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I am very excited to introduce our keynote speaker for today, Amanda Leduc. Amanda Leduc is a Canadian author, speaker and disability rights advocate whose work reimagines storytelling through the lens of disability and inclusion.
Amanda holds a Master’s Degree in Creative Writing from the University of St. Andrews in Scotland, and a Bachelor of Fine Arts in Creative Writing and Philosophy from the University of Victoria in B.C.

Amanda speaks regularly at festivals, conferences, and events across Canada, the U.S., and Europe on accessibility, inclusion, and disability in storytelling, and contributes regularly to publications across Canada, the U.S., and the U.K.

She is the author of the nonfiction book Disfigured: On Fairy Tales, Disability, and Making Space with Coach House Books, a Governor General's Literary Award finalist, as well as the novels The Centaur's Wife with Random House Canada and The Miracles of Ordinary Men with ECW Press.

Amanda made history with her book, Disfigured, the first Canadian author to publish a book simultaneously in all conventional and accessible formats, including EPUB, MP3, DAISY Audio, Braille-ready format, and hardcopy Braille, thanks to a groundbreaking collaboration with Coach House Books, the National Network for Equitable Library Service (NNELS), and the Centre for Equitable Library Access, or CELA. She has continued this commitment with each of her subsequent books.

Amanda's newest novel, Wildlife, published with Penguin Random House Canada this year marks her third simultaneous accessible release, once again ensuring that readers with print disabilities have equitable and immediate access to her work.

This collaboration between Amanda, her publisher, NNELS, and CELA models what born accessible publishing can achieve when authors, publishers, and accessibility experts work together from the start.
Amanda's writing, advocacy, and leadership continue to shift how we think about accessibility in the literary world, and we are very excited to have her here today. Please join me in welcoming Amanda Leduc.
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Thank you so much, Megan. Uh, thank you, Carli and everyone who has been um, highlighting and doing everything behind the scenes to make this day possible, this time possible.

Uh, it's a real pleasure to be here and I'm so excited to share with you all. So I am just going to pull up my presentation. Just give me a moment to get that all set up for you.
[bookmark: _u8jnuucjipq3]Slide 1: Making the World Come True: How the stories we tell can help us usher in a more accessible world
[bookmark: _o4t0bbq69jya]Okay, here we go! All right, so, uh what I'm going to do today is talk to you a little bit about my publishing journey, and the different things that became a part of the accessibility work that I do, the advocacy work that I do and how all of these things gel together in my writing and then also in my life, in the way that I try and move through the world now.
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Uh, just a bit of an overview of the presentation, so we have our overview here. I'm just going to have a brief note about any terminology that I use and some language notes, and then I'll talk a little bit about my publishing journey as I said, my growing work as a disability rights advocate. And then about how these two things gradually intertwined with my work in accessible book formats and disability representation, both in my own work, and then the representation that I advocate for in the stories and storytelling that we see in the world around us.
Uh, and then I'll move into a brief discussion of disability awareness and activism in storytelling. What do we do now and what can we as people who are disabled or non-disabled, what are the responsibilities that we have to usher in this more accessible world, both in terms of physical formats in the world that we live in, and then also in terms of mental space, social space, spiritual, and creative space as well. Because there are lots of different things that we can all do and think about to make these spaces more accessible. And then there will be time for some question and answer at the end.

Uh, I believe Megan and Carli would have given these out already but the slides are available. Um, I think I saw them on the website uh, so I may at some points go through things rather quickly, but it's just so that I can get through everything and make sure that we have some time for questions at the end.
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Uh, a note on terminology and the language that I'll be using. So throughout this presentation I will be making use of identity-first language as opposed to person-first language. Identity-first language is the construction that says a disabled person as opposed to a person with a disability, and it's a construction that holds the disability as an important part of what makes someone who they are, and we don't necessarily need to use language to look away from that.

Person-first language is language that says, you know, you should always specify the person first, and not identify them by their disability. And, you know, there is nothing wrong with using person-first language. I just think it's always important to interrogate the language that we use, and consider whether language is couching shame under the guise of political correctness.

Um, for the same reason I will not be using euphemisms for disability so I don't use language like “differently-abled”. 

I understand why some people use it, why some people feel more comfortable using it. Oftentimes in professional spaces that is sort of the accepted language to use, so it can feel difficult and strange to be using language that operates outside of that framework. But it’s really just an opportunity again for us to think about how language continually evolves, and how the way that we conceive of ourselves and our relationship to disability can also change and grow and evolve as well.
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Disability and disabled are not bad words, um, and identifying as a disabled person is not bad either.It doesn't mean that I think any less of myself or that I, you know, have any less capacity than someone who is not disabled. Um, I just, I like to lean into this in the work that I do, so this is just a note that I will be leaning all the way into this during my presentation. 
[bookmark: _pn6svomq1527]Slide 5: Author Introduction - Amanda Leduc
Um, so you had a little bit of an introduction from Megan there. Um, my name is Amanda Leduc. I am a disabled author with cerebral palsy. And as of now, I am the author of four books. My first book, The Miracles of Ordinary Men came out in 2013. My second book, Disfigured: On Fairy Tales, Disability, and Making Space, followed in 2020, and then my next two novels, The Centaur's Wife and Wildlife, came out in 2021 and 2025, respectively.
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I have always wanted to be a writer. I was writing books with construction paper covers in kindergarten and first grade. I was born with cerebral palsy, which is a muscle condition that results from a brain injury. And that brain injury can happen either in utero or it can happen to a child as a result of an accident in early life up to the age of three. In my case, it was congenital.
 
So I was born with a cyst in my brain, which necessitated surgeries to remove it. And those surgeries happened when I was four and five, respectively. I had neurosurgery when I was four. And then when I was five, I had surgery to correct uh, a tendon on my right foot. My right foot was turning inward, and the surgery helped to correct the foot so that it pointed straight. Um, but the surgeries and the resulting physical therapies, you know, as much as they did help, they also could not, um, deny the fact that the cerebral palsy and the surgeries themselves left me with some ... conditions,
and uh, just certain things about the way I walked and moved through the world that would follow me for the rest of my life. They left me with a disability.
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I was bullied rather severely in elementary school because of my disability, and so I spent the better part of the next two decades trying to pretend that I wasn't disabled. So I have a significant limp which shows up more when I'm tired and I also experience muscle fatigue and just general fatigue, uh, and these were things that, you know on a good day I could get away with pretending that I wasn't disabled, I, I could pass as someone without a disability, and because I so clearly associated being disabled with being bullied, with feeling less than, it was just my absolute goal coming out of elementary school, heading into high school and then beyond, um, it was my absolute goal to just cut that part of my life away from me, to say that it was done and behind me.

