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Dear Berkeley Disabled Students (BDS), 

Thank you for sharing examples of experiences of disabled undergraduate and graduate students. One of 
the goals of the Disabled Students Program (DSP) is to protect the identities, rights, and services of 
students with disabilities to reach their full potential. We take seriously the concerns members of the 
community have shared, and are committed to improving our services to all marginalized communities on 
campus, and specifically to students with disabilities. We are also committed to cooperating with the 
Office of Civil Rights to resolve any and all complaints associated with Section 504 of the Rehabilitation 
Act of 1973, which prohibits discrimination on the basis of disability. 

As Vice Chancellor of Equity and Inclusion Na'ilah Nasir stated when she met with your group on June 13, 
2016, she is committed to addressing your concerns in an effective, timely, and comprehensive manner. 
We are in a process of continuous improvement, and plan to address your concerns in the following ways: 

• 

• 

• 

Personnel/Hiring: On behalf of the University, the Division of Equity & Inclusion set up a fair, 
extensive, and inclusive process to select and hire a qualified person for the position of DSP 
Director. The selection committee interviewed both abled bodied and disabled candidates. After 
obtaining the feedback from the search team, committee members, conducting reference checks, 
and other HR-related background checks, VCEI Nasir offered Karen Nielson the position as 
director of DSP. Nielson assumed the role on July 5, 2016. Karen Nielson plans to establish a 'DSP 
Advisory Council,' and will be inviting representatives of BDS to serve on this Council. In addition, 
effective June 1, 2016, the position of Disability Compliance Officer was classified as a permanent 
position, with Derek Coates appointed to that position. As you know, the role of the Disability 
Compliance Officer is to address complaints of disability discrimination. Karen Nielson is very 
eager to work with you. She will reach out to you to schedule a time to meet and discuss 
your concerns. 

Standard of Service: We recognize that we must have a high standard for services to our 
students with disabilities. Our goal is to provide timely, accessible accommodations and services 
for every eligible student, every time. At the same time, keeping up with the ever-increasing 
demand for services has been as a major challenge. The current DSS model was designed in 1977, 
when just 1.5% of the higher education student population reported a disability. Today, one in 
nine students report a disability, and just in the last half dozen years, the number of requests for 
accommodations has more than doubled, from approximately 23,000 to 53,000 requests per year. 
Clearly, our approach to service delivery must change. The DSP Advisory Council will work 
with Karen Nielson to inform new models of service. 

Professional Conduct: The Campus takes seriously complaints regarding unprofessional 
behavior of employees. Policy prohibits individuals from engaging in discrimination against or 
harassment of any person on the basis of race, color, national origin, religion, sex, gender, gender 
expression, gender identity, pregnancy, physical or mental disability, medical condition, genetic 
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• 

• 

• 

• 

information, ancestry, marital status, age, sexual orientation, citizenship, or service in the 
uniformed services. Anyone who believes they have been subjected to discrimination, 
harassment, or retaliation can submit a report to Central HR Policy & Practice, by emailing or 
calling (510) 642-7053. Furthermore, University policy prohibits retaliation against any member 
of the University community filing a complaint of discrimination or harassment. At the same time, 
as an employer we are not at liberty to share personnel actions against or about any employee. 
Working under the direction of DSP Director Nielson, the program will undergo an inquiry 
into the facts surrounding reports of unprofessional behavior and a process to create an 
environment and tone that will not be perceived or experienced as hostile or 
unprofessional. 

Accommodations: It is extremely important for students to obtain full access to the curriculum, 
fully participate in their coursework, classroom activities, and discussions. The accommodations 
process in institutions of higher education is a shared responsibility between students receiving 
disability accommodations and faculty administering those accommodations. It is the 
responsibility of the student to make known to professors the need for accommodations. The role 
of DSP is to authorize accommodations based on documentation receipt/interpretation, and the 
interactive process with the students. And it is the right and responsibility of the faculty to 
protect the academic integrity of the curriculum, and to ensure that all students receive the best 
possible educational outcome. Hence, the process of determining appropriate accommodations 
for courses will vary depending on the essential nature of the curriculum. Each semester, a 
student is responsible for submitting an authorized Letter of Accommodation (LOA) to the faculty 
for the classes in which a student is currently enrolled, and for the classes that the student 
believes require accommodations. Faculty responsibility for complying with accommodation 
provisions begins upon receipt of the LOA. The student should schedule an appointment with the 
faculty to review and ensure the faculty understands the contents of the LOA. If, for whatever 
reason, a faculty member takes issue with the details of the accommodations, DSP staff, upon 
specific request by either the student or the faculty member, can assist students in explaining the 
accommodation requirements to faculty. In collaboration with the Office of Faculty Equity & 
Welfare, DSP Director Karen Nielson and Amy Scharf (Project Policy Analyst for the 
Division of Equity and Inclusion) will make recommendations for faculty training on 
implementation of accommodations. 

