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Examining SGIDs through a disability lens: 
Increasing awareness and access in a CTL 
program

Emily O. Gravett and Daisy L. Breneman

Abstract

Centers for teaching and learning (CTLs) have increasingly been attending 

to diversity, equity, inclusion, justice, and access (DEIJA), offering myriad 

programs for instructors to learn how to make their teaching more wel-

coming and effective for all students. Yet considerations of disability con-

tinue to lag behind in higher education, and educational developers 

themselves may not always create programs that are inclusive and acces-

sible. In this article, we will focus on one popular CTL program, primarily 

called Small-Group Instructional Diagnosis (SGID) in the literature. When 

we examine this program through the lens of Disability Studies, we begin 

to realize just how much ableism permeates its design and implementa-

tion. This article will begin an important process of uncovering, naming, 

and detailing some of the overlapping barriers for those involved in the 

SGID process and the accompanying equity and access gap(s) that may 

inadvertently be created because SGIDs are so frequently offered across 

the United States. We will explore how we might respond to some of the 

limitations of the SGID program, as currently and commonly conceived, 

including turning to Universal Design for Learning (UDL) for redesign ideas 

and even considering whether this program continues to be the best way 

to achieve its intended outcomes. We offer a model for more broadly 
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rethinking educational development processes that may perpetuate able-

ism and intersecting forms of oppression.

Keywords: SGIDs, disability, ableism, diversity

Centers for teaching and learning (CTLs) across the country have 

increasingly been attending to diversity, equity, inclusion, justice, and 

access (DEIJA), offering myriad programs for instructors to learn how 

to make their teaching more welcoming and effective for students. 

The annual conference of the Professional and Organizational (POD) 

Network boasts numerous sessions every year to support and assess 

these instructional and institutional efforts. Yet, in an analysis of two 

decades of the journal To Improve the Academy, Grooters (2014) dis-

covered that disability was “addressed in fewer than 1% of articles 

coded”; the same was true for presentations at the POD conference. 

Despite expanded attention to issues of DEIJA in higher education 

over the last decade, considerations of disability continue to lag 

behind (e.g., Burke, 2020). Recently, Gagné (2022) referred to acces-

sibility as a “gap” in the educational development community. And, 

despite calls for critical self-reflection and growth along other social 

identity markers, such as race (e.g., Brooks et al., 2022), educational 

developers themselves may not always create programs that are inclu-

sive and accessible:

When we consider common educational development programming, 

we can identify other examples of barriers to access we may inadver-

tently create: emphasizing or requiring participation or interaction; 

inviting participants to stand for recognition or to “vote with their 

feet”; assigning or distributing inaccessible scanned texts; showing 

videos without closed captioning and/or a transcript; requiring partici-

pants to quickly relocate; using labels or idioms such as “crazy” or 

“blind spot”; not hiring sign language interpreters for public talks; ask-

ing those with disabilities to send a special request to ask for 
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accommodation; treating access as an afterthought or a footnote; and 

excluding from the programming voices, perspectives, experiences, 

resources, and other materials from people with disabilities. These 

barriers highlight the urgency of deeper awareness of an attunement 

to disability. (Trybus et al., 2019, pp. 64–65)

To make a modest contribution toward filling this ongoing gap in the 

literature, we will focus on one popular program supported by educa-

tional developers and CTLs across the country, including our own, 

which has been primarily called Small-Group Instructional Diagnosis 

(SGID). (Other names, such as Group Instructional Feedback Tech-

nique [GIFT], with minor variations are also used in earlier studies.) 

SGIDs were developed in the 1980s and have been used ever since at 

institutions of varying types, under varying names, with demonstrated 

usefulness (Diamond, 2004) and impact (Hurney et al., 2014). When we 

examine this program through the lens of Disability Studies, however, 

we begin to realize just how much ableism permeates its design and 

implementation. Students, the recipients and primary participants of 

the SGID process, are an obviously affected population. Barriers can 

also exist for those who are or who wish to become SGID consultants 

(that is, the people responsible for gathering and conveying the mid-

semester feedback, often CTL staff) as well as the instructors who 

request the feedback in the first place and who are the target popula-

tion supported by a SGID program.

This article will begin an important process of uncovering, naming, 

and detailing some of the overlapping barriers for these main SGID 

constituencies as well as the accompanying equity and access gaps that 

may inadvertently be created because SGIDs are so frequently recom-

mended and offered as an educational development program across the 

United States. We will focus primarily on the particular iteration of SGID 

used on our campus, though this version is popular elsewhere, as Hur-

ney et al. (2021) demonstrated. While this process will be described in 

more detail below, briefly, SGIDs entail an external consultant soliciting 
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consensus-based, formative feedback from students in class around 

the middle of the semester and then meeting with the instructor after-

ward to discuss the results in order to incorporate student feedback 

into teaching decisions. We hope readers will recognize variance in the 

SGID programming at their own universities (if this program is offered) 

and adjust the following questions and considerations accordingly. We 

will end the article by exploring how we might respond to and address 

some of the limitations of this program, as currently and commonly 

conceived, including turning to Universal Design for Learning (UDL) for 

redesign ideas and even considering whether this program continues 

to be the best way to achieve its intended outcomes.

Part of the motivation behind this specific examination of a com-

mon educational development program is to increase awareness of 

disability among readers. We wish to underscore the importance of 

critically reflecting on all of our practices through a disability lens—not 

just SGIDs, even though that is the focus here. Failure to do so widens 

equity and access gaps by allowing only some people to participate 

and benefit, thus weakening the overall effectiveness of any given pro-

gram by flattening the diversity and richness of perspectives included. 

