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From the Editors: Disability Language and JPED
As most of our readership knows, the Journal 

of Postsecondary Education and Disability (JPED) 
is the official journal of The Association on Higher 
Education And Disability (AHEAD). In practice, this 
means that AHEAD members have long been the 
leaders and core readership of the journal. Moreover, 
the AHEAD elected leadership and professional staff 
have long-supported JPED–offering time, exper-
tise, and money to help make the journal the leading 
forum for scholarship in the field of postsecondary 
disability services. JPED quite literally could not 
function without this ongoing support, but ultimate-
ly, the most important thing that AHEAD has offered 
JPED and us as editors is something without which 
academic journals cannot function: editorial freedom. 
Quite simply put, although we have committed to 
work hard as editors of JPED to publish scholarship 
that benefits AHEAD members, we make editorial 
decisions independently of AHEAD leadership. That 
is essential in order to publish scholarship that helps 
the field to grow and improve in ways that sometimes 
challenge established norms, knowledge, and institu-
tions–including AHEAD. 

As a result, when AHEAD recently put out a 
Statement on Language, which can be found on their 
website and which was emailed to AHEAD mem-
bership, we knew that JPED was not necessarily 
bound by that decision. However, we also knew that 
the statement warranted serious consideration. The 
authors of the statement do an excellent job of con-
cisely explaining the relevant issues and tensions in 
language about disability, primarily between per-
son-first and identity-first usage. They also provide 
useful links that we encourage authors and readers 
to examine in order to think deeply and intentionally 
about language choices. 

In brief, the statement makes clear that AHEAD 
has adopted identity-first language as an association 
for a variety of reasons with which we agree as asso-
ciation members ourselves. As journal editors, howev-
er, we find ourselves slightly more conflicted. JPED 
is a venue of academic communication that relies on 
words, and the specificity of those words matters. The 
use of language related to disability is particularly 
important given the journal’s focus, and because it is 
associated with AHEAD, whose membership is deep-
ly invested professionally and personally in disability 
issues. The way that we use language in JPED likely 
has an effect on the way disability in postsecondary ed-
ucation is thought about more broadly. As an academic 
journal, the precision of wording is vital to clear com-

munication and to convey an accurate understanding 
of research findings and implications for the field. Ad-
ditionally, language communicates values, attitudes, 
norms, and beliefs. Choosing how to talk about dis-
ability and disabled people therefore is a powerfully 
important decision both symbolically and practically.  

Currently, JPED Author Guidelines refer pro-
spective authors to the APA manual for guidelines on 
reducing biased writing, in order to make an informed 
decision about their use of language. The guidelines 
go on to state that, “JPED prefers person-first lan-
guage unless the author can make the case for a 
preference of identity-first language.” We are in the 
process of updating these Author Guidelines, and 
one of those updates will be to remove this sentence. 
JPED no longer expresses a preference for a specif-
ic type of disability language. Instead, we leave it to 
manuscript authors to determine the type of wording 
that is best for their given study. Those decisions may 
reflect an expectation in a given field (reflecting, for 
example, differences in language use among special 
education and disability studies scholars), a particular 
campus (for instance, mirroring the language utilized 
by the accessibility resources or disability services 
office at a given institution), the expressed prefer-
ences of participants, or the implicit requirements of 
an instrument (in these cases, mirroring the language 
that participants use to describe themselves or the lin-
guistic choices of prior researchers). 

In addition to removing this sentence, the updated 
guidelines will also encourage authors to be explicit 
about their choices in the manuscript itself, inform-
ing readers about the rationale for their choice of lan-
guage. While we aim to be flexible and recognize that 
there are legitimate disagreements about language 
use, there are some areas that will have less flexi-
bility. For example, when research or program par-
ticipants are disabled and it is possible to determine 
their preferences, the preferred language of those in-
dividuals should be prioritized ahead of researcher or 
practitioner decisions. Additionally, we aim to align 
with the AHEAD statement in terms of outdated lan-
guage use: “AHEAD embraces the word ‘disability’ 
and actively avoids the use of outmoded euphemisms 
such as ‘special needs,’ ‘physically or mentally chal-
lenged,’ differently- or alternatively-abled, etc.” For 
manuscripts moving toward publication, we will re-
quest that authors revise any use of such outdated 
terminology, unless there is an explicit reason such 
as referring to past practices or terminology to learn 
something valuable from it for current practice.

As most of our readership knows, the Journal of Postsecondary Education 
and Disability (JPED) is the official journal of The Association 
on Higher Education And Disability (AHEAD). In practice, 
this means that AHEAD members have long been the leaders 
and core readership of the journal. Moreover, the AHEAD elected 
leadership and professional staff have long-supported JPED–offering 
time, expertise, and money to help make the journal 
the leading forum for scholarship in the field of postsecondary 
disability services. JPED quite literally could not function 
without this ongoing support, but ultimately, the most important 
thing that AHEAD has offered JPED and us as editors is 
something without which academic journals cannot function: editorial 
freedom. Quite simply put, although we have committed to 
work hard as editors of JPED to publish scholarship that benefits 
AHEAD members, we make editorial decisions independently 
of AHEAD leadership. That is essential in order to publish 
scholarship that helps the field to grow and improve in ways 
that sometimes challenge established norms, knowledge, and 
institutions–including AHEAD. As a result, when AHEAD recently 
put out a Statement on Language, which can be found on their 
website and which was emailed to AHEAD membership, we knew 
that JPED was not necessarily bound by that decision. However, 
we also knew that the statement warranted serious consideration. 
The authors of the statement do an excellent job of concisely 
explaining the relevant issues and tensions in language about 
disability, primarily between per- son-first and identity-first usage. 
They also provide useful links that we encourage authors and 
readers to examine in order to think deeply and intentionally about 
language choices. In brief, the statement makes clear that AHEAD 
has adopted identity-first language as an association for a 
variety of reasons with which we agree as association members ourselves. 
As journal editors, however, we find ourselves slightly more 
conflicted. JPED is a venue of academic communication that 
relies on words, and the specificity of those words matters. The 
use of language related to disability is particularly important given 
the journal’s focus, and because it is associated with AHEAD, 
whose membership is deeply invested professionally and personally 
in disability issues. The way that we use language in JPED 
likely has an effect on the way disability in postsecondary education 
is thought about more broadly. As an academic journal, the 
precision of wording is vital to clear com-

munication and to convey an accurate understanding of research findings 
and implications for the field. Additionally, language communicates 
values, attitudes, norms, and beliefs. Choosing how 
to talk about dis- ability and disabled people therefore is a powerfully 
important decision both symbolically and practically. Currently, 
JPED Author Guidelines refer prospective authors to the 
APA manual for guidelines on reducing biased writing, in order 
to make an informed decision about their use of language. The 
guidelines go on to state that, “JPED prefers person-first language 
unless the author can make the case for a preference of identity-first 
language.” We are in the process of updating these Author 
Guidelines, and one of those updates will be to remove this 
sentence. JPED no longer expresses a preference for a specific 
type of disability language. Instead, we leave it to manuscript 
authors to determine the type of wording that is best for 
their given study. Those decisions may reflect an expectation in 
a given field (reflecting, for example, differences in language use 
among special education and disability studies scholars), a particular 
campus (for instance, mirroring the language utilized by the 
accessibility resources or disability services office at a given institution), 
the expressed preferences of participants, or the implicit 
requirements of an instrument (in these cases, mirroring the 
language that participants use to describe themselves or the linguistic 
choices of prior researchers). In addition to removing this 
sentence, the updated guidelines will also encourage authors to 
be explicit about their choices in the manuscript itself, informing readers 
about the rationale for their choice of language. While we aim 
to be flexible and recognize that there are legitimate disagreements 
about language use, there are some areas that will 
have less flexibility. For example, when research or program participants 
are disabled and it is possible to determine their preferences, 
the preferred language of those individuals should be 
prioritized ahead of researcher or practitioner decisions. Additionally, 
we aim to align with the AHEAD statement in terms of 
outdated language use: “AHEAD embraces the word ‘disability’ and 
actively avoids the use of outmoded euphemisms such as ‘special 
needs,’ ‘physically or mentally challenged,’ differently- or alternatively-abled, 
etc.” For manuscripts moving toward publication, 
we will re- quest that authors revise any use of such outdated 
terminology, unless there is an explicit reason such as referring 
to past practices or terminology to learn something valuable 
from it for current practice.
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In this issue, the authors adhered to the guidelines 
under which they submitted and utilized person-first 
language exclusively. In two of the articles, howev-
er, the data used show examples of other language 
options. In one case, survey responses included “dis-
abled” and “non-disabled” language. In the other 
article, a participant was quoted as using the phrase 
“autistic students” rather than the authors’ use of “stu-
dents with autism (spectrum disorder),” which aligns 
with JPED’s current guidelines. Going forward, you 
will see a more diverse and heterogeneous use of dis-
ability language in JPED, presumably with some au-
thors choosing to follow AHEAD’s advice and to use 
identity-first language and others making a different 
choice. Most importantly, given the long-running lin-
guistic diversity used to name disability in JPED, we 
will expect these choices to be both stated and ex-
plained clearly in published manuscripts. 

Beyond their use of language as a point of in-
terest, the articles in this issue address a range of 
important and timely topics related to disability in 
higher education. In the lead article, Sally Scott 
and Carol Marchetti analyze data from the bien-
nial AHEAD surveys of postsecondary disability 
resource professionals. Their findings reveal a field 
that is growing and changing, with more full-time 
staff and changing functional responsibilities. This 
examination is valuable as on ongoing assessment 
of the state of the profession.

The next two articles address issues for disabled 
students of color. In the first, Kanako Iwanaga, 
Jia-Rung Wu, Amy Armstrong, Cahit Kaya, Alo 
Dutta, Madan Kandu, and Fong Chan validate the 
Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support 
(MSPSS) with disabled African American college 
students. In doing so, they provide a tool to the field 
that can be used to assess Black students’ perceived 
social support in order to find ways to serve them bet-
ter, and provide improved support for their education.

In the next article, experiences related to student 
engagement are disaggregated by race and ethnicity 
for students with disabilities, which is important given 
the racial and ethnic heterogeneity within the disabil-
ity community. Authors John Zilvinskis, Deborah J. 
Taub, Benjamin J. DeAngelis, Alyson M. Novi, and 
Kaedynne E. Wilson find differential engagement 
patterns among this population by race and ethnicity. 
Specifically, using data from the National Study of 
Student Engagement (NSSE) they find differences in 
higher order learning, student-faculty interaction, and 
supportive environments.

The final two research articles both address sup-
portive interventions for the postsecondary academ-
ic and social integration of disabled students, albeit 

in different ways. Caroline Dunn, David Shannon, 
Brittany McCullough, Overtoun Jenda, Moham-
med Qazi, and Carl Pettis evaluate a comprehen-
sive mentoring program for STEM students with 
disabilities. They find high levels of satisfaction and 
perceptions of program benefits, suggesting that the 
mentoring-intensive approach may be useful for the 
integration of disabled students in STEM, and per-
haps more broadly.

Spencer Scruggs, Shengli Dong, Shelley Ducatt, 
Jennifer Mitchell, and Whitney Davis also examine 
disabled students’ integration in college, but as a re-
sult of high school transition experiences. They find 
that increased transitional information and prepara-
tion is positively related to students’ involvement in 
college, affirming the value of robust transition sup-
port services in high school.

The issue concludes with a practice brief that 
details a workshop for residence hall professionals, 
and explores residence assistants’ (RA) knowledge, 
attitudes, and skills related to working with students 
with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD). Yasamin 
Bolourian, Elina Veytsman, Megan Ledoux, and 
Jan Blacher find that while many RAs assume that 
they have autistic individuals in their residence halls, 
they do not feel prepared to serve them well, suggest-
ing the value of this type of programming.

These articles reflect the remarkable diversity of 
scholarship seeking to examine disability in higher 
education. As noted above, they largely reflect the 
journal’s stated guidelines regarding language use, 
which makes sense given the normative influence 
of academic publishing. However, by having such 
a guideline, we do not actually know how these au-
thors would have described the disabled people their 
studies represent because we did not give them that 
choice or ask them to explain the language they used. 
That choice and explanation will be part of the work 
of publishing in JPED in the future. 

