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Universal Accommodation
Outside of those few disabilities specifically identified in the Americans with Disabilities Act, “Disability” is whatever court you’re in front of believes it is. Andrew Rozynski, Co-Director of the Deaf Law Center (Mar. 11, 2025). This complicates things for those seeking even basic accommodations because very few disabilities are so clearly labeled as such under the ADA. If one seeks accommodation for their disability under the ADA, they must first prove that they either have an “actual disability”, a “record of a disability”, or were “regarded as having a disability”. 
My son has been labeled “Non-Verbal Autistic” by the Socorro Independent School District in El Paso, TX. Autism is a mental disability explicitly covered under the Americans with Disabilities Act. As such, he is protected under the ADA and it is prohibited to discriminate against him on the mere basis of his being autistic. Rehabilitation Act (1973). But how does one get past this label of “autistic” or “disabled” and change the perception of the world so that there may be genuine equality and justice without the social stigma that comes with a label? Further, how do we get accommodations for those with disabilities that are more difficult to prove under the ADA? How about for those who don’t want to self-identify? This paper aims to explore areas of law and how it may be applied to elevate accommodations among the general public to ensure the same access to educational and employment opportunities for those protected as a class of “disabled” as those who are able-bodied and neurotypical, preferably without having to self-identify or rely on special accommodations. 
The Global Universal Design Commission has begun to address some of these issues, at least about equal access to buildings, products, and environments. As a non-profit, GUCD collaborates with individuals and organizations to promote the understanding and use of Universal Design (“UD”) so that all people may have equal access to places and products without needing adaptation, retrofitting, or specialized design. To make the world accessible for anyone outside of what society classifies as “normal”, it’s important to identify what the obstacles in modern society may be and what accommodations may bridge the gap between the “disabled” and the hypothetical “majority” or “average person” legislators so often identify when creating laws on the local, state, and national level.
“We can’t accommodate everyone” is something I’ve heard more often than I’d realized. But why is that? Cost? Inconvenience? The idea that this accommodation is going above and beyond in some way? In many instances, such as a food drive or a hotel upgrade, this may be so. For many other instances, however, I disagree. For example, ramps are often thought to be an accommodation for those in wheelchairs. Although that may be true, they remain that same “accommodation” for everyone who uses them; able-bodied or otherwise. Stairs are less expensive, easier to install, and require less material. They also prevent or at least deter access from a significant number of visible and non-visible disabilities, as well as those who simply scoff at the idea of having to break a sweat to get somewhere. Worse, stairways are the second leading cause of accidental injuries, second only to motor vehicle accidents. Further, it is estimated that stairways cause injury at least once every thirty seconds. So, yes, ramps may be more expensive to install and take up more space, but they offer greater access to employees, residents, customers, and/or the public and will save a company quite a bit in lawsuits both for injuries sustained climbing or descending a staircase as well as one that was brought under the ADA.
Failure to accommodate is one of the most common lawsuits against employers of the disabled community. Prof. Brian East, University of Texas at Austin School of Law (Mar. 12, 2025). Many of the accommodations I would propose to be accessible to the general public may take time or money to initially implement, but the sooner action is integrated into construction and production, the less it will cost later. For example, pre-existing structures and products later modified to meet accommodation requirements are far more expensive than those that have been accommodating from their inception. Prof. Peter Blanck, Syracuse University (Mar. 10, 2025). To identify the challenges those with disabilities face, Mandy Salas recommended the practical exercise of going through day-to-day life events as if having the same disability. Some examples of this include rolling around in a wheelchair, pushing a stroller through a national park, getting around the house with a blindfold on, everyone wearing earplugs during a meeting, spending a day downtown without using your arms, communicating without saying a word, writing a resume without touching the keyboard/screen, trying to get through a shift without sleep or caffeine (to simulate some effects of depression), having a loud alarm go off every five minutes or so the office (to simulate some effects of anxiety), etc. We already have harassment training in the workforce, so it would be easy to incorporate practical exercises that a) keep people awake and b) facilitate a genuine, constructive, inclusive learning environment in which there are real takeaways as to the experiences of others and the “blindspots” of workplace accommodations. 