In the case of SGIDs, think of what perspectives are lost if not all stu-

dents participate. Think of which educational developers are centered 

. . . and who continues to be marginalized. Think of which instructors 

(can) even request SGIDs in the first place. We do not presume or 

promise that we will be able to eliminate ableism in all SGID iterations, 

much less that which remains rampant in the academy (e.g., Dolmage, 

2017; Price, 2011). Instead, we would like to make a humble contribu-

tion to noting and starting to disrupt the ableism in one corner of edu-

cational development, with the intent to encourage others to embark 

on similar critical examinations of their own contexts. This work is, of 

course, never done. We take inspiration from UDL, in that we will not 

be prescribing any checklists or one-size-fits-all singular solutions for 

everyone, regardless of their various contexts, to follow. Rather, we 

offer an iterative, process-oriented approach or spirit that we invite 

readers to try out too.



Examining SGIDs through a disability lens        41

To Improve the Academy • Vol. 43, No. 2 • Fall 2024

Disability: Definitions, Models, and Ableism

People with disabilities are the largest minority group in our coun-

try—and around the world (United Nations, n.d.). Disability scholars 

have claimed disability “as a minority identity,” explaining that “to 

call disability an identity is to recognize that it is not a biological or 

natural property but an elastic social category both subject to social 

control and capable of effecting social change” (Siebers, 2008, pp. 3, 

4). Similarly, some have defined disability as “the social experience of 

persons with certain impairments” (p. 18), a definition we find help-

ful, so long as the latter term is left open and broad, influenced by 

disabling environments and social contexts. Foundational works in the 

field of Disability Studies (e.g., Mullaney, 2019) explore the ways the 

term “disability” is contingent, contextual, and contested. Ultimately, 

defining disability is a complicated task with academic, political, his-

torical, philosophical, cultural, personal, and other implications.

For readers unfamiliar, there do exist basic American laws that are 

intended to protect people with disabilities and to guide the accom-

modations that our institutions are legally obligated to provide, to 

both students and employees. Under the Americans with Disabilities 

Act of 1990 (ADA) and its later amendment (ADA Amendments Act 

of 2008), a person with a disability is defined as someone “who has 

a physical or mental impairment that substantially limits one or more 

major life activities, a person who has a history or record of such an 

impairment, or a person who is perceived by others as having such 

an impairment.” The fine print further specifies some of these key 

terms, for instance, “major life activities include, but are not limited 

to, caring for oneself, performing manual tasks, seeing, hearing, eat-

ing, sleeping, walking, standing, lifting, bending, speaking, breathing, 

learning, reading, concentrating, thinking, communicating, and work-

ing” (ADA 1990).

Beyond this bare-bones legal definition, which, in practice, rarely 

goes far enough in ensuring civil rights, we appreciate and affirm 

that there is wide variety within the disability community. There are 
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differences of the body and of the mind, which is sometimes referred 

to as “neurodiversity” (Shmulsky, 2022). There are visible and invisible 

disabilities. People who have the same disability may experience it 

quite differently. Many who have disabilities wish them away and many 

do not, celebrating and appreciating the assets, gifts, and opportuni-

ties that their disabilities provide them. Disability, of course, intersects 

with many other facets of identity (such as gender, race, or class). It is a 

fluid identity, one that people can move in and out of. And disability is 

best understood through interactions with those who actually experi-

ence it (Charlton, 1998).

In this article, we work from what is often called an “interactional” 

understanding of disability. Disability is “not only a set of physical or 

mental differences but the product of interactions between physical, 

cultural, and political environments shaping the perception and experi-

ence of different capacities” (University of Michigan, n.d.). The “prob-

lem” of disability is thus located not solely within an individual who has 

some kind of impairment that requires a diagnosis from a physician in 

the hopes of finding a cure/solution (as previous “medical” models of 

disability have done) nor solely with the various environments in which 

the person operates (physical, learning, discursive, etc.), which often 

exclude people with disabilities, but rather at the intersection (i.e., 

the interaction) between the two. That is, even if it were possible to 

design totally inclusive and accessible environments, individuals with 

disabilities might still experience pain, limitations, frustrations, and 

challenges. And, conversely, even if we were able to remove an indi-

vidual’s particular disability, a poorly designed environment, such as an 

old building without an elevator, could still prove to be a barrier, due 

to disability or otherwise.

Where there are perceived differences—in skin color, in bodies, 

in minds—there are usually attendant value judgments. Humans are 

wired toward us vs. them thinking, with bias toward our own “in-

groups.” We demarcate what’s “normal” and what’s “abnormal,” 

what’s deviant and what’s acceptable. And, even though they are 

socially constructed, these labels have real-world ramifications, such 
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as judgment, discrimination, exclusion, microaggression, oppression, 

invisibility, silencing, violence, and more. These are not neutral cat-

egories. This pervasive bias and mistreatment affecting people with 

disabilities is referred to as “ableism,” akin to other (perhaps more 

familiar) -isms, such as sexism or racism. As has become clear in anti-

racist reckonings, in our field and outside, such terms can sometimes 

raise hackles and provoke defensive responses. To clarify:

Ableism doesn’t mean you hate disabled people. It doesn’t mean 

you’re an evil person. . . . Ableism is the system of oppression that 

faces disabled people in our society, a system that marks disabled 

people as inferior and most importantly, other. It doesn’t have to be 

done with malice to be ableism. It doesn’t even have to be done with 

conscious intent. Ableism is separating society into us and them. . . . 