And looking back now, obviously I recognize that there's a lot of internalized ableism in that sort of thinking, but it was also just survival, just trying to think about how I could get through the world.

Um, and it wasn't until I reached my sort of early to mid-30s that I really started reckoning with my disability. And part of that was because my disability started becoming more prominent. I was getting older. I was feeling fatigued a lot more.
And just the physical realities of a limp and, and walking a particular way, because of the limp that I had, was starting to show its effects on my body. And so I was just having to reckon with the reality, the lived reality of my disability in a way that I didn't have to do before. It was becoming much more prominent and it was becoming something that I couldn't ignore. 
Um, and around the same time, I'll get into this a little bit uh, in a moment, I was working for a festival in Canada called the Festival of Literary Diversity, which is a literary festival dedicated to marginalized voices. And one group of voices that we were really trying to platform was the voices of disabled writers. And I met a lot of disabled writers, a lot of Canadian disabled writers in my early years of working with the festival. And I was really quite, uh, inspired by the work that they were doing in trying to build accessible spaces and trying to advocate for increased accessibility in the Canadian literary sphere. Um, so that was really the thing that kind of kickstarted my overt work in disability awareness and activism.

But, as it turned out, uh, disability and otheredness was a theme that I was already exploring in my work, even without knowing it, even unconsciously.
[bookmark: _qr3z3c4v8bhq]Slide 8: The Miracles of Ordinary Men
My first book, the Miracles of Ordinary Men, is a book about a man who wakes up one day and discovers that he’s growing wings, and the other main character in the novel is someone who is searching for her mentally ill brother on the streets of Vancouver. I meant it to be be a novel about faith, but when I look back now it seems quite obvious to me that is was also very much a novel 
[bookmark: _k4s6jjm932z0]Slide 9: Ordinary Men
about what it means to inhabit a body and a mind that is different and othered from the world around it. And this is really interesting to me now because, I think, you know, looking back it just shows that there was, there was a kind of reckoning with disability that was already happening in my life even though I wasn't aware of it at the time.
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After that novel was published in 2013, I went back into the weeds of Canadian publishing. Spoiler alert: publishing books and building community is a very long and hard process.

And even so I tried to continue going through that hard process, tried to continue building community and finding my way. In 2016, I began working, as I said, for the Festival of Literary Diversity, uh, and this is another area in which I really began to grapple with the overtly inaccessible nature of Canadian publishing and literary spaces.
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One of the things that we were always doing at the FOLD was hosting literary events. And we tried right from the very beginning to build accessible events at the FOLD and very quickly realized how inaccessible most Canadian literary events were and are by default. They are often held in both physically and economically inaccessible spaces. Uh, readings or author events rarely have captions or ASL as a standard. And other things like Braille, large print, access volunteers, and other accessibility measures are rarely, if ever, included in literary events.
As I was realizing this kind of inaccessible infrastructure in the literary world, I was also beginning to be more aware of it, not just subconsciously, more overtly aware of it in the stories I was telling.
In 2018 I went on a writing retreat off the coast of Seattle, and one day I had an epiphany while I was walking through the forest trying to figure out my newest book.
And that epiphany was,
[bookmark: _q7s9a7gyzs99]Slide 12
I was walking through the forest and realizing how inaccessible the physical forest is to any disabled person who might use mobility aid. Um, I, I had a walking stick that I was using to go through the forest and so it was this really... weird... two-tier realization because I was recognizing that it was a lot easier for me as someone who normally walks with a limp to... walk with the walking stick... and it made me think about how maybe I should be using a cane in my regular day-to-day life and then also even with the walking stick... the ground in a forest is very uneven, right, there's lots of roots sticking up the g, the ground itself is not clear and level and... I realized that the forest, the physical forest that we know, is a very inaccessible space. But then I thought about the forest of my imagination, forest of the fairy tales that I loved when I was growing up. And I realized that even though the forests themselves would have been physically inaccessible, a lot of the fairy tales that we know are populated with disabled characters who live in the forest. You have the witch who lives in um the, the cottage where Hansel and Grethel come and, and stumble upon her.

Arguably, you could also say that the Beast in Beauty and the Beast lives in a kind of forest because he's always sort of pictured in this castle that's kind of overgrown with lots of nature around it.

But we never think about these characters necessarily as being... disabled or being disabled in terms of a lived reality. There is a version of Hansel and Gretel where the witch comes to Hansel and Gretel on a crutch and she uses the crutch as a way to deceive them and to show that, you know, she can be trusted because she's a little old... lady on a crutch, a little old disabled lady, and they should be able to trust her, she's not gonna hurt them. But we don't think about these characters as disabled people necessarily who have to deal with the reality of the inaccessible world around them and the reason for that is that we are taught not to see these characters as disabled at all, despite the fact that they have crutches or that, in the case of the Beast, they have a facial difference.

We are taught to see them as villains. We are taught to flatten the stories so that we only see these people in one particular way.
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And the more that I thought about this, the more I realized that the act of painting disabled characters as villains, or as side characters, or objects of pity, which is what happens in very well-known stories like the Christmas Carol with, ah, Tiny Tim, it helps to shape how we then see and expect disabled people to move in the world around us. If we are taught from a young age that the only disabled people we see in stories and in film are bad and ugly and not to be trusted, what sorts of expectation does this set up for us in how we see disabled people in the real world? And it's something that, you know, you, you might look at that and think, “oh, well, those things don't have anything to do with one another”, you know, one is fairy tales and storytelling and the other is the real world that we move in and around.

