
[Richard Villavicencio] 0:00:10 

Good Morning! Hello and welcome to the Disability Connections. I’m your host Richard 
Villavicencio, Intake Paralegal and Outreach Coordinator.  

The Disability Connection is produced by the Disability Law Center. The Disability Law 
Center is the Protection and Advocacy agency for Massachusetts. We are part of a national 
network of disability rights agencies investigating abuse and neglect and providing legal 
representation and other advocacy services to people with disabilities. 

DLC’s website is w-w-w dot DLC hyphen MA dot org.  

Good morning. Today, I'm joined by Colleen Flanagan, Outreach Specialist for the 
Disability Commission, which is part of the City of Boston. 

Welcome, uh, Colleen. How are you? 

  

[Colleen Flanagan] 0:01:02 

Thank you, Richard. Doing well, happy to be here. 

 

[Richard Villavicencio] 0:01:05 

So, let's get started then. Um. Yeah, let's talk a little bit about what is the Disability 
Commission. 

  

[Colleen Flanagan] 0:01:12 

Yeah, so thanks for having me on the show. I work as the Outreach and Engagement 
Specialist for the City of Boston's Disabilities Commission, and what we do is really 
facilitate full and equal participation in all aspects, um, that the City of Boston operates. 
So anything that the City of Boston provides - like public sidewalks, trash collection, 
police, fire, libraries, community centers - we work with them at the Disabilities 
Commission to make sure that they're accessible and inclusive for peo- for people with 
disabilities. 

  

[Richard Villavicencio] 0:01:45 



That's great, sound like an important job. And, um… Let's talk a little bit about what is your 
role as an outreach engagement specialist, and specifically the part of outreach. 

  

[Colleen Flanagan] 0:01:56 

Yeah, so there are actually about 80,000 people that live in the City of Boston that have 
disabilities. But that number isn't comprehensive, because we don't ask people if they're 
disabled or not. 

City services in Boston are for absolutely everyone. And what I do with outreach is make 
sure that residents with disabilities, their families, caregivers, neighbors understand their 
rights under the Americans with Disabilities Act, and how they can… access basic city 
services.  

So, we have a weekly newsletter, um, that… people can subscribe to at boston dot gov 
slash disability to learn all the different things that hap- that are happening in the city, 
especially the activities of our office. 

I also, um… run a YouTube show with Boston City TV called Disability Access in Action, 
which takes a deeper dive into what city services mean, how city departments work. And 
how people with disabilities can access them, and these are all examples of outreach. We 
also have social media channels: Facebook, Instagram, BlueSky. These are all, um, 
examples of outreach.  

But I also get out in the community. Boston, um, has 26 - uh. Boston Public Libraries have 
26 branches. So this past year, I actually ran a disability outreach tour and visited every 
branch. And let people with disabilities and the rest of the community know that I'd be 
there in case they wanted to have a one-on-one conversation about accessing basic city 
services, um, in their community. So that's… that's… a snapshot of what I do for outreach 
for the Disability Commission in Boston. 

  

[Richard Villavicencio] 0:03:38 

Sounds like a very important job, and then basically educating people with disabilities, 
so… they are in the community, wow… That's great. Um, and what led you to this work? 

  

[Colleen Flanagan] 0:03:51 



So, I have a disability myself. I'm, I’m a full-time wheelchair user, I'm also a little person 
because I have, um, Osteogenesis Imperfecta. 

So, kind of by default, um growing up in the age where the ADA was just starting to, um, 
become a reality, I, I was always involved in disability movement work. Um, I went to 
UMass Boston, I studied communications along with a lot of other things. Um, and… Yeah, 
my, my work in more communications and, and organizing, community organizing kind of 
led me to this position. 

I love it, it's a great fit. 

  

[Richard Villavicencio] 0:04:27 

Alright, great, sounds good. And, um, please, let's talk a little bit about how you normally… 

People connect with the community. How do you connect with the community? 

  

[Colleen Flanagan] 0:04:37 

Yeah, so, like I said, I do connect with the community in person, definitely when, um, I 
make stops for the Disability Outreach Tour at libraries or community centers or other 
places. 

