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“Who’s actually in the room?”



“From the onset of our program we need to 
address the fact that there can be people in the 
room who have these issues going on. I would 
see it in my classmates who weren’t as 
sensitive, talking about people with 
impairments, who deal with chronic pain, who 
deal with chronic fatigue, as we were learning 
about them. We need to make it clear that 
these people are also in the room.”

– Hillary (DPT Program)



“A challenge of medical education is that it’s 
always so patient focused, in the sense that it 
escapes reality that someone in the room might 
have one of these mental health diagnoses or 
illnesses or conditions or disabilities that we’re 
talking about. And, that’s not true. That can’t 
statistically be true.”

– Joy (MD Program)



“I just wish our instructors knew how bad it 
feels to have to self-accommodate. To be like 
the one person…like I’m probably really not the 
only person in the room thinking that, but just 
how bad it feels…that I can’t really pay attention 
because I’m having to plan my 
accommodations…It’s so obvious, there are 
plenty of people, including people having a 
much harder time than me, in the room and 
everyone’s pretending like it doesn’t happen. I 
just wish it was something more openly talked 
about.”

– Opal (MD Program)



“I remember getting the email that you’re 
doing this and being like ‘wow, I can’t believe 
somebody is studying this.’ Like it’s so 
important. It’s so important especially in health 
professions because how can you expect 
people to be clinicians and at the same time 
imagine that everyone who’s in the room 
learning to be a clinician does not have any 
disabilities, medical problems, or conditions. 
Like, it’s so weird.”

– Opal (MD Program)



“Who’s imagined in the room?”



Expectations & Imaginations



“I just think it’s best practice to not treat all 
medical students like we’re supposed to be 
super healthy in [contrast to] all these patients 
out there who are the people with all of these 
real problems that we have to solve. I wish 
instructors would take a more realistic view of 
the fact that most of the learners in this room 
have been patients.”

– Renee (MD Program)



https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/disabilityandhealth/infographic-disability-impacts-all.html



Disabling “who’s in the room?”



Roadmap
1. The process of “disabling” 

2. Disabling bioethics
-Ouellette & Scully

3. Who’s in the room? Taking on new perspectives
-Disability gain
-Disability as unsurprising
-Resources and best practices



The Process of “Disabling”
Embracing disability as a critical category for reflection



Disabling Bioethics



Disabling Bioethics

“If I were listing the 
most dangerous people 

in the U.S. today, 
bioethicists …would top 

my list – way above 
skinheads, whose beliefs 

they appear to share.”

-Alice Mailhot



Ouellette

Questions of method 
and disability
• Individuals with disabilities 

and individualized 
interventions and 
technologies?

• Or, communal and collective 
concerns and interventions?



Scully

”the ethics of disability”

vs.

“disability ethics”



Disabling Bioethics

Serious ethical analysis 
must be informed by 

the “embodied effects of 
impairment” – the 

embodied wisdom of 
disabled people 



Disability consciousness requires concrete 
collaborations



Diversifying “who’s in the room” among 
learners and trainees



“The biological, social, and 
cultural implications of 

being deaf are not 
automatically defined 

simply by loss but could 
also be defined by 

difference, and, in some 
significant instances, 

as gain.”



“You know the lecturer worked in OB/GYN or 
something and was trying to answer questions 
and really couldn’t. She basically said, ‘yeah, this 
is rare, you’re not really gonna see it.’ And it 
made me feel so upset. I felt so deflated. We’re 
training clinicians – this is important. And this is 
my life! I was so upset that I had to follow-up 
and educate people on it.”

-Callie (PA Program)



Disability as unsurprising



“My advisor knows about accommodations. 
She was very much like, ‘this is not a weird 
thing; this is not a thing we’ve done before, 
but this is something we can absolutely do.’” 

-Callie (PA Program)



Existing Resources



Existing Initiatives



Asking and answering the question 
“who’s in the room?”
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