But the reality is…
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Actually that these things are very much connected. If you don't see someone in a wheelchair when you're young, if you don’t, if you're not exposed to that in, on television or in stories, um, you get used to not thinking about how a wheelchair user moves through the world. You don't think about ramps because you've never had to consider how a wheelchair user might need and use them. You take the inaccessible World around you for granted.
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Ah… and this all led to my second book!
I was thinking as I was going through that forest that maybe I would write an essay about this connection between fairy tales and disability. And when I left that writing retreat I went home and I did some research, and there wasn't actually a lot, ah, written-out, out there about the connection between fairy tales and disability, and so the more research I did, and the, the fewer things that I, I found, um, I decided okay, I, I will write an essay, and then that essay became larger and larger, and then it was like “well, maybe I will write a book”! And... It happened that, uh, we were able to sell, my agent and I, were able to sell this idea about a book based on fairy tales and disability to Coach House Books, um... And they were really, really wonderful with it.
 So the book came out in February 2020, exactly three weeks before the COVID 19 pandemic hit the world... uh, it is a blend of memoir and cultural criticism that weaves my own personal story of disability, so my experience with cerebral palsy. And looks at different fairytales and how they've shaped views around disability and how those ... fairytales shaped my views around disability, in particular what it meant for me growing up as a child to think about what happy endings might mean... and... who deserves a happy ending versus who does not deserve one. And then from there the book looks at what we might do to change this kind of thinking in the world, to change how we tell new stories. 
So, Disfigured was really a kind of landmark book for me in that it really coalesced many of my writing themes together overtly for me, in, in... really the, the first way that, that had happened in my life. I mentioned earlier that my first novel was really, when we look back on it now, dealing with disability but not necessarily... ah... consciously looking at things through a disability lens and in Disfigured that was the first time that I, I put the disability lens on and really looked at the world through that kind of, of ... way of seeing. And, ah, it, it felt very natural in many ways, and, and so it was a really wonderful opportunity for me to coalesce a lot of my writing themes together and, and really helped me to own my truth and be proud of who I was as a disabled person and what I was trying to say to the world.
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So Disfigured, as I said, was published by Coach House Books. They are an independent Canadian publisher based in Toronto, and they are actually celebrating their 60th anniversary this year. They had a, a 60th anniversary shindig just last week. Happy anniversary, Coach House, here's to 60 years and many more.
Ah, as part of their marketing plan for the book, Coach House set about making the book as accessible as possible, reasoning that the more formats the book was in, the more people would be able to read it. And this was really, it really was groundbreaking, and even I didn't realize it at the time. Um, and I didn't make the connection, which is why, you know, publishers and their marketing departments are worth their weight in gold. I didn't make the connection initially between... having a book available in many different formats as being a good marketing tool, I just thought it was, it was great that we could do that. But,... the point is, that when you make something accessible, you're making it accessible not just for disabled people, but for everybody, like anybody who, you know, someone who maybe has, ah, difficulty with reading fine print, which, you know, can be a lot of us, I mean, I wear glasses and I struggle to read medication instructions on those little pill bottles now. And so, you know, having something available in a larger print is a really great accessibility measure, which, you know, someone like myself might not necessarily think of that initially, but actually it is quite helpful. Hum... So... I really give props to Coach House for leaning all in on this and really, um, getting behind and making the book as accessible as it could be.
As Megan mentioned in her introduction, we partnered with the Centre for Equitable Library Access, CELA, and the National Network for Equitable Library Service, NNELS,to produce Disfigured in Braille, accessible EPUB, and several other formats, in additional, in addition to traditional print and audio. And of course,
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You know, many of us are lucky enough to be able to read books traditionally and, and don't think about what it might be like to have a print disability.
And this goes back to what I was saying before, which will lead into one of my larger points, about representation, about when you don't, when you're not exposed to... what it is like for someone with any kind of disability to be in the world, you don't understand their story, you don't understand their needs. And so you just don't think about it as a lived reality for many people. But the reality is, ah, when it comes to print books, over 5 million Canadians, that is 12% of the population, have difficulty reading print books. And so that could be anything from, you know, having being blind or low vision, or I have a friend who has cerebral palsy like me and his cerebral palsy means that it's actually really difficult for him to hold a book open. So, having a book that's available in an e-format or an audio is an option that is preferable to him. And in many cases books in Canada are when, they are published, they only come out in traditional print. Sometimes they come out in audio, but that's an additional expense for a publisher. One of the other things obviously too, is a book that is put out in audio or in print or in ePub isn't on the face of itself necessarily accessible just in that format, there are other things that need to go into the building of that book in order to make it really, truly accessible. And a lot of publishers don't have the resources to do that with the books that they put out into the world.
And so what this means is that if a book is only published in print, it's a book that this portion, this whole 12% of the reading public, they can't access. When I worked at The Fold, we partnered with CELA and NNELS, um, to make sure that all of the authors who were featured at The Fold would have their books also available in, um, accessible formats. And that was because a lot of the people that we were platforming at the festival were being published by smaller independent presses. And those smaller independent presses didn't have the resources or maybe didn't have the connections at CELA or NNELS to be able to produce their books in these accessible formats. And this illuminated another structural inequity for me in my author journey. The way that publishing, as with many capitalist enterprises, caters to the many at the expense of the few. Publishing,
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as I said, is a capitalist enterprise and therefore is wired to scramble for the dollars of the many. And disabled people have historically been financially and socially disenfranchised, and we've been portrayed as burdens on society, so capitalism doesn't see disabled people as a viable market. But first and foremost, we are, disabled people are a huge chunk of the population. I mean, now especially in these days, not that the pandemic is over by any stretch, but in these days after 2020 when long COVID and COVID-19 is still very much a reality for many people, disabled people can make up anywhere from twenty to twenty-five percent of the population. That's a quarter of the population that has buying power, that has access to resources, and... a lot of capitalist enterprises, ah, don't see disabled people as a market to market things to, um... but they are, and they're there, and the other part of it too is that when you make something accessible, you're making it accessible for everyone, not just disabled people.
Like I was saying about the having things available in large print, you can think about examples like curb cuts or ramps, um, off the sides of sidewalks as a, another example of this. Those curb cuts and ramps are ostensibly for people who are using mobility devices. But they are also very helpful for people who are pushing strollers, people who are pushing trolleys, people who are pulling luggage, right? If you have ever tried to pull a really heavy suitcase down the sidewalk, let me tell you: hoisting it up onto a sidewalk that doesn't have a ramp there makes a huge difference! And so, you know, this idea that accessibility is something that is only done for a small fraction of the population is absolutely untrue. When you make something accessible, you're making it accessible for everyone, not just for disabled people.
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And when you call attention to these inequities in the system, you really start to see the inequities everywhere and, as a result, begin to push and agitate for structural reform, which is what happened to me when we did this thing of putting, publishing, um, Disfigured in all of these accessible formats. We started to recognize that many publishers don't have the funds available to ensure that their books are all accessible at publication. But increased awareness of this issue can help us push for more government funding to ensure that accessible options are available to more publishers and their books. Raising awareness leads to recognizing the structural inequities at play, which leads to pushing for change.
One of the things that happened after Disfigured was published in all of those accessible formats… was CELA and NNELS started getting a whole bunch of emails from authors who were like, “I heard about this, and I think it's a really great idea, how can I make sure that my book is also born accessible?” and the reality of the matter was that, you know, CELA and NNELS are able to work with publishers, to get their titles in different accessible formats, but they only have so many resources and they were suddenly inundated with all of these requests and they couldn't meet them all because they didn't have the funding to do so, which illuminates that structural problem, right? You need the funding in order to make sure that this is a truly accessible option for everybody.
So… in the work that I do in continuing to ensure that my books are made accessible, um, I really want to continue to call attention to this inequity and encourage publishers, encourage the government as well, to really continue to put money into avenues to make things accessible, um, and to change this inequity in publishing.
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So, my next novel came out a year after Disfigured. It was called The Centaur's Wife. And following on the heels of my work with Disfigured, which looks at accessibility and storytelling and how we can begin to tell stories that situate disability in a different way, The Centaur's Wife explores many of the same themes — modern fairytales with disability representation — but it looks at all of this in a fictional context.
Um, The Centaur's Wife takes the usual tropes of dystopian fiction, where the disabled characters are often left out to die, and instead imagines what might happen if we come together and try to help each other survive.
And I would go so far as to say that, that, really, um, that's kind of a central theme of my work. It's this question of, instead of, you know, sitting in this world that we've got, which allows many people to fall by the wayside, to fall through the cracks, what happens when we begin to think differently, when we start to think about creative solutions to problems, and imagine a new world for all of us, disabled and non-disabled alike. And part of the way that I did that in The Centaur’s Wife was ensuring that all of the characters in the novel are disabled in some way.
Because up until a few years ago, I think there was a real sense that if a character was disabled in a novel it was because the novelist or the writer was trying to… illuminate a point or, trying to, you know, have an agenda and that is true, but also true is the fact that, you could argue, that we are all of us disabled in some way, shape, or form.
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We all have needs, um, the reality is just that some of those needs are deemed worthy of being met by agencies like the government or other social structures, and some of those needs are just sort of looked at and said, well, your needs are too severe. We can't do anything for you. But actually, we do have a capacity as a society to change and to think differently about these things.
And so after all of these years of trying to avoid disability and my years of growing as a storyteller, I finally realized that these two elements of my work, my lived experience of disability, and then also the way in which I was trying to weave disability into my storytelling, it really gave me a unique perspective and an opportunity to educate and invite others into this new space of imagining a different world.
Uh, The Centaur's Wife, like Disfigured, was also published simultaneously in traditional and in accessible formats, thanks to a continued partnership with CELA and NNELS. Uh, it is a strange, but ultimately hopeful novel and writing it unleashed something in me that made space for my fourth book, Wildlife, which came out this year.
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So, the plot of Wildlife is that it basically follows two walking, talking hyenas who carry a message of grief, hope, and love to a wild, uncontrollable world. Also, there's a zoo break or two.
Um, again, in this novel, as in my others, all of the characters in the novel are disabled in some way. Disabilities range from depression and PTSD through to being hard of hearing, being an amputee, dealing with cancer, and working through trauma and grief. And that was really, really important to me.
 I think, you know, that there's two kinds of main ways — there's other ways as well — but two main ways that we have historically conceptualized disability in storytelling. And the first way is a kind of disability coming-of-age story where the character who has a disability, the main thrust of the story is about them realizing their disability and realizing how it shapes the way they move through the world. And those stories are really important, we absolutely need them, and we also have, uh, incidence, incidences of what's known as incidental disability, where a person's disability might not necessarily be the focus of the plot. It's just something that's there. Um, they might be a character who wears glasses or a character who deals with anxiety while they're going around doing a whole bunch of other things. And I think it's really important to, to look at and think about including both of those kinds of disability narratives in my work.
 Um, for me, disability is something that, you know, both shapes my life, it has brought me to this, this place where I am now, and it's also just like a regular reality of the world that I live in. From something as mundane as I always carry my cell phone with me when I take the dog out for a walk because if I slip and fall and… you know, can't get back to my house, I'm going to need that for, for help, for assistance. And that seems like a very, very small thing, but it is one way in which, you know, my disability, it's just, it shapes my life in that particular way. And so, I make adjustments and then I go on and I, I keep living my life. And I think it's really important to include that kind of incidental disability in storytelling, as well.
 Um, the other thing that, you know, I think sometimes people will listen to me talk about Wildlife and they'll say, like, “Oh, well, dealing with cancer or working through trauma or grief, like, that, that's not a disability.” But I would, I would argue that it is again, because disability is synonymous with saying, “I have a need and the structural inequities in the world that we live in has basically told me that this need of mine is not worthy of being met in the same way that the needs of the general populace are and have been.” And when we start to think about things that way, when we start to see the world a little bit differently and consider, okay, everybody has needs out there and it's actually our responsibility as a society to get creative, to really start thinking about how we can meet all of these needs, that's when a lot of really exciting change can happen.
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We've been raised in society to think of disability as a “them” issue. Uh, it's always the disabled person's responsibility to ensure that they get their needs met. And if they don't get it, then that's too bad for them. But the reality of life, of course, as I said, is that we all have needs and we do actually have the power - economic, social, mental, spiritual - to ensure that all of our needs are met. It's just that our capitalist system has very clear ideas about whose needs are worthy of being met. And this is a very hard story to overturn.
My journey over these last 12 years since publishing my first novel, has been instrumental in showing me how so much good can be achieved when there are groups and teams working together in publishing, in event organizing, in libraries, in literary spaces, toward a common goal of telling this new story of how we all deserve to thrive in the world. We can, together, tell new stories.