Dr. Ezekiel Kimball, Ph.D.
Dr. Ryan Wells, Ph.D.
Executive Editors

In this issue, the authors adhered to the guidelines under which they 
submitted and utilized person-first language exclusively. In two 
of the articles, however, the data used show examples of other 
language options. In one case, survey responses included “disabled” 
and “non-disabled” language. In the other article, a participant 
was quoted as using the phrase “autistic students” rather 
than the authors’ use of “students with autism (spectrum disorder),” 
which aligns with JPED’s current guidelines. Going forward, 
you will see a more diverse and heterogeneous use of dis- 
ability language in JPED, presumably with some authors choosing 
to follow AHEAD’s advice and to use identity-first language 
and others making a different choice. Most importantly, given 
the long-running linguistic diversity used to name disability in 
JPED, we will expect these choices to be both stated and explained 
clearly in published manuscripts. Beyond their use of language 
as a point of interest, the articles in this issue address a 
range of important and timely topics related to disability in higher 
education. In the lead article, Sally Scott and Carol Marchetti 
analyze data from the biennial AHEAD surveys of postsecondary 
disability resource professionals. Their findings reveal 
a field that is growing and changing, with more full-time staff 
and changing functional responsibilities. This examination is valuable 
as on ongoing assessment of the state of the profession. 
The next two articles address issues for disabled students 
of color. In the first, Kanako Iwanaga, Jia Rung Wu, Amy 
J. Armstrong, Cahit Kaya, Alo Dutta, Madan Kundu, and Fong 
Chan validate the Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social 
Support (MSPSS) with disabled African American college students. 
In doing so, they provide a tool to the field that can be used 
to assess Black students’ perceived social support in order to 
find ways to serve them better, and provide improved support for 
their education. In the next article, experiences related to student 
engagement are disaggregated by race and ethnicity for students 
with disabilities, which is important given the racial and ethnic 
heterogeneity within the disability community. Authors John 
Zilvinskis, Deborah J. Taub, Benjamin J. DeAngelis, Alyson M. 
Novi, and Kaedynne E. Wilson find differential engagement patterns 
among this population by race and ethnicity. Specifically, 
using data from the National Study of Student Engagement 
(NSSE) they find differences in higher order learning, 
student-faculty interaction, and supportive environments. 
The final two research articles both address supportive 
interventions for the postsecondary academic and social 
integration of disabled students, albeit

in different ways. Caroline Dunn, David Shannon, Brittany 
McCullough, Overtoun Jenda, Mohammed Qazi, 
and Carl Pettis evaluate a comprehensive mentoring 
program for STEM students with disabilities. They 
find high levels of satisfaction and perceptions of program 
benefits, suggesting that the mentoring-intensive 
approach may be useful for the integration 
of disabled students in STEM, and per- haps more 
broadly. Spencer Scruggs, Shengli Dong, Shelley Ducatt, 
Jennifer Mitchell, and Whitney Davis also examine 
disabled students’ integration in college, but as a 
result of high school transition experiences. They find that 
increased transitional information and preparation is 
positively related to students’ involvement in college, affirming 
the value of robust transition sup- port services in 
high school. The issue concludes with a practice brief that 
details a workshop for residence hall professionals, and 
explores residence assistants’ (RA) knowledge, attitudes, 
and skills related to working with students with Autism 
Spectrum Disorder (ASD). Yasamin Bolourian, Elina 
Veytsman, Megan Ledoux, and Jan Blacher find that 
while many RAs assume that they have autistic individuals 
in their residence halls, they do not feel prepared 
to serve them well, suggesting the value of this 
type of programming. These articles reflect the remarkable 
diversity of scholarship seeking to examine disability 
in higher education. As noted above, they largely 
reflect the journal’s stated guidelines regarding language 
use, which makes sense given the normative influence 
of academic publishing. However, by having such 
a guideline, we do not actually know how these authors 
would have described the disabled people their studies 
represent because we did not give them that choice 
or ask them to explain the language they used. That 
choice and explanation will be part of the work of publishing 
in JPED in the future.
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A Review of the Biennial AHEAD Surveys: 
Trends and Changes in the Demographics and Work 

of Disability Resource Professionals

Sally Scott¹
Carol Marchetti²

1 The Association on Higher Education and Disability; 2 Rochester Institute of Technology

Abstract

The Association on Higher Education and Disability (AHEAD) has conducted biennial surveys of postsec-
ondary disability resource professionals since 2008. The day-to-day work of disability resource offices on 
college campuses has undergone significant changes in this time period, potentially requiring new technical 
skills, expanded content knowledge, and increasingly complex professional judgement. Has this evolving 
work been accompanied by a change in the demographic characteristics and backgrounds of professional 
staff who lead higher education disability resource offices? This study examined the outcomes of the bien-
nial AHEAD surveys to address this question and identify trends and changes in the responses over time. 
Using AHEAD surveys and reports, items pertaining to (a) demographic characteristics, (b) education and 
professional background, (c) job structure, and (d) earning and compensation were compared across each 
year of survey administration. Findings reflect a field that appears to be growing and maturing, as seen 
through the changing lens of the survey’s sampling methodology. There are increasing numbers of full-time 
staff supported by permanent institutional funds. Changes in functional job roles reflect a shift to increased 
focus on campus access. The lack of diversity in racial, ethnic, and gender identity; changes in the discourse 
on disability identity; the importance of updated professional standards; and the promotion of opportunities 
for scholarly practice are discussed.

Keywords: postsecondary disability, disability resource professionals, demographics, trends

The field of postsecondary disability is charac-
terized by change and growth. In an early historical 
overview of postsecondary disability resources, Ma-
daus (2000) chronicled the emergence of professional 
training and college study opportunities for veterans 
with physical disabilities returning from World War 
II and the Korean War. The decades of the 1960’s and 
1970’s were characterized by the civil rights move-
ment and educational legislation that expanded the de-
mand and need for postsecondary disability services. 
In 1978, national data from the American Council on 
Education began to include questions about disabili-
ty, documenting the increasing presence of students 
with a variety of types of disability including visual, 
orthopedic, hearing, and learning. The work of post-
secondary disability services professionals was no 
longer predominantly requiring architectural accom-
modation to assure access for students with disabili-
ties (Madaus, 2000). 

 In a more recent retrospective, Evans et al. (2017) 
identified four seminal historical events that have 
shaped development of the field.

1. In 1975 the Education for All Handicapped 
Children Act established the legal mandate 
for a free and appropriate education for stu-
dents with disabilities, creating a pipeline for 
students who were better prepared to attend 
college.

2. In 1977 the Association on Higher Education 
and Disability (AHEAD) was formed, estab-
lishing the first organization of professionals 
to champion the field.

3. In 1985 the National Longitudinal Transition 
Study (NLTS) was sponsored by the U.S. De-
partment of Education to support data-based 
policy and practice decisions regarding stu-
dents leaving K-12 educational settings.

The Association on Higher Education and Disability (AHEAD) has conducted biennial surveys of postsecondary disability 
resource professionals since 2008. The day-to-day work of disability resource offices on college campuses 
has undergone significant changes in this time period, potentially requiring new technical skills, expanded 
content knowledge, and increasingly complex professional judgement. Has this evolving work been accompanied 
by a change in the demographic characteristics and backgrounds of professional staff who lead higher 
education disability resource offices? This study examined the outcomes of the biennial AHEAD surveys to address 
this question and identify trends and changes in the responses over time. Using AHEAD surveys and reports, 
items pertaining to (a) demographic characteristics, (b) education and professional background, (c) job structure, 
and (d) earning and compensation were compared across each year of survey administration. Findings reflect 
a field that appears to be growing and maturing, as seen through the changing lens of the survey’s sampling 
methodology. There are increasing numbers of full-time staff supported by permanent institutional funds. Changes 
in functional job roles reflect a shift to increased focus on campus access. The lack of diversity in racial, ethnic, 
and gender identity; changes in the discourse on disability identity; the importance of updated professional standards; 
and the promotion of opportunities for scholarly practice are discussed.

The field of postsecondary disability is characterized by change 
and growth. In an early historical overview of postsecondary 
disability resources, Madaus (2000) chronicled 
the emergence of professional training and college 
study opportunities for veterans with physical disabilities 
returning from World War II and the Korean War. 
The decades of the 1960’s and 1970’s were characterized 
by the civil rights movement and educational 
legislation that expanded the demand and need 
for postsecondary disability services. In 1978, national 
data from the American Council on Education began 
to include questions about disability, documenting the 
increasing presence of students with a variety of types 
of disability including visual, orthopedic, hearing, and 
learning. The work of post- secondary disability services 
professionals was no longer predominantly requiring 
architectural accommodation to assure access for 
students with disabilities (Madaus, 2000).
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4. In 1990 the Americans with Disabilities Act 
(ADA) was passed extending the non-dis-
crimination mandates of Section 504 to a 
wide range of public and private entities. 

Evans et al. (2017) described the following de-
cades of the 1990s and 2000s as marked by steady 
growth in professional staff and disability resource 
offices. True to the emerging nature of the field, these 
offices vary as widely as the institutions they serve. 
Administrative reporting lines of disability resource 
offices range from student life divisions, to academic 
affairs, to counseling departments, to student health 
services among others. Office structures include 
multi-staff full-time disability professionals, one-per-
son offices, and individuals who have disability re-
source work as an add-on to their primary position 
(Scott, 2019a). 

The development of AHEAD’s Program Stan-
dards established an important foundation for under-
standing and examining the commonalities across 
diverse office structures. First established in 1999 to 
provide direction and support to early disability re-
source offices, the Program Standards were updated in 
2006 to reflect changes in the field including growing 
availability and use of assistive technology, collabo-
ration with faculty, and a changing student population 
(Shaw & Dukes, 2006). Similarly, the AHEAD Pro-
fessional Standards, established in 1996, defined the 
skills and knowledge needed by disability resource 
office personnel. They were developed initially to ad-
dress the lack of specific training and graduate school 
preparation available in the field. The Professional 
Standards were described as creating a new level of 
professionalism for the leaders of these offices (Shaw 
et al., 1997). While these Standards provide import-
ant grounding for the field, the administrative duties 
and role of the disability resource professional have 
been described as “constantly evolving” (Evans et al., 
2017, p. 357). 

The work of promoting access for individuals with 
disabilities on college campuses has undergone seis-
mic shifts in recent years. Consider these changes in 
the field that impact the day-to-day work of disability 
resource professionals: The ADA Amendments Act 
(ADA AA, 2008) clarified and expanded the defini-
tion of disability; the resulting updates to regulations 
and guidance for Title II and Title III of the ADA AA 
have directly influenced how professionals in the 
field work with students to document the presence of 
a disability and needed accommodations (Associa-
tion on Higher Education and Disability, 2012).

Conversations about models of disability have 
evolved from theoretical suppositions to frameworks 

that guide the daily practice of disability resource of-
fices (Kroeger & Kraus, 2017). Recent conference pro-
grams provided by leading professional organizations 
such as AHEAD, the National Association of Student 
Personnel Administrators (NASPA) and the American 
College Personnel Association (ACPA) tout a social 
model of disability for structuring disability resource 
office connections to social justice and diversity initia-
tives on campus. Leaders and visionaries in the field 
have guided professionals to re-examine fundamental 
disability resource structures such as office mission 
statements, job titles and roles, faculty syllabus state-
ments, and campus outreach events to influence the 
narrative around disability (Refocus, n.d.).

Within the broad changing demographics of college 
students over the past decade (including such aspects 
of student identity as race, gender, ethnicity, and age), 
the demographics of students disclosing a disability 
is also changing. A growing number of students with 
mental health and chronic health concerns are among 
today’s college population with disabilities (Campbell 
& Westcott, 2019). A budding awareness of the impor-
tance of recognizing intersectionality of these elements 
of diversity is emerging with important implications 
for disability resource professionals supporting student 
disclosure, self-advocacy, and use of accommodations 
(Karpicz, 2019; Kim & Aquino, 2017).

With growing student diversity comes awareness 
of new potential barriers in the college environment. 
Recent years have seen an explosion of conversations, 
Office of Civil Rights (OCR) letters of finding, court 
cases and campus policies related to access needs for 
emotional support animals (ESAs) and electronic in-
formation technology, such as campus websites and 
learning management systems (Evans et al., 2017). 
Advances in assistive technology have resulted in 
greatly expanded options for notetaking, lecture cap-
ture, and American Sign Language (ASL) services, 
for example, requiring disability resource profession-
als to keep abreast of new and exciting ways of offer-
ing access to learning. 

These areas of substantial growth and change in 
the day-to-day work of disability resource profes-
sionals—including the definition of disability, guid-
ing theoretical models, changing student populations, 
new access barriers, and emerging technology re-
sources—do indeed reflect a field that is constantly 
evolving. With this evolution comes a significantly 
changing landscape for disability resource profes-
sionals, potentially requiring new skills, expanded 
knowledge, and increasingly complex professional 
judgement in daily practice.

Has this evolving work been accompanied by a 
change in the professional staff who lead disability 

that guide the daily practice of disability resource offices (Kroeger & 
Kraus, 2017). Recent conference pro- grams provided by leading 
professional organizations such as AHEAD, the National Association 
of Student Personnel Administrators (NASPA) and the 
American College Personnel Association (ACPA) tout a social model 
of disability for structuring disability resource office connections 
to social justice and diversity initiatives on campus. Leaders 
and visionaries in the field have guided professionals to re-examine 
fundamental disability resource structures such as office 
mission statements, job titles and roles, faculty syllabus statements, 
and campus outreach events to influence the narrative 
around disability (Refocus, n.d.). Within the broad changing 
demographics of college students over the past decade (including 
such aspects of student identity as race, gender, ethnicity, 
and age), the demographics of students disclosing a disability 
is also changing. A growing number of students with mental 
health and chronic health concerns are among today’s college 
population with disabilities (Campbell & Westcott, 2019). A 
budding awareness of the importance of recognizing intersectionality 
of these elements of diversity is emerging with important 
implications for disability resource professionals supporting 
student disclosure, self-advocacy, and use of accommodations 
(Karpicz, 2019; Kim & Aquino, 2017). With growing 
student diversity comes awareness of new potential barriers 
in the college environment. Recent years have seen an explosion 
of conversations, Office of Civil Rights (OCR) letters of finding, 
court cases and campus policies related to access needs for 
emotional support animals (ESAs) and electronic in- formation technology, 
such as campus websites and learning management systems 
(Evans et al., 2017). Advances in assistive technology have 
resulted in greatly expanded options for notetaking, lecture capture, 
and American Sign Language (ASL) services, for example, 
requiring disability resource professionals to keep abreast 
of new and exciting ways of offering access to learning. These 
areas of substantial growth and change in the day-to-day work 
of disability resource professionals—including the definition of 
disability, guiding theoretical models, changing student populations, 
new access barriers, and emerging technology re- sources—do 
indeed reflect a field that is constantly evolving. With this 
evolution comes a significantly changing landscape for disability 
resource professionals, potentially requiring new skills, expanded 
knowledge, and increasingly complex professional judgement 
in daily practice. Has this evolving work been accompanied 
by a change in the professional staff who lead disability

Evans et al. (2017) described the following de- cades of the 1990s 
and 2000s as marked by steady growth in professional staff 
and disability resource offices. True to the emerging nature of 
the field, these offices vary as widely as the institutions they serve. 
Administrative reporting lines of disability resource offices range 
from student life divisions, to academic affairs, to counseling 
departments, to student health services among others. 
Office structures include multi-staff full-time disability professionals, 
one-per- son offices, and individuals who have disability 
re- source work as an add-on to their primary position (Scott, 
2019a). The development of AHEAD’s Program Standards established 
an important foundation for under- standing and examining 
the commonalities across diverse office structures. First 
established in 1999 to provide direction and support to early disability 
resource offices, the Program Standards were updated in 
2006 to reflect changes in the field including growing availability 
and use of assistive technology, collabo- ration with faculty, 
and a changing student population (Shaw & Dukes, 2006). 
Similarly, the AHEAD Professional Standards, established in 
1996, defined the skills and knowledge needed by disability resource 
office personnel. They were developed initially to ad- dress 
the lack of specific training and graduate school preparation available 
in the field. The Professional Standards were described as 
creating a new level of professionalism for the leaders of these offices 
(Shaw et al., 1997). While these Standards provide import- ant 
grounding for the field, the administrative duties and role of the 
disability resource professional have been described as “constantly 
evolving” (Evans et al., 2017, p. 357). The work of promoting 
access for individuals with disabilities on college campuses 
has undergone seismic shifts in recent years. Consider these 
changes in the field that impact the day-to-day work of disability 
resource professionals: The ADA Amendments Act (ADA 
AA, 2008) clarified and expanded the definition of disability; the 
resulting updates to regulations and guidance for Title II and Title 
III of the ADA AA have directly influenced how professionals in 
the field work with students to document the presence of a disability 
and needed accommodations (Association on Higher Education 
and Disability, 2012). Conversations about models of disability 
have evolved from theoretical suppositions to frameworks
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resource offices? Are the demographic characteris-
tics of disability resource professionals reflecting 
changing areas of diversity, expertise, or professional 
backgrounds? Are professionals from different ac-
ademic fields or specialty areas being drawn to the 
maturing work of disability resource offices? The 
purpose of this study was to examine the outcomes 
of the biennial AHEAD surveys of disability resource 
professionals conducted since 2008 (Association on 
Higher Education and Disability, n.d.a) to identify 
trends and changes reported by the respondents over 
time. The guiding research questions were as follows: 
What patterns or trends are evident in the demograph-
ic identity and characteristics of disability resource 
professionals over time? What changes have occurred 
regarding the education and professional background 
of disability resource professionals? Have there been 
changes in how disability resource professionals’ jobs 
are defined and structured? What changes have oc-
curred in earning and compensation for disability re-
source professionals?

