
A Night at the Quick Grill 

Raegin Hoven slumped out of Rounders Bar on a warm Tuesday night. She didn’t bother 

to look before crossing the street– the bright lights streaming out of the cars on University 

Boulevard were warnings, not stop signs. To the drunk eye, her feet moved gracefully, 

performing a ballet between the yellow street lines. To the sober eye, she was just drunk.  

 Science has shown that drinking alcohol makes people hungrier, so she had to stop for a 

quick late-night snack. She could stumble down the street to Jimmy John’s, brazenly order a $12 

Italian Hoagie and spend the next 15 minutes asking the woman calling out order numbers at the 

end of the line where her sandwich was.  

If she looked fast enough, She may find Mr. Tee, a man in a Captain’s hat that sells 

freshly-made barbecue sandwiches to students on the Strip. However, that involves concentration 

and quick decision-making– even a fully-sober person may miss Mr. Tee and his clear Sterilite 

box of barbecue sandwiches and hot dogs on their way home.  

But, alas, right in front of Raegin was the Quick Grill. It’s an establishment one reviewer 

regards as a continual right answer to the ending of a night out.  

“Kicked out of Rounders?” He says. “Quick Grill. Not getting laid? Quick Grill. 

Struggling with credit card debt? Quick Grill.” 

 

THE HEART OF THE STRIP 

It’s easy to miss the Quick Grill in the cold light of day. Wedged between the CVS and 

the Publix, Quick Grill’s small, cream-colored brick square is more easily identified by what it’s 

next to than its actual address. One Yelp reviewer described the location best: “right on ‘The 



Strip’ in Tuscaloosa - the strip of bars, restaurants and underage debauchery near The University 

of Alabama.”   

The employees at the Quick Grill have a bit of a different definition: “We are the heart of 

the Strip, legends if you must say.” 

The building is legendary. A faded “120” marking its official address. A dirt-streaked 

“No Loitering” sign lets both the Publix parking attendants and patrons know that this is a take-

out only business. The patio is being redone, so it’s laced in a clear tarp.  

Quick Grill thrives on two things: mystery and nostalgia. Besides food reviews, there’s 

almost no information on the restaurant out there. Google says the business opens at 6 P.M., but 

there are times when the lights are dim until 9:30 P.M. Most of what people know about the 

Quick Grill is from word of mouth or firsthand experience. Few people could say they’ve never 

seen the Quick Grill, and that’s something Ali, Ahmed and Wizzle, employees at the Quick Grill, 

are proud of.  

“We’re proud to say we’ve been around longer than anyone else on the Strip, and we’re 

honored to be a part of most’s best college memories,” Ali says.  

The outside of Quick Grill almost screams nostalgia. Upon first glance, the sides of the 

building look like they’ve been painted with gorgeous, meticulous graffiti– art that’s hard to 

forget. On the left side, there’s a faded cheeseburger and fries combo. The paint seems to drip off 

the sides of the walls, creating a pointillism-style piece of art, almost as if the dots were 

supposed to be missing. In a handwriting-style font, the grill features multiple labels: “Roll 

Tide,” “Messy Fries,” and “Falafel” are among the few. If you look closely, the red paint has 

been there so long that the red coloring reveals a grass green tracing underneath. During the day, 

employees Ali, Wizzle and Ahmed throw a theater-style red curtain across the service window. 



A mere twelve hours later, the curtain rises and that grill and the tented gazebo next to it 

turn into Tuscaloosa’s very own circus. The most ordered item at the circus is also the 

establishment’s signature dish: Messy fries. They’re a heaping, striking hot pile of Yukon Gold 

french fries dusted in Old Bay Seasoning, smothered in a bean and beef chili and topped with 

shredded cheddar cheese. The dish is sometimes so hot that it melts the bottom of the Styrofoam 

box. The pros dunk the fries in ranch, creating a drunk man’s version of an artisan charcuterie 

board.  

Visitors and Tuscaloosa residents alike rave about the dish online.  

Brandon S. says: “Best place to late-night eat after a night on the strip. Cheap and quick 

as their name suggests. Don't purchase anything besides messy fries.” 

Blake H. says he “ate here like 3 times a week for four years. Don’t ever remember 

eating here but at least it is open late and is across the street from Egan’s.” 

Blake and Brandon aren’t unique– Ahmed, Ali and Wizzle have served drunk patrons 

since 2006, and they’re quite aware of their demographics.  

“Our target audience is the comers of the night,” Wizzle says. “That’s when things are 

pretty poppin’.”  

He’s right– on a slow night, they’ll serve anywhere from 60 to 100 customers. But 

tonight is a Tuesday– one of the busiest nights of the week for Quick Grill. Tonight, Ali is 

prepared to swipe anywhere from 250 to 500 credit cards.  

 

THE WORLD’S SMALLEST, YET MOST ICONIC KITCHEN 

Prepping for a night serving the Blakes and Brandons of the world starts at hours before 

the late-night rush for the three men.  



“We don’t get busy until 12 A.M.,” Wizzle said.  

Almost as soon as the key hits the back door of the building, Ali turns on the grill and 

fryer. Fire codes only allow one of each. He likens the size of the kitchen to a walk-in closet.  

“Honestly, we don’t even remember the exact size [of the restaurant],” Ali says.  