Instead of saying, “oh, you know, you have disability X and there's no room in the budget to make space for you,” or “we're holding a literary event and we don't have any money so we're gonna hold it in an inaccessible venue,” instead of saying something like that we can say, “look, our budget is really low but we're gonna get creative, we're gonna try and, you know, maybe work in partnership with an accessible venue where we give them publicity in exchange for a reduced rate and their space.”
It's just an example off the top of my head, but when you take for granted the fact that everyone's needs deserve to be met and that it's really important, a human rights issue, to ensure that disabled people have access to the same kinds of things that non-disabled people do, then you really start to see things in a different way. You start to move that creative engine and think about opportunities for innovation.
[bookmark: _lnvo4owzjcvu]Slide 24
[bookmark: _7pi0f9gry2au]The disability story the world has told over and over is this one: Disability is a sad story. One that the disabled person themselves must fight to overcome. It's not society's responsibility to solve anything. But the truth, the real story, is that disability offers all of us an unparalleled opportunity for creativity, innovation, and change. Disability highlights the possibilities for problem solving like nothing else I have ever encountered, and it continually boggles my mind that society continues to see disability as this sad story when in reality, I, I, I think it's one of the most beautiful stories that we have as human beings because disability highlights, again and again, how we can come together as communities, as individuals, for each other and find solutions to problems that we might not have found on our individual, um, paths.
[bookmark: _ykhynxz2d2pw]Slide 25
When we flip the script like this, when we begin to challenge the idea that disability is a sad story, and see its potential for ushering in what's bright and new, we change the world. And that, those seem like big words, um, and big, lofty goals and ambitions, but I think they are true. Um, and I, I'll speak to this a little bit later in the presentation, as well, but, the work that I do around disability inclusion and storytelling, around making sure that my books are made in accessible formats, it’s, it is both a big thing and also not a big thing at the same time. I mean, really, what it amounted to, the partnership with CELA and NNELS, was a series of emails to see if they were on board with this project, which they were, and everybody kind of came together.
 