Methods

The Association on Higher Education and Disabil-
ity (AHEAD) conducted an early survey of disabili-
ty resource professionals in 2004. In 2007-2008, the 
AHEAD Board of Directors approved and launched 
a biennial data collection process with a redesigned 
survey instrument (Harbour, 2008). Since that time, 
AHEAD has administered a total of five surveys of 
disability resource professionals (Harbour, 2008; 
Kasnitz, 2011, 2013; Scott, 2017, 2019b). 

Overview of the AHEAD Surveys
The following goals of the survey program have 

remained consistent over time:

• Collect demographic information about dis-
ability resource office staff, including person-
al statistics such as age, ethnicity, professional 
backgrounds, and salary ranges; 

• Learn about the administration of disabili-
ty resource offices, including the number of 
students and staff served, decentralization or 
centralization of services, and the institution-
al units (e.g. academic affairs, student affairs) 
overseeing disability resource operations; and

• Find practical information to guide admin-
istrators in disability resource offices and at 
AHEAD, including compensation, resources, 
and professional development opportunities 
that would be most beneficial for disability 
resource office staff.

Survey Implementation
Each administration of the survey has been con-

ducted online and there have been refinements and 
modifications to survey implementation over time. 
Early survey administrations (2008, 2010, and 2012) 
used an opportunity sampling procedure with an 
open invitation for participation by professionals in 
the field. In response to limitations identified by Kas-
nitz (2011, 2013), the target population was refined in 
2016 to focus on the AHEAD membership in partic-
ular (Scott, 2017).

Thus, in 2016, AHEAD refined the data collec-
tion process. Limitations identified in previous sur-
vey administrations (Kasnitz, 2011; 2013) made clear 
that existing sampling procedures were not effective 
for gathering administrative and programmatic data 
about office practices. A new plan was implemented 
to alternate the focus of the biennial work. In 2016, 
the survey was distributed to all AHEAD members 
to gather information about professionals including 
their work, background, and salaries. In 2018, the 
survey was distributed to a lead contact person on 
each campus reflected within the AHEAD member-
ship and specifically focused on disability resource 
offices and programs. The AHEAD surveys will con-
tinue with this alternating cycle. (See Table 1 for an 
overview of AHEAD survey components, respon-
dents, and changes.)

Survey Content
The core sections of the survey initially developed 

in 2008 have remained unchanged though the word-
ing of individual survey items has been modified in 
some instances to increase clarity. In 2016, a new sec-
tion of the survey was added to gather information on 
timely topics of interest to the membership. Survey 
sections have included:

1. Personal and professional information such as 
age, gender, ethnicity, and education;

2. Details about respondents’ current positions, 
including job titles and degree requirements 
for the position;

3. Salary and compensation information, in-
cluding non-monetary forms of compensation 
such as flexible work hours;

4. Information about the respondents’ campus & 
disability resource office, including setting, 
type of campus, statistics about consumers, 
and administrative features of the office;

5. Perspectives on disability resources, includ-
ing professional development needs, identi-
fication of critical knowledge for staff, and 
underlying philosophy of disability resource 

resource offices? Are the demographic characteristics of disability 
resource professionals reflecting changing areas of diversity, 
expertise, or professional backgrounds? Are professionals 
from different academic fields or specialty areas being 
drawn to the maturing work of disability resource offices? The 
purpose of this study was to examine the outcomes of the biennial 
AHEAD surveys of disability resource professionals conducted 
since 2008 (Association on Higher Education and Disability, 
n.d.a) to identify trends and changes reported by the respondents 
over time. The guiding research questions were as follows: 
What patterns or trends are evident in the demographic identity 
and characteristics of disability resource professionals over 
time? What changes have occurred regarding the education and 
professional background of disability resource professionals? 
Have there been changes in how disability resource 
professionals’ jobs are defined and structured? What changes 
have occurred in earning and compensation for disability 
resource professionals?

The Association on Higher Education and Disability (AHEAD) conducted 
an early survey of disability resource professionals in 2004. 
In 2007-2008, the AHEAD Board of Directors approved and 
launched a biennial data collection process with a redesigned 
survey instrument (Harbour, 2008). Since that time, AHEAD 
has administered a total of five surveys of disability resource 
professionals (Harbour, 2008; Kasnitz, 2011, 2013; Scott, 
2017, 2019b).

Survey Implementation Each administration of the survey 
has been conducted online and there have been refinements 
and modifications to survey implementation over 
time. Early survey administrations (2008, 2010, and 
2012) used an opportunity sampling procedure with an 
open invitation for participation by professionals in the 
field. In response to limitations identified by Kasnitz (2011, 
2013), the target population was refined in 2016 to 
focus on the AHEAD membership in particular (Scott, 2017). 
Thus, in 2016, AHEAD refined the data collection 
process. Limitations identified in previous sur- vey 
administrations (Kasnitz, 2011; 2013) made clear that 
existing sampling procedures were not effective for gathering 
administrative and programmatic data about office 
practices. A new plan was implemented to alternate 
the focus of the biennial work. In 2016, the survey 
was distributed to all AHEAD members to gather information 
about professionals including their work, background, 
and salaries. In 2018, the survey was distributed 
to a lead contact person on each campus reflected 
within the AHEAD member- ship and specifically 
focused on disability resource offices and programs. 
The AHEAD surveys will continue with this alternating 
cycle. (See Table 1 for an overview of AHEAD 
survey components, respondents, and changes.)
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service provision; and
6. Topical supplement unique to each survey. 

In 2016, this supplement focused on profes-
sional experiences providing one-to-one work 
with students. In 2018, supplemental ques-
tions focused on office structures and roles of 
the campus ADA Coordinator. 

Procedures
The AHEAD surveys of disability professionals 

from 2008, 2010, 2012, and 2016 comprised the data 
for this study. In 2014, AHEAD did not conduct a sur-
vey. The 2018 AHEAD survey was the first adminis-
tration of the data collection program that focused on 
campus and programmatic data. It therefore did not 
include data about individual disability professionals 
in line with the purpose of this study.

We began the review process by examining the 
survey instruments used each year to identify sections 
and individual questions that had remained large-
ly unchanged across survey administration. Items 
pertaining to demographic characteristics, educa-
tion and professional background, job structure, and 
earning and compensation were identified and used 
as comparison points. We then gathered all available 
findings. In addition to the four published AHEAD 
reports, we contacted the lead researcher of each sur-
vey to identify any unpublished summaries or prelim-
inary reports of survey findings that might provide 
data not included in the final reports. Data summaries 
were extracted from each source, arranged in tables, 
and verified. For questions that were not exactly the 
same from year to year, the level of comparability 
was evaluated before inclusion in the final data. 

Collection of salary data asked survey respon-

dents to provide a numerical salary value. Summa-
ries in the survey reports included salary ranges 
provided across all participants, and averages by 
functional job title. The findings in this manuscript 
were taken from those reports.

We noted that in the earlier surveys of disabili-
ty resource professionals, a majority (from 70% to 

87%) of respondents identified as AHEAD mem-
bers, while the 2016 survey sampled only from the 
AHEAD membership. While not a perfect align-
ment, there is justification for comparison of sur-
vey respondents while also remaining cognizant of 
potential differences and limitations.

Examination of data also led to consideration of 
respondents from locations outside the U.S. Across 
administrations of the surveys, the percentage of in-
ternational respondents varied slightly. In 2008, 3.1% 
of respondents were from outside the U.S followed 
by 1.7% in both 2010 and 2012, and 1.3% in 2016. 
The small numbers of international participants each 
year were unable to yield meaningful data about in-
ternational trends, and at the same time increased the 
potential for confounding patterns in the predomi-
nantly U.S. based data. We therefore decided to focus 
this review on data collected from respondents in the 
U.S. Given AHEAD’s role as an international pro-
fessional association however, we have included a 
discussion of international data in the implications of 
this research. 

The research questions provided an approach to 
cluster and compile the data across each year of sur-
vey findings. Where possible, we report findings for 
all survey years. When an individual survey item was 
changed over time (e.g., response options were modi-

Table 1

Overview of AHEAD Survey Program Components, 2008-2018

Year of implementation 2008 2010 2012 2016 2018
Number of survey respondents 662 916 461 581 457
Target population Disability resource professionals in higher 

education
AHEAD members

Focus of survey questions Individuals & programs Individuals Programs

Survey sections 1, 2, 3, 4, 5 1, 2, 3, 4 a 1, 2, 3, 4 1, 2, 3, 6 b 4, 6

Note. a Section 5 dropped to streamline survey.  b First separation of individuals and programs. Introduction 
of Topical Supplement (section 6).

The AHEAD surveys of disability professionals from 2008, 2010, 2012, 
and 2016 comprised the data for this study. In 2014, AHEAD 
did not conduct a sur- vey. The 2018 AHEAD survey was the 
first administration of the data collection program that focused on 
campus and programmatic data. It therefore did not include data 
about individual disability professionals in line with the purpose 
of this study. We began the review process by examining the 
survey instruments used each year to identify sections and individual 
questions that had remained largely unchanged across survey 
administration. Items pertaining to demographic characteristics, 
education and professional background, job structure, 
and earning and compensation were identified and used 
as comparison points. We then gathered all available findings. 
In addition to the four published AHEAD reports, we contacted 
the lead researcher of each sur- vey to identify any unpublished 
summaries or preliminary reports of survey findings that 
might provide data not included in the final reports. Data summaries 
were extracted from each source, arranged in tables, and 
verified. For questions that were not exactly the same from year 
to year, the level of comparability was evaluated before inclusion 
in the final data. Collection of salary data asked survey respon-

87%) of respondents identified as AHEAD members, while 
the 2016 survey sampled only from the AHEAD membership. 
While not a perfect alignment, there is justification 
for comparison of sur- vey respondents while 
also remaining cognizant of potential differences and 
limitations. Examination of data also led to consideration 
of respondents from locations outside the U.S. 
Across administrations of the surveys, the percentage 
of international respondents varied slightly. In 
2008, 3.1% of respondents were from outside the U.S 
followed by 1.7% in both 2010 and 2012, and 1.3% in 
2016. The small numbers of international participants each 
year were unable to yield meaningful data about international 
trends, and at the same time increased the potential 
for confounding patterns in the predominantly U.S. 
based data. We therefore decided to focus this review 
on data collected from respondents in the U.S. Given 
AHEAD’s role as an international professional association 
however, we have included a discussion of international 
data in the implications of this research. The 
research questions provided an approach to cluster and 
compile the data across each year of sur- vey findings. 
Where possible, we report findings for all survey 
years. When an individual survey item was changed 
over time (e.g., response options were modi-
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fied) this change was documented and carefully noted 
in the summary tables. Descriptive statistics were 
first examined individually by each of the co-authors, 
and then discussed to reach consensus on patterns and 
trends significant to the field. 

Results and Discussion

The AHEAD survey questions covered a diverse 
set of topics, including personal demographics, ed-
ucation and professional background, disability 
resource jobs and structures, and earning and com-
pensation. Findings are presented by topic area with a 
discussion of each guiding research question.

 
Personal Demographics of Disability Resource 
Professionals

Each year the survey has gathered basic infor-
mation about the demographic characteristics of 
disability resource professionals. Data from each 
administration of the survey was reviewed to iden-
tify patterns or trends in the demographic identity 
and characteristics of these professionals related to 
gender, ethnicity, age, and disability.

Gender
The proportions of male and female respondents 

(see Table 2) have remained constant over the years. 
Females have consistently comprised about 80% of 
the respondents for each year of the survey, males 
about 19% and otherwise identified approximately 
0.2%.

Ethnicity
The prominent ethnicity among respondents (see 

Table 3) was White for each year of the survey ad-
ministration. The representation of White respondents 
was approximately 86% for all the years except 2012, 

when it dropped down to 79%. African American or 
Black respondents consistently comprised 5-6% of 
the respondents, while the percentage of Hispanic, 
Latino, Chicano, or Mexican respondents increased 
slightly. Other ethnicities remained at relatively small 
percentages. 

Age
The survey question related to age has been mod-

ified slightly over the years. In 2008, the age ranges 
available for selection by respondents were different 
than the age ranges provided in 2012 and 2016 (see 
Table 4). The most frequently reported age range for 
2008 was 45-54 years (31%), while for 2012 and 
2016, the most frequently reported age range was 
51-60 years (32% and 29%, respectively). Data re-
ported from the 2010 survey does not provide a break 
down of different age groups but does state that the 
average age of respondents was in the 40s. 

Disability Status
In 2008 and 2010, 33% and 31% of respondents, 

respectively, identified as having a specific disability. 
In 2012, the question format was modified, and re-
sponse options were expanded to allow respondents 
to identify as having a disability “at times,” and to 
designate whether a family member has a disability. 
In 2012, 24% of respondents identified as having a 
disability and an additional 14% responded they ex-
perienced a disability at times; in 2016 these figures 
were similar with 31% identifying as experiencing a 
disability, and 9% experiencing a disability at times 
(see Table 5).