With that in mind, the kitchen is modeled to have optimal storage. After all, three grown 

men, a grill and a fryer all have to fit in a room that could be likened to Rita Skeeter’s magical 

purse in the Harry Potter films– once you think nothing else could possibly fit in the space, 

there’s another cabinet. In between the cabinets, Ahmed starts filling small condiment containers 

with Quick Grill’s specialty ranch, a recipe they believe is the best.  

“I think everyone can vouch that we have the best ranch,” Wizzle says. 

Each corner of the kitchen reveals a different gift: On the right lay the seasoning shakers. 

The Old Bay is halfway full. Specks of seasoning stick to the toothpick-sized holes at the top 

from shaking it over hot fries. Salt is squashed right next to it, ready to be sprinkled over patties 

and potatoes alike, just as snow dusts the ground after a short snowfall. Falafel sits in the 

industrial refrigerator located toward the back of the building, desperately waiting for someone 

to order it. Unfortunately, it’ll wait for quite a while– falafel is the least ordered item on the five-

item menu.  

 

THE THREE GUYS THAT MAKE IT HAPPEN 

 In 1963’s Wizard of Oz, the Wizard famously says “pay no attention to the man behind 

the curtain.” In Quick Grill’s case, the men behind the curtain are hard to ignore.  

 Ahmed is 65. He’s got a somewhat serious look on his face. He’s not afraid to get his 

hands dirty while he preps food for the night. He wears a black hat and black shirt to prevent 



getting stains on his shirt. Every once in a while, he cracks a smile. Over the course of the night, 

he’ll wear many hats, both literally and figuratively. He’s what Wizzle calls the “OG” of Quick 

Grill. Every day he comes into work, ready to spend the night cooking, completing orders and 

ordering the food and supplies. He grew up in Yemen.  

 Next to him at the window is Ali. He’s the first face patrons see. He’s also the first person 

to tell the patrons that the menu is on the right side of the door. He swipes credit cards from 

behind a COVID protectant screen. Like the Waffle House across the street, the employees all 

wear multiple hats. Ali also cleans, cooks and prepares the food for the night. He was also born 

in Yemen but came to Alabama when he was older. After a long night at work, he goes home to 

his wife and children.  

 Wizzle works the other window. He’s 24. Wizzle only comes in on the busy nights, so 

most patrons who show up Thursday through Saturday recognize him. He’ll take orders and run 

them to the customers anxiously awaiting to receive their messy fries. As an added bonus, he’s 

the one who gets to shove the plastic fork on top of the Styrofoam container– the almost-instant 

way to tell the meal is from Quick Grill. During the day, he manages the day-to-day activities at 

a gas station. Wizzle’s from New York but was raised in North Carolina. His family is also from 

Yemen.  

 There are some things all of the men have in common. Not one of them looks unhappy to 

be there. Despite standing over a hot, charcoal grill, they flash a smile from time to time. This 

isn’t an unusual activity for them– Wizzle says the three men are their own family at work.  

 “We’re the three amigos of the Quick Grill,” he says as he laughs. “We work really great 

with each other– we love each other like family.” 



 The three men don’t just serve as their own family, Wizzle explains. He says they serve 

as the family for their patrons as well.  

 “Drunk kids? You just got to love them. They come to you like their second home,” 

Wizzle says.  

 Their connection to the community goes far beyond buying a burger or asking for a 

second cup of ranch– Ali’s been the superstar of multiple fan TikToks and Instagram stories, all 

highlighted on the business’ Instagram page. There are kids laying on the tables, counters, 

anywhere they can find, with a plastic fork in their hand and a smile on their face. 

 “We just love the smiles and the laughs we give them,” Wizzle says, flashing a smile of 

his own. 

  

KEEPING THE GRILL HOT 

 Some things remain unchanged at the Quick Grill. The menu’s five core items– a 

cheeseburger, cheesy fries, messy fries, falafel and veggie burgers– have been on the menu since 

the business was bought in 2006. The awning covering the gazebo is rarely replaced– the last 

time it was renovated was 2020, after students at The University of Alabama stomped through its 

wiring during their National Championship street celebration.  

 However, just as fires burn out, the Quick Grill has seen its fair share of dim moments in 

the past few years. A 2020 report by PNAS found that 43% of small businesses surveyed 

temporarily closed due to the COVID-19 pandemic, and Quick Grill was not special. Like many 

other restaurants, the Quick Grill closed.  



Following the development of the COVID-19 vaccine and elimination of many COVID-

19 policies, the men were ready to get back to supplying late-night customers with their dream 

meal: Messy fries. However, another problem was on the horizon: A supply chain crisis.  

 Historically, global supply chains have relied upon “just-in-time” models, meaning that 

they only make as many goods as needed at that moment. COVID-19 created a stall in consumer 

demands, thus causing companies to create less inventory and hire fewer workers. When the 

country began to reopen, however, consumer demand saw a great recovery, the Council of 

Foreign Relations reported. Thus, supply chains had to readjust to a surge in demands for 

inventory and workers, creating shortages in medical equipment, consumer electronics, cars and 

other goods. Among the affected goods were food packaging items.  