And I don't mean to downplay the import of this because it is absolutely an important thing; as I have said, it highlights a lot of structural inequities in the Canadian publishing system. But I think it's also an instance of seeing, like, change is possible, and change is not as hard as many people would have themselves believe that it is. Um, it can actually be when you make that first movement towards making something accessible, asking those questions, who is missing out here, have we thought of everything that we can do, um, once you start down that path, doors really do open and partnerships come into play and it actually just becomes a lot easier, um, than what I think the majority of the world still imagines accessibility to be.
[bookmark: _ajwg7e1a1d3u]Slide 26
So how I try to tell new stories to usher in a more accessible world. I've sort of touched on this throughout my presentation, but one of the main ways is through representation. I try to ensure a wide range of disabled characters in all of my work. My life would have been quite different if I had read more disability representation as a teen. And, so now, I am trying to make that world a reality for others. Disability can be, both be the focus of a narrative and or incidental. Sometimes our stories are about how disability shapes our lives and sometimes disability is just a part of how we go through the day and there is room for all of these stories.
[bookmark: _hbwsnokqpa3k]Slide 27
I also try to ensure access through my books. I work regularly with CELA and NNELS to ensure that my books are born accessible. Published in a bunch of traditional and accessible formats right from the date of publication. More government funding–which again–more awareness about this issue through talks like this through you know emails that libraries or other authors or publishers send to the government asking for more accessible funding. It will allow this to happen for even more books that are out in the world. This is, and will always be, a team effort. I am so grateful to CELA and NNELS for the work that they do. I'm so grateful to Coach House for all of the wonderful work that they did in making Disfigured a reality in the world. And I'm grateful to everyone who continues to work with me in all of these spaces to make sure that this is something that continues.
[bookmark: _1gvn422mvr5i]Slide 28
I also try to ensure access at events. So, as an author, I have an accessibility rider,  both for in-person events and then for virtual events, and I send it out to all event organizers whenever I appear at a festival, reading series, or other event. All of my events must be held in physically accessible spaces. And, for me, that includes wheelchair access and also wheelchair accessible washrooms on the premises and not–looking at you, Toronto–in the restaurant across the street. And I encourage the use of any and all other accessibility measures wherever possible in any of the events that I do. 
[bookmark: _hsirgds3bhon]Slide 29
How can we together usher in the brighter, more accessible world? Representation. Same for me, same for you. We really need to advocate for representation in media. Disability needs to be a part of all of our literature, TV, and film because disability is a regular part of everyday life. Disabled creators need to be in all of these spaces—behind the scenes as well as front and centre! 

Disabled representation in spaces, both physical and then social. So making a physical space accessible is one thing, and there are lots of structural and funding issues to consider, and I am absolutely aware of that. 

But also, you know, ensuring that disabled people are at the forefront of decision-making. That, for example, when you are hosting an event in a space, that wheelchair users aren't relegated to sitting at the back of a room because space hasn't been made for them at the front. That is a kind of hybrid of physical and social space. And so even if you are not an accessibility coordinator, we can all be thinking on the level of inclusion in this way. In thought, representation in thought. Enacting change begins with ideas, with trying to view the world through a different lens. 