Table 2

Respondents' Gender

Gender 2008
(%)

2010
(%)

2012
(%)

2016
(%)

Female 79.0 81.1 80.5 81.6
Male 20.7 18.2 17.1 17.7
Otherwise identified 0.2 0.3 0.2 0.2
Prefer not to say/unknown 0.2 0.3 2.4 0.5
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Table 3

Respondents' Ethnicity

Ethnicity 2008
(%)

2010
(%)

2012
(%)

2016a

(%)
White or Caucasian 86.3 85.6 79.4 85.2
African American or Black 5.0 6.9 5.9 5.6
Hispanic, Latino, Chicano, or Mexican 3.8 2.3 4.1 4.9
Multi-Ethnic or Biracial 1.2 0.8 1.3 1.4
American Indian or Alaskan Native 1.2 0.4 1.1 1.6
Asian-American, Asian, or Indian 1.0 0.7 1.5 1.4
Other 0.9 0 0.9 1.4
Middle Eastern 0.5 0 0.7 0.5
Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander 0.2 0.1 0 0.2
Prefer not to say 0 3.3 4.3 2.3
No data 0 0 0.9 0

Note. aRespondents could select more than one ethnicity.

Table 4

Respondents' Age

Reported Age 2008
(%)

2010
(%)

Reported Age 2012
(%)

2016
(%)

24 yrs or less 1 NA
25-34 yrs or 
less

13 NA 30 yrs or less 6 8

35-44 23 NA 31-40 16 23
45-54 31 NA 41-50 19 25
55-64 28 NA 51-60 32 29
65 or higher 2 NA 61 or higher 17 15
Prefer not to say 1 NA Prefer not to say 1 1
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Table 5

Respondents' Disability Status

Disability Status 2008
(%)

2010
(%)

Do you consider yourself a 
person with a disability?

2012
(%)

2016
(%)

Disability specified 33.1 34.4 Yes 24.3 30.1
Non-disabled 62.3 58.3 At times 13.9 8.7
Unstated/Prefer not 
to say

4.6 7.2 No, but a close family mem-
ber does

23.2 18.0

No 36.9 40.2
Other/No data 1.7 3.0

Table 6

Respondents' Disability Experiences

Disability experience 2012
(%)

2016
(%)

Chronic/Other Health 34.5 37.6
Psychological/Psychiatric 22.8 31.0
Mobility 28.7 25.2
Attention/Hyperactivity 18.1 18.6
Hearing 14.0 13.7
Learning 12.9 11.9
Vision 11.1 8.0
Motor Activity 3.5 5.3
Speaking 0.6 1.3

Disability Experiences
Beginning in 2012, a new survey item was added 

asking about specific types of disabilities experienced 
by respondents (see Table 6). Participants were able 
to identify more than one type of disability. In both 
2012 and 2016, the three most frequent types of dis-
ability experiences were chronic/other health (35% 
and 38%, respectively), psychological/psychiatric 
(23% and 31%), and mobility (29% and 25%).

Discussion of Patterns or Trends in Demographic 
Identity and Characteristics

In many respects, the demographic characteristics 
of disability resource professionals have remained 
consistent over the past decade. Reporting on gender 
and ethnicity suggest that the profession is largely fe-
male and White. 

Patterns in the age of respondents has shifted 
somewhat between the 2012 and 2016 data collection 
periods. In 2016, there was a broader representation 
of professionals in each age group under 50 than seen 
in 2012. This may reflect a shift in the profession, or 
alternatively, it may reflect the modified population 
of the survey that was revised in 2016 to focus solely 
on AHEAD members. Age groups were reported dif-
ferently in the 2008 and 2010 limiting the ability to 
make additional comparisons. 

Assessing the presence of individuals with disabil-
ities among the professional population is tied to the 
discourse on disability in general, and to the wording 
of survey questions in particular. While initial admin-
istrations of the survey reflected approximately one-
third of respondents indicating they experienced a 
disability, that percentage increased in 2012 and 2016 
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to nearly 40% when the question was broadened to also 
inquire about the experience of disability at times. 

In the two most recent administrations of the sur-
vey, respondents were asked to report specific experi-
ences of disability. The three most commonly reported 
disabilities have remained consistent since 2012. Over 
one-third of disability resource professionals reported 
experiencing a chronic/other health disability. Also, of 
note is an uptick in the percentage of people reporting 
psychological/psychiatric disability. This could be, in 
part, attributed to an increasingly open societal attitude 
regarding mental health.

Educational and Professional Background
Each year the survey has asked participants for in-

formation about their educational training and back-
ground as well as work experience. Responses were 
compared to identify patterns and possible changes 
over time regarding the education and professional 
background of disability resource professionals.

 
Education

Most respondents hold a master’s degree (see Table 
7). In 2008, this was reported by 72% of participants 
and the rate of occurrence has remained consistent 
across the years ranging between 65% and 72%. Over 
the same time period, the number of respondents re-
porting a doctoral degree has varied between 10% and 
20%. A declining number of respondents report a bach-
elor’s degree as the highest degree earned, with only 
8% of respondents indicating this as their highest edu-
cational degree in 2016.

Ongoing Education
A question regarding continuing education was 

added to the survey in 2012. In both the 2012 and 2016 
data collection, approximately 13% of respondents 
were in school working toward a degree—roughly 7% 
were working on a doctorate, 4% were pursuing a mas-

ter’s, and 1.0% reported working toward a bachelor’s 
degree (see Table 8).

Years of Experience in Current Job
Respondents were asked how many years they had 

worked in their current position. Since 2010, approxi-
mately half of disability resource professionals indicat-
ed they had been in their current job for five years or 
less (see Table 9). Participants in more recent admin-
istrations of the survey reported more frequently that 
they had been in their current position 11-15 years or 
over 20 years.

Work Experience in Higher Education
Survey response options have varied slightly for the 

question asking respondents about their years of work 
experience in higher education. The original ranges 
(“0-5 years,” “6-15 years,” and “over 15 years”) were 
used in 2008, 2012 and 2016. In 2010, the response op-
tions for this question were “0-5 years,” “6-20 years,” 
and “over 20 years.” With that in mind, it appears that 
over time there has been a decline in the percentage of 
respondents who reported five years or less experience 
in higher education, and a corresponding increase in 
professionals who indicated they had worked in higher 
education for more than 15 years (see Table 10).

Work Experience in Higher Education Disability 
Resources

As described above, survey response options for 
this question were modified in 2010 making direct com-
parisons of these data more difficult. Although there is 
variation across the years, it appears that approximately 
4 out of 10 respondents reported working in disability 
resources for five years or less; almost 40% of partici-
pants reported working in disability resources for 6-15 
years, and one quarter of respondents had over 15 years 
of experience in disability resources (see Table 11).

Table 7

Respondents' Highest Degree Earned

Education Level 2008
(%)

2010
(%)

2012
(%)

2016
(%)

Doctoral degree 18 10 20 15
Master’s degree 72 72 65 71
Bachelor’s degree 9 13 10 8
Other/No data 2 5 5 6

to nearly 40% when the question was broadened to also inquire about 
the experience of disability at times. In the two most recent administrations 
of the survey, respondents were asked to report specific 
experiences of disability. The three most commonly reported 
disabilities have remained consistent since 2012. Over one-third 
of disability resource professionals reported experiencing a 
chronic/other health disability. Also, of note is an uptick in the percentage 
of people reporting psychological/psychiatric disability. This 
could be, in part, attributed to an increasingly open societal attitude 
regarding mental health.

Each year the survey has asked participants for in- formation 
about their educational training and background as 
well as work experience. Responses were compared to identify 
patterns and possible changes over time regarding the 
education and professional background of disability resource 
professionals.   Education Most respondents hold 
a master’s degree (see Table 7). In 2008, this was reported 
by 72% of participants and the rate of occurrence has 
remained consistent across the years ranging between 65% 
and 72%. Over the same time period, the number of respondents 
re- porting a doctoral degree has varied between 
10% and 20%. A declining number of respondents 
report a bachelor’s degree as the highest degree 
earned, with only 8% of respondents indicating this as 
their highest educational degree in 2016.
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Table 8

Respondents' Ongoing Education

Currently working towards a degree 2012
(%)

2016
(%)

A trade or skill certificate 0.2 0.2
A.A., A.A.S. or other Associate’s 0.0 0.0
B.S., B.A., B.I. or other Bachelor’s 1.3 0.5
M.A., M.S., M.S.W., M.Ed. or other Master’s 4.6 4.0
Ph.D., Ed.D., J.D., M.D. or other Doctorate 7.2 6.8
Other NA 1.2
Total in school 13.2 12.8
No data 1.1 NA
Not in school 85.7 87.2

Table 9

Employment in Current Position

Years of experience 2008
(%)

2010
(%)

2012
(%)

2016
(%)

0 - 5 59 51 48 51
6 -10 21 20 20 19
11 - 15 9 14 16 15
16 - 20 7 8 6 7
Over 20 4 7 9 7

Table 10

Employment in Higher Education

Years of Experience 2008
(%)

2010
(%)

2012
(%)

2016
(%)

≤ 5 30 28 20 23
6-20 (2010) 
6-15 (2008, 2012, 
2016)

39 53 39 38

>20 (2010)
>15 (2008, 2012, 
2016)

31 20 41 38
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Table 11

Employment in Higher Education Disability Resources

Years of experience 2008
(%)

2010
(%)

2012
(%)

2016
(%)

≤ 5 44 43 32 39
6-20 (2010)
6-15 (2008, 2012, 
2016)

35 47 39 38

>20 (2010)
>15 (2008, 2012, 
2016)

21 10 28 23

Table 12

Work Experience in Other Fields

Field 2008
(%)

2010
(%)

2012
(%)

2016
(%)

Law or legal services 2 5 4 6
Allied health services and medical professions 4 8 7 7.5
Vocational or rehabilitation services 13 23 15 14
Business 6 24 14 15
Student affairs or academic affairs in higher education 12 32 25 26.5
Counseling, psychological services, social work or other 
mental health services 17 33 31 27

Elementary/primary or secondary education (K-12) 14 35 12 10
Elementary/primary or secondary education (K-12) with 
children who are disabled 16 36 29 30

Teaching in higher education 16 38 35 37
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Work Experience in Other Fields
Respondents were asked whether they had work 

experience in a variety of fields related to disability 
resources. Different years of the survey administra-
tion reflected very different responses (see Table 12). 
The 2008 survey participants reported much lower 
rates of experience in student affairs, K-12 special ed-
ucation, and teaching in higher education than report-
ed by respondents in subsequent years. Respondents 
in 2010 indicated more frequent experience in busi-
ness and K-12 general education. Survey responses 
from 2012 and 2016, however, are quite consistent 
in work experience reported by respondents. In both 
recent administrations of the survey, 35%-38% of 
respondents reported experience teaching in higher 
education. Across 2012 and 2016 almost a third of 
respondents reported experience working in special 
education in a K-12 setting, serving as a counselor/
mental health professional, or working in academic 
or student affairs. 

Discussion of Education and Professional 
Background Changes Over Time

The large majority of disability resource profes-
sionals surveyed have a master’s degree, and this 
has been reported consistently since 2008. In that 
same time period, there has been a steady decline 
in the number of respondents who reported a bache-
lor’s degree as their highest educational attainment, 
while the percentage of professionals with doctoral 
degrees has varied somewhat over the years. It will 
be important to continue to monitor what percentage 
of disability resource professionals report earning 
a doctoral degree and to gather information on the 
degree granting program of study in future adminis-
trations of the survey.

Many of the disability resource professionals in 
the survey data enter their work already experienced 
in the arena of higher education. Almost 40% report-
ed they have more than 20 years (2010) or more than 
15 years (2012, 2016) in college and university set-
tings overall, while 23% reported this time frame spe-
cifically in disability resources. It appears that many 
of these professionals have experience teaching in 
higher education as well as working in other areas of 
student affairs or academic affairs. 

While the field of disability resources appears to 
have many newcomers with roughly 40% reporting 
five years of experience or less, there is a stable num-
ber of seasoned disability resource professionals who 
have been in the field for 6-15 years or more. This is 
an encouraging trend for college campuses as well as 
the field of disability resources. 

When asked about the length of time in the cur-
rent professional position, however, we see a trend 
that is known anecdotally in the field. Roughly half 
of the disability resource professionals surveyed have 
been in their current position five years or less. On 
campuses with multiple staff in the disability resource 
office, this relatively brief time in a professional po-
sition may reflect an internal move within the office 
such as an assistant director being promoted to a di-
rector level position. On a campus with a small dis-
ability resource office with one or two full-time staff 
however, a reported change in a professional position 
is more likely indicative of the professional moving 
to another college or university. This raises potential 
training and support needs for smaller campuses that 
may experience more discontinuity in leadership of 
disability resource offices and broader campus-wide 
accessibility work. 

As a field that has no standard graduate training 
track to prepare or become certified for work in dis-
ability resources, the professional backgrounds of re-
spondents provide interesting insight into the training 
and skills of those conducting the work of disability 
resources. The extensive variation in related profes-
sional experience reported in the 2008 and 2010 data 
in particular are somewhat erratic and are likely a re-
flection of the opportunity sampling procedure that 
was used to identify and invite survey respondents. 
This snowball recruitment technique was also used 
in 2012, but the professional experiences reported in 
this administration of the survey were very similar to 
the 2016 data when the survey was modified to focus 
entirely on professionals in the AHEAD membership.

The most prominent work experiences reported 
in recent years include teaching in higher education, 
experience with K-12 special education, and prior in-
volvement in student or academic affairs, as well as 
counseling services. The AHEAD Program Standards 
and the AHEAD Professional Standards take on par-
ticular importance for a profession with such diverse 
professional preparation and work experience. It will 
be important to continue to monitor prior work expe-
rience and trends in campus hiring practices. 

Disability Resource Jobs and Structures
Since 2008, the survey has included questions re-

lated to the structure of disability resource positions, 
including such areas as job title, time allocation, and 
funding sources for positions. Responses were exam-
ined to identify changes that may have occurred over 
time in how the jobs of disability resource profession-
als in the survey data are defined and structured. 