 For Ali, Wizzle, Ahmed and Abdul, this meant finding new ways to secure, arguably, 

their most important item: Styrofoam boxes. Prior to the pandemic, patrons would leave their 

empty boxes on the wooden picnic tables in the gazebo, forming what could only be described as 

the Appalachian Mountains of Styrofoam. White plastic forks would protrude from almost every 

area of the box– the opening of the front, the sides, the tops– linking hundreds of messy fry and 

cheesy fry containers together. Early in the mornings, the boxes may still be there, but by the 

afternoon, there would be almost no sign that the mountain range ever existed. Now, supply 

chain shortages might mean that customers can’t get a to-go container at all, let alone form the 

Styrofoam mountain ranges.  

 “Sometimes we don’t find the everyday supplies we need because wholesalers don’t have 

any to sell,” Wizzle says.  

 There are additional items the men struggle to find. Wizzle recalls when a 35-gallon jug 

of vegetable oil, used in the fryers, cost around $16. Now, it’ll cost him close to $50.  



 Not all the changes have been problematic, however. This past year, Quick Grill made an 

Instagram page. Patrons can follow the account to see the menu, as well as enter giveaways for 

the business’ new merchandise. The page has 769 followers.  

 As for more changes, the business runs on simplicity. They’re not anticipating changing 

anything else in the future, at least for now.  

 “We don’t have any big plans really,” Ali says. “We’re running the show just fine as it 

is.”  
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Abstract 

  In 1973, Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act banned disability discrimination in 

programs receiving federal assistance. However, the law was ineffective for years, as regulations defining 

definitions and deadlines were not passed. In 1977, people with disabilities planned the 504 Sit-Ins in 10 

cities across the United States, putting the spotlight on both Section 504 and the disabled community.  

 This historical analysis examines how media examined people with disabilities prior to, during, 

and after the 504 Sit-Ins. Prior to the 504 Sit-Ins, people with disabilities were relegated to ad-filled 

pages. Coverage fit into three categories: financial benefit and deficit, social causes and legal updates. 

During the protests, people with disabilities began to appear in larger portions of the paper. However, not 

every local paper dedicated reporters to the 504 Sit-Ins and instead utilized wire services to cover the 

events. Those with disabilities provided comments in these pieces, which indicated a shift from prior 

coverage. Following the 504 Sit-Ins, some national outlets expanded their coverage on disabilities, 

however some resorted back to prior connotations and depictions of people with disabilities. When papers 

did not expand coverage, some infused new militarized descriptions of people with disabilities, boxing 

many conditions into one category.  

 The 504 Sit-Ins expanded coverage of people with disabilities and offered new insight into the 

struggles impacting this community. However, journalists also left room for journalists in the 21st century 

to reflect upon the faults within local and national coverage of the 504 Sit-Ins and create more inclusive 

coverage of people with disabilities going forward.  

 

 

Introduction 

 On May 4, 1977, activist Ed Roberts spoke to a group of protestors outside of the United States 

Department of Health, Education and Welfare (H.E.W.) building in San Francisco: “We are no longer 



asking for charity. We are demanding our rights!”1 Roberts’ words marked the end of a 25-day protest, 

later dubbed the 504 Sit-Ins. Over the course of the 25 days, hundreds of protesters occupied or picketed 

H.E.W. offices in 12 cities across the United States, including New York City, San Francisco and 

Washington D.C. They were protesting the lack of enforcement of Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act, 

which had been signed into law four years earlier.  

 Originally signed in 1973, Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act aimed to prohibit discrimination 

against people with disabilities in programs that receive federal assistance.2 The law was the first of its 

kind prohibiting discrimination on the basis of disability and would be the most advanced law prohibiting 

disability discrimination until the Americans with Disabilities Act (“ADA”) in 1990. However, the law 

required regulations to be passed. Without them, Section 504 was dormant—there was no universal 

definition of disability, nor a timeline for enforcement.  

The protests were important for many reasons. The protestors came from a variety of 

backgrounds—they included both people with and without disabilities, children, members of the 

LGBTQA+ community, as well as members of the Black Panther Party and the United Farm Workers.3  

This also showcased the strength of people with disabilities in the media.  

Throughout the 504 Sit-Ins, protesters gathered media attention from both local and national 

outlets. In examining primary sources such as documentaries and newspaper articles, this paper seeks to 

examine how the media covered people with disabilities, as well as how coverage of the 504 Sit-Ins 

compares to coverage of people with disabilities both prior to and after the protests. 

For the purposes of this paper, two local papers and three national papers will be evaluated. Since 

protests occurred in multiple cities, larger, national papers with larger staff and correspondents covering 

them may present differences in coverage in comparison to smaller, local papers covering a sit-in that 

                                                
1Paul K. Longmore Institute, “Patient No More: Ed Roberts Victory Speech,” recorded by Lucy Muir, July 

16, 2015, YouTube video, 5:35, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=65ye8UjLkA8  
2 Rehabilitation Act of 1973, Public Law 93-112, 93rd Cong., (Sept. 26, 1973)  
3 Drew Finney, “Fighting for 504: Negotiating Hegemonic Ability Through Verbal Advocacy and Disabled 

Embodiment.” (master’s thesis, University of Nebraska).  66-67. 



occurred in its city. The New York Times, the Los Angeles Times and Washington Post were chosen 

because of their national significance. They are all top ten newspapers based on circulation in the United 

States, which indicates their cultural significance.4 Although the New York Times did not start publishing 

a national edition until 1980, it still covered news of national importance.5 The New York Times and the 

Washington Post offered a national perspective from the East Coast, while the Los Angeles Times 

showcased how a larger paper on the West Coast covered them.  

