like the end-of-term 
course evaluation, in-term evaluations ask students to comment on aspects of the 
course so that, if necessary, changes can be implemented to improve student learning 
outcomes. In-term evaluations provide students a way to voice their concerns on what 
may not be working, as well as highlight the things that are working. In-term evalua-
tions are usually confined to two or three issues. Extending the examples provided 
above, an in-term evaluation can ask students: Did you find certain assignment options 
useful for your learning? Were the assessment instruments clear? What did you find 
useful about the exercise of helping create assignments? Did you feel your voices and 
concerns were heard? Subsequently, end-of-term evaluations can further these aims by 
asking additional and/or follow-up questions.

A more involved process to include student perspectives is to meet with students 
and conduct an informal focus group. To ensure an open and safe space, this type of 
discussion can be facilitated by the business and professional communication program 
administrator or another faculty. Things to consider for this type of participatory 
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feedback would be the effectiveness of class interactions facilitated by the instructor, 
questions of technology and their ease of access, types of in-class exercises, comments 
on the syllabus, suggestions about alternative assignments, and ways to facilitate bet-
ter student-to-student discussions. The ultimate goal is to obtain feedback from stu-
dents on the inclusive nature of the classroom. Providing students a consistent voice is 
a practical implementation of orienting access because it empowers students to pro-
vide information that directly affects their learning.

Implications for Business and Professional 
Communication Programs and Faculty

Orienting access in the classroom means that program administrators and faculty are 
working toward creating inclusive and diverse learning spaces. Beyond improving 
pedagogical practices to be more inclusive, orienting access has two other important 
implications: practicing institutional critique and expanding what diversity means.

Instituting changes at the classroom and program levels is the first step in an insti-
tutional critique, which is absolutely necessary because, as Ahmed (2012) argued, 
once practices become institutionalized through policy they often disappear from 
view, which echoes Porter, Sullivan, Blythe, Grabill, and Miles (2000), who asserted 
that institutional critiques are necessary to understanding and exposing the power and 
operation of structures so that those same structures can be changed. Orienting access 
is the first step in shifting institutional cultures so that access is more than a “retrofit” 
or legal mandate. Orienting access encourages awareness and integration of access 
and inclusion throughout all aspects of the program, from assignments to outcomes, to 
professional development and training, to physical and virtual spaces.

When Ahmed (2012) examined institutional policies and documents around diver-
sity, she concluded “an explicit attention to institutions teaches us about their implicit 
significance and meaning” (p. 22, italics in original). What orienting access can teach 
us is that higher education structures are currently embedded with an able-bodied ori-
entation that starts at the classroom level and program level. These are places business 
and professional communication instructors can personally and professionally influ-
ence. The classroom and program levels provide documented examples of Ahmed’s 
(2012) important point that paying attention to something shows that it is valued. 
Orientation allows attention and value to come to the fore, provides the practical steps 
necessary to enact institutional policies all the way down to the classroom level, and 
brings diversity and inclusion to the attention of faculty and students.

I see orienting access as a form of diversity work, which is described as “a way of 
attending to what gets passed over as a routine or an ordinary feature of institutional 
life” (Ahmed, 2012, p. 22). The everyday practices of the classroom are often routine 
and passed over as ways to shift institutional structures. But Ahmed has sought to 
uncover how institutional life is described, and lived, by diversity practitioners. By 
beginning with access and orienting outward from there, instructors become diversity 
practitioners and can begin to change institutional structures at the classroom level. 
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Thus, “the institution can be experienced by practitioners as resistance” (Ahmed, 
2012, p. 26, italics in original).

Through orienting access, business and professional communication faculty and 
program administrators have the opportunity to highlight diversity work in all aspects 
of programmatic and curricular initiatives, and most particularly, within our class-
rooms. We also need to model these behaviors for students to take with them into their 
future workplaces. For business and professional communication classrooms and pro-
grams, orienting access becomes an ethical infrastructure that ensures diversity within 
the classroom. Once instituted for students with disabilities, such diversity could also 
ensure racial and gender diversity. Thinking of access as a diversity issue, business and 
professional communication administrators and faculty need to move beyond simply 
believing that ensuring accessible classrooms is not their problem. Access also goes 
beyond making accommodations for students based on their institutional registration 
with disability services. True access starts with an orientation toward an inclusive 
classroom that is more than an office on campus, an accommodation, or a checklist 
(Oswal & Meloncon, 2017).

Applying the theory of orienting access ensures that key components of accessible 
course design are met. Those include providing the same types of interactions and 
experiences for all students regardless of disability, ensuring levels of independence 
(e.g., students with disabilities should not—within reason—be dependent on the 
instructor to intercede in all class activities), and providing access to course 
information.

How we orient access in business and professional communication classrooms 
either opens up or closes down students’ abilities to orient themselves within these 
same spaces. By actively engaging with disability, faculty and administrators are shift-
ing and challenging the idea that disability is personal or threatening (Kerschbaum, 
2015) and instead focusing on diverse bodies simply as students. Classroom spaces, 
policies, and assignments all impact what students are allowed to do, and without 
those spaces being intentionally designed to orient toward access, we are limiting pos-
sibilities for students who enter them.

There has been scholarship advocating for the use of universal design for learning 
(UDL) as a framework for achieving accessible classrooms. I would strongly caution 
against taking this approach without the critical and theoretical thinking advocated 
here. UDL can easily devolve into a rote checklist that lacks any meaningful consider-
ation of the disabilities and accessibility (Oswal & Meloncon, 2017), and UDL has 
been blamed for turning people into abstractions (Sandhu, 2011). Thus, it contradicts 
the concept of an embodied orientation to access/ability advocated here.

Orienting access affords business and professional communication a theoretical 
foundation that opens the space for reorienting how we think of inclusion, access, 
agency, and diversity. Theory has always been a tool to provide different views and 
different ways of seeing. In business and professional communication, we have been 
reluctant to attach theories to our pedagogical practice. However, theoretical orienta-
tions offer business and professional communication the chance to bring into view 
those institutional practices that implicitly or explicitly affect classroom practice. 
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Business and professional communication has long prided itself on moving theory to 
practice; it is time this occurs within our classrooms, not only because it is good peda-
gogical practice but also because it models the type of critical awareness that is neces-
sary for students. Reorienting programs and pedagogies also means giving students an 
example of how they too can take on, and potentially change, institutional structures 
once they enter the workforce. Doing much more than simply calling for changes in 
inequities and inequality, orienting access can help business and professional commu-
nication classrooms become models that students can follow once they are in the 
workplace.

As classrooms have become more diverse, it becomes necessary to update our ped-
agogies to address these diversities. Business and professional communication has for 
too long assumed we only need to consider normal bodies (Meloncon, 2017). This 
stance is troubling within the field, but it is more troubling in the classroom where we 
have the opportunity to start the process of implementing change. What I have pre-
sented here challenges our own ideologies about normalcy. By drawing on disability 
studies scholarship, I have offered a new theory—orienting access—to encourage 
instructors to reorient their pedagogies in such way that they can create accessible 
learning environments rather than ones where students with disabilities are treated as 
an exception that needs to be accommodated.

Any major change, like the one outlined here, will likely result in what Ahmed 
(2006b) has called disorientation. Before pushing the disorientation, the strange feel-
ing, away and simply retaining our regular practices, business and professional com-
munication faculty and administrators should see this as an opportunity to create 
learning spaces that engage students in new ways. We simply have to change our 
orientation.
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