Ableism is dictating that there is a right, a “normal” way to be, and 

disabled people aren’t it. (Liebowitz, 2017, p. 153)

Sometimes called “disability oppression,” ableism is a “pervasive sys-

tem that oppresses people with disabilities while privileging people 

who do not currently have disabilities. Like other systems of oppres-

sion, ableism operates on many levels, including institutional policy 

and practice, cultural norms and representations, and individual beliefs 

and behaviors” (Ostiguy et al., 2016, p.  299). We are interested in 

uncovering such systems of oppression not to play a game of “got-

cha!” or virtue signal, but rather to destabilize a problematic status 

quo and try to create more equitable futures for our students and col-

leagues. SGIDs, commonly supported by educational developers and 

specifically practiced at our institution and others, are but one instance 

of a larger system that may be enabling oppression and exclusion in 

higher education.

Certainly, adopting any critical or disciplinary lens will inevitably 

illuminate some issues and not others. Sociologists focus on a different 

unit of the human experience than psychologists do; a biology class 

will follow a different process, and may come to different results, than 
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a class in a history department; a women’s studies major might notice 

different trends than an African Studies major—though obviously there 

can be overlap (from questions asked to conclusions drawn) among 

all of these different methods. Taking a Disability Studies approach, 

likewise, attunes us to certain barriers, gaps, and problems—that is, 

the ableism—in SGIDs, which have so far gone undocumented in the 

literature, but it is not a panacea, deserving pride of place. We are 

confident that adopting a different theoretical approach when ana-

lyzing CTL programs will bring to the fore other important consider-

ations. (As an analogue, note Bernhagen & Gravett, 2017; Gravett et 

al., 2023, who have taken, as their starting point and critical focus, 

gender in the field of educational development.) We encourage read-

ers to adopt as many different lenses as possible when critically exam-

ining their practices.

Overview of SGIDs

Many instructors (along with university administrators, prospective 

students and their parents, potential donors, state legislators, and 

others) spend time wondering about the “quality,” “effectiveness,” or 

“success” of their teaching—and just how to ascertain or measure it. 

We all hope to offer learning experiences and environments in which 

our students can master skills, demonstrate competencies, grow per-

sonally, get out of comfort zones, feel a sense of belonging, unlearn 

problematic behaviors or assumptions, discover or develop new pas-

sions, find community, prepare for graduate school, or become mar-

ketable for future employment. Yet too often the only indicators of 

how things are going in the classroom are in high-stakes situations, 

such as those at the end of a course by students or at the end of 

the academic year by a department chair/unit head. Occurring after 

the teaching and learning experience is already over, and usually for 

the purposes of personnel documentation and merit-pay possibili-

ties, this information doesn’t do much to help either the instructor 
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or students during the semester. And the circumstances often mean 

that the stress alone can block the instructor from even reviewing the 

results, let alone using them to inform their teaching in the future. This 

is in addition to the limits, such as gender or racial bias, that we know 

pervade many of these evaluation mechanisms (Chávez  & Mitchell, 

2020; Heffernan, 2022).

Called by many other names (e.g., Engaging Students’ Perspec-

tives [ESPs] or Teaching Analysis Polls [TAPs]), SGIDs are one popular 

formative way of assessing teaching effectiveness. They typically occur 

around the midpoint of the semester, and they allow students to pro-

vide feedback about how the course is going while there is still time 

to effect change. The instructor can consider and even act upon this 

student feedback before the course is over. SGIDs offer not a singular, 

definitive, or comprehensive judgment of one’s teaching, but rather a 

snapshot of a particular moment in time, based on one source of infor-

mation (i.e., the student perspective). Instructors may turn to other 

sources, such as peer observation or reflective writing, to fill out the 

picture (though these sources have their own limitations too). Feed-

back from a SGID can also “feed forward” into future iterations of the 

course or the instructor’s overall teaching approach.

Unlike individual student responses, which instructors can gather 

on their own, SGIDs depend on a consensus-building process in which 

students discuss their perspectives in small groups led by an outside 

consultant (usually a representative from a CTL). This approach pro-

vides opportunities for students to learn from one another about the 

class and opportunities for the consultant to push back against any 

problematic opinions shared. It also means that the feedback given to 

the instructor represents a majority of students’ opinions.

In their recent book Midcourse Correction for the College Class-
room, Hurney et al. (2021) detailed the specific stages (or “convos,” as 

they call them) of a typical SGID process, which our program has simi-

larly followed: “the pre-SGID,” in which the instructor makes an SGID 

request and the consultant and instructor establish logistics; “SGID 

convo 1,” which occurs in class, in which the consultant introduces 
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the process to students, they work together in small groups answer-

ing the SGID questions, and the students write their feedback on a 

board; “SGID convo 2,” also in class, in which the consultant guides 

a discussion with the whole class about the feedback written on the 

board; “SGID convo 3,” after class, in which the consultant creates 

feedback documentation for the instructor and they meet to discuss; 

“SGID convo 4,” back in class, in which the instructor addresses the 

feedback with their class; and, finally, “post-SGID,” later in the semes-

ter, in which the instructor debriefs and continues to reflect on the 

SGID process.

The questions asked during the SGID can vary, depending on the 

center and sometimes even on the instructor (e.g., what they want to 

find out about their course). The questions we have traditionally used 

at our institution are:

•	What helps your learning in this course?

•	What hinders your learning in this course?