Chicago and San Francisco were 504 Sit-In locations, so their local papers, the Chicago Tribune 

and The Sun Reporter, are included. The Sun Reporter is headquartered in San Francisco, a hotspot for the 

504 Sit-Ins. Finally, some articles from other national papers, such as The Wall Street Journal and The 

Atlanta Journal Constitution were selected to showcase how media coverage changed following the 504 

Sit-Ins. In an attempt to fully examine coverage of the 504 Sit-Ins, some interviews with activists such as 

Judy Heumann, Kitty Cone, and Bonnie Regina, among others, may be used. 

In examining media coverage of the 504 Sit-In, it is important to evaluate how society viewed 

people with disabilities. Colin Barnes, Geof Mercer and Tom Shakespeare found that disability can be 

viewed in four categories: structural barriers, policy, politics and cultural practice. In these areas, people 

with disabilities face systemic inequities.6 Protester Kitty Cone found that these societal views affected 

how she evaluated the discrimination and exclusion she faced: “Before Section 504, responsibility for the 

consequences of disability rested only on the shoulders of the person with a disability rather than being 

understood as a societal responsibility.”7 Secretary Joseph Califano, who was tasked with examining 

Section 504 acknowledged how society made people with disabilities the “oppressed and hidden 

                                                
4 “The Top 10 U.S. Daily Newspapers by Circulation,” Full Intel, last modified 2021, 

https://fullintel.com/top-media-outlets/the-top-10-us-daily-newspapers  
5 Lisa M. George & Joel Waldfogel, “’The New York Times’ and the Market for Local Newspapers,” The 

American Economic Review 96, no. 1, (2006) 435. 
6Colin Barnes, Geof Mercer, and Tom Shakespeare, Exploring Disability: A Sociological Introduction 

(Cambridge: Polity Press, 1999)  
7 Kitty Cone, “Short History of the 504 Sit-In,” Disability Rights Education and Defense Fund. 

https://dredf.org/504-sit-in-20th-anniversary/short-history-of-the-504-sit-in/  



minority.”8 In society, people with disabilities are disproportionately affected by poverty, unemployment 

and unequal educational opportunities.9 

In evaluating perceptions of disability, Drew Finney found that some perceptions, specifically the 

medical model, reinforced the belief that society maybe does not have to be accessible for everyone.10 

The medical model can explain why people with disabilities rarely made headlines—some members of 

society saw them as weak and fragile. Such perceptions reinforced the belief that accessibility was not 

guaranteed and that disability was a personal problem.  

 Additionally, when recognizing disability, scholars have found that different disabilities are often 

all lumped together. Richard Scotch highlighted how since the Middle Ages people with disabilities have 

been put into one group despite having varying conditions. He noted the “indiscriminate grouping of 

individuals across disability lines has obvious deficiencies as a service strategy.”11 As a result, society 

often does not believe that people with disabilities deserve unique care. 

 All of these factors contributed to how the media covered people with disabilities. While people 

with disabilities were generally left out of major news coverage, Scotch wrote that extensive media 

coverage helped the Disability Rights Movement during the 504 Sit-In.12  However, activist Bonnie 

Regina argued that newspapers often followed the status quo, highlighting the wrong aspects of the 

protests. In an interview with the Paul K. Longmore Institute on Disability, Regina recalled what the 

papers failed to cover: 

They would tell us that the McDonald’s Corporation fed us. They fed us once. Maybe twice, and 
that was in the papers every time. They hardly ever mentioned the Black Panther Party.13 
 

                                                
8 Finney, Fighting for 504. 35 
9Richard Scotch, “Politics and Policy in the History of the Disability Rights Movement.” Milbank 

Quarterly 67, no. 2 (1989). 384-385. https://doi.org/10.2307/3350150 
10 Finney, “Fighting for 504,” 29. 
11Scotch, “Politics and Policy,” 386. 
12Scotch, “Politics and Policy,” 392. 
13 Bonnie Regina, interview by Paul K. Longmore Institute on Disability, Diva, Spring 2014, video 27:40-

28:00, https://diva.sfsu.edu/collections/longmoreinstitute/bundles/230645 



 Over the course of the protests, activists had to educate the press, focusing on connecting words 

and phrases with the historical inequities people with disabilities had faced.14 In turn, some news outlets 

began to look at people with disabilities differently, in return, changing how they covered people with 

disabilities. Overall, while coverage improved during the 504 Sit-Ins, it still was not perfect.15 Even as 

scholars praised the coverage of disabilities during the 504 Sit-Ins, stereotypical language observed 

during coverage continued to impact the disability rights movement—Some researchers believe lobbyists 

for the ADA did not utilize media coverage because they believed media coverage would be stereotypical 

and misinformed.16. A 1990 study found that articles still used stereotypical or negative depictions of 

people with disabilities. The study highlighted common stereotypical terms in coverage, some of which 

were used selected headlines from the 504 Sit-Ins: suffers, wheelchair-bound and confined are a few.  