Access: It is paramount that we review our student services, management, and in-take processes 
to ensure that all of our students are obtaining and retaining information that will assist them in 
gaining access to what they need in the most timely, equitable, and professional manner. Students 
play a pivotal role in providing reasonable administrative notice when requesting letters of 
accommodation as well as auxiliary and alternative format services. The DSP website provides 
information regarding time frames for requesting, receiving, back-up/interim accommodations, as 
well as auxiliary service related assistive technology. DSP Director Nielson, in collaboration 
with DSP students, will review the informal and formal processes for requesting and 
responding to accommodation needs and make recommendations for updating any 
outdated, unclear procedures that causes untimely communication regarding 
accommodation requests. 

Training/Service Models: Currently, there are five specialists in DSP. While DSP has historically 
experienced significant staff turnover and vacancies, DSP today is fully staffed with specialists. All 
DSP specialists are cross-trained to identify disability-related functional limitations for all 
students. Training for our specialists is ongoing due to the high turnover rate of these specialized 
positions. The Lead Specialist meets with the specialists one-on-one weekly, as well as the team 
each week to ensure that specialist are qualified and train to address the multiple needs of DSP 
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• 

• 

• 
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students. Once a month, a counselor from the Tang Center meets with the specialist team and is 
available to specialists for ongoing consultation for psychological-related disability 
documentation reviews (as needed). The Generalist Model was initiated Spring of 2015, to 
accomplish three primary goals: 1) to reduce student delays in meeting with a specific specialist; 
2) to broaden the knowledge base of specialist to deliver services in multiple client case 
situations; and 3) to add a level of flexibility and increased availability of staff, so that if/when the 
specialist pool is limited, the program can maintain service. Additionally, we will take under 
consideration training faculty in disability rights as we look at the broader issues, both training 
and other needs. It is important to include students with disabilities on interview teams to hire 
for positions that directly impact students. Executive Director in the Division of Equity and 
Inclusion Fabrizio Mejia will work with DSP Director Karen Nielson to examine the 
Generalist Model to determine if it is the correct model moving forward and to ensure that 
structures are in place to include students on interview panels. 

Technology Upgrades: The Division of Equity & Inclusion administered an anonymous DSP 
needs assessment survey to the staff in DSP in mid-May of2016. One of the most common 
comments on the survey was the need to revamp or replace the SCARAB software with a more 
updated and user-friendly software designed and aligned to the needs of students, faculty, and 
staff. This will be one of the priorities and goals for the new DSP director to go through a 
process to examine the systems that are in place and make recommendations for 
improvements or new software that will better meet the needs of all users. 

Grievance Processes: In accordance with the Gustafson Settlement, grievances must first be filed 
within the DSP. This provides the program the opportunity to informally resolve a grievance 
prior to elevating the grievance to a formal filing. If the opportunity to resolve an issue at the local 
level is available, this does not represent a conflict of interest. However, if grievances are not 
being addressed locally, that is a challenge we must attend to immediately. 

Prorated Tuition: University of California tuition rates are determined by the Regents, based on 
the recommendation of the UC President. The Regents have established a policy regarding 
reduced tuition for students enrolled under the Policy and Procedures Concerning Part-Time 
Study. For undergraduate students: Part-time undergraduate students who are approved to enroll 
for ten units or fewer, or an equivalent number of courses per quarter, or for two courses or fewer 
per semester at Berkeley or Merced, shall pay the full Student Services Fee and one-half the Tuition 
charge paid by full-time students. For disabled students, campus colleges have long worked with 
DSP to assist students who may qualify and benefit from part-time enrollment. For students 
interested in taking this route, working with DSP is the first step in the process. Additionally, 
part-time fee status can have financial aid implications and students are encouraged to meet with 
the Financial Aid and Scholarships Office before selecting reduced tuition to understand possible 
impacts on their total out-of-pocket costs. 

Funding: We desire all of our programs, no matter the funding source, to function in a manner 
that serves the Campus community. We would like to work with your group to shift negative 
perceptions and create greater transparency. 

Faculty Coalition for Disability Rights: VCEI Nasir responded via letter to the Faculty Coalition 
for Disability Rights (FCDR) and is working collaboratively with this coalition to address both 
their letters dated 12-9-15 and 4-12-16. 
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We share your desire for our Campus to be a progressive, safe, and equitable space for disabled students 
and we are truly invested in your success and continued presence and advocacy on campus. Our hope is 
that we can co-construct concrete plans to address and demonstrate our care, improvements, shared 
interests, and support for students with disabilities. 

Jlre;~~ . Nich~s Dirks 

Cc: Na'ilah Suad Nasir, Vice Chancellor of Equity and Inclusion 
Khira Griscavage, Associate Chancellor 
Nils Gilman, Associate Chancellor and Chief of Staff to the Chancellor 
Angelica Stacy, Associate Vice Provost for the Faculty; Professor of Chemistry 
Fabrizio Mejia, Executive Director, Centers of Educational Equity and Excellence 
Karen Nielson, Director, Disabled Students Program 
Derek Coates, Disability Compliance Officer 
Amy Scharf, Project/Planning Analyst for the Division of Equity and Inclusion 
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