•	What suggestions do you have to improve your learning in this 

course?

•	What are YOU doing to help your learning in this course?

•	What are YOU doing to hinder your learning in this course?

•	What could YOU be doing to improve your learning in this course?

Depending on the size of the class, the in-class portion of the SGID, 

led by the consultant in the instructor’s absence, usually takes only 

about 30–45 minutes. The debrief afterward, between the consultant 

and the instructor, usually lasts between 30–60 minutes. Here, the 

instructor has an opportunity to reflect on, with a colleague, what’s 

working and what could use some improvement. An instructor may 

use this time to brainstorm possible paths forward, commit to a par-

ticular change, or simply vent/receive support. The in-class follow-up 

conversation with the students (i.e., “SGID convo 4” in Hurney et al., 

2021) is essential (Weimer, 2016). It can last as long as the instructor 

chooses. In our own courses, this conversation has taken a portion of 
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a class period, the entire class period, or even multiple days. This con-

versation closes the feedback loop, giving the instructor a chance to 

thank the students for their feedback, to preview any changes made 

on the basis of the SGID, and/or to explain parts of the course that 

need to remain the same—and why.

This is all to say, SGIDs that follow this model are not an insig-

nificant commitment for the requesting instructor, for the consultant 

facilitating the SGID, or for the students being asked to take time out 

of class to give their feedback. For CTLs, SGIDs can also involve a 

great deal of time and energy managing the logistics of requests and 

schedules of the consultants (in addition to any other kind of support, 

such as consultant training). For this reason, and because SGID is a 

program so widely offered by CTLs and because it potentially impacts 

the campus community as a whole, it is necessary to critically examine 

the process.

Barriers in the SGID Process

When examining SGIDs through a disability lens, we realize that 

potential blocks and challenges exist at multiple points in the process, 

for the students, the SGID consultants, and the instructors requesting 

the SGID. These barriers, like the “invisible knapsack of privilege” that 

McIntosh (1989) delineated for white people, may not be obvious to 

those of us for and by whom these systems have been designed. Abil-

ity privilege can be similarly disregarded by those who benefit from 

it (Wolbring, 2014). Beyond any specific barriers, which exclude and 

harm individuals or groups of people, this kind of CTL program partici-

pates in larger systems of ableism, making us all complicit. Below we 

explore several barriers of the SGIDs with which we are most familiar 

(not possibly an exhaustive list) and the ways they might impact the 

main SGID constituents. We have chosen to organize this section by 

barrier, not by each specifically impacted SGID population, because 

there are so many similar and overlapping concerns.
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To begin, the SGID sign-up processes for instructors and consul-

tants may depend on inaccessible formats. The complicated logis-

tics of receiving, organizing, and assigning SGID requests often mean 

that CTLs may not be attuned to access, may not offer multiple entry 

points, or may not always use accessible formats and processes. For 

example, a Google spreadsheet, which is what our center has used 

in the past for consultants to sign up for SGID requests, is cost effec-

tive and convenient, but it can also pose challenges, especially if the 

people creating it have not been specifically trained in spreadsheet 

accessibility (e.g., for screen-reader access). Particularly at larger insti-

tutions, or under-resourced centers, resource constraints might mean 

defaulting to what is easy rather than what would serve the most users.

SGIDs typically entail fast-paced, timed interactions. Indeed, Hur-

ney et al. (2021) described how in-class SGID conversations “typically 

take 20–30 minutes. . . . Although 20–30 minutes may seem like a lot 

of time, SGID consultants will find that it goes by very quickly” (p. 20). 

Note the recognition that the SGID process goes by “very quickly” 

as well as the assumption that 20–30 minutes will seem like “a lot of 

time” to everyone. After the in-class portion of the SGID, the instruc-

tor and the consultant are supposed to meet prior to the next class 

period, so that the instructor can follow up with the students when 

they teach next. While understandable, this recommendation can also 

create a (somewhat arbitrary) urgency and speed that may exclude 

participants. We can consider, instead, adopting a more flexible and 

forgiving relationship to time (Samuels, 2017), which is captured in 

“crip time”—a concept that arises from disability experience and per-

spectives that encourages us all “to slow down and acknowledge that 

adhering to a rigid time frame can cause harm” (Schumm, 2022). What 

perspectives are not surfaced in a SGID because there simply wasn’t 

enough time to formulate them? What suggestions were not made 

because the adherence to a fast pace forced the group to move on 

too quickly?

When SGIDs occur in-person, only some perspectives (i.e., the 

ones in the room) will be included. In a pandemic-altered world, 



Examining SGIDs through a disability lens        49

To Improve the Academy • Vol. 43, No. 2 • Fall 2024

COVID-19 continues to make in-person spaces inaccessible for many 

(Moody, 2022), as a result of a variety of body and mind differences 

(e.g., age, being immunocompromised, anxiety). Students on college 

campuses may be absent from class on any given day for disability-

related reasons (e.g., low blood sugar), but also, it is important to 

note, for many other reasons too (e.g., a family emergency, a tem-

porary illness, oversleeping). If they are absent on the one day that 

a SGID occurs, and there are no alternatives for offering their per-

spective, they miss out on the entire opportunity (and the instructor 

misses out on their potentially valuable feedback). For a wide range of 

reasons, online or hybrid options remain essential for many teachers 

and students.