One that’s been established, the same must be done to get a head start on the next generation who, if history is anything to go off of, will take the disability movement far further than ours or any of those who came before us. I would love to see a class or at least one day in each school year, likely in middle school, when students are most malleable, that focuses specifically on skills like sympathy, empathy, mindfulness, critical thinking, etc. that come from the aforementioned practical exercises and others like them. If it were a class, I would also include a mandatory final project that encourages creative problem solving and entrepreneurial spirit in the pretend (or perhaps very real) creation of a new law, product, or accommodation design. 
In a “perfect world”, there would be no need to request accommodations in the workplace except in extreme cases. Those who are otherwise qualified for essential job functions would not be looked at with a different lens at an interview. Application platforms would all have text-to-speech and speech-to-text software and outside of a review of qualifications and work experience related to a position’s essential job functions, a disability would not be within the factors under consideration. Further, websites should encourage the use of toggles next to these language accommodations that allow instant change in text and background color for those who are colorblind or simply require contrast or enlarged text to read. For those with mental “disabilities” like autism, depression, or anxiety, positions that don’t require face-to-face interactions would have the option to work from home. After all, in what world is getting up and walking to the other end of an office faster than sending an email or adding to a shared document with a “tasks” list with accompanying due dates? There are simple solutions to most of the obstacles those with disabilities are faced with, and yet they must be specifically requested by those who need them. 
As many of the speakers at the Americans with Disabilities Act Employment Law and Policy Residency that took place in Los Angeles, CA from March 10 - March 13th noted, the most common reason employers or schools fail to accommodate those with “disabilities” is because they simply did not know the accommodation was needed. But why make someone go through the effort of self-identifying and making a specific request for accommodation before the change is made? These types of accommodations which apply widely among the disabled and non-disabled community should be built into businesses, schools, work offices, websites, computers, etc. from their conception. It’s not just ramps and elevators, nor verbal stopwalks and bright smoke detector lights, but rather a vast array of simple, common sense accommodations that remain blatantly dismissed by those charged with enforcing them, be it by legal or moral obligation. Further, many employers who receive these accommodation requests opt to challenge them under the definition of the individual’s disability, broad application to the word “essential”, claiming “undue hardship”, or simply ignoring the accommodation request in hopes that they can ignore or coerce it away. If these accommodations were the new “standard”, however, these challenges would likely be less common due to them opposing the societal norms of the time.
The mission of the Global Universal Design Commission has helped facilitate this idea of accommodation without request by having the mission of creating a Universal design of buildings, products, and environments, but I know we can go further. With proper legislation enforcing new minimums of accommodation in the physical and virtual barriers of life, the ADA may be revised and become what it should have always been; a last resort for only the most extreme cases of accommodation. From there, individuals like Ariana Aboulafia, who specialize in reviewing disability accessibility in technology, products, buildings, etc., may review the sufficiency in these minimums of accommodation on the private and public scale while legislators delegate the amendments of these laws to an organization or committee of such individuals who are to be voted in every so often to make these determinations. High hopes, I know. But the world has been heading in this direction for some time now, albeit with a few bumps along the way. Our very Declaration of Independence, ratified in 1776, stated the following, “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness” (emphasis added). When one’s liberty and pursuit of happiness is impossible without accommodation, how are we to argue that they are given the same “unalienable rights” as the rest of the nation?
To go even further, these minimal accommodation changes may become an International Treaty, which would make the world more accessible and more compassionate, much like the efforts of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, a treaty not yet signed by the United States. This convention’s purpose is to “promote, protect and ensure the full and equal enjoyment of all human rights and fundamental freedoms by all persons with disabilities, and to promote respect for their inherent dignity”. Even so, this treaty as it is written lacks regulations and minimal accommodation standards that could change the world if signed and enforced; an accessible world, one that does not think twice to see a wheelchair, speak to the deaf, or sit in front of a non-verbal autistic judge. All we will know about one another is that the individual is qualified to perform the essential job functions of their occupations regardless of disability, race, religion, etc. To echo Judy Heumann, “We are moving toward a world of equality and justice for all”. My only question… Why is it taking so long to get there?