Work Experience in Other Fields Respondents were asked whether they had work experience in a variety 
of fields related to disability resources. Different years of the survey administration reflected very 
different responses (see Table 12). The 2008 survey participants reported much lower rates of experience 
in student affairs, K-12 special education, and teaching in higher education than reported 
by respondents in subsequent years. Respondents in 2010 indicated more frequent experience 
in business and K-12 general education. Survey responses from 2012 and 2016, however, 
are quite consistent in work experience reported by respondents. In both recent administrations 
of the survey, 35%-38% of respondents reported experience teaching in higher education. 
Across 2012 and 2016 almost a third of respondents reported experience working in special 
education in a K-12 setting, serving as a counselor/ mental health professional, or working in 
academic or student affairs.

Discussion of Education and Professional Background Changes 
Over Time The large majority of disability resource 
professionals surveyed have a master’s degree, 
and this has been reported consistently since 2008. 
In that same time period, there has been a steady decline 
in the number of respondents who reported a bachelor’s 
degree as their highest educational attainment, 
while the percentage of professionals with doctoral 
degrees has varied somewhat over the years. It will 
be important to continue to monitor what percentage of 
disability resource professionals report earning a doctoral 
degree and to gather information on the degree granting 
program of study in future administrations of the 
survey. Many of the disability resource professionals in 
the survey data enter their work already experienced in 
the arena of higher education. Almost 40% reported they 
have more than 20 years (2010) or more than 15 years 
(2012, 2016) in college and university set- tings overall, 
while 23% reported this time frame specifically in 
disability resources. It appears that many of these professionals 
have experience teaching in higher education 
as well as working in other areas of student affairs 
or academic affairs. While the field of disability resources 
appears to have many newcomers with roughly 
40% reporting five years of experience or less, there 
is a stable number of seasoned disability resource professionals 
who have been in the field for 6-15 years or 
more. This is an encouraging trend for college campuses 
as well as the field of disability resources.

When asked about the length of time in the current professional position, 
however, we see a trend that is known anecdotally in the field. 
Roughly half of the disability resource professionals surveyed 
have been in their current position five years or less. On campuses 
with multiple staff in the disability resource office, this relatively 
brief time in a professional position may reflect an internal 
move within the office such as an assistant director being promoted 
to a director level position. On a campus with a small disability 
resource office with one or two full-time staff however, a reported 
change in a professional position is more likely indicative of 
the professional moving to another college or university. This raises 
potential training and support needs for smaller campuses that 
may experience more discontinuity in leadership of disability resource 
offices and broader campus-wide accessibility work. As a 
field that has no standard graduate training track to prepare or become 
certified for work in dis- ability resources, the professional backgrounds 
of respondents provide interesting insight into the training 
and skills of those conducting the work of disability resources. 
The extensive variation in related professional experience 
reported in the 2008 and 2010 data in particular are somewhat 
erratic and are likely a re- flection of the opportunity sampling 
procedure that was used to identify and invite survey respondents. 
This snowball recruitment technique was also used in 
2012, but the professional experiences reported in this administration 
of the survey were very similar to the 2016 data when 
the survey was modified to focus entirely on professionals in 
the AHEAD membership. The most prominent work experiences 
reported in recent years include teaching in higher education, 
experience with K-12 special education, and prior involvement 
in student or academic affairs, as well as counseling services. 
The AHEAD Program Standards and the AHEAD Professional 
Standards take on particular importance for a profession 
with such diverse professional preparation and work experience. 
It will be important to continue to monitor prior work experience 
and trends in campus hiring practices.
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Job Title
To learn more about job roles of professionals in 

disability resource offices, respondents were asked to 
select all standard titles that apply or closely apply to 
their work. In 2008, 54% of participants identified the 
role of director as an aspect of their work in the dis-
ability resource office. The percentage of respondents 
identifying this role has decreased each year of the 
survey, culminating with 41% in 2016. Notable shifts 
in descriptive work roles since 2008 include grow-
ing numbers of respondents who indicated serving as 
a specialist, ADA/504 coordinator, advisor/academic 
counselor or assistive technology coordinator in their 
disability resource work. The percentage of respon-
dents who reported working as a college counselor/
psychologist has decreased during the same time peri-
od. In 2016 a new job title was added to the survey and 
access coordinator was a functional role identified by 
over one-third of participants (see Table 13). 

Minimum Education Requirements
Respondents were asked what minimal education 

level would be required for new hires in their current 
position. There was slight variation in responses each 
year of the survey. In general, participants reported that 
a new hire in their current position would be required 
to have a master’s degree. This expectation has grown 
slightly since 2008 (see Table 14). A small percentage 
of these positions require a doctoral degree, while ap-
proximately 1 in 4 positions define the minimum re-
quired education as a bachelor’s degree. In each year 
of the survey, a small number of respondents noted that 
another degree, such as an associate degree is required 
or there is no specific educational level required.

Table 13

Functional Job Title

Functional title 2008
(%)

2010
(%)

2012
(%)

2016
(%)

Director/manager 54 53 47 41
Associate or assistant director 12 11 22 12
ADA/504 coordinator 11 8 24 28
Assistive/ adaptive technology Coordinator/ 
specialist

7 7 14 17

Advisor or academic counselor 13 12 22 20
Specialist 21 21 30 36
College counselor, psychologist 10 12 7 6
Diagnostician 1 12 1 NA
Access coordinator NA NA NA 35

Note. Respondents could select more than one functional title.

Table 14

Disability Resource Job Education Requirements

Minimum education required 2008
(%)

2010
(%)

2012
(%)

2016
(%)

Doctorate 3 3 7 5
Master’s 67 64 69 71
Bachelor’s 21 24 19 23
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Full-time Employment and Proportion of Time in 
Disability Resources

Each year of survey administration, a large pro-
portion of respondents reported that they are em-
ployed full-time (see Table 15). This has grown from 
85% of participants in 2008 to 94% in 2016. In 2010, 
a question was added asking respondents to identify 
the proportion of one’s time in disability resources. 
Between 2010 and 2016, the percentage of respon-
dents reporting 100% time allocation to disability re-
sources has varied from 50% to 68%. Three quarters 
of respondents reported 75%-100% time allocation in 
2012 and 2016. There was a slight increase in 2016 
among professionals who allocate 50-74% of their 
time to DS, and a corresponding decrease in respon-
dents indicating a 25-49% time allocation. 

Supervisory Positions
Many respondents reported that they supervise 

professional staff as part of their current job responsi-
bilities. This has ranged from 47% in 2008 to a high 
of 66% in 2012 (see Table 16). Across all four admin-
istrations of the survey, 76% or more of respondents 
either currently supervised staff or have in the past.

Funding Source
A growing number of respondents reported that 

their positions in disability resources were funded 
through permanent institutional budgets (see Table 
17). In 2008, 80% of respondents reported support 
through institutional budgets; in 2016, this percentage 
had risen to 88%. The percentage of positions funded 
through grant monies alone was approximately 5% 
from 2008 through 2012 but declined to 1% in 2016.

Discussion of Changes Over Time in How Jobs are 
Defined and Structured 

Overall, employment characteristics in disability 
resource job structures for survey respondents have 
been stable. Minimum education requirements have 
remained much the same, with a small but notable 
increase in required doctoral and master’s degrees. 
A high percentage of respondents are employed 
full-time, and trends in the data show an increase in 
time allocation to disability resources among those 
respondents who divide their time among multiple 
roles. Data on funding practices suggest an increasing 
percentage of disability resource positions are sup-
ported by permanent institutional funds. This trend 
alongside growing institutional time allocation for 
disability resources speaks to a growing maturity and 
recognition of the field in higher education. Well over 
half of these respondents have supervisory responsi-
bilities with other professional staff.

There have been some interesting shifts over time 
in how respondents identified their functional job 
roles in the disability resource office. Growing num-
bers of professionals reported their work as includ-
ing the functional areas of a specialist (e.g., resource 
specialist or accessibility specialist). Along with the 
emergence of the new role as access coordinator, 
these trends may reflect an increase in disability re-
source work structured to focus on the campus envi-
ronment and reflect a social model of disability. 

Between 2010 and 2016, there was a notable in-
crease in the number of respondents identifying part 
of their work role to be that of an ADA/504 coordi-
nator. The shift seen cannot necessarily be attributed 
to changes in the profession, as it is confounded with 
the change in the sampling methodology. A recent 

Table 15

Disability Resource Job Structure

Current Employment 2008
(%)

2010
(%)

2012
(%)

2016
(%)

Full-time or part-time Full Time 85 91 90 94
Part Time 9 6 5 6

Proportion of time in 
disability resources

100% N/A 50 68 52
75%-100% 64 76 76
50% to 74% 8 9 13
25% to 49% 8 9 3
<24% 10 6 8

Discussion of Changes Over Time in How Jobs are Defined and Structured 
Overall, employment characteristics in disability resource 
job structures for survey respondents have been stable. Minimum 
education requirements have remained much the same, with 
a small but notable increase in required doctoral and master’s 
degrees. A high percentage of respondents are employed 
full-time, and trends in the data show an increase in time 
allocation to disability resources among those respondents who 
divide their time among multiple roles. Data on funding practices 
suggest an increasing percentage of disability resource positions 
are sup- ported by permanent institutional funds. This trend 
alongside growing institutional time allocation for disability resources 
speaks to a growing maturity and recognition of the field 
in higher education. Well over half of these respondents have 
supervisory responsibilities with other professional staff. There 
have been some interesting shifts over time in how respondents 
identified their functional job roles in the disability resource 
office. Growing numbers of professionals reported their work 
as including the functional areas of a specialist (e.g., resource 
specialist or accessibility specialist). Along with the emergence 
of the new role as access coordinator, these trends may 
reflect an increase in disability resource work structured to focus 
on the campus environment and reflect a social model of disability. 
Between 2010 and 2016, there was a notable in- crease 
in the number of respondents identifying part of their work role 
to be that of an ADA/504 coordinator. The shift seen cannot necessarily 
be attributed to changes in the profession, as it is confounded 
with the change in the sampling methodology. A recent
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Table 16

Supervisory Responsibilities of Disability Resource Jobs

Supervise professional staff 2008
(%)

2010
(%)

2012
(%)

2016
(%)

Currently 47 51 66 61
In the past 45 49 10 24
Never N/A N/A 24 15

Table 17

Funding Source for Disability Resource Jobs

Funding Source 2008
(%)

2010
(%)

2012
(%)

2016
(%)

Permanent institution funding 81 79 85 88
Grants and/or other limited funding 4 6 6 1
Both 9 10 5 6

Table 18

Remuneration Basis

Remuneration basis 2008
(%)

2010
(%)

2012
(%)

2016
(%)

Salary 89 88 93 90
Hourly wage 4 7 5 7
Contract/temporary basis 1 1 1 1
Other NA NA NA 2
Unpaid/not applicable/no 
data

7 4 1 1
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study conducted by AHEAD found that only 17% of 
campuses reported a full-time staff member within 
the disability resource office who fulfilled this role 
(Scott, 2019a) suggesting that this may be an addi-
tional responsibility assigned to disability resource 
office professionals.

A final and perhaps predictable shift in reported 
job functions is the growing number of respondents 
who indicated serving as an assistive/adaptive tech-
nology (AT) coordinator as an integral part of their 
job. With the extensive growth in technology in all 
aspects of higher education, and the growing options 
in AT as a means of providing student choice and ac-
cess, this is important to recognize as a frequent job 
role for disability professionals.   

Earning and Compensation of Disability Resource 
Professionals

One of the ongoing goals of the biennial survey 
has been to learn more about salaries and other forms 
of compensation for disability resource professionals. 
We examined the data across the surveys to look for 
patterns, trends, and changes in how respondents are 
paid and compensated for their work.

Remuneration Basis
Over time there appears to be little change in how 

respondents have been remunerated for their services. 
Most respondents reported being paid an annual sal-
ary as noted by 88%-93% of participants. While few 
participants reported an hourly wage, this has in-
creased slightly between 2008 (4%) and 2016 (7%). 
Since 2010, a very small number of respondents re-
ported being on a contract or working on a temporary 
basis (see Table 18).

Non-salary compensation. In addition to salary, 
most respondents receive additional forms of com-
pensation in a remuneration package. Medical and 
dental insurance coverage continue to be common 
benefits (see Table 19). Retirement packages are con-
sistently reported by more than half of respondents 
across each year of the survey, though mandatory re-
tirement packages or pensions appear to be in slight 
decline. A frequent benefit in higher education is tu-
ition assistance. Over 70% of respondents reported 
that this was available to the employee and roughly 
58% indicated this benefit was extended to family 
members as well. In 2012, new response options were 
added to this question including additional medical, 
insurance, and leave time benefits. All new options 
were reported by at least half of respondents, with the 
most widely reported benefits being vacation and sick 
leave. There were slight increases across all of the ad-
ditional response options in 2016.

The non-salary compensation item with the great-
est decline over time was access to professional de-
velopment funding. At its highest, this benefit was 
reported by 64% of respondents in 2008. With some 
variation across the years, this benefit was more re-
cently reported by 56% of participants. 

Average annual earnings. In each administration 
of the survey respondents were asked to provide a nu-
merical salary value. Summaries in the survey reports 
included salary ranges provided across all partici-
pants. In 2008, the most common annual salary range 
for almost half of respondents was $30,000 to under 
$50,000 (see Table 20). In 2012 and 2016, the most 
common range was $50,000 to under $70,000 (36% 
and 40%, respectively). While this question was in-
cluded in the 2010 survey, the summary report of data 
did not include the percentage for each response op-
tion. It did report an overall full-time salary range of 
$20,000-$141,000. While other changes in reported 
salary across the years are small, there appears to be 
slightly fewer respondents who report earning less 
than $30,000 and a small but growing number who 
reported earning $90,000 or more.

Average annual earnings by functional job 
title. In an effort to provide slightly more nuanced 
salary information, each year the reported survey data 
has sorted salaries by the reported functional job ti-
tles of respondents. While we reviewed these data for 
changes and trends, it is important to be aware that 
these are not the respondents’ formal job titles. Rath-
er, they are functional titles; respondents were in-
structed to select ALL of the standard titles that apply 
or closely apply to their current work. 

