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Author’s introduction

Before I introduce myself, I hope to provide some con-
text on the book itself. In this book, I seek to explore the re-
alities of living with a disability, particularly through the lens
of accessibility and the care systems that exist in everyday
life. However, I wish to set firm my purpose. This collection
is not meant to simply recount personal experiences; its pur-
pose lies beyond the sentimental sharing of vulnerability.
Through my writings, I wish to reflect on how the environ-
ments surrounding disability are formed and how they func-
tion in practice. My personal (and recent) experience with
disability is an invaluable asset to achieving my purpose. I
hope that my story will become a solid foundation for the
discussion ahead and make it easier to understand the issues

that will be explored throughout this book.
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My journey with disability began on August 23, 2022
when I dove into shallow water during a lake gathering. It
happened in a split second. A second before, I was standing
tall at 185cm with a bulky physique. The next, I can only
recall being pressed against the lakebed, the sand and mud
cocooning my face. Maybe that’s why I didn’t immediate-
ly notice all the strength drain out of my body. Survival
instincts kicked in first. I closed my eyes, willing my body
to turn. Nothing happened. I could only look down at the
murky lakebed. As the darkness grew around me came fear,
a dashing realization that I could not breathe. As my lungs
begged for air, I could only move my head (I found out that
everything underneath my neck was paralyzed). I was short
of oxygen. This was going to be the end. Suddenly, fresh
air filled my lungs. With a gasp, I looked around. Someone
was calling for help. People asked me if I was ok, but I could
not respond. I was simply unable to do anything but blink.
I could hear them before I saw them, but there wasn't really
anything to see but the sky. After the sirens came the ambu-
lances, along with firetrucks, police cars, and even a police

boat that was patrolling the waters. As I was lifted into the
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ambulance, I couldn’t help but think: “All this, for me?”

I don’t know if I accurately remember what happened
to the following days. I still remember how the medics kept
slapping my face as I began to lose consciousness in the
ambulance. I can recall the low shrill of the medical cart’s
wheels before my operation. I remember my friends gath-
ered around me and briefly speaking to my single mom in a
country 9000 miles away as I alternated between conscious-
ness and unconsciousness. These memories are ingrained
in me, but a certain numbness diminishes their intensity.
Maybe it’s because my mind was unable to fully accept how
my injury would transform my future, uprooting everything
that I knew and learned. I finally caught a glimpse of my
future when my medical team informed me that I would not
be able to walk again. I had a spinal cord injury on the ¢5-6
cervical level, which resulted in all four of my limbs becom-
ing paralyzed for the rest of my life.

I spent a total of 18 months in the hospital after this
update. I had my fair share of stays in the hospital before
this time, but they only lasted a couple days. I imagine that
will be the case for a good majority of people. This time, I
had no fixed date for discharge. The hospital became my ad-

dress and a tiny cubicle with my name on it became home.
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At first, [ was angry because I had lost all freedom or control
of my life. I lived with a Caregiver who slept on a cot no
more than a foot away from my bed. This was all the space
we had, since I had five other roommates, all with caregiv-
ers. 12 people shared a room no bigger than a principal’s
office, divided only by curtains. Then I suffered from a wave
of tremendous physical and mental strain. Because Covid
was still around, going outside was considered somewhat of
a treasonous act. Often I lay still in my bed, looking outside
at the continuous bustling of able-bodied people, all going
different directions with firm purpose. I thought to myself:
“will my life ever have purpose again?”

As weeks became months and months piled up into
years, I began to realise that unique opportunities still ex-
isted for disabled individuals. As someone with a disability,
I found it easier to console those who experienced loss or
pain. Conversations that once felt distant became more nat-
ural. Living with disability required me to confront vulner-
ability directly, and in doing so, I became more attentive to
the struggles that others often carry quietly.

This shift did not erase the difficulties I faced, nor did
it transform hardship into something desirable. Instead, it

changed my understanding of growth and responsibility.
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I began to see that disability does not exist in isolation. It
interacts with classrooms, hospitals, workplaces, and public
spaces. Returning to school as a transfer student made this
awareness more applicable and tangible. I faced moments of
accommodation and moments of friction; each experience
revealed how much of a disabled person’s independence
depends on systems that function in the background. Even
something as harmless as a closed door could be the differ-
ence in access for wheelchair users. I found myself asking
questions I had never asked before: How does the govern-
ment create accessible infrastructure in its territory? How
are support systems funded? Why is change conditional?