 It is hard to locate articles about disability rights in comparison to other movements, both prior to, 

during and after the sit-ins. Damian Mellifont acknowledges that the movement, including the 504 Sit-Ins, 

has largely been left out of coverage.17 

Prior Coverage 

 In examining media depictions of people with disabilities, it is important to first identify the 

terminology used. While modern-day media professionals may use the terms “people with disabilities” 

and “able-bodied,” much of the terminology from the 1970s is different. Therefore, for the purposes of 

clarity, the outdated terminology, “handicapped,” is synonymous with “people with disabilities” and 

“disabled.” Additionally, the sit-ins were called the “HEW Sit-Ins” as they were occurring, later being 

titled the “504 Sit-Ins.” Therefore, for the purposes of this paper, “The 504 Sit-Ins” and “HEW Sit-Ins” 

are synonymous as well. 

                                                
14 Finney, “Fighting for 504,” 5. 
15 Clayton E. Keller, Daniel P. Hallahan, Edward A. McShane, E. Paula Crowley & Barbara J. Blandford, 

“The Coverage of Persons with Disabilities in American Newspapers.” The Journal of Special Education 24, no. 3, 
(1990). 277. https://doi.org/10.1177/002246699002400302  

16Lingling Zhang and Beth Haller, “Consuming Image: How Mass Media Impact the Identity of People 
with Disabilities.” Communication Quarterly 61, no. 3 (2013) 321, https://doi.org/10.1080/01463373.2013.776988 

17Mellifont, “Underreporting ‘Bout a Revolution,” 285. 



 Coverage of people with disabilities prior to the 504 Sit-Ins encapsulated three categories: 

financial benefit and deficit, social causes and legal updates. Financial benefit and deficit stories 

described how employing or including people with disabilities could help or hurt businesses. Social cause 

stories looked at some of the adversity people with disabilities faced. Legal update stories often looked at 

laws affecting the public in multiple ways— sometimes people with disabilities were mentioned in these 

stories, but more often than not, these stories were not long.  

 The New York Times featured financial benefit and deficit articles in multiple capacities. Some 

articles discussed the cost of buildings for people with disabilities and where such buildings could be 

found.18 However, the paper also discussed how people with disabilities can affect the economy. In his 

article, “Well-Placed Handicapped Workers Prove Themselves Assets to Industry,” Howard A. Rusk 

describes the seemingly surprising economic benefits companies experienced when hiring people with 

disabilities: 

Once-skeptical employers discovered that such employees, when properly trained and placed in 
the right job, are valuable company assets. They have equal or even higher production rates, 
fewer accidents, less absenteeism and much less turnover than their non-handicapped 
colleagues.19 

 

The article continues to determine the fiscal benefit of hiring disabled workers, such as lower 

insurance rates, however ends with reinforcing societal beliefs concerning disabled workers: “Authorities 

in the United States have been strongly opposed to any compulsion in employing the handicapped.”20 

 This opposition to hiring disabled workers proved to be a long-lasting, national feeling. However, 

not all articles presented full-opinion pieces, with some only featuring opinionated headlines. Alexander 

Auerbach’s piece in a 1974 edition of the Los Angeles Times showcased how headlines could overshadow 

the piece and further marginalize people with disabilities. The article itself describes how the 

                                                
18 Edmond J. Barnett, “Handicapped Get New Center Here.” New York Times. January 10, 1960. 
19 Howard Rusk, “Well-Placed Handicapped Workers Prove Themselves Assets to Industry.” New York 

Times. January 28, 1957. 
20 Rusk, “Well-Placed Handicapped Workers.” 



implementation of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 would affect businesses. However, instead of 

highlighting the law’s anti-discrimination policies, the headline seems to take aim at people with 

disabilities: “Now It’s ‘Hire the Handicapped—Or Else.’”21 This insinuated that anti-discrimination 

policies take away individual companies’ freedoms. While the story content did not necessarily 

marginalize or reinforce depictions of people with disabilities, the word choice in headlines may have.  

 The Washington Post utilized financial benefit stories in a more neutral fashion. The paper often 

used a “who is affecting who” headline fashion—Who made a decision that is affecting a specific 

community? These less-editorialized headlines connected the story content to the headline more 

accurately. An example of this is Martha M. Hamilton’s piece in a 1975 edition of the paper, titled: “U.S. 

Cutback Hits D.C., Va. Handicapped.”22  

 Overall, financial benefit and deficit stories had the abilities to reimagine how society viewed 

people with disabilities, however, editorialized pieces often led to humanizing profit rather than 

humanizing people. Prior to the sit-ins, media coverage did not create new stigmas, rather it 

subconsciously reinforced old stigmas.  