Salary is often dependent on duties, level of re-
sponsibility, years of experience, highest degree 
earned, and cost-of-living for the geographic area. 
The AHEAD survey reports examined for this study 
report average salary by functional job title, which 
may or may not reflect duties, level of responsibility, 
requirements in education or years of experience in 
the field. Often positions such as psychologist require 
a doctorate, while managerial positions command 
years of experience, both factors that tend to drive 
salaries higher. 

As might be expected, reported salaries in 2016 
are greater than salaries in corresponding functional 
areas in 2008. For three of the four administrations 
of the survey, the highest salaries are indicated for 
professionals fulfilling the roles of director/manager, 
ADA coordinator, and college counselor/psychologist 
(see Table 21). Salaries reported in 2010 are unex-
pectedly low for director and ADA coordinator work, 
and notably high for participants who reported a work 
role as psychologist, counselor, or diagnostician. This 

study conducted by AHEAD found that only 17% of campuses 
reported a full-time staff member within the disability 
resource office who fulfilled this role (Scott, 2019a) 
suggesting that this may be an additional responsibility 
assigned to disability resource office professionals. 
A final and perhaps predictable shift in reported 
job functions is the growing number of respondents 
who indicated serving as an assistive/adaptive 
technology (AT) coordinator as an integral 
part of their job. With the extensive growth in technology 
in all aspects of higher education, and the growing 
options in AT as a means of providing student choice 
and access, this is important to recognize as a frequent 
job role for disability professionals.

Remuneration Basis Over time there appears to be little change in 
how respondents have been remunerated for their services. Most 
respondents reported being paid an annual salary as noted by 
88%-93% of participants. While few participants reported an hourly 
wage, this has in- creased slightly between 2008 (4%) and 2016 
(7%). Since 2010, a very small number of respondents re- ported 
being on a contract or working on a temporary basis (see Table 
18). Non-salary compensation. In addition to salary, most respondents 
receive additional forms of compensation in a remuneration 
package. Medical and dental insurance coverage continue 
to be common benefits (see Table 19). Retirement packages 
are consistently reported by more than half of respondents 
across each year of the survey, though mandatory retirement 
packages or pensions appear to be in slight decline. A frequent 
benefit in higher education is tuition assistance. Over 70% 
of respondents reported that this was available to the employee 
and roughly 58% indicated this benefit was extended to family 
members as well. In 2012, new response options were added 
to this question including additional medical, insurance, and 
leave time benefits. All new options were reported by at least half 
of respondents, with the most widely reported benefits being vacation 
and sick leave. There were slight increases across all of the 
additional response options in 2016.

The non-salary compensation item with the greatest decline over time 
was access to professional development funding. At its highest, 
this benefit was reported by 64% of respondents in 2008. With 
some variation across the years, this benefit was more recently 
reported by 56% of participants. Average annual earnings. 
In each administration of the survey respondents were asked 
to provide a numerical salary value. Summaries in the survey 
reports included salary ranges provided across all participants. 
In 2008, the most common annual salary range for almost 
half of respondents was $30,000 to under $50,000 (see Table 
20). In 2012 and 2016, the most common range was $50,000 
to under $70,000 (36% and 40%, respectively). While this 
question was included in the 2010 survey, the summary report 
of data did not include the percentage for each response option. 
It did report an overall full-time salary range of $20,000-$141,000. 
While other changes in reported salary across the 
years are small, there appears to be slightly fewer respondents 
who report earning less than $30,000 and a small but 
growing number who reported earning $90,000 or more. Average 
annual earnings by functional job title. In an effort to provide 
slightly more nuanced salary information, each year the reported 
survey data has sorted salaries by the reported functional 
job titles of respondents. While we reviewed these data for 
changes and trends, it is important to be aware that these are not 
the respondents’ formal job titles. Rather, they are functional titles; 
respondents were in- structed to select ALL of the standard titles 
that apply or closely apply to their current work. Salary is often 
dependent on duties, level of responsibility, years of experience, 
highest degree earned, and cost-of-living for the geographic 
area. The AHEAD survey reports examined for this study 
report average salary by functional job title, which may or may 
not reflect duties, level of responsibility, requirements in education 
or years of experience in the field. Often positions such as 
psychologist require a doctorate, while managerial positions command 
years of experience, both factors that tend to drive salaries 
higher. As might be expected, reported salaries in 2016 are 
greater than salaries in corresponding functional areas in 2008. 
For three of the four administrations of the survey, the highest 
salaries are indicated for professionals fulfilling the roles of 
director/manager, ADA coordinator, and college counselor/psychologist 
(see Table 21). Salaries reported in 2010 are 
unexpectedly low for director and ADA coordinator work, and notably 
high for participants who reported a work role as psychologist, 
counselor, or diagnostician. This
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Table 19

Non-Salary Compensation

Non-salary compensation 2008
(%)

2010
(%)

2012
(%)

2016
(%)

Medical/dental insurance for self 87 82 86 85
Medical/dental care for family members 77 74 72 74
Mandatory retirement plan/pension 68 65 63 62
Optional retirement plan 60 50 55 57
Tuition waivers/reduced tuition fees for self 75 66 75 71
Tuition waivers/reduced tuition fees for family 58 48 58 58
Professional development funding 64 55 59 56
Vision plan NA NA 68 76
Life insurance NA NA 76 80
Short term disability insurance NA NA 56 64
Vacation benefit NA NA 88 91
Sick leave allowance NA NA 90 91
Family leave benefit NA NA 64 64

Table 20

Average Annual Earnings from Institution/Employer for Full-Time Employees

Annual Salary 2008
(%)

2010
(%)

2012
(%)

2016
(%)

Less than $30K 7 NA 3 2
$30K to under $50K 47 NA 35 34
$50K to under $70K 34 NA 36 40
$70K to under $90K 10 NA 18 15
$90K to under $110K 3 NA 5 7
$110K to under $130K 1 NA 2 2
$130K to under $150K 0 NA 1 1
$150K to under $170K 0 NA 1 0
$170K and higher 0 NA 0 0
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Table 21

Average Earnings for Full-Time Employees by Functional Title

Annual Salary
Functional Title 2008 2010 2012 2016
Director/manager $55,333 $53,196 $66,704 $69,154
Associate or assistant director $50,032 $53,843 $55,805 $56,420
ADA/504 coordinator $55,748 $45,076 $61,915 $62,699
Assistive/adaptive technology coordinator/ 
specialist $46,759 $44,430 $57,894 $55,075

Advisor or academic counselor $48,587 $53,866 $60,596 $58,873
Specialist $46,326 $40,858 $57,406 $54,166
College counselor, psychologist, or 
diagnostician (2008, 2010)
College counselor, psychologist (2012, 
2016)

$52,985 $89,408 $70,110 $61,594

may be an artifact of the particular snowball sampling 
used to recruit participants in 2010. Alternatively, 
there may be some explanation found in the fact that 
2010 data included the role of diagnostician along 
with college counselor and psychologist. In 2012 and 
2016, diagnostician salary is reported separately. In 
2012, the average salary reported for the functional 
area of diagnostician was $81,666.

Discussion of changes over time in earning and 
compensation

Remuneration basis for disability resource pro-
fessionals responding to the survey has remained fair-
ly consistent over time, with approximately 90% of 
respondents reporting they are in a salaried position.

Non-salary compensation can take many differ-
ent forms and over the years, respondents reported 
having access to many of the perks that are typical of 
positions in higher education including a variety of 
medical, retirement, tuition, insurance, and leave ben-
efits. Respondents reporting mandatory retirement 
plans or pensions have decreased somewhat since 
2008, the year of the global financial crisis, while op-
tional retirement plans have remained consistent. A 
decrease in the percentage of respondents reporting 
the availability of professional development funds is 
of concern given the evolving and changing nature of 
the field of postsecondary disability. It will be import-
ant for campuses, AHEAD, and other organizations 
to continue to consider low-cost options for training 
and professional development with a wide reach.

Limitations

A natural part of an evolving survey program is to 
revise and improve the methods and instrument over 
time as needed. Since 2008, refinements in the target 
population (to focus entirely on AHEAD members), 
and changes in the administration of the survey (to 
capture professional and programmatic data in alter-
nating cycles) have been implemented in response to 
identified weaknesses. While these changes improve 
the effectiveness of the survey in meeting AHEAD’s 
goals of the research program, they do create lim-
itations in interpreting the trends and patterns in the 
findings over time. Similarly, when individual sur-
vey questions have been modified, whether to clarify 
wording or revise response options, the reader needs 
to exercise caution in making comparisons of re-
sponses across survey administrations. The ability to 
generalize findings of the individual AHEAD surveys 
also merits consideration when making observations 
in this study about trends in the profession. Surveys 
prior to 2016 were distributed using opportunity 
sampling, with the response sets consisting largely 
of AHEAD members. Beginning in 2016 the survey 
sample targeted only AHEAD members. Without the 
ability to sample directly from the population of post-
secondary disability professionals, generalization of 
the findings is limited. 

Discussion of changes over time in earning and compensation Remuneration 
basis for disability resource professionals responding 
to the survey has remained fairly consistent over time, with 
approximately 90% of respondents reporting they are in a salaried 
position. Non-salary compensation can take many different 
forms and over the years, respondents reported having access 
to many of the perks that are typical of positions in higher education 
including a variety of medical, retirement, tuition, insurance, 
and leave benefits. Respondents reporting mandatory retirement 
plans or pensions have decreased somewhat since 2008, 
the year of the global financial crisis, while optional retirement 
plans have remained consistent. A decrease in the percentage 
of respondents reporting the availability of professional 
development funds is of concern given the evolving and 
changing nature of the field of postsecondary disability. It will be 
import- ant for campuses, AHEAD, and other organizations to continue 
to consider low-cost options for training and professional development 
with a wide reach.

A natural part of an evolving survey program is to revise and improve 
the methods and instrument over time as needed. Since 2008, 
refinements in the target population (to focus entirely on AHEAD 
members), and changes in the administration of the survey 
(to capture professional and programmatic data in alternating 
cycles) have been implemented in response to identified 
weaknesses. While these changes improve the effectiveness 
of the survey in meeting AHEAD’s goals of the research 
program, they do create limitations in interpreting the trends 
and patterns in the findings over time. Similarly, when individual 
sur- vey questions have been modified, whether to clarify 
wording or revise response options, the reader needs to exercise 
caution in making comparisons of responses across survey 
administrations. The ability to generalize findings of the individual 
AHEAD surveys also merits consideration when making observations 
in this study about trends in the profession. Surveys prior 
to 2016 were distributed using opportunity sampling, with the response 
sets consisting largely of AHEAD members. Beginning in 
2016 the survey sample targeted only AHEAD members. Without 
the ability to sample directly from the population of post- secondary 
disability professionals, generalization of the findings is limited.
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Implications

The findings of this study provide a unique per-
spective on the growth and development of the field of 
postsecondary disability professionals. Data over time 
suggest a profession that is growing in maturity and 
recognition. Disability resource professionals appear 
to be increasingly full-time staff supported by perma-
nent institutional funds. While there is turnover in staff 
positions on individual campuses, the field as a whole 
seems to have a significant number of seasoned pro-
fessionals who are staying in the field for 6-15 years 
or more and have experience supervising professional 
staff. In recent years, these professionals increasing-
ly report that they bring background knowledge and 
experience from the areas of student affairs, academ-
ic affairs, and teaching in higher education. Reported 
experience in K-12 special education and psychology/
counseling fields has also become prominent. 

Longitudinal data also suggest shifting job roles 
for disability resource professionals over time. Sur-
vey respondents increasingly identified functional 
responsibilities that focus on the college environ-
ment such as access consultant and ADA/504 coor-
dinator. With the rapid growth of technology, it is no 
surprise that assistive technology is now identified 
as an integral part of daily work roles. Reflecting on 
these trends and changes in the demographics and 
work of these professionals suggests both opportu-
nities and needs. 

The reported personal demographics of disabili-
ty resource professionals in the areas of ethnic, ra-
cial, and gender identity have been stagnant across 
the years of AHEAD’s data collection. In the context 
of national conversations around the importance of 
campus diversity and national data predicting in-
creasingly diverse student populations (Kim & Aqui-
no, 2017), this trend is out of sync with the work to 
enhance diversity on many college campuses. Ini-
tiatives within professional organizations including 
AHEAD, ACPA, and NASPA are timely and neces-
sary. Professional competencies related to equity and 
diversity (American College Personnel Association 
& National Association of Student Personnel Admin-
istrators, 2015), opportunities for community engage-
ment (American College Personnel Association, n.d.), 
and training and conferences (National Association 
of Student Personnel Administrators, n.d.) around 
topics of multicultural awareness are examples of ini-
tiatives in this area. AHEAD’s recent work promot-
ing student diversity through special interest groups 

1 Now called Knowledge and Practice Communities
2 These have been officially updated and approved by the Board of Directors

(SIGs)1 such as the Racial and Ethnic Diversity SIG, 
and the LGBTQA SIG are steps in the right direc-
tion (Association on Higher Education and Disabil-
ity, n.d.b). Additional approaches for campuses and 
professional associations alike are needed to recruit 
and mentor diverse young professionals and graduate 
students. Strategies may include collaborations with 
campus diversity offices, internship and co-operative 
education opportunities in disability resource offices, 
and outreach to diverse communities.

Notably, there is a consistent and perhaps growing 
presence of professionals in the field who identify in 
the surveys as experiencing disability. This is a logi-
cal strength to bring to the work of disability resource 
offices. The increase in professionals identifying as 
having a mental health disability or experiencing dis-
ability “at times” is very much in line with nation-
al conversations and growth in this area (National 
Council on Disability, 2017). With growing aware-
ness of the campus-wide responsibilities for access 
and inclusive environments (Harbour & Greenberg, 
2017) can the field of postsecondary disability offer 
more to promote inclusive campuses for employees 
with disabilities? How can institutions look to dis-
ability resource professionals as they work to further 
diversify the staff and faculty bodies? Opportunities 
to partner with faculty colleagues in disability studies 
as well as other disability researchers or professionals 
across campus may be timely to further the awareness 
and work of including disability as an aspect of em-
ployee diversity across campus.