SGIDs may take place in buildings or rooms on campus that are 

inaccessible or create accessibility barriers. This could mean a range 

of problems, including lack of ramps, automatic doors with working 

buttons, or clear walkways. But it could also include buildings with 

fluorescent lighting, exposure to chemicals (e.g., perfumes as well as 

scented soaps, shampoos, deodorants, and laundry detergents), and 

more. Our campus, for example, is incredibly inaccessible: it is divided 

by a highway (which takes a long time to traverse), and many of us 

teach and have offices in older buildings that do not have elevators 

or accessible entrances. Based on the heights that many whiteboards 

are placed at in the classrooms, writing on the board could also be 

a barrier for people of short stature, wheelchair users, etc. College 

classrooms have not always been designed for diverse minds and/or 

bodies; in fact, as Dolmage (2017) persuasively argued, universities 

were specifically designed to keep disability out.

Traditionally conceived, SGIDs rely on visuals without necessar-

ily or always offering alternatives. If SGID consultants pass out paper 

handouts for students to read and fill in, this design choice excludes 

those who can’t access that format (e.g., those who use screen read-

ers) and any other student who relies on or prefers other modes of 

expression. Once feedback is shared out (in the case of our SGIDs, 

on a whiteboard or a projector), everyone is tasked with looking at 
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that feedback to discover any points of confusion or disagreement. 

And, after the in-class “convo,” SGID consultants transfer the student 

feedback to a worksheet/template to ground the in-person consulta-

tion, during which the instructor reads and reviews the results. Even 

just supplementing hard copies of the SGID results with an acces-

sible electronic version for the instructor is helpful and an example 

of the “plus-one” UDL approach that educational technologists (e.g., 

Tobin & Behling, 2018) have proposed.

Related, in-person portions of the SGID process often require 

writing at various points. Students may be prompted to record 

their SGID feedback (though usually through a designated note-

taker) on a worksheet, which our center has used in abundance; 

then someone writes the results of those group reflections on the 

board. The most common “accommodation” request at our institu-

tion, through the Office of Disability Services, is a note-taker, which 

implies that there may be students in any given class (not to men-

tion SGID consultants) for whom taking, especially handwritten, 

notes in real time is not possible or preferable. If we fail to create 

access, we risk alienating participants and losing potential. What if 

a student with a disability is a skilled note-taker and wants to partic-

ipate in the group process this way but is unable to contribute their 

talents because of the way the SGID has been designed? Access, as 

Disability Studies teaches us, is about maximizing choice, agency, 

and autonomy.

The SGID process asks students, instructors, and consultants to 

possess, or potentially even “fake,” certain social skills. Students 

work in groups during a SGID, which can be a barrier for a wide range 

of people (such as someone who has autism or anxiety, but also simply 

someone who is having a bad day and not feeling particularly social). 

SGID consultants are expected to go into a room filled with people 

they don’t know, facilitate activities among groups of students who are 

not their own, and then interact with the instructor (a person they also 

may not know) afterward to convey the SGID results, some of which 

are, inevitably, critical. The whole SGID process relies on a set of skills 
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that align with, and reward, neurotypicality. We risk losing perspectives 

that would be captured by multiple, flexible channels of expression.

Another barrier is that participation in a SGID does not necessarily 

require any training or sensitivity to diversity, particularly in terms 

of disability. For example, Hurney et al.’s (2021) recent SGID book, 

which is a wonderful guide for beginning or refining this program, 

does not mention disability. SGID consultants may not be given tools 

for addressing issues related to diversity, particularly disability, that 

can arise in the process. Similarly, students are not necessarily primed 

to be sensitive to diverse identities; as a result, during the SGID pro-

cess, they sometimes offer problematic comments (e.g., complaining 

about an international instructor’s accent, a woman instructor’s lack of 

care). We can imagine instructors with certain disabilities being called 

“unfriendly,” “disorganized,” or “hard to understand.” If consultants 

aren’t attuned to these biases and don’t confront or address them dur-

ing the SGID itself, it could lead to further stigmatization and shame.

Potential Exposure to Additional Instances of Ableism 
Through SGIDs

This brings us to an important point we think is worth highlighting. 

Particularly when unexamined or uncritically reproduced, the SGID 

process has the potential to open up additional spaces for microag-

gressions and the reification of power imbalances, marginalization, and 

exclusion. Like the current reckoning that higher education is having 

with student evaluations of teaching, which too often contain negative 

comments or ratings based on identity factors (Heffernan, 2022), we 

suggest that SGIDs may also be inadvertently causing harm and fur-

ther disadvantaging those who have already been marginalized. Feed-

back, even if framed as formative, may still reflect assumptions, biases, 

and stereotypes about who “belongs” or should be an instructor (Met-

ropolitan State University of Denver, 2022). For example, students in 

a SGID might identify a hindrance to their learning, such as “we can’t 
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understand our professor,” that may really be code for a faculty mem-

ber’s disability, reflecting student and cultural biases and discomfort 

around communication more than any teaching deficit. For a disabled 

SGID consultant, or a disabled instructor requesting the SGID, these 

comments—even if delivered with the intention of being helpful—can 

create an impact of exclusion and discrimination. And, for students 

with disabilities, additional exposure to peer comments such as “oh, 

but that quiz was so easy” or “the readings don’t take that much time 

at all” could reinforce damaging stereotypes about what is “normal” 

in learning.

Possibilities for Addressing the Ableism of SGIDs

As in the SGID itself, often ideas for improvement are implied by, or 

flow naturally from, the concerns or hindrances. We find that this is 

the case here, with our concerns above implying certain possibilities 

for rethinking and improving the SGID process so that more people 

can participate at all stages. Of course, we won’t be able to “solve” 

all of the problems with the SGID process in the space of one article 

drawing on one theoretical lens. SGIDs can vary so much by institu-

tion, and CTL programming is constantly getting updated. We also 

recognize that sometimes attempting to address one issue can create 

other issues. That is why the process must be iterative and ongoing. 

