
Event Title: Different, Disabled, Diverse? Exploring the Liminal Space Between Identities

People with brains/bodies differing from the norm describe their experiences/identities differently
given cultural paradigms through which they see themselves. People often identify with a
mixture of labels/concepts: disabled, diverse, or simply different. Authors whose work concerns
visible/hidden disabilities, D/deafness, chronic physical/mental illness, and
physical/neurological/linguistic differences explore the creative potential of stories w/characters
identifying in complex, unique ways.

This panel brings cultural conversations surrounding how we conceptualize differences in
bodies and brains into the literary space, exploring how the nuances and power of various
paradigms show up in our and others' writing. The presentation also serves to empower
listeners with all sorts of bodies and brains to consider and define their own experiences and
looks at the roles literature can play in that process, particularly through representation.

Multiple Literary Genres Craft and Criticism

Dianne Bilyak is the author of Nothing Special: The Mostly True, Sometimes Funny Tales of
Two Sisters. Published by Wesleyan University Press, it came out in early 2021. She's a
Pushcart-prize nominated poet, graduate of the Institute of Sacred Music and Art, and a
disability rights advocate. She can be found online at diannebilyak.com (Moderator)

Tamara Sellman (she/her) is a medical professional, healthcare advocate, and author of
INTENTION TREMOR: A Hybrid Collection (2021; MoonPath Press), a medical memoir she
wrote after her 2013 multiple sclerosis diagnosis. It chronicles her illness journey through
experimental poetry and prose forms.

Leticia Garcia Bradford is a performance poet in the SF Bay Area. Founder of B Street Writers
Collective in Hayward, CA and publisher for MoonShine Star Co., her poetry and stories are
published in local and national journals. She has a MA in Dramatic Arts from San Francisco
State University.

Leticia Escalera has worked with the Center for Independent Living and served two board
terms on a California disability advocacy organization and the Oakland Mayor's Commission on
Persons with Disabilities. She’s written a memoir about life with cognitive/neurological
disabilities.

Kathleen Marcath, creator of ASL Picture Books, has a love for children and believes every
child whether disabled, diverse, or different has a gift to give. ASL broadens & improves the
cognitive tapestry of our brains, opening new pathways for the limitless potential sign language
has to offer us all.



Initial Remarks:

Kathleen Marcath will discuss her work creating illustrated picture books using American Sign
Language and how rather than being seen as a disability, D/deafness can be looked at as an
alternative and valid way of experiencing the world. She will discuss how teaching sign
language to people with and without hearing loss can open up new possibilities for intellectual
and literary growth as well as diversity and inclusion.

The differences between ASL and English
-The brain of a deaf person is wired differently. Blog on this.
-Language acquisition makes all the difference in a child’s development.
-With the collaboration of hearing and deaf individuals our differences can be appreciated and
our knowledge multiplied for problem solving, respect and unity.
-ASL Picture Books imagines every school and classroom being aware of sign language and all
the benefits it has to offer them. Imagine the experience of ASL transforming lives, opening new
doors.
-ASL is an untapped resource with limitless potential for all people. Every child has a gift to give.
ASL gives them insight into their gifts and talents.
- Owning our differences is the beginning of achievement. Testified by deaf authors in our blogs.

Dianne Bilyak plans to talk about the need for advocacy both by people with disabilities
themselves and those who are their family, friends, and allies. She will discuss the role of
literature, movies, theater, fiction and non-fiction in relating the varied and complex stories and
experiences of people with physical and mental differences and disabilities - and the need for us
all to see and honor the humanity of each other. (moderator)

Leticia Garcia Bradford wishes to share her own multifaceted and layered experiences as a
writer and playwright and publisher and blogger who’s lived with MS for 20+ years and bipolar
condition for 15+ years. With the two together, she feels as if she’s fighting for her life through
the ‘wired, tireds.’  In her life as a writer she has facilitated writing groups and as an editor and
publisher she has worked with authors with disabilities. She considers disability just another
form of life, and urges all authors, disabled or not, to proofread their work, especially with larger
pieces. Also, she has a set of books she would like to recommend to the audience from
disabled authors that underscore the differences and commonalities in disabled lived
experience.

Leticia Escalera will discuss her personal experience with learning disabilities and how they
affect her writing process. She will share what motivated her to write her memoir and the unique
challenges and opportunities she faced while writing. She will talk about the need for people
with disabilities of all sorts to be both able to challenge themselves to achieve their potential in
various areas and to be able to access the various supports that will help them to do that.



Tamara Sellman

Tamara Sellman will describe the initial complaints that eventually led to her multiple sclerosis
diagnosis: forms of aphasia that impact her ability to comprehend written language and speak in
complete sentences, not to mention the wordfinding barriers which frustrate her ability to
communicate in either spoken or written form. The impact of these neurological symptoms on
her writing life and identity may be self-evident, but she will address how she manages this
somewhat “invisible” and certainly disabling aspect of her chronic illness, with a brief review of
MS for the layperson.

Moderator Questions:

How, in your own writing, or in the books you admire, do you create or see characters who are
both “different/diverse” and “disabled?” (Diverse in the sense of being unique and different, and
disabled in the sense of struggling with a condition).

What are some interesting ways disability and difference have shown up in literature or in
culture (TV, movies, etc)? How can literature and culture point to more complex and nuanced
ways of understanding disability and difference?

How can we make writing and publishing more accessible to those with disabilities?

How can the wisdom of those with mental or physical differences, the ways they have learned to
navigate the world, enrich and inform the culture?

How do you strike the balance between advocating for disabled people to receive needed help
and support and advocating for different/diverse ways of existing and seeing the world to be
seen as equal and valid?