But, um, a lot of ways that we can connect with the community is also online. Um, we have 
an annual, uh, Disability Community Forum, which is an opportunity for people in the 
public to connect with, uh, Commissioner McCosh, City of Boston's Disability 
Commissioner, along with other city officials. And they can do that both in person or 
online, so it's a hybrid event. And a hybrid event seems to be one of the best ways to 
connect with the community. 

We have monthly advisory board meetings that are held, um, both in City Hall and on 
Zoom. Mainly on Zoom, though, um, and those are once a month, and you can find the 
schedule at boston dot gov slash disability. 

So — 

  

[Richard Villavicencio] 0:05:29 

Oh, that's  great.  



  

[Colleen Flanagan] 0:05:29 

— connect with them in any way I can, but — 

 

[Richard Villavicencio] 0:05:31 

Yeah. Okay, that's good. 

 

[Colleen Flanagan] 0:05:32 

— understand that a lot of the times, being online is the way to be, to make meaningful 
connections. 

  

[Richard Villavicencio] 0:5:39 

And let's, let’s go back a little bit about the… some of the training or outreach, um… Do 
you, uh… when you say you meet them, do you, like, have, like, a specific place, or a town 
hall, or…a community center, where do you normally meet the community? 

  

[Colleen Flanagan] 0:05:54 

So both of those, a town hall is kind of what our disability community forum is, which we 
have every year in May. Uh, also, when I'm out in the community as part of the disability 
outreach Tour. 

Also on Facebook, or Instagram, or BlueSky, uh, we have accounts there, and, um, always 
invite people to send questions or comments there. Um, so yeah, I kind of meet people 
where they're at. Uh, you can also call our office Monday through Friday, 9 to 5, you know, 
the old school telephone sometimes is what people want to do. That number is 617-635-
3682. But yeah, my job is to meet residents where they're at… So that they can access 
basic city services — 

 

[Richard Villavicencio] 0:06:42 

Oh, that's great.  



 

[Colleen Flanagan] 0:06:43 

— in the City of Boston. Yeah. And then in, in the City of Boston, yeah. 

 

[Richard Villavicencio] 0:06:45 

Um… Okay, sounds good. Um… Let's talk a little bit about the… what is the city’s initially 
for this fiscal year? Any goals, short-term goals? 

  

[Colleen Flanagan] 0:07:00 

Yeah, so, um, we have lots of goals, and we have lots of challenges, and lots of work to do. 
So, a lot of, uh, what, what we do, um, is all the things that I said that we do every single 
year. 

But, um… this year in particular, we're, we’re doing a lot to make sure that um… people 
with disabilities can truly live in the community. You might have heard Mayor Michelle Wu 
say that Boston is a home for everyone, and, in the Disability Commission, we're working 
really hard to make sure that that's, um… effective or taking place. We know that people 
with disabilities have extra challenges. 

So that's a lot of, uh, what we're doing in not just this year, but years to come, is make sure 
that people with disabilities can live in Boston, that, we, we have affordable, accessible 
housing, and um… all the other things that it takes to actually live in the community, like 
accessible sidewalks and public transportation and different things like that. 

  

[Richard Villavicencio] 0:08:01 

Does the city keep a list of how many people with disabilities live in Boston, you know? 

  

[Colleen Flanagan] 0:08:06 

No, and, and we don't need to, because, um… anybody can, uh… request a reasonable 
accommodation if it helps them interact with the city better. You know, the Disabilities 
Commission, our whole office is to make sure that the city is compliant with the Americans 
with Disabilities Act. And what that does is if they need a modification or a reasonable 



accommodation to access the same city services as everyone else, uh, they can do so. So, 
there is no list you need to be on to be able to ask for a reasonable accommodation or to, 
um… access the same city services as everyone else because of a disability. 

And, uh… so no, there is no list. 

  

[Richard Villavicencio] 0:08:51 

Thank you, that sounds great. A quick question, um… Just out of the ordinary here… For the 
list of questions I have. Do you feel that after COVID, um… As an outreach person, you 
have a… a hard time uh, reaching the community now, or people are actually more using 
Zoom instead of, you know. doing the traditional outreach, which is meeting people in the 
community. 