What we would like to offer for readers’ consideration are four pos-

sible moves, increasing in scope and demand. We are certain there 

may be other possibilities, which readers can generate, and we are 

not arguing for one of these approaches as the best or only legitimate 

one. Rather, inspired by the flexibility and multiplicity modeled by the 

field of Disability Studies, we are offering many ideas for consideration 

and inspiration, which might address issues and create more effective, 

inclusive practices, depending on context.

Our first idea is for CTLs to reconsider the name of this program— 

Small-Group Instructional Diagnosis—and all that it means. Many 
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institutions (including our own) have already explored different names 

for this program, yet, as Hurney et al. (2021) demonstrated, “SGID” is 

still a popular choice. Within Disability Studies, the term “diagnosis” 

carries a lot of weight: it is the (medical) label that contributes to the 

pathologization of disability identity, implying something is “wrong” 

that needs to be “fixed,” but it also is what can give (some) in the 

disability community access to understanding and insight—and legal 

rights. In higher education, for example, diagnosis is often a required 

step in the process of getting access to learning, through a disability 

services office, but diagnosis can also signal privilege: that someone 

has the cultural, financial, and other resources, as well as the desire, to 

seek a diagnosis in the first place—which is certainly not true of every-

one with disabilities. But this fascinating contradiction of “diagnosis,” 

in an educational development context, could signal the insidious (and 

unconscious) ways ableism seeps in. It took even these authors, who are 

typically attuned to disability, a long time to even notice the connec-

tions and the implications of this terminology. If teaching is something 

to be “diagnosed,” rather than explored, valued, even celebrated—or 

if variations in teaching and learning are coded as “problems” to be 

fixed—what does that say about the ways we think about and enact 

education? Shifting away from the name (as many CTLs have already 

done), and shedding the baggage associated with it, could be one 

way to transform this practice.

Another possibility to reduce or resist ableism in the SGID context 

is to apply the principles of UDL to the program, which aims to make 

processes and opportunities more available to all. Universal design is 

not a checklist or a one-and-done kind of way of operating. It is not a 

simple, definitive fix. Rather, it is an aspiration, an approach, a spirit—

“a process and mode of becoming” (Dolmage, 2017, p. 115). Origi-

nally coming out of an architectural context, whose principles came to 

include equity and flexibility in use, simple and intuitive, and tolerance 

for error, universal design has now been applied to education and the 

classroom (Burgstahler, 2021). We encourage readers to spend time 

with the UDL guidelines, as outlined on the CAST (n.d.) website, which 
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include providing multiple options and opportunities for Engagement 

(affective; the “why”), Representation (recognition; the “what”), and 

Action and Expression (strategic; the “how”). These can be applied 

just as well to educational development decisions as to classroom 

practice. To provide just one example of applying UDL to one of the 

barriers we noted above, CTLs could explore other ways to solicit and 

engage student feedback to achieve the goals of the SGID process. 

Yes, student in-class discussion to build consensus can be powerful, 

but using a wider variety of options for participation (e.g., surveys or 

polls, monitored discussion forums, Google Docs) and allowing more 

time for students to process questions and think through answers, 

individually and together, would include a wider range of perspec-

tives. This would be a way to provide the flexibility and space—to 

pause, think, breathe, take care of ourselves—of crip time that can 

actually support deeper, and more equitable, feedback.

Next, we wonder, beyond UDL, how the SGID program itself could 

become a site of resistance, a way to uncover and challenge ableist 

barriers. Why are we doing the same stuff over and over again that 

reifies problematic social systems? Instead of minor tweaks after the 

fact to slightly improve access (a concept in Disability Studies called 

“retrofitting”), reconsidering and recreating the SGID process could 

open up spaces to ask important, critical questions about the role 

of ableism (including implicit bias, such as what we expect a “typi-

cal” professor or student to look/act/talk/be like) in higher education. 

Centering disability offers opportunities to have conversations with 

colleagues, for example, about the hidden ableism in classroom prac-

tices (such as the ableism of academic “rigor”; e.g., Pryal, 2022) or 

to challenge (potentially ableist) assumptions—about instructors and 

students alike. We could craft or frame SGID questions in ways that 

invite critical reflection, such as including an introduction that reminds 

students to be aware of, and work to counter, their assumptions 

regarding teaching and learning. We could provide SGID consultant 

training that invites reflection, tools, and practice in addressing dis-

ability as diversity and in identifying and resisting ableism. We could 
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also advocate for student (and faculty peer) training around bias in giv-

ing instructional feedback (something our own institution is consider-

ing with both mid-semester and final student course evaluations). We 

could help students and instructors identify moments of discomfort 

related to hidden or explicit ableism and to reflect on why the dis-

comfort is there, such as if a student were to critique a neurodiverse 

faculty member who “stims”—engaging in self-stimulating repetitive 

behaviors that are often misunderstood (Kapp, 2019). If issues of pac-

ing or timing come up, this is an opportunity to invite reflection on 

expectations about “time” (such as the response time to email, the 

time it takes to complete or grade assignments, timed tasks such as 

exams, or how instructional time is used in the classroom). We can 

leverage such conversations to introduce how “crip time” might offer 

new possibilities.