 The Washington Post covered social issues more than the other outlets examined. Unlike some of 

the other major papers, the Washington Post gave a voice to some of the advocates in the community, 

such as Judy Heumann.23 In doing this, the paper allowed people with disabilities to explain how certain 

topics affected them. Journalists at the paper also examined how people with disabilities may have been 

taken advantage of for various reasons. Masking itself as a financial profit and deficit story, Alice Bonner 

explained how firms were using images of people with disabilities to increase donations.24 Stories like 

these shed light on some of the adversity faced by people with disabilities. The Washington Post 

                                                
21 Alexander Auerbach, “Now It’s ‘Hire the Handicapped—Or Else.’” Los Angeles Times. November 25, 

1974.   
22 Martha M. Hamilton, “U.S. Cutback Hits D.C., Va. Handicapped.” Washington Post. March 7, 1975. 
23 Ralf Hotchkiss and Judy Heumann, “The Handicapped: Issues on Employment, Civil Rights and a 

Slogan…” Washington Post. May 20, 1973.   
24 Alice Bonner, “Firm Agrees to Drop Claim That It Aids the Handicapped.” Washington Post. January 3, 

1974. 



continued this trend, looking at pressing topics for the disabled community during this period including 

airline restrictions, protests and facility plans, among others.25  

 Other outlets also examined social justice issues. The New York Times, aforementioned for its 

editorialized-fashion, allowed for social justice issues to be examined. It produced multiple social justice 

stories, one specifically focusing on educating children with disabilities.26 Similarly, local papers such as 

the Chicago Tribune also documented how children with disabilities are left behind in the school 

system.27 These articles did not necessarily locate fixes to the problem, rather they highlighted the 

ideologies and conditions that may surround the issues.  

 Where the article appears in the paper was also often a tell-tale of how the media addressed 

coverage of the disabled community. In many cases, only small portions of the article were visible on the 

same page. This can be seen in Auerbach’s “Handicapped Overcoming Bias Barrier.”28 The first 11 

paragraphs of the story are shown on the first page before readers are prompted to turn to page 24. While 

newspapers often utilize a multi-column, multi-page story setup, the pages itself surrounding stories 

regarding disability are busy and take away from the headline and the piece. For example, “Handicapped 

Overcoming Bias Barrier” is juxtaposed next to a large picture of the Los Angeles Dodgers’ pitcher, Don 

Sutton.29 The effects of juxtaposing a widely-watched sports event next to a social justice column may 

prompt readers to focus on the pictures next to it. Similarly, the New York Times also juxtaposed social 

justice stories in the middle of busy pages.30 The protest coverage is written in fine print and is located at 

the bottom left of the page, surrounded by multiple advertisements and images. At first glance, it is hard 

                                                
25 Keith Butler, “Handicapped Persons Oppose Proposed Airline Restrictions.” Washington Post. July 26, 

1974; Felicity Barringer, “College Park Heads Oppose Handicapped Facility Plan.” Washington Post. May 25, 
1977; “Vigil Ends Protest by Handicapped.” The Washington Post. May 4, 1973.  

26 Gene Maeroff, “Hope Rises on Education of Handicapped Students.” New York Times. April 21, 1974.  
27 Jerrold Oppenheim, “Bypassing the law: How schools neglect handicapped.” Chicago Tribune. April 29, 

1973. 
28 Alexander Auerbach, “Handicapped Overcoming Bias Barrier.” Los Angeles Times. October 6, 1974. 
29 Auerbach, “Handicapped Overcoming Bias Barrier.” 
30 “A Protest is staged by 150 Handicapped over job bill veto.” New York Times. May 5, 1973.  



for readers to locate the article. Overall, the separation of content and other elements on the pages 

diminished some of the social justice stories.  

 A smaller section, but much more straightforward section of disability-related content, was legal 

update stories. These stories did not always just pertain to people with disabilities, but to the general 

public. For example, “Voting on the Rehabilitation Act” outlines the Senate’s vote on the President’s 

veto.31 As exemplified in this piece, these stories also had the tendency to be published to multiple outlets 

at once—this piece was published to both the Washington Post and The Times Herald. Other articles 

included updates to airline regulations, a contentious debate at the time for people with disabilities.32 

 In general, prior to the sit-ins people with disabilities were often left out of media coverage, both 

in national papers and local papers. When they were featured, stories centering around people with 

disabilities were relegated to the corners of the pages, often prompting readers to flip to another section to 

continue reading.  

During the Sit-Ins 

 During the 504 Sit-Ins, outlets began to examine the roots of the protests. Prior coverage did not 

necessarily cover the complex issues stemming from the lack of enforcement of Section 504, forcing 

journalists to posthumously evaluate the issue. In contrast, newspaper coverage during the sit-ins sought 

to improve public knowledge and highlight the issues surrounding the sit-ins.  

 When the protests were first planned, outlets published similar pieces detailing where the protests 

would be and what they would be focusing on.33 The Washington Post published a series of pieces 

pertaining to the subject, allowing readers to understand why a 10-city protest was necessary.34 The 

Washington Post’s coverage is not without critique, however. While issues pertaining to disability were 

emerging in the headlines, the articles were still adjacent to multiple ads, taking away from the message. 
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Additionally, journalists began to use terminology such as “agitate,” insinuating that the protests were a 

nuisance. It leaves the reader questioning: are these protests a nuisance for the government, or are they a 

nuisance for the people with disabilities sitting in H.E.W. buildings?  

 Local outlets also covered the sit-ins. The Sun Reporter, similar to the Washington Post, 

recounted the events that prompted the sit-in.35 In its more localized approach, The Sun Reporter also 

continued to cover the event and provide the public with updates as the sit-ins continued.36 The paper also 

sought quotes directly from activists such as Kitty Cone and Lydia Larsen. Even though The Los Angeles 

Times was able to cover protests in California, it also covered national events, including a prayer service 

at Secretary Califano’s home in Washington.37 However, this article, among others, utilized a wire service 

approach.  