These questions gradually influenced my academic in-
terests. Studying political science became a way to better un-
derstand the institutions and policies that influence every-
day life for people with disabilities. I do not claim to have all
the answers, and the future is still unclear. Yet I am learning
to apply my experiences within broader conversations about
disability rights and health equity. My hope is to continue
exploring work in law or policy that helps me understand the
disabled individual and ultimately brings newfound hope
into a life that has only seen limits.

The pieces that follow reflect that ongoing process.
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They stem from a desire to think carefully about how care,
access, and social barriers are constructed. If there is a com-
mitment that runs through them, it is this: that disability
should not limit a person’s place in society, and that the sys-

tems we build should reflect that belief.
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The right to health and
access to medical care
for individuals with disabilities

The right to health for individuals with disabilities re-
mains an unresolved topic for many states. With democracy
gaining popularity among developed countries, preserving
disability rights carries paramount importance in many per-
spectives for an ideal society. Contrary to popular belief that
being healthy is only a physical matter, the concept of health
is multidimensional. The World Health Organization (WHO)
defines the right to health as a “preservation of an individ-
ual’s state of physical, mental, and social well-being”. For
the disabled, WHO’s definition suggests that disability itself
cannot hinder anyone from exercising their right to health.
However, governments should realize that ensuring the
right to health for disabled individuals requires a deliberate

consideration of physical health, accessible education, and
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personalized rehabilitation.

Maintaining physical health means that each individual
is granted equal access to healthcare barring discrimination
of race, sex, or medical conditions including disability. While
this definition makes logical sense, the true test is whether
healthcare systems reflect them in practice. For disabled
individuals, continuous rehabilitation and early interven-
tion are crucial to building an accessible healthcare system.
My own experience after injury revealed how far back the
system is from meeting these principles. When I first experi-
enced quadriplegia through a diving accident in 2022, I was
completely broken. Unable to cope or fully process what had
happened, I receded into a state of utter defeat. Over time,
I learned how to be responsible for my physical health, but
only after enduring a severe bedsore, denial from inaccessi-
ble hospitals, and months lying still in a hospital bed. While
the world is working towards more accessible healthcare,
healthcare systems are still incapable of guiding patients to
a healthy state. To ensure health rights for the disabled, sys-
tems should adopt an approach that provides patients help-
ful medical information and rehabilitation from the start.

Health is also greatly influenced by consistent access

to education because it fosters independence. According to
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the UN convention on the rights of persons with disabili-
ties (CRPD), personalized support for education should be
uniquely suited to each disabled individual’s needs. The
accommodations system at the University of Illinois is an
ideal example of this principle in practice. Established in
the 1800s, the university’s old buildings and infrastructure
contained numerous barriers for wheelchair users. Howev-
er, students were not afraid to speak up, and the university
listened. When I arrived at the Urbana-Champaign campus
as a student, I immediately noticed that there were buttons
for automatic doors, specialized bathrooms, and accessible
ramps for nearly every building on campus. The buildings
resembled an intentional blend of historical architecture and
clever mechanisms, removing the limitations of disability
while preserving tradition.

Furthermore, the Department of Disabilities and Educa-
tional Resources (DRES) was proactive in providing students
with fitting disability accommodations. During my time
there, I worked with a disability advisor on delivering wheel-
chair accessible desks where my classes met, scheduling
workout sessions at the DRES gym for wheelchairs, and even
converting paperback books to electronic resources. DRES

also offered scholarships specifically applicable to students
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with disabilities such as spinal cord injuries, muscle diseases,
and more. Overall, the college successfully retained its val-
ues of inclusion and equality through a personalized system
for providing accessibility.

Regrettably, places such as the University of Illinois are
exceptionally rare. The disability support system in Korean
higher education reflects this reality. Although Disabled stu-
dent centers exist in numerous Korean universities, some
of them are lacking in resources and employ inexperienced
staff. Failure to adequately accommodate a student’s unique
disability puts their health at risk, and can become a barrier
to the student’s opportunity for education. In order to grant
health rights for disabled students in Korea, educational in-
stitutions should actively back disabled student centers and
hire trained specialists with ample experience working with
disabled individuals.

Beyond healthcare and education, the right to health
extends to rehabilitation — a lifelong process that determines
quality of life after injury. Following this logic, the Korean
style SCI rehabilitation model (proposed by Mr. Lee Chan-
Woo, policy chair of Korean SCI association) emphasizes the
acceptance of disability for disabled individuals and their

families as one of the key factors of the rehabilitation pro-
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cess. I could not agree more. It took me 30 long months to
accept my disability as a quadriplegic. Even when I had en-
tered a medically stable state, I was emotionally discouraged
and afraid. I dreaded socializing and became embarrassed
of showing myself because driving a motorized wheelchair
signaled vulnerability that I had never experienced before.
When I needed assistance with something as simple as tying
my shoelaces or opening a door, I failed to ask strangers for
help from fear of overstepping.