Finally, we must ask ourselves, as with any long-standing program, 

whether it is best to let SGIDs go. We have been part of an institution 

that has renamed buildings carrying racist overtones and also mem-

bers of cities/states that have destroyed carryovers from another time 

(such as statues commemorating the Confederacy). While we are cer-

tainly not equating SGIDs to a bronze Robert E. Lee, the point is that 

we must always be willing to reexamine and possibly move away from 

problematic practices, even those that have been around a long time 

and may be beloved or perceived as beneficial for many. This is part 

of change, part of growth. Sometimes programs need to be sunset-

ted for other, better programs to take their place. Following the same 

sort of backward design approach (i.e., Wiggins  & McTighe, 2005) 

that we recommend to instructors, we as educational developers can 

ask ourselves, What are the goals of SGIDs (e.g., to help instructors 

gather mid-semester feedback with enough time to make changes 

before the semester is over, to value and include student perspectives 

in the teaching improvement process)? SGIDs are not the only way to 

meet those goals. Payette and Brown (2018), for example, described 

an alternative DIY Mid-Semester Feedback technique (p.  5) in their 

IDEA paper on gathering mid-semester feedback. What other options 
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exist? We encourage readers to use their imaginations to brainstorm 

new and creative possibilities.

Conclusion

We must recognize that the intersecting pandemics of the early 2020s 

(COVID-19 as well as others) have radically altered our lives and the 

landscape of higher education. The trauma of these years continues 

to manifest in so many ways, including in students who may be dis-

engaged, frustrated, confrontational, and hostile; an instructor can 

become an easy target for all these feelings. Add to that situation the 

trauma and burnout experienced by faculty and staff as well as general 

uncertainty and disruption in higher education. Defaulting back to a 

“normal” that does not exist, or automatically applying approaches 

and programs that used to work to this new now, does not make sense. 

It also fails to do justice to the painful losses, and lessons, of the pan-

demic. The pandemic has been offering us opportunities to radically 

rethink what we are doing and to be open to new possibilities—pos-

sibilities that come closer to meeting the goals of greater equity and 

inclusion in higher education. As Gagné (2022) wrote, “The pandemic 

cannot be thanked for much.  .  .  . However, one thing for which the 

pandemic may be thanked is highlighting the need for accessibility in 

teaching and learning environments and the ways pedagogy can work 

with technology to create more accessible learning” (p. 1). We hope 

that by closely and critically examining one long-standing, popular 

CTL program through a Disability Studies lens, we have made a small 

contribution to achieving more accessible learning experiences for all.

Biographies

Emily O. Gravett is an Assistant Director in the Center for Faculty 

Innovation and an Associate Professor in the Department of 



Examining SGIDs through a disability lens        57

To Improve the Academy • Vol. 43, No. 2 • Fall 2024

Philosophy and Religion at James Madison University. She has been in 

the field of educational development for over a decade and has pub-

lished widely in journals such as To Improve the Academy, Interna-
tional Journal for Academic Development, and Journal of Faculty 
Development. She is finishing up her first textbook on studying reli-

gion and disability.

Daisy L. Breneman holds a joint appointment with Justice Studies and 

University Advising at James Madison University. In addition, she co-

coordinates the Disability Studies minor and serves in the Center for 

Faculty of Innovation. Her work centers questions of access, equity, 

and justice in a range of areas, including educational development, 

higher education, and popular culture.

Conflict of Interest Statement

The authors have no conflict of interest.

References

ADA Amendments Act of 2008, Pub. L. No. 110–325. (2008). https://www.
ada.gov/law-and-regs/ada/

Americans With Disabilities Act of 1990, 42 U.S.C. §  12101 et seq. (1990). 
https://www.ada.gov/law-and-regs/ada

Bernhagen, L., & Gravett, E. O. (2017). Educational development as pink collar 
labor: Implications and recommendations. To Improve the Academy, 36(1), 
9–19. https://doi.org/10.1002/tia2.20053

Brooks, J., Dwyer, H., & Rodriguez, M. (2022, April 25). A call to interrogate 
educational development for racism and colonization. Faculty Focus. 
h t tps : / /www. facu l t y focus . com/a r t i c l e s /equa l i t y - i n c l u s ion - 
and-diversity/a-call-to-interrogate-educational-development-for-racism-
and-colonization/

Burgstahler, S. (2021). Universal design: Process, principles, and applications. 
DO-IT, University of Washington. https://www.washington.edu/doit/
universal-design-process-principles-and-applications



58        Emily O. Gravett and Daisy L. Breneman

To Improve the Academy • Vol. 43, No. 2 • Fall 2024

Burke, L. (2020, November 12). Disability as diversity. Inside Higher Ed. https://
www. ins idehighered.com/news/2020/11/12/could-disabi l i ty- 
be-further-included-diversity-efforts

CAST. (n.d.). The UDL guidelines. https://udlguidelines.cast.org/
Charlton, J. I. (1998). Nothing about us without us: Disability oppression and 

empowerment. University of California Press.
Chávez, K., & Mitchell, K. M. W. (2020). Exploring bias in student evaluations: 

Gender, race, and ethnicity. PS: Political Science & Politics, 53(2), 270–274. 
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1049096519001744

Diamond, M. R. (2004). The usefulness of structured mid-term feedback as a 
catalyst for change in higher education classes. Active Learning in Higher 
Education, 5(3), 217–231.

Dolmage, J. T. (2017). Academic ableism: Disability and higher education. Uni-
versity of Michigan Press.