While the content allowed for more connection directly to the activists, some things perpetuated 

previous depictions of people with disabilities as a nuisance. Just as the Washington Post used the word 

“agitate,” The Sun Reporter used the phrase “drags on,” bringing an overall negative connotation to the 

protests. Additionally, The Los Angeles Times continued the trend of placing sit-in and disability-related 

content next to ads. While these local papers realized the national importance of the topic, its interest was 

still secondary to topics such as anti-Bhutto strikes and unrest in Pakistan.38  

As the protests continued, national and local outlets continued to cover the events with more 

attentiveness. At the Washington Post, the coverage encapsulated larger portions of the page, signaling 

that the protests were worthy of more coverage. The articles continued to include quotes from both 

advocates and government officials.39 However, articles also shed light on the national scale of the events. 

However, once again, coverage was not perfect. The pages directly following “Handicapped Protest 

Turned Away at HEW” are filled almost entirely with ads, with the page preceding it having a quarter of 
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the page filled with ads.40 Why was the story about the protest smothered between advertisements for 

liquidation sales and religious quotes? Once again, media coverage showed that while this topic was 

important and increasingly newsworthy, it was not deemed as vital to the paper as other pressing topics 

and advertising.  

The Midwest, despite having protests organized at H.E.W. buildings locally in Chicago, also used 

press services to easily spread information.41 Similar to the Washington Post, the Chicago Tribune placed 

some articles about the sit-ins deep in-between two full-page ads. The article, “Protest For Guaranteed 

Rights Isn’t Handicapped By Disabilities,” attempts to break some of the social barriers defining 

disability through the phrase “isn’t handicapped.” In contrast to earlier discussions on 504 regulations, 

this article fails to discuss the dissenting opinion, instead focusing on the strength of the community, 

stating:  

To paraphrase a recent candidate for the presidency, disabled people do not intend to lose.42  
 
As the Sit-Ins continued, and it appears that people with disabilities may force officials to 

implement 504 regulations, the prospect of “surprising strength,” was mentioned in articles.43 People with 

disabilities were mentioned twice on a page of The Los Angeles Times after Secretary Califano signed 504 

regulations. However, the article highlighted the strength and resilience of protesters:  

“We came in as a group and we will leave as a group,” said Dusty Irvine, a spokesman for the 

group. She said it might be several days before the sit-in ends.44 

 A day later, the New York Times utilized the same strategy. Once again, the sit-ins were 

mentioned twice in the April 11, 1977 edition of the paper. Rather than highlighting the financial side of 

504 regulations, the articles showed how the protests were gaining momentum.45 The New York Times 
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used softer language—rather than stating protesters were “agitating” the government, the paper said 

protesters were “insisting” that the government sign the regulations. In this case, the softened language 

showed that the protesters were taken seriously by the media. Another sign of this is the story’s placement 

in the paper: The articles are on page 12 of the paper, surrounded by other news articles rather than ads, 

meaning more eyes may be on the page.46 

 Of course, a cluster of articles were published after the regulations were signed on April 28, 1977. 

Many outlets, both national and local, initially published articles marking the signing of the 504 

regulations.47 Collectively, outlets described the way the new regulations would impact the general public 

and businesses. However, something unique about Rudy Abramson’s article in the Los Angeles Times is 

the re-emergence of the financial narrative, without comment from activists.48 Following coverage 

highlighting the emerging strength of protesters, the New York Times indicated that the financial narrative 

would continue past the signing of the regulations, emphasizing profit over humans.  

Coverage Following the Sit-Ins 

 Following the sit-ins, multiple new narratives appeared. Some outlets began to use the words 

“militant” and “vocal” to describe people with disabilities. Another narrative looked at the expenses of 

updating buildings and facilities to fit new 504 regulations. Some outlets continued to showcase emerging 

social justice topics concerning the intersection of disability and society.  

 The “militant” and “vocal” approach emerged following the successes of the sit-ins. The Chicago 

Tribune and New York Times both wrote longer pieces detailing how people with disabilities were 

changing American attitudes toward disability.49 The Washington Post also used terms such as “battle” to 
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describe the community’s continued surveillance over government regulations impacting disability.50 

However, more consideration could be applied when militarizing terms. While people with disabilities did 

exert strength in protesting the government, the lingering connotation of militarism is united, yet not 

unique. In reality, disability is not defined by a single disease or limitation—disability can be defined by 

many conditions, all looking different in society. While “militant” may seem flattering, seemingly 

highlighting the power of the community, it also places that same community in a box and fails to 

adequately recognize why the community protested in the first place. Once again, the media regressed to 

prior depictions of people with disabilities in society, failing to recognize the unique components of 

disability. 

 Other outlets fell into the same stereotypical representations. The Los Angeles Times titled a 1980 

article: “The Wheelchair Lobby Tries to Get Rolling.”51 In many cases, the community gained media 

recognition, but did not gain unique recognition of different disabilities, further putting people with 

disabilities into a box.  

 The financial narrative emerged following the protests, just as it had in coverage prior to protests. 

