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The University of Calgary has responsibilities under the federal and provincial human rights acts to 
accommodate students and employees with disabilities.  Accommodation is the process of altering 
the delivery of services to allow the success of more people, including those who have disabilities 
(Alberta Human Rights and Citizenship Commission 2010).  In this way, the University can 
contribute to excellence by broadening its pool of competitive, diverse personnel. 
 
Here, we review the responsibilities and resources for staff and students with disabilities at the 
University of Calgary.  We pay special attention to graduate students in Science as this group has 
special needs that are not clearly addressed in the University’s policies, as has been revealed by the 
experience of a recent graduate student in Biological Sciences with a visual impairment. 
 
1.0 Faculty and Staff 
 
“The University of Calgary as an employer has the duty to accommodate any employee with a 
disability. The Supreme Court of Canada has ruled that an employer has a legal duty to take 
reasonable steps, in policies or conditions of work, to accommodate an employee's individual 
needs.  This duty applies to all grounds of discrimination covered by the Alberta Human Rights Act 
(race, religious belief, age, mental disability, physical disability, colour, gender, marital status, 
source of income, ancestry, place of origin or sexual orientation).” (email from U of C Human 
Resources to M. Reid, 6 Apr 2011). 
 
The University of Calgary is committed to encouraging the participation of persons with disabilities 
in its workforce (Employment Equity Policy 1989).  In part, employment equity is required to meet 
the requirements of the Federal Government’s Contractors’ Program that determines access to 
federal funding. 
 
The University of Calgary’s Human Resources’ Careers homepage has an explicit statement about 
its willingness to discuss accommodation of disabilities with a link to hrhire@ucalgary.ca 
(accessed 7 June 2011). 
 
Web resources:  
• U of C Workplace Diversity and Employment Equity Strategy and Committee: 

http://www.ucalgary.ca/hr/hr_programs/diversity_employment_equity/diversity_strategy 
• U of C Employment Equity Policy 

http://www.ucalgary.ca/policies/files/policies/employment%20equity%20policy%20.pdf 
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2.0 Students 
 
2.1 Undergraduate students 
The Disability Resource Centre (DRC) is for students.  It provides assessments of needs of 
individual students and provides as much financial support as possible.  In addition to providing 
some funding directly, the DRC also assists students with funding applications.  The DRC provides 
support for both undergraduate and graduate students, but as expected by the relative numbers of 
these two groups of students, its focus is primarily on undergraduate students. For example, the 
University of Calgary Accessibility Fund is for undergraduates only, as it is funded by a levy on 
undergraduate registration fees.   
 
All concerns about undergraduates with disabilities should be directed to the DRC.   
 
Web resources: 

• U of C Disability Resource Centre http://www.ucalgary.ca/drc/ 
• Alberta Human Rights and Citizenship Commission Interpretive Bulletin (2010): Duty to 

Accommodate Students with Disabilities (this document also outlines student 
responsibilities) http://www.albertahumanrights.ab.ca/Bull_Duty_to_accom_students.pdf 

 
2.2 Graduate students 
All qualified people are entitled to be trained in research.  Research brings unique situations that 
require time and money to accommodate disabilities, particularly in science.  The time required find 
solutions for disabilities may hinder a disabled student’s competitiveness, while financial resources 
needed for special needs may discourage faculty members from accepting a qualified but disabled 
student.  The goal should be to minimize these challenges to a disabled student’s success. 
 
There are a few sources of funding for specialized equipment and assistance for disabled students:  

• The DRC has some funds for obtaining specialized equipment and human aids. 
• The Canada Study Grant for Students with Disabilities (currently up to $8000 per student) 

requires that students have a student loan (minimum value $1 per year). Students also must 
be resident in the province to which they apply for at least one year.  

• The Disability Resources Employment Support (DRES) may be accessed once the Canada 
Study Grant expires, worth up to $75,000. 

 
There are several difficulties for students in accessing these funds, particularly for graduate students 
in science. 

• Sources of funding may not be sufficient to cover the costs of accommodation of disabilities 
• It may take a long time to access the funding which can seriously compromise a student’s 

progress.  Research by its nature brings unexpected situations such that needs may not be 
identifiable far in advance, and this is especially true given that each disabled student will 
have a unique combination of disabilities and research area.  Students may not be able to 
anticipate all their needs. 

• Funding applications must often be submitted annually, adding an extra burden on the 
student. 
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2.2.1 Recommended Actions for Accommodation of Graduate Students with 
Disabilities 

 
1) Students should be advised to first register with the Disability Resource Centre to: 

a. Arrange documentation of the disability. 
b. Obtain a list of funding sources to which the student or the DRC can apply. 

 
2) The Faculty of Graduate Studies should have a fund available to pay for 

accommodation needs of graduate students with disabilities. 
a. This fund will provide for needs that cannot be covered by other grants. 
b. The fund is particularly important for special infrastructure that should not fall under 

the purview of the student’s supervisor. 
c. The fund should be billable at any time, allowing for prompt resolution of needs. 
d. The fund is best housed at the Faculty level to benefit the most people.  Even so, the 

call for funds will be highly intermittent given the rarity of graduate students with 
disabilities.  Thus the fund is like a contingency fund where money that is unused at 
the end of the fiscal year can be directed elsewhere.  Accounting procedures may 
have to be established to ensure that the fund is always available even when rarely 
used. 
 

3) Where some human assistance is needed for graduate student research, research 
assistantships for other graduate students with appropriate expertise would be an effective 
arrangement.  These may be partial RAs.  Volunteers may be used but they should not be 
relied upon. 
 

4) A webpage on the Faculty of Graduate Studies website should be created to advise 
prospective and current students and supervisors about the opportunities for accommodation 
for disabilities.  This provides visible acknowledgement of the University of Calgary’s 
commitment to supporting diversity.   

 
 