Disability erodes self-confidence and amplifies a pain-
ful sense of loss. To counter the negative effects of disability,
rehabilitation should focus on reminding individuals that
they are still the valuable pieces of a puzzle that is society
— encouraging the identification of disability as a character
trait, rather than a separation from normality.

Reflecting on my experiences across these three pillars —
healthcare, education, and rehabilitation — reveals how much
progress still remains. Despite the challenges that exist, I
have learned that there is still hope for disabled individuals.
This time of struggle has allowed me to gain a newfound
appreciation for those I love and the precious gift that I wake
up to every day called life. When I was first injured, I used to

believe that gaining disability meant losing everything; I was

A 67



terribly mistaken. Gaining disability allowed me to reinvent
my identity and recognize value in the things that I thought
were granted. Although my accident took away my physical
mobility, it could never take away my laughter at my friends’
hilarious jokes and the fuzzy warmth of the sun of my skin
on a beautiful Sunday evening in August. In the end, disabil-
ity is a trait, not a weakness. I will always choose to make the
best of this trait with all of my effort, because that is what I

was given.
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Accessibility in higher education

If the previous piece was a blend of my personal
thoughts mixed with my experiences, this piece is a culmina-
tion of my academic interests in the disability policy realm.
You'll find that this may be a tough read - it is an academ-
ic-style paper after all. However, [ hope that this paper will
give you an insight on the scope of disability policy today

and provide a broader picture of progress with accessibility.

“Know me for my abilities, not my disability,” disability
advocate Robert Hensel once said. Applying this principle
holds extreme importance in higher education, where op-

portunity should depend on talent, not physical or psycho-
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logical attributes. Half a century has passed since section
504 of the Rehabilitation Act passed Congress. This policy
prohibited disability-based discrimination of any kind in
federally funded programs (ADA, 2024). The Americans
with Disabilities Act in 1990 expanded protections against
disability discrimination across public and private entities.
In the education sector, these policies required all postsec-
ondary institutions to provide accommodations for students
with documented disabilities. Yet these policies have fallen
short of their expected outcome in higher education. While
they established a legal floor for accessibility as a whole, they
do not guarantee equal educational participation in practice.

Despite our country’s policies towards improving ac-
cessibility, many colleges and universities stop at basic legal
compliance, leaving complex needs unmet. This problem
is often overlooked because institutions comply on paper,
which masks the realistic challenges of accommodating
unique needs. In 2025, the Southern New Hampshire Uni-
versity identified “inconsistent application of accommoda-
tions” as a recurring issue across colleges (SNHU, 2025).
This issue implies that while some may thrive from typical
accommodations, numerous others still face major barriers

daily. For individuals with high support needs, even short in-
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terruptions in care may lead to life-threatening consequenc-
es. Without addressing these conditions, colleges discourage
students with disabilities from full participation in higher
education.

To understand why inequality persists, we must exam-
ine its underlying causes. Several major factors contribute
to these barriers. The first is a lack of resources. Student
disability centers often fail at providing costly modifica-
tions such as installing ceiling lifts or automatic doors for
wheelchair users. Without designated funding, these centers
simply cannot take action, even when they are absolutely
necessary to an individual’s daily lifestyle. Another cause is
compliance gaps. While existing policies set broad standards,
interpretation of these standards widely varies across insti-
tutions. Accessibility management is often complaint-driven,
not proactively managed, which results in a perfunctory
implementation of accessibility (U.S. Government Account-
ability Office, 2011). Finally, disability resource centers are
often short-staffed. In many cases, one disability specialist
oversees hundreds of students with different disabilities, di-
minishing need-based care and undermining productivity.

Ultimately, ensuring accessibility in higher education

is misunderstood for basic compliance and is critically un-
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der-resourced. Colleges appear to succeed in complying with
existing policy guidelines but often fail to create inclusive
and secure environments for disabled students in reality. If
this problem continues, students with disabilities may be
discouraged from enrolling or persisting in higher educa-
tion. Risk also persists for enrolled disabled students experi-
encing life-threatening situations when essential barrier-free
measures are delayed or denied. It is through solving prob-
lems like these that our society can evolve into one that rec-

ognizes individuals by their abilities, not their disabilities.
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