This time, coverage generally answered three questions: How expensive is it? What are businesses and 

organizations forced to rebuild or renovate? Third and most importantly, it asked if the regulations were 

worth the cost. Once again, the idea of putting a price tag on a person emerged.  

 Differing from its previous, “who is affecting who” headlines, the Washington Post published a 

few editorial headlines. Some of these headlines argued that the industrial changes necessary to 

implement 504 regulations were simply not worth the cost, stating, “We’re Overdoing Help for the 

Handicapped.”52 Other headlines highlighted price tags, but did not always emphasize the elements of 

inclusion the laws were signed to induce.53These headlines aligned with prior societal views of people 

                                                
50 Nancy Scannell, “Handicapped Ready to Battle Plans to Scrap Federal Laws.” Washington Post. April 

16, 1981.  
51 Bud Lemke, “The Wheelchair Lobby Tries to Get Rolling.” Los Angeles Times. March 9, 1980.  
52 Henry Fairlie, “We’re Overdoing Help For the Handicapped.” Washington Post. June 1, 1980. 
53 Joe Pichirallo, “Art Group to Aid Handicapped Spends More Than it Collects.” Washington Post. 

November 30, 1980; Jackson Diehl, “Educating Handicapped Puts Pressure on P.G. Schools.” Washington Post. 



with disabilities, questioning whether society truly needed to change to include them. It asks the question: 

Did the media truly adopt a more inclusive understanding of disability in society?  

 A final important narrative was the continuation of social justice efforts. The Washington Post 

continued to update readers on 504 progress, speaking to people with disabilities firsthand.54 It also 

updated the community on other events affecting the disabled community, such as screening center 

closings and protests concerning poor metro design and long bus rides.55 In addition, following the 

protests, the paper published a piece detailing the entire event for readers.56 These pieces showed that 

while people with disabilities were still far from being seen as equal in society, they were receiving more 

coverage, insinuating that they were slowly being considered more in societal affairs. 

 The Los Angeles Times also continued to update readers on deadlines and continued efforts for 

inclusion.57 Longer articles detailing deadlines and inclusion efforts took up more space on pages than 

prior to the sit-ins, but some stories were still encompassed by large ads, making it possible for the 

readers to miss the story. However, Robert Rawitch and Robert Rudy’s story came nearly two years after 

the sit-ins ended, explaining why the article would be placed around more ads, signaling that stories 

promoting equity and equality for people with disabilities may soon be placed back in their original 

spaces when the news cycle changes.58 

 The New York Times placed its focus on deadline and hope stories. John T. McQuiston detailed 

how new policies helped people with disabilities find hope.59 Other journalists outlined when booklets 
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determining the rights of people with disabilities would be published. When detailing deadlines or 

publications, the New York Times opted to place the article next to ads in smaller print.60 However, stories 

of hope, such as McQuiston’s, had full-page articles with pictures.61 

 Additional national outlets also covered social justice stories concerning disability. The Atlanta 

Constitution featured stories outlining the future of disability rights following Secretary Califano.62 

However, not all stories focused on the significance of previous events. Some outlets, such as The Wall 

Street Journal, diversified its coverage of disabilities, looking at further discriminatory practices such as 

14C employment, which allows employers to pay people with disabilities less than minimum wage.63 

These reports indicate that new coverage of disabilities was emerging, highlighting discriminatory 

practices not eliminated by Section 504.  

 

Conclusion 

 Prior to the Section 504 Sit-Ins, people with disabilities faced adversity, not only from 

exclusionary legislation, but also from inaccurate and misleading media depictions. The Sit-Ins marked a 

nationwide initiative, putting disability rights into the spotlight in the mid-seventies. The movement broke 

barriers in civil rights and prompted society to re-think its views of the disabled community and their 

place in society. It prompted the media to examine new angles of disability and look for other policies 

that allow discrimination of people with disabilities. 

 However, it is not accurate to say the protests or the media coverage solved every issue pertaining 

to disability rights and stereotypical and inaccurate media depictions. Following the sit-ins, some outlets 

changed previously used terminology, but created new stereotypes that further limited the depiction of 
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disability. Some outlets reverted back to previous ideologies of disability in society, prompting readers to 

evaluate if the inclusion of people with disabilities was worth the price.  

 These same ideologies continued to infiltrate stories concerning disability rights, even in the 21st 

century. In 1990, the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) was passed, bridging many of the 

discriminatory gaps left behind by Section 504. However, advocates still highlight places where media 

coverage and representation has not changed since the late 20th century.  

 In 2020, Judy Heumann wrote an opinion piece for the New York Times, stating where she felt 

people with disabilities were in public consciousness:  

People with disabilities are the largest minority group in the United States, but for the most part, 
we remain invisible… In most cases, we remain an afterthought… If you are unconvinced, try 
this experiment: Randomly look at any 50 print advertisements…. What you won’t see (or see 
very little of) are representations of disabled persons. 
This is just one expression of how the stories of our lives are excluded from general public 
discourse.64 

 While the sit-ins highlighted the adversity faced by people with disabilities both during and after 

the sit-ins, coverage was not relieved all the old practices and depictions of people with disabilities, 

leaving room for journalists in the 21st century to examine their mistakes and apply them to modern-day 

coverage and create more inclusive, informed news.  
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