Gagné, A. (2022). Advocating for accessibility: The gap in the academic devel-
opment community. International Journal for Academic Development, 
27(4), 315–316. https://doi.org/10.1080/1360144X.2022.2161203

Gravett, E. O., McCarty, L. L., & Bernhagen, L. (2023). The gendered nature of 
educational development in the United States. International Journal for 
Academic Development. Advance online publication. https://doi.org/10.1
080/1360144X.2023.2252794

Grooters, S. E. (2014). Tracking POD’s engagement with diversity: A content 
analysis of To Improve the Academy and POD Network conference pro-
grams from 1977 to 2011. To Improve the Academy, 33(2). https://doi.
org/10.3998/tia.17063888.0033.201

Heffernan, T. (2022). Sexism, racism, prejudice, and bias: A literature review 
and synthesis of research surrounding student evaluations of courses and 
teaching. Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education, 47(1), 144–154. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/02602938.2021.1888075

Hurney, C. A., Harris, N. L., Prins, S. C. B., & Kruck, S. E. (2014). The impact of 
a learner-centered, mid-semester course evaluation on students. Journal 
of Faculty Development, 28(3), 55–62.

Hurney, C. A., Rener, C. M., & Troisi, J. D. (2021). Midcourse correction for the 
college classroom: Putting small group instructional diagnosis to work. 
Stylus.

Kapp, S. (2019, June 25). Stimming, therapeutic for autistic people, deserves 
acceptance. Spectrum. https://www.thetransmitter.org/spectrum/stimming- 
therapeutic-autistic-people-deserves-acceptance/

Liebowitz, C. (2017). Just because it’s ableist doesn’t mean it’s bad. In M. S. 
Kimmel & A. L. Ferber (Eds.), Privilege: A reader (4th ed., pp. 153–155). 
Routledge.



Examining SGIDs through a disability lens        59

To Improve the Academy • Vol. 43, No. 2 • Fall 2024

McIntosh, P. (1989, July/August). White privilege: Unpacking the invisible 
knapsack. Peace and Freedom Magazine, 10–12.

Metropolitan State University of Denver. (2022, September 28). Disclosing (or 
not) a disability to students. https://www.msudenver.edu/early-bird/
disclosing-or-not-a-disability-to-students/

Moody, J. (2022, April 28). Disability advocates: Don’t drop COVID-19 safety 
measures. Inside Higher Ed. https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2022/ 
04/29/disability-advocates-dont-drop-covid-19-safety-measures

Mullaney, C. (2019, April 13). Disability studies: Foundations & key concepts. 
JSTOR Daily. https://daily.jstor.org/reading-list-disability-studies/

Ostiguy, B. J., Peters, M. L., & Shlasko, D. (2016). Ableism. In M. Adams & L. 
A. Bell (Eds.), Teaching for diversity and social justice (3rd ed., pp. 299–
338). Routledge.

Payette, P. R.,  & Brown, M. K. (2018). Gathering mid-semester feedback:  
Three variations to improve instruction [IDEA Paper #67]. https://www.ide-
aedu .o rg / idea_paper s /ga the r i ng -m id - semes te r- f eedback - 
three-variations-to-improve-instruction/

Price, M. (2011). Mad at school: Rhetorics of mental disability and academic 
life. University of Michigan Press.

Pryal, K. R. G. (2022, October 6). When “rigor” targets disabled students. The 
Chronicle of Higher Education. https://www.chronicle.com/article/
when-rigor-targets-disabled-students

Samuels, E. (2017). Six ways of looking at crip time. Disability Studies Quar-
terly, 37(3). https://dsq-sds.org/article/view/5824/4684

Schumm, D. (2022, June 26). It’s time for “crip time.” Inside Higher Ed. https://
www.insidehighered.com/views/2022/06/27/adopt-cr ip-t ime- 
make-higher-ed-more-inclusive-opinion

Shmulsky, S. (2022, April 1). Neurodiversity is diversity: How educators can 
support students who learn differently. Liberal Education. https://www.
aacu.org/liberaleducation/articles/neurodiversity-is-diversity

Siebers, T. (2008). Disability theory. University of Michigan Press.
Tobin, T. J.,  & Behling, K. T. (2018). Reach everyone, teach everyone:  

Universal Design for Learning in higher education. West Virginia University 
Press.

Trybus, M. J., Breneman, D. L., & Gravett, E. O. (2019). Ableism, accessibility, 
and educational development: A disability studies perspective. New Direc-
tions for Teaching and Learning, 2019(158), 59–68. https://doi.org/10.1002/
tl.20339

United Nations. (n.d.). Factsheet on persons with disabilities. https://www.
un.org/development/desa/disabilities/resources/factsheet-on-persons-
with-disabilities.html



60        Emily O. Gravett and Daisy L. Breneman

To Improve the Academy • Vol. 43, No. 2 • Fall 2024

University of Michigan. (n.d.). What is Disability Studies? University of Michi-
gan Initiative on Disability Studies. https://sites.lsa.umich.edu/uminds/
about-uminds/what-is-disability-studies/

Weimer, M. (2016, June 15). Benefits to talking to students about mid-course 
evaluations. Faculty Focus. https://www.facultyfocus.com/articles/faculty-
development/benefits-talking-students-mid-course-evaluations/

Wiggins, G., & McTighe, J. (2005). Understanding by design (2nd ed.). Asso-
ciation for Supervision and Curriculum Development.

Wolbring, G. (2014). Ability privilege: A needed addition to privilege studies. 
Journal for Critical Animal Studies, 12(2), 118–141.