  

[Colleen Flanagan] 0:09:19 

Yeah, absolutely. Uh, COVID taught us that, uh, hybrid work is… something that, um, can 
be done. I think what's kind of interesting is I've been - I'm disabled myself, I've been 
working in disability spaces for a long time, and we kind of embraced hybrid work - Zoom -
before even Zoom was around. You know, um, when Facebook had a Facebook Live 
feature, we would try to use that in some of our meetings. 

Um, when I was organizing in different disability spaces, so I think now here at the city, it's 
actually made it easier post-COVID, because we have more options to connect with 
people. If somebody wasn't able to participate in an in-person meeting because of a 
disability… um, they might not have been able to participate and now, uh, we - the city - do 
our best to have hybrid meetings. 

People can testify for city council, in the City of Boston, using Zoom. You can request to 
appeal a parking ticket using Zoom, so I think it's actually help -  not just outreach with the 
community, but actual um… allowing people to access city services better, too. 

  

[Richard Villavicencio] 0:10:28 

This is a very important effort that the Commission is doing, and I think it's probably well 
received by the community. Uh, let's, uh, switch gears a little bit. Uh, do you provide 
services in other languages besides English? 

  



[Colleen Flanagan] 0:10:42 

Oh, thank you for asking that question. Yes! City of Boston actually has 11 threshold 
languages, where, um, we translate documents, we can provide interpreter services at 
events at no cost to residents. All you need to do is request it from the event organizer, 
which would be on the website or the flyer that you learned the information about. 

You can absolutely, um, request accommodation to have anything translated in a language 
other than English. 

  

[Richard Villavicencio] 0:11:15 

Right. As your role… eh, as an outreach engagement specialist, um, what are some of the 
important issues or barriers that people with disabilities are facing currently? 

  

[Colleen Flanagan] 0:11:28 

Hmm, that's a big question. I know. It is, though, because, you know, we're… we just 
celebrated the 35th anniversary of the Americans with Disabilities Act. And, uh, you guys 
were there with us on City Hall Plaza. Um, we raised the first flag, uh, to recognize 
Disability Pride Month and Americans with Disabilities Act. 

But we recognized at that event that, you know, we've come so far. People were there, 
were able to get there using public transportation and public sidewalks and different 
things. 

But even though we… It, it was recognizing how far we've come. It was also recognizing, 
um… Not… that, that we still have a ways to go, and also that we're not going to go back. 

A lot of times, people with disabilities these days are facing threats to the rights that they 
have being taken away. Uh — 

  

[Richard Villavicencio] 0:12:23 

Mm-hmm. 

  

[Colleen Flanagan] 0:12:24 



— right, so we want to do our best to make sure that people with disabilities know that they 
are still… they still belong here in this community, regardless of whatever is going around, 
um, that they hear. 

Um, so we're, we’re still, like I said, we've come a long way. People can access public 
sidewalks like they couldn't 35 years ago. But they still struggle accessing affordable and 
accessible housing, and especially these days, they're also experiencing threats to the 
access that we've already got. Um, so, there's a lot going on for people with disabilities 
right now. 

  

[Richard Villavicencio] 0:13:03 

That sounds a good idea. Thank you for the information there. 

For people that have questions on how they reach you, or find out more information about 
the services you provide to people with disabilities in the community. How do normally 
people reach out to you? 

  

[Colleen Flanagan] 0:13:18 

So, there's lots of different ways that you can reach out to us. Um, if you're a resident of 
Boston looking for - to access a basic city service, or visiting Boston, um, we encourage 
you to go to our website, first and foremost, at boston dot gov slash disability. There you're 
gonna find a bunch of resources about all the city service programs. Also, how you could 
file an ADA complaint if you have one. Um, and different initiatives that we have.  

You can also email us at disability at boston dot gov. Um, and you can text us, um, 
especially if you have a communication disability, and you can text us at 617-251-2718. 

And also, you can find us at DisabilityBos on Facebook, Instagram, BlueSky, and YouTube. 

  

[Richard Villavicencio] 0:14:16 

Well, actually, one question I have, actually, as being part of the information referral 
unit…for the issues they normally… I mean, the Commission does not handle… do you 
guys have, like, information or referral unit, or refer people out to different agencies? 