Writing Disfigured helped me to view the world differently, and my whole life changed as a result. Most importantly, representation in story, which ties all of these three things together. What sorts of stories are we, are you, am I continuing to tell about disability? Can we change those stories? Can we imagine something new? Can we think about how disability no longer needs to be an unhappy ending for so many people, when the world comes together to give people the support that they need—in all the ways that we need it?
[bookmark: _7rguqu33y5pd]Slide 30
Another thing that we can do to–as a society–usher in the brighter, more accessible world is to listen to the voices that call for change. All change, as I've said, begins with ideas. Listen to disabled people when we highlight systemic issues. For example, the way that the systemic issue of publishing overlooking print disabilities fuels the work of CELA and NNELS and other similar groups across the world. If it hadn’t been for disabled people who were advocating for access to books right from publication, the work of CELA and NNELS wouldn’t have come into being. And so, you know, we really need to listen to what disabled people are saying, what their needs are, especially in the world that we live in now. This kind of  hyper-capitalist, on a fast train to environmental collapse. Disabled people are at the forefront of a lot of the change that is necessary in the world that we live in. So listen to disabled people whenever and wherever you can. 
[bookmark: _y3mu90db9o8s]Slide 31
Consider what resources you have at your own disposal and how you might put your own power to use. As an author, I have particular power, not much but some, and, heft in certain spaces, like those of literary events, disability representation, and accessible publishing. My experiences in publishing and literary event organization have given me a platform to highlight these issues in very particular ways. And so I use it. And you know it's as I've said, I'm not going to change the whole world doing this work but I'm going to change my little corner of it and try as much as possible to ensure that those changes stay for the next generation and engender a whole bunch of other kinds of accessible changes in the future. And so ask yourself, how might your resources and power, regardless of who you are, regardless of where you are, regardless of what you do, how can they lend themselves to you making some sort of accessible change in the world?
[bookmark: _1xh2i8ep9jis]Slide 32
I won't change the entire world with this work, but I can change a corner of it—and that's enough. And guess what? The same is true for you. 
[bookmark: _3s6e25ndo4wb]Slide 33
So going forward, I really encourage everyone to seek out and elevate disability stories, particularly stories that are written by and led by disabled creators. 

I encourage you to pay attention to language—how it is used, how it is taken for granted, and how it can cause harm even when we don't realize it. 

I encourage everyone to pay attention to story—particularly the stories that we've traditionally told about disability. Ask yourself: does the world have to be this way? And if the answer is “no”—what can you do to bring about change? Maybe it's not going to be a change that you see immediately, but it could be a change that ushers in other things down the line that might make an entirely different world. 
[bookmark: _b0sfsmlkltqh]Slide 34
Read books and narratives by disabled people, and don't be afraid to engage with them critically. There is no one perfect disability story, or perfect example of disability representation. And the fact remains, I think, that, you know, there is so few, there's so little disability representation in the books and stories and television shows that we read. It's getting better. It's certainly better than it was 10 years ago. But there's still, in the grand scheme of things, just a not-a not a lot of representation out there. And what that means is that the disability stories that are out there get scrutinized really heavily. They have to carry a lot. And, you know, stories are allowed to be imperfect because we as humans are imperfect. And my goal and ultimate dream for disability in the media is to just flood the market with all kinds of disability representation. 

I, as someone with cerebral palsy, you know, I can walk. I can run. I occupy a particular space in the cerebral palsy world. But even though I have cerebral palsy it's a very different representation from my friend who has cerebral palsy and uses a power wheelchair, right? So a story about someone with cerebral palsy like me who walks with a limp, and then can also run and that sort of thing. It's a different kind of story than his particular story. So it's not enough to have, you know, a story about me out in the world and say, “Okay, that's it, done. We have our cerebral palsy representation box checked off,” because the reality is that disability impacts all of us in very, very different ways, and we need all of that representation out there. Disabled people again, are messy and imperfect, and any representation that does us justice will be messy and imperfect too. 
[bookmark: _c771hkfmefbw]Slide 35
Understand again, going forward, that “disability” is really not a bad word. Saying disabled is just like saying, “I have need X.” The key here is that society has determined that some needs (the needs of the abled majority) deserve to be met while other needs (the needs of the disabled other) do not. We must reject this thinking, and this story. 

And, we must in that rejection also allow ourselves lots of grace and humility in our paths to change. We must give ourselves and others lots of space to enter into and engage in this journey. We are not going to change the world overnight. But we can, slowly over time, introduce a lot of small changes that add up to this more accessible world that we’re all wanting and striving for. 
[bookmark: _enztw1e8xvi]Slide 36
And so the question becomes for all of you, what is your part to play? What are you going to do to help usher in a brighter, and more accessible world?  And I am going to leave all of you with that question.
[bookmark: _mnwg7q9amph]Slide 37
Along with this quote, which I love and I find myself, I keep coming back to it over and over. “Like most things in life, disability is sharp, humbling, as well as tremendous, giving and inspiring. It is human.” (Dr. Paige Terrien-Church)

Being disabled is being human in the world, and there is nothing more or less to it than that. And, I think we all have a responsibility to ensure that we are all human in the world, to the best of our abilities that we can thrive to the best of our abilities. And, everything that I've talked about today is a way to point us forward into that work. So, thank you everyone for listening to me.
[bookmark: _i24aedetdunq]Slide 38
We're going to open it up to questions in just a moment. I'll just leave this open here, if anybody wants to jot any of this down. And please do, you can find my books anywhere books are sold in Canada. It's a little bit more difficult to get them if you are located outside of Canada, unfortunately. But do feel free to reach out to me on my website, or to look at my publishers. Coach House has been very, very good about sending Disfigured and copies of Disfigured all over the world, and I know that they are still up for doing that. So if you are interested in any of my titles, please do feel free to investigate, and I am sure we can get some books to you. 

And now I am going to stop sharing, and we will open it up for Q&A. We have about 15 minutes for some questions. So, Megan, I believe you are going to facilitate the Q&A.

