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Breaking 
Down 

Barriers
Yujia Ding, M.S., M.A.Ed., Ed.D.

Scientist, Educator, Leader

—Margaret Meade

“If we are to achieve a 
richer culture, we must 
weave one in which 
diverse human gift will 
find a fitting place.”
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03.

What do the numbers say about 
individuals with disabilities in 
STEM?

04.

What can we do to encourage 
students of all abilities to pursue their 
passions?

01.

What do you think when you 
hear “research”?

02.

How did I get to where I am 
today?

Numbers Tell a Story Reflections

What is Research? My STEM Story

Session Overview

01.

What do you think when you 
hear “research”?

What is 
Research?
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Imagine a 
Researcher

1a.

What does a researcher look like to 
you?

Take the next 3 minutes to 
sketch out what you 

imagine a researcher to 
look like.

Imagine
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Does your researcher look like 
this?

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed 
under CC BY-NC

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under 
CC BY-NC

Or does your researcher look like this?

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA
This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY
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Research

1b.

Defining research and changing the 
narrative around what it entails.

What is Research?

● Research, as defined by Oxford Languages, is ”the systematic investigation into and 
study of materials and sources in order to establish facts and reach new 
conclusions.”

● Research, as I see it, is using data to support a finding. 

○ Any field of study can involve research
○ Shopping for a better price is research
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How did I get to where I am 
today?

My STEM Story

02.

Who Am I?
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My Journey

2010

Enrolled at UCLA 
– Microbiology, 

Immunology, and 
Molecular 

Genetics Major.

2012

Transferred to 
Northwestern 

University – Biology 
major with a 

concentration in 
genetics and 

molecular biology.

2014

Graduated with 
my B.A. and 

started a Ph.D. 
program in 
Molecular 

Biosciences.

2017 - 2022

Mastered out of 
my Ph.D. 

program and did 
some soul 

searching for the 
next few years…

Present

Following my passion 
for education, 

accessibility, and 
changing the narrative 

for individuals with 
disabilities.

Wet Lab

Undergraduate researcher published in PNAS. 
- Published undergraduate honors thesis
- Completed Master’s thesis 
- Experienced at the research bench in 
biochemistry and cell and molecular biology 
techniques

Extensive research into disability rights and 
history, special education legislation, and 
accessibility for individuals with disabilities 
in STEM.
- Skills from the research bench directly 
transferred to doctoral research topic

Research Experience

Education
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Numbers Tell 
a Story

03.

What do the numbers say about 
individuals with disabilities in 

STEM?

How can society keep up with an 
ever-changing society by 

breaking down barriers for 
individuals with disabilities to be 
able to approach problems from 
diverse angles and perspectives?
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STEM

3a.

A deep dive into the breakdown 
of employed and unemployed 

scientists in STEM.

(Gensemer, 2021)

Diversity in the STEM workforce affords 
increased innovation. Increasing diversity 

in STEM can result in more creative, 
productive, and alternative approaches to 

problem solving when compared to a 
homogenous group.  
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Employed Unemployed

Individuals with disabilities are 
employed in 9% of STEM jobs.

Individuals with disabilities 
have the highest rate of 
unemployment in STEM.

STEM Professionals with Disabilities

9% 5.27%

Total Workforce 
Population

3b.

Do these trends apply in other professions?

21

22



9/14/2023

12

Without Disability

EmployedEmployed

UnemployedUnemployed

77.1% 3.5% 37.8% 8.2%

With Disability

Reflections

04.

What can we do to encourage 
students of all abilities to pursue 

their passions?
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Opportunity for 
All Learners

4a.

How does the opportunity for all look 
in a classroom with varying needs? 

How can this be implemented 
without adding more to what is 

required of educators?

UDL
Universal Design for Learning, or UDL, is a 
framework designed to “improve and 
optimize teaching and learning for all 
people based on scientific insights into 
how humans learn” (CAST, 2018).
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Purposeful & Motivated

Resourceful & Knowledgeable

Strategic & Goal-Directed

Continuing the 
Conversation 

4b.

What can we do to continue the 
conversation? What are our action 

items to hold ourselves 
accountable in this work?
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“I am an individual with 
disabilities that is a 

researcher.

“I am a researcher.”

Identity First vs. Person First Language

“I am a paraplegic.”

“I am a person with 
paraplegia.”

Do individuals with 
disabilities have to 

defend their decision to 
pursue their passion 

simply because they are 
different than the norm?
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How do we create a space 
where the learning 

experience is centered 
around defining one’s 

academic identity versus 
having to defend the decision 

to pursue a field of study?

Rosie’s Story
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Contact

05.

Let’s connect!

LinkedIn Website

Keep in Contact
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Doctoral Dissertation

CREDITS: This presentation template was 
created by Slidesgo, including icons by 

Flaticon and infographics & images by Freepik

Thank 
you!
Dr. Yujia Ding

E: theresourcefulscientist@gmail.com
C: 714.878.5437
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