Trends in the AHEAD data also suggest some 
unique needs of a field that is maturing in the ab-
sence of certification requirements or widespread 
graduate training programs designed to assure a pipe-
line of similarly prepared and trained professionals. 
AHEAD’s current initiatives to update both the guid-
ing AHEAD Program Standards and the AHEAD 
Professional Standards (S. Smith, personal communi-
cation, November 12, 2019)2 are important and time-
ly for professional growth and support. Will there be 
more professional programs and advanced degrees 
focused on disability resources in the years ahead? 
How will the prominent fields of student affairs, ac-
ademic affairs, special education, and counseling 
psychology influence graduate training in the field? 
These will be trends to watch.

In this same context, it is important for the field to 
recognize that almost one quarter of disability resource 
professionals reflected in this data have over 15 years 
of experience in disability resource work. These ex-
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identifying as having a mental health disability or experiencing 
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conversations and growth in this area (National Council on Disability, 
2017). With growing aware- ness of the campus-wide responsibilities 
for access and inclusive environments (Harbour & Greenberg, 
2017) can the field of postsecondary disability offer more 
to promote inclusive campuses for employees with disabilities? 
How can institutions look to dis- ability resource professionals 
as they work to further diversify the staff and faculty bodies? 
Opportunities to partner with faculty colleagues in disability 
studies as well as other disability researchers or professionals 
across campus may be timely to further the awareness 
and work of including disability as an aspect of employee 
diversity across campus. Trends in the AHEAD data also 
suggest some unique needs of a field that is maturing in the absence 
of certification requirements or widespread graduate training 
programs designed to assure a pipe- line of similarly prepared 
and trained professionals. AHEAD’s current initiatives to update 
both the guiding AHEAD Program Standards and the AHEAD 
Professional Standards (S. Smith, personal communication, 
November 12, 2019)2 are important and timely for 
professional growth and support. Will there be more professional 
programs and advanced degrees focused on disability 
resources in the years ahead? How will the prominent fields 
of student affairs, academic affairs, special education, and counseling 
psychology influence graduate training in the field? These 
will be trends to watch. In this same context, it is important for 
the field to recognize that almost one quarter of disability resource 
professionals reflected in this data have over 15 years of 
experience in disability resource work. These ex-
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perienced professionals offer important expertise in 
the daily practice of disability resource work and are 
perhaps an under-tapped resource. Hatfield and Wise 
(2015) discussed the value of scholar practitioners 
who engage in research, writing, and presenting as 
an integral part of student services work. They noted, 
“Unless student affairs practitioners, those who work 
most closely with students, take the time to present or 
publish, changes to the field will not be informed by 
those most knowledgeable to improve practices, pro-
grams, and services” (p. 8). Increased opportunities 
and incentives for research and publication would 
benefit not only the field’s most seasoned profession-
als but young and emerging scholars as well. This 
may also lead to a tighter connection between dis-
ability resource offices and higher education faculty, 
with opportunities for collaboration. 

The decreasing support seen in the data for pro-
fessional development for disability resource profes-
sionals is perhaps not surprising in the broader context 
of higher education. However, it is certainly not a 
positive trend for a field experiencing rapid changes. 
Colleges and universities are encouraged to remem-
ber the essential roles that disability resource profes-
sionals play on campus in assuring legal compliance 
and promoting important campus diversity, and are 
encouraged to consider a variety of ways to support 
essential professional development and growth. 

Review of the reports over time also suggest ways 
that AHEAD can continue to enhance research and 
improve the use of findings. How well does the set 
of survey respondents compare to the national pop-
ulation of higher education disability resource pro-
viders? There is no nationally representative data 
available. Yet AHEAD is in the position of being able 
to gather demographic information on a large subset 
of this population through its membership. AHEAD 
has recognized this need and has begun a process of 
gathering additional demographic information from 
new members with the goal of having more compre-
hensive data for comparison in the future. 

The decision to exclude respondents from outside 
the U.S. in the current review of AHEAD surveys 
was controversial for the authors. While internation-
al members currently reflect approximately 2% of 
AHEAD’s membership (J. Johnson, personal com-
munication, March 25, 2020), AHEAD is an inter-
national professional organization. In 2020, the 75 
members from locations outside the U.S., reflected 
20 different countries (J. Johnson, personal commu-
nication, March 25, 2020). In addition to a minority 
presence, low response rates to the surveys from in-
ternational members have been reported in the past 
(Scott, 2016). This suggests the current survey and 

data collection process has not been successful with 
this audience and needs further exploration.

AHEAD’s survey program provides a useful per-
spective on the professionals working in the growing 
field of disability resources. When survey results are 
viewed from a longitudinal vantage point, trends and 
patterns point to a profession that is in some respects 
evolving with the daily demands of campus access 
and in other areas in need of growth. Continued in-
spection and reflection about the profession serve 
a valuable function for the field. Going forward, it 
is clear that increased consistency in survey ques-
tions and sampling procedures will allow for more 
comparisons. While this review of data focused on 
longitudinal trends among disability resource pro-
fessionals, the revised survey administration process 
that now gathers data on disability resource programs 
in alternating cycles of the biennial survey offers a 
beginning point for similar longitudinal perspectives 
at the program and campus level in the future. 
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Abstract

A college education can help pave the way for a meaningful and rewarding career. However, college stu-
dents with disabilities, especially students from ethnic and minority backgrounds, face many challenges as 
they transition from high school to college. Research has demonstrated the importance of social support 
from family members, friends, and significant others on college life adjustment of minority students with 
disabilities. The purpose of this study was to validate the Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Sup-
port (MSPSS) for use with African American college students with disabilities. The confirmatory factor 
analysis was conducted with 220 African American college students with disabilities. The results indicated 
that the three-factor measurement structure of the MSPSS fits the data relatively well: : χ2(51, N = 202) = 
151.59, p < .001; χ2/df = 2.97 (< 3), CFI = .96 (> .95), TLI = .95 (>= .95), RMSEA = 0.099 (> 0.080), and 
SRMR = .04 (< .08). The three factors include perceived social support from (a) family, (b) friends, and 
(c) significant others. The results of the correlational analysis found significant relationships among these 
subscales as well as related constructs including goal persistence and college adjustment problems in ex-
pected directions providing initial support for the construct validity of the MSPSS. Assessing the levels of 
perceived social support received by African American students with disabilities can provide valuable in-
formation for disability service personnel to tailor their services to help these students develop social skills, 
social support, and social capital that are critical to college life adjustment and goal persistence.

Keywords: social support, African American students with disabilities, transition, confirmatory factor anal-
ysis

Employment is central to one’s psychological, 
physical, economic, and social well-being (Chan et 
al., 2017; Dutta et al., 2020). However, data from the 
U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2020) indicate that 
only 19.3% persons with a disability are employed, 
compared to 66.3% of those without disabilities. 
National data also indicate that approximately one-
fourth (22.3%) of youth with disabilities between the 
ages of 16 to 19 are participating in the labor force, 
compared to 33.3% of individuals without disabilities 
in the same age group. Among 20 to 24 year olds, 
data suggest that less than half (47.7%) are engaged 
in the labor market in contrast to 71.5% of their same 
age peers without disabilities (U.S. Department of 

Labor, 2019). Employment opportunities for people 
with disabilities are further affected by the high pov-
erty rate among this population. The poverty rate of 
28.5% for individuals with disabilities is significantly 
higher than the 12.3% rate for people without disabil-
ities (Federal Safety Net, 2015). 

Research has indicated that long-term unem-
ployed individuals have a higher rate of depression 
and anxiety, use alcohol and drugs more often, and 
have poorer quality of life than people who are gain-
fully employed (Dutta et al., 2008). The combined 
effects of unemployment, underemployment, and 
poverty on people with disabilities limit their com-
munity integration and participation, upward mobili-

A college education can help pave the way for a meaningful and rewarding career. However, college students with disabilities, especially 
students from ethnic and minority backgrounds, face many challenges as they transition from high school to college. Research 
has demonstrated the importance of social support from family members, friends, and significant others on college life adjustment 
of minority students with disabilities. The purpose of this study was to validate the Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social 
Support (MSPSS) for use with African American college students with disabilities. The confirmatory factor analysis was conducted 
with 220 African American college students with disabilities. The results indicated that the three-factor measurement structure 
of the MSPSS fits the data relatively well: : χ2(51, N = 202) = 151.59, p < .001; χ2/df = 2.97 (< 3), CFI = .96 (> .95), TLI = .95 
(>= .95), RMSEA = 0.099 (> 0.080), and SRMR = .04 (< .08). The three factors include perceived social support from (a) family, (b) 
friends, and (c) significant others. The results of the correlational analysis found significant relationships among these subscales as 
well as related constructs including goal persistence and college adjustment problems in expected directions providing initial support 
for the construct validity of the MSPSS. Assessing the levels of perceived social support received by African American students 
with disabilities can provide valuable in- formation for disability service personnel to tailor their services to help these students 
develop social skills, social support, and social capital that are critical to college life adjustment and goal persistence.

Employment is central to one’s psychological, physical, economic, and 
social well-being (Chan et al., 2017; Dutta et al., 2020). However, 
data from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2020) indicate 
that only 19.3% persons with a disability are employed, compared 
to 66.3% of those without disabilities. National data also 
indicate that approximately one- fourth (22.3%) of youth with disabilities 
between the ages of 16 to 19 are participating in the labor 
force, compared to 33.3% of individuals without disabilities in 
the same age group. Among 20 to 24 year olds, data suggest that 
less than half (47.7%) are engaged in the labor market in contrast 
to 71.5% of their same age peers without disabilities (U.S. 
Department of 

Labor, 2019). Employment opportunities for people with disabilities 
are further affected by the high poverty rate among 
this population. The poverty rate of 28.5% for individuals 
with disabilities is significantly higher than the 12.3% 
rate for people without disabilities (Federal Safety Net, 
2015). Research has indicated that long-term unemployed 
individuals have a higher rate of depression and 
anxiety, use alcohol and drugs more often, and have 
poorer quality of life than people who are gain- fully employed 
(Dutta et al., 2008). The combined effects of unemployment, 
underemployment, and poverty on people 
with disabilities limit their com- munity integration and 
participation, upward mobili-
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ty, and physical and mental health well-being (Chan 
et al., 2017; Hall et al., 2013; Muller et al., 2017). 
However, a recent employer survey indicated that 
even with record low unemployment and hiring man-
agers reporting a high demand for workers, U.S. em-
ployers are still not hiring large numbers of people 
with disabilities to meet their workforce needs (Na-
tional Organization on Disability [NOD], 2019). The 
Kessler Foundation’s April 2019 National Trends in 
Disability Employment (nTIDE) job report indicates 
that employment opportunities for Americans with 
disabilities remain both limited and stagnant. 

Improving transition and employment outcomes 
of young adults with disabilities has been the focus 
of several education and rehabilitation legislative 
mandates. For example, the Workforce Innovation 
and Opportunity Act of 2014 and the accompany-
ing Amendments of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 
underscore the importance of postsecondary educa-
tion and competitive integrated employment as opti-
mal outcomes for transition-age youth and emerging 
adults with disabilities (U. S. Department of Educa-
tion, 2017). To prepare students with disabilities for 
the 21st century digital economy, the Workforce In-
novation and Opportunity Act also emphasizes career 
advancement through postsecondary education in 
high demand occupations (U.S. Department of Edu-
cation, 2017). Another most recent employment trend 
is that referred to as the Gig Economy, that is part 
time and/or contract work which is proliferating as a 
result of technology and innovation. Whether or not 
people with disabilities are able to access this type of 
employment has not been explored. 

Without a doubt, a college degree has significant 
positive effects on lifetime earnings, and it can help 
emerging adults pave career pathways to the mid-
dle class (Julian & Kominski, 2011; O’Neill et al., 
2015). However, only one-third of the students with 
disabilities who enroll in a four-year college or uni-
versity graduate within eight years (Mader & Butry-
mowicz, 2017). According to the Bureau of Labor 
Statistics (2015), people with disabilities are less 
likely to complete a Bachelor of Science degree com-
pared to people without disabilities. Low completion 
rates for students with disabilities are not limited to 
postsecondary education, as challenges for this pop-
ulation begin in high school. The National Council 
on Disability (NCD; 2017) found that students with 
disabilities often graduate from high school at rates 
nearly 20 percentage points lower than students 
without disabilities. Completion rates are also com-
plicated by race. For African American college stu-
dents, the graduation rate is about 42%, significantly 
below the 62% rate for European American students. 

In addition, findings from the National Longitudinal 
Transition Study-2 (NLTS-2) indicated a significant 
gap in college completion rates between Europe-
an American students with disabilities and minority 
students with disabilities. Specifically, only 33% of 
African American students with disabilities were still 
currently enrolled or had completed college at follow 
up, compared to 44% of European American students 
with disabilities and the 42% rate of African Ameri-
can college students without disabilities (Newman et 
al., 2011). 

Helping students with disabilities, especially stu-
dents from racial and ethnic minority backgrounds, 
graduate from high school, attend college, graduate 
from college, and obtain and maintain employment 
is a high priority for disability service providers (Na-
tional Center for Education Statistics, 2019; O’Neill 
et al., 2015). However, transition from high school 
to college can be very stressful especially for Afri-
can American youth with disabilities, since many 
are first-generation college students coming from 
low-income families (Postsecondary National Poli-
cy Institute [PNPI], 2018). Social stigma, loneliness, 
financial difficulty, and academic problems can fur-
ther elevate the level of stress and anxiety for African 
American college students with disabilities, making 
them vulnerable to depression and dropping out of 
college (Gibbons et al., 2012). For African American 
college students with disabilities, social support from 
family, friends, and significant others is very import-
ant to their college life adjustment and commitment 
to the goal of graduation and the pursuit of a reward-
ing career (Cardoso et al., 2013; Demaray & Maleck, 
2002; Lafreniere et al., 1997; Strom & Savage, 2014; 
Thompson, 2008). 

Social Support
The presence of meaningful relationships in one’s 

life and work has been found to contribute to overall 
wellbeing (Ryff, 1995; Seligman, 2018; Stephens et 
al., 2012). Often, relationships provide several inte-
grative benefits to include social supports. There are 
several well-accepted definitions of social support. 
Costa and colleagues (2012) defined social support 
as the social network in which an individual inter-
acts, maintains contact, and shares with others. Thoits 
(1986) conceptualized social support as “coping as-
sistance” that helps people to shield the negative ef-
fects of a stressful situation (p. 416), while Zimet et 
al., (1988) described three types or sources of social 
support: family, friends, and significant others. 