Thank you so much for that.
[bookmark: _5kzhhdfgckws]Q&A setup
[bookmark: _hv7tan70bc0n]Megan McMeekin

Yes. Thank you so much, Amanda, for sharing your insights and your stories with us today. I think your—your words have really challenged us to think more deeply about the narratives that are told and who gets to be at the center of them. And yes, disabled is not a bad word. I have a pin, I have a pin on my door that has that, uh, text on it that I made with our button maker that we have on our team. So, thank you for highlighting that. Um, and we're incredibly grateful to have had the opportunity to hear from you today. So, we do have time for questions. And I do see we already have six questions in the Q&A module. If you have questions, please add them there. And I will read out the questions before they are answered live.
[bookmark: _bxxhfv2c71kq]Question 1: Accessible book production
[bookmark: _5cqpem9xwas]Megan McMeekin
So, the first question from Derek is, “Did the production of your book, in accessible formats, require additional work on your part or did your publisher handle everything for it?”
[bookmark: _soqk4yandqnm]Amanda Leduc
That's a great question. Um, the sort, short answer to that is that my publisher handled the majority of the work. So, they did almost all of the liaising with CELA and NNELS. Um, I, not with Coach House, actually. Coach House did almost everything, um, they reached out to CELA and NNELS. They sort of orchestrated all of that. When the book came out, ah, we-we issued a press release so there was a little bit of publicity that happened in the wake of Disfigured being published in those formats and I participated in the publicity for it but it was mostly the publisher. It was mostly Coach House. When it came to my other two books, ah, which were published by, ah, Random House Canada, I did the initial, sort of, ah, connecting emails, so I connected CELA and NNELS with my publisher and my editor and sort of got the ball rolling on that end. But then they took everything from there. And then again, there
was a little bit of media when the books came out. Um, but that was just sort of like providing a quote and—and you know being available for interview if anybody had any questions about it.
[bookmark: _8qgyuo21yt29]Question 2: Post-production book accessibility
[bookmark: _bhkflxriruze]Megan McMeekin
Thanks. So, the next question is, “Can books be made accessible after publication?”
[bookmark: _cn794co9scp1]Amanda Leduc
Yes, absolutely they can. Um, and really what I—I want to highlight with the work that I do is-is that any book can be made accessible after publication. Um, the issue is that some books are, you know, publishers just don't have the resources to—to do it either at the time of publication or after. So the more resources that are made available for publishers, for libraries, from the government, the more funding that is made available for this sort of thing, it would mean that, um, books both from, you know, simultaneous publication at the moment of publication, and then also books that exist on the backlist, they can be made accessible too. Um, it's definitely something that ca-can be applied retroactively.
[bookmark: _k9ngo46js5ud]Question 3: Accessibility accommodations and medical documentation
[bookmark: _ju4inc6e9xh9]Megan McMeekin
Thanks. So, the next question is a little bit longer, so, “the accommodation-based model of addressing lack of access is a standard set in employment law. This also impacts students and other community members. If people are unfamiliar with strategies to recognize and support each other, disabled people are often required to provide medical documentation. This fails to recognize the growing crisis in lack of healthcare access as well as the vulnerabilities people face when their health histories cannot be recognized or validated. Not unique to our work as OCUL members in academic libraries. I suppose my question is, what are your thoughts on how to advocate f—to ensure support isn’t only offered to those who can provide legitimized medical documents and that require disclosure?”
[bookmark: _8m9boujrkga6]Amanda Leduc
Mhm. Ah, that is a great question. Um, I think my answer to this is—is going to be a, um, a little bit broad, um, and really comes back to that point that I was making about, you know, accessibility being a thing that doesn't just benefit disabled people, it—it benefits everybody. Like, we all benefit from a system that says you don't need to provide huge amounts of medical notes in order to get what you need. We would all benefit from being in a world where you don't have to produce huge amounts of paperwork in order to say, “I need to have this so that I don't, you know, fall apart at work or, um, or that I don't, you know, or that I can thrive in an educational system.” And so, what I would say is—is that, you know, advocate from that standpoint, that support (exhale) the—the model that we have, where support needs to be justified through documentation, is actually a kind of dinosaur and everybody has needs that deserve to be met. So, we really need to support from that basis. So, advocate for, I mean, maybe, you know, medical notes are necessary to a certain point, but really advocate for a new kind of framework, a new kind of system. 

What kinds of things can we put in place where someone doesn't need to provide medical notes, but can just say, like, look, um, maybe you draw up a framework with somebody who has anxiety, for example, and, you know, has struggles coming into the workplace. Okay, in a situation like that, how can we get creative? How can we look at work from home options or options for the person who is dealing with this particular need to put out for themselves, here are the things that I need in order to, you know, make—make life better, in order to make it so that I can thrive and then work from there. Really putting, taking the disabled person's word at its, at its source and really building from that. And that, again, highlights another structural issue, right? We—we l—live in a system that really puts the onus on doctors and medical professionals to provide that kind of legitimization of disability (swallowing) and I can understand in some ways why we have that system, but I really think it falls short.

We really need to be placing disabled people front and center at these things. So, to really make that shift, to thinking that disability is just tantamount to saying, “I have a need and it deserves to be met,” and figuring out how policy can move around that instead of medical documentation. So, pushing for that at every single opportunity. When you have, you know, you run up with a medical documentation snag, use that as an opportunity to say, “look, if we had a different system, we would not be running into all of this, these issues with paperwork.” Because the reality is that, you know, a lot of medical documentation, all of that is paperwork that—that is a hindrance on the disabled person, then also on other people in the system as well. Like, it's a lot of work to keep track of all of that paperwork and we could be living in systems that are a lot simpler. Um, so that, I think, is—is—is where we need to go with that kind of thinking.
[bookmark: _whql1km7245a]Question 4: Opinion on the neurodiversity movement
[bookmark: _eg76ofdjvxc9]Megan McMeekin
Definitely. (Giggle) Um, okay, so next question is, just wondering what is your opinion on the neurodiversity movement?
[bookmark: _j0uc5pngtdpw]Amanda Leduc
Ah, I mean, I think y—I'm not someone who identifies as neurodiverse. So I—I don't want to, you know, ah, speak too much on the movement, because I—I think it's the kind of thing that someone who's neurodiverse would have much more lived experience to speak to this kind of question than myself. I do think it's really important for disabled people to be given spaces to identify how they want to identify, and to highlight their own needs rather than having their needs highlighted for them by non-disabled people or people who have disabilities that are different from their own. So, I think, really the more spaces that we have for people to speak about their needs, the better. And for that reason, you know, I'm—I’m a huge supporter of the neurodiversity movement. I think there's a lot of room in the movement for people to speak about their needs and their ways of being in the world, um, that don't necessarily cancel out or go against someone else's needs who might also belong in the movement as well.
[bookmark: _h3vssr7tk6ev]Question 5: Accessibility expectations as a speaker and consultant
[bookmark: _v1sllpnwh6nc]Megan McMeekin
Thanks. So the next question is, how is your accessibility rider worked into your contracts? I'm a disabled consultant and have faced difficulty ensuring accessibility when working on contracts.
[bookmark: _rzio94n6rvgv]Amanda Leduc
Mhm. Um, (exhale) I mean, at this point, I guess I'm—I’m not really in a stage of contracts necessarily. Ah, my accessibility rider is not something that my publishers necessarily have—have worked with. Um, although, no, that's a lie. Um, I should say, ah, I do have a speaking agent with my—my literary agency as well, and we did work that into—when I was coming on board with them as a speaker, they gave me a contract, like, sort of general boilerplate contract that they had for individuals, and one of the points in the contract at the time was, you know, if, ah, the speaker needed to withdraw for reasons of illness or disability or otherwise, then the onus was on the—the disab—disabled person. They didn't have to, the—the speaking agency or the—the buyer of the service didn't need to pay anything out in that case. Usually they would pay, like, a kill fee in instances where someone had to cancel, and I flagged that right away when I was working, coming on to working with the agency, and I said, “okay, we need to change the contract here because this is outdated terminology, number one, and number two, like, it really doesn't reflect the reality here.”