  

[Colleen Flanagan] 0:14:33 



We… we do, we do… we have an outreach list of over a few hundred, um, different 
community-based organizations. Um, the DLC is certainly on there. [laughs] Uh, so people 
can call if it's something that isn't directly, um, accessing a city service, which, which is 
what we do, Um, at the City of Boston Disability Commission. 

  

[Richard Villavicencio] 0:15:00 

Well, that's great. We are happy to actually always be available for you guys. 

Now, let's switch gears a little bit and talk about this… about the famous, uh, the ADA day 
that's sponsored by the city every year. 

  

[Colleen Flanagan] 0:15:14 

Yeah! I, I love talking about that. I got to talk about that a little bit earlier. So, in July, uh, we 
have an event that we call ADA Day, which invites, um, the public to a city space in Boston. 
Often, it is City Hall Plaza, but sometimes it's, like, Copley Square or other places, and… 

What it is, is a resource fair where, um… People can come and learn all of the different 
community-based organizations. There's a tabling event, which is the resource fair. And it's 
also kind of like a party to come together with friends, neighbors. Um, and others in… both 
in and out the disability community, but all who support disability accessibility and 
inclusion. So, we haven't set the date yet for 2026, but it's gonna be in July, so stay tuned. 

  

[Richard Villavicencio] 0:16:07 

Alright, and normally, uh… Who normally attends the event, you know? 

  

[Colleen Flanagan] 0:16:13 

So, it's, it’s absolute- anybody can attend the event, but a lot of people who attend the 
event are Boston residents with disabilities looking to see what community resources 
there are for themselves as a disabled person, or their family or their friends. 

Um, it's also… an event that just people with disabilities themselves has come out to meet 
others, um, and have a fun summer day on City Hall Plaza. We typically have food and 
music, um, and other giveaways. 



  

[Richard Villavicencio] 0:16:43 

And what is the goal or the mission of the event? 

 

[Colleen Flanagan] 0:16:49 

Yeah - 

 

[Richard Villavicencio] 0:16:49 

They normally organize every year. 

  

[Colleen Flanagan] 0:16:52 

So, a big part of the event is, is bringing people together and making sure that they 
understand that the City of Boston is accessible to them. 

Like I said earlier in this podcast, historically, people with disabilities haven't been super 
welcomed by governments. Um… Our office is, is making sure that the City of Boston is 
compliant with ADA Title II. And Title II of the ADA, the Americans with Disabilities Act, is 
that local governments be accessible to people with disabilities. So, the ADA Day is a way 
for people to meet us, meet Commissioner McCosh, who is the City of Boston's 
Disabilities Commissioner. 

Um, meet each other and also meet community organizations that are there to provide the 
services that they may, they may need and may not know about. Um, in addition to the 
Disability Law Center that tables at ADA Day, we usually have Boston Center for 
Independent Living, Special Olympics, the Mass Commission for the Blind. A whole host of 
organizations I can't rattle off right now, but if you're looking to learn more about, um, you 
know, disability community and services, ADA Day is absolutely something you should put 
on your calendar. 

  

[Richard Villavicencio] 0:18:12 

I also want to give you an opportunity, we're almost about, uh… Pretty close to actually 
ending this particular podcast. 



I want to give you an opportunity, if you have any message to people with disabilities that 
live in City of Boston, what would it be? Coming from you, Colleen. 

  

[Colleen Flanagan] 0:18:26 

Oh, thank you! Um… That's a great closing question, because we definitely want to tell 
people with disabilities living in, and visiting. and working in the City of Boston that we 
appreciate them being here, that they absolutely belong, and if there is something that gets 
in their way because of their disability, um, please call our office. I'm gonna put the phone 
number there again. It's 617-635-3682 and use that number to call us if you experience any 
barrier that's making it so that you can't access the, the city like, like everyone else. 

  

[Richard Villavicencio] 0:19:05 

I want to thank you, Colleen, for actually joining us in this podcast. 

That is our time for today. Thank you for joining us. This show is available on our website. 
And as a podcast, please follow us on social media. Go to our website at w-w-w dot DLC 
hyphen MA dot org for the links. 

Thank you, and have a great day. 

  

[Colleen Flanagan] 0:19:28 

Thank you, Richard. 

  

 

https://www.dlc-ma/
https://www.dlc-ma/