Um, if someone can't come to an in-person speaking engagement, there are other options we could pursue: we could look at virtual talks, we could do that sort of thing. So, I did work with them to change that in my contract for speaking fees and speaking agency, um, ah, contracts. Um, so that was changed. My accessibility rider is something that I send out personally to literary festivals, ah, and other agencies that are asking me for appearances on—speaking on behalf of my books. So, something like today, the keynote that I'm giving, this is something that would be organized through my speaking agency, whereas my accessibility rider would apply to speaking at a literary festival, um, or speaking at a reading series or going to speak at a library.
And in those instances, I send the riders out myself. Um, and my riders are sort of, both very specific and very broad. Like, I have a couple, um, no, non-negotiables in each contract. So, for virtual appearances, um, I need to make sure that there are captions and/or ASL available for every single appearance. Um, for in-person appearances, I need to make sure that the—the event is held in a wheelchair-accessible space, with access to wheelchair-accessible washrooms. And then I list all of the other accessibility measures, and I encourage organisations to take those on and to really think about how they can make their events as accessible as possible. 
Um, and I have, you know, on a few occasions, refused to appear at something, because an accessibility measure wasn't able to be put in place. In most instances, though, organisations were happy to work with me about, you know, finding—finding solutions to things. It's definitely a hard road, and I will be honest and say that because I have had a little bit of success in my—my work over the last few years, I do have a little bit more negotiating power where that's concerned, which is why I keep talking about it, because I—I think the more people are aware of this sort of thing, the more it's not going to be a surprise when somebody is negotiating contracts and asks for this sort of thing.
Um, so I hope that's helpful. I know it probably may not be specifically helpful in terms of some of the things and some of the issues that you have run up against, um, but I have really just tried to be comfortable with having to say no when I have to say no for things. If-if someone isn't willing to negotiate with me, then I just full stop, pull out, um, and-and, you know, look for other opportunities.
[bookmark: _fyu54bfvuj0v]Question 6: Event format accessibility considerations
[bookmark: _azpiniwfd9ct]Megan McMeekin
Two more questions, uh, in the Q&A module. 
So the next one is, “has the ongoing pandemic changed how you approach requiring accessible spaces during events? Do you find yourself doing more virtual events?
[bookmark: _bcua6fgk3sed]Amanda Leduc
I find myself doing more virtual events, uh, in many ways because I—I find them easier. Uh, they require less... this sounds bad. They require less energy for me, in the sense that going to a physical event often requires traveling to the physical event. It requires, you know, exiting the physical event afterwards, and all of that—certainly for me, with my disability—does take a toll, whereas it's a lot easier to do a virtual event and then to turn off my computer and Zoom and it's done and I’m, you know, still in my house and I can, I can sort of go through the world that way.
That said, I do like doing in-person events because it does offer after the event itself, it offers an opportunity for networking with people that you don't always find in virtual spaces—not that that, you know, is a bad thing, and I think virtual spaces, when done correctly and done really well, um, can offer that opportunity too.
Uh, but you—the pandemic has definitely made me aware of the in—inaccessibilities, both in in-person events and virtual events, even more so than I was becoming aware of them before the pandemic happened. So it is something that I-I just keep trying to have that in forefront and always asking that question, you know: who is missing out here and how can this event be made even more accessible than it is?
[bookmark: _rhoj0kk6imhq]Question 7: Availability of Amanda’s books
[bookmark: _kmu5blb4wo9w]Megan McMeekin
So the last question in the chat. So you seem to hold the same view as I do. We are all human. The task is to get everyone in the general public to see us in that light. If that ever happens, then discrimination and racial bigotry will cease. Do you sell your books directly? If not, is there a preferred seller you would suggest we use?
[bookmark: _rcwrzbkc53la]Amanda Leduc
That's a great question, um, and I'm glad to have a kindred spirit, I'm sure there are many kindred spirits in the audience. Uh, I do n—the only book that I sell directly is my first novel, The Miracles of Ordinary Men, and that's because it's actually out of print right now, so the only copies that are available are the ones that live in a box in my basement right now. Uh, but all other books you can get through any independent bookseller in Canada. Um, they're also available on Libro.fm, if anybody is looking for audio versions, and of course, they are all available through Selah and Nells. Uh, so if you are looking for accessible versions, that's where you can find them.
[bookmark: _vdvjd1jlzibr]Wrap-up
[bookmark: _eb1svrm4sbp9]Megan McMeekin
I don't see any other questions popping up, but uh, thank you so much again, Amanda. That was amazing, um, to hear you speak and to hear all about your books and your career in publishing, and we're so happy to have you here.
[bookmark: _3suia842k2mg]Amanda Leduc
Mmm, thank you so much, Megan. Thank you, Carli, for everything, and wishing the best for everyone and the rest of the—the conference.