Strom and Savage (2014) conducted a longitudi-
nal study to evaluate the relationship between social 
support and goal persistence in first-year college stu-

ty, and physical and mental health well-being (Chan et al., 2017; Hall et al., 2013; 
Muller et al., 2017). However, a recent employer survey indicated that even 
with record low unemployment and hiring man- agers reporting a high demand 
for workers, U.S. employers are still not hiring large numbers of people 
with disabilities to meet their workforce needs (National Organization on Disability 
[NOD], 2019). The Kessler Foundation’s April 2019 National Trends in 
Disability Employment (nTIDE) job report indicates that employment opportunities 
for Americans with disabilities remain both limited and stagnant. Improving 
transition and employment outcomes of young adults with disabilities has 
been the focus of several education and rehabilitation legislative mandates. 
For example, the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act of 2014 and 
the accompanying Amendments of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 underscore 
the importance of postsecondary education and competitive integrated 
employment as optimal outcomes for transition-age youth and emerging 
adults with disabilities (U. S. Department of Education, 2017). To prepare 
students with disabilities for the 21st century digital economy, the Workforce 
In- novation and Opportunity Act also emphasizes career advancement 
through postsecondary education in high demand occupations (U.S. 
Department of Edu- cation, 2017). Another most recent employment trend 
is that referred to as the Gig Economy, that is part time and/or contract work 
which is proliferating as a result of technology and innovation. Whether or not 
people with disabilities are able to access this type of employment has not been 
explored. Without a doubt, a college degree has significant positive effects 
on lifetime earnings, and it can help emerging adults pave career pathways 
to the middle class (Julian & Kominski, 2011; O’Neill et al., 2015). However, 
only one-third of the students with disabilities who enroll in a four-year 
college or university graduate within eight years (Mader & Butrymowicz, 
2017). According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics (2015), people with 
disabilities are less likely to complete a Bachelor of Science degree com- pared 
to people without disabilities. Low completion rates for students with disabilities 
are not limited to postsecondary education, as challenges for this population 
begin in high school. The National Council on Disability (NCD; 2017) 
found that students with disabilities often graduate from high school at rates 
nearly 20 percentage points lower than students without disabilities. Completion 
rates are also complicated by race. For African American college students, 
the graduation rate is about 42%, significantly below the 62% rate for European 
American students.

In addition, findings from the National Longitudinal Transition Study-2 (NLTS-2) indicated 
a significant gap in college completion rates between European American 
students with disabilities and minority students with disabilities. Specifically, 
only 33% of African American students with disabilities were still currently 
enrolled or had completed college at follow up, compared to 44% of European 
American students with disabilities and the 42% rate of African American 
college students without disabilities (Newman et al., 2011). Helping students 
with disabilities, especially students from racial and ethnic minority backgrounds, 
graduate from high school, attend college, graduate from college, and 
obtain and maintain employment is a high priority for disability service providers 
(National Center for Education Statistics, 2019; O’Neill et al., 2015). However, 
transition from high school to college can be very stressful especially for 
African American youth with disabilities, since many are first-generation college 
students coming from low-income families (Postsecondary National Policy 
Institute [PNPI], 2018). Social stigma, loneliness, financial difficulty, and academic 
problems can further elevate the level of stress and anxiety for African 
American college students with disabilities, making them vulnerable to depression 
and dropping out of college (Gibbons et al., 2012). For African American 
college students with disabilities, social support from family, friends, and 
significant others is very import- ant to their college life adjustment and commitment 
to the goal of graduation and the pursuit of a rewarding career (Cardoso 
et al., 2013; Demaray & Maleck, 2002; Lafreniere et al., 1997; Strom & 
Savage, 2014; Thompson, 2008).

The presence of meaningful relationships in one’s life and work has 
been found to contribute to overall wellbeing (Ryff, 1995; Seligman, 
2018; Stephens et al., 2012). Often, relationships provide 
several integrative benefits to include social supports. There 
are several well-accepted definitions of social support. Costa 
and colleagues (2012) defined social support as the social network 
in which an individual inter- acts, maintains contact, and shares 
with others. Thoits (1986) conceptualized social support as “coping 
assistance” that helps people to shield the negative effects 
of a stressful situation (p. 416), while Zimet et al., (1988) described 
three types or sources of social support: family, friends, and 
significant others. Strom and Savage (2014) conducted a longitudinal 
study to evaluate the relationship between social support 
and goal persistence in first-year college stu-
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dents. They reported that initial support from fami-
ly and friends was positively associated with initial 
commitment to the goal of graduation. Subsequent 
support from family significantly affected a commit-
ment to the goal of graduating and a commitment to 
graduating impacted intention to persist. Other re-
search has shown that perceived support from family 
is a strong predictor of students’ academic perfor-
mance in both high school and college (Cutrona et 
al., 1994; DeBerard et al., 2004; Mortenson, 2006; 
Wintre & Yaffe, 2000). Support from friends is also 
an important protective factor for students in colleges 
and universities. Friendship/s formed during the first 
year of college may replace high school friendship/s 
in terms of availability of support, and has a strong 
impact on goal persistence toward graduation (Strom 
& Savage, 2014). College students tend to be more 
successful academically if they are confident in their 
ability to develop friendship/s and work effectively 
with other students outside of the classroom setting 
during the first year of college (Thompson, 2008). 

The importance of developing social relationships 
has been supported by the theory of social capital 
(Chenowith & Stehlik, 2004; Stephens et al., 2012; 
Trainor, 2008). Social capital is defined as a set of re-
lationships and social structures, at an individual level 
and also within an organizational context, that can ex-
pand self-determination, increase one’s options, and 
enrich quality of life as well as enhanced perception 
of meaning and purpose in one’s life. Social capital 
was found to be associated with goal persistence in a 
sample of Latina/o engineering majors (Dika & Mar-
tin, 2018), and useful for developing and sustaining 
the inclusion of people with disabilities and families 
in community life (Chenowith & Stehlik, 2004). Fur-
ther, expanding the foci of postsecondary transition 
to include the study of capital may increase the effi-
cacy of transition planning and instruction for youth 
with disabilities from racial and ethnic minority back-
grounds (Trainor, 2008). 

As mentioned above, college students with dis-
abilities represent a growing and diverse subpopu-
lation on campus. College students with disabilities 
are more likely to be first-generation college students 
from low-income families, and they are less equipped 
to deal with academic and social demand challenges 
that are part of college life (Lombardi et al., 2016). 
College adjustment issues can result in higher course 
failure rates, lower retention rates, and significantly 
lower rates of graduation for students with disabili-
ties. The development of social integration in higher 
education has been found to enhance retention and 
academic success of non-traditional college students, 
such as students coming from lower socio-economic 

background or marginalized areas, students with eth-
nic minority background and students with chronic 
illnesses and disabilities (Thomas & Hanson, 2014). 
Lombardi et al. (2016) examined the impact of so-
cial support on academic success of 200 students 
with disabilities in a four-year university, and found 
a significant positive relationship between support 
from parents, peers and partners, and mental health 
well-being, academic success and goal persistence in 
college students with disabilities. The authors con-
cluded that types of relationship result in differentiat-
ing effects upon college experiences of students with 
disabilities. There is also empirical evidence to indi-
cate that perceived social support increases students 
with disabilities’ academic milestone efficacy (i.e., 
confidence in completing and ability to complete 
college level courses successfully) and positively re-
lates to self-determination, locus of control, and hope 
(Constantine et al., 2003; Murray et al., 2013; Morn-
ingstar et al., 2010; Sarason & Sarason 2009; Wilks 
& Spivey 2010). Cardoso et al. (2017) evaluated the 
Social-Cognitive Career Theory (SCCT) constructs 
and positive person-environment factors as predic-
tors of goal persistence in minority college students 
with disabilities and found a significant relationship 
(r = .32, p < .01) between social support and goal 
persistence. Hefner and Eisenberg (2009) conducted 
a study with 1,378 college students and found that 
marginalized students are at high risk of social iso-
lation and students with low quality social support 
have a six-fold risk of depressive symptoms relative 
to students with high quality social support. These 
findings demonstrate that social support is consid-
ered a major determinant of college life adjustment 
and goal persistence. 

Purpose of the Study

As previously mentioned, a college education can 
help pave the way for a meaningful and rewarding 
career. However, college students with disabilities, 
especially students from ethnic and minority back-
grounds, face many challenges as they transition from 
high school to college. Research has demonstrated 
the importance of social support from family mem-
bers, friends, and significant others on college life 
adjustment, goal persistence, and employment out-
comes of students with disabilities, especially minori-
ty students with disabilities. However, the majority of 
social support measures are validated for European 
Americans without disabilities. There is a need, then, 
for a psychometrically sound social support measure 
that can be used to assess supports available for mi-
nority students with disabilities. Zimet et al. (1988) 

dents. They reported that initial support from family and friends was 
positively associated with initial commitment to the goal of graduation. 
Subsequent support from family significantly affected a 
commitment to the goal of graduating and a commitment to graduating 
impacted intention to persist. Other research has shown 
that perceived support from family is a strong predictor of students’ 
academic performance in both high school and college (Cutrona 
et al., 1994; DeBerard et al., 2004; Mortenson, 2006; Wintre 
& Yaffe, 2000). Support from friends is also an important protective 
factor for students in colleges and universities. Friendship/s 
formed during the first year of college may replace high 
school friendship/s in terms of availability of support, and has a 
strong impact on goal persistence toward graduation (Strom & Savage, 
2014). College students tend to be more successful academically 
if they are confident in their ability to develop friendship/s 
and work effectively with other students outside of the classroom 
setting during the first year of college (Thompson, 2008). 
The importance of developing social relationships has been 
supported by the theory of social capital (Chenowith & Stehlik, 
2004; Stephens et al., 2012; Trainor, 2008). Social capital is 
defined as a set of relationships and social structures, at an individual 
level and also within an organizational context, that can expand 
self-determination, increase one’s options, and enrich quality 
of life as well as enhanced perception of meaning and purpose 
in one’s life. Social capital was found to be associated with 
goal persistence in a sample of Latina/o engineering majors (Dika 
& Mar- tin, 2018), and useful for developing and sustaining the 
inclusion of people with disabilities and families in community life 
(Chenowith & Stehlik, 2004). Further, expanding the foci of postsecondary 
transition to include the study of capital may increase 
the efficacy of transition planning and instruction for youth 
with disabilities from racial and ethnic minority back- grounds 
(Trainor, 2008). As mentioned above, college students with 
dis- abilities represent a growing and diverse subpopulation on 
campus. College students with disabilities are more likely to be first-generation 
college students from low-income families, and they 
are less equipped to deal with academic and social demand challenges 
that are part of college life (Lombardi et al., 2016). College 
adjustment issues can result in higher course failure rates, 
lower retention rates, and significantly lower rates of graduation 
for students with disabilities. The development of social 
integration in higher education has been found to enhance retention 
and academic success of non-traditional college students, 
such as students coming from lower socio-economic

background or marginalized areas, students with ethnic minority background 
and students with chronic illnesses and disabilities (Thomas 
& Hanson, 2014). Lombardi et al. (2016) examined the impact 
of social support on academic success of 200 students with 
disabilities in a four-year university, and found a significant positive 
relationship between support from parents, peers and partners, 
and mental health well-being, academic success and goal 
persistence in college students with disabilities. The authors concluded 
that types of relationship result in differentiating effects upon 
college experiences of students with disabilities. There is also 
empirical evidence to indicate that perceived social support increases 
students with disabilities’ academic milestone efficacy (i.e., 
confidence in completing and ability to complete college level 
courses successfully) and positively relates to self-determination, 
locus of control, and hope (Constantine et al., 2003; 
Murray et al., 2013; Morningstar et al., 2010; Sarason & Sarason 
2009; Wilks & Spivey 2010). Cardoso et al. (2017) evaluated 
the Social-Cognitive Career Theory (SCCT) constructs and 
positive person-environment factors as predictors of goal persistence 
in minority college students with disabilities and found a 
significant relationship (r = .32, p < .01) between social support and 
goal persistence. Hefner and Eisenberg (2009) conducted a study 
with 1,378 college students and found that marginalized students 
are at high risk of social isolation and students with low quality 
social support have a six-fold risk of depressive symptoms relative 
to students with high quality social support. These findings 
demonstrate that social support is considered a major determinant 
of college life adjustment and goal persistence.

As previously mentioned, a college education can help pave the way 
for a meaningful and rewarding career. However, college students 
with disabilities, especially students from ethnic and minority 
backgrounds, face many challenges as they transition from 
high school to college. Research has demonstrated the importance 
of social support from family members, friends, and significant 
others on college life adjustment, goal persistence, and employment 
out- comes of students with disabilities, especially minority 
students with disabilities. However, the majority of social support 
measures are validated for European Americans without disabilities. 
There is a need, then, for a psychometrically sound social 
support measure that can be used to assess supports available 
for minority students with disabilities. Zimet et al. (1988)
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developed the Multidimensional Scale of Perceived 
Social Support (MSPSS) specifically to assess social 
support from family, friends, and significant others. 
The MSPSS was validated in a sample of White uni-
versity students and results indicated that high levels 
of perceived social support were associated with low 
levels of depression and anxiety symptomatology. 
They also found that females had higher levels of per-
ceived social support than males. As mentioned, so-
cial support is of paramount importance to the mental 
health and academic success of African American 
college students with disabilities. It is important for 
diversity service providers to use psychometrically 
sound social measures to assess types and levels of 
social support received by minority college students 
with disabilities. The purpose of the present study was 
to validate the MSPSS for use with African American 
college students with disabilities.

Method

Participants
Participants in the present study comprised 202 

African American college students with disabilities 
recruited from an Historically Black College and 
University (HBCU) in a Southern state. The sample 
included 58 (28.7%) males and 144 (71.3%) females. 
One hundred and thirty-two participants (65.3%) 
were freshmen, 48 (23.8%) were sophomores, 14 
(6.9%) were juniors, and 8 (4.0%) were seniors. Dis-
ability was assessed using the six-question disabili-
ty measure in the Current Population Survey (CPS; 
U.S. Census Bureau, 2019). The disability measure 
includes six disability types: hearing difficulty, vision 
difficulty, cognitive difficulty, ambulatory difficulty, 
self-care difficulty, and independent living difficul-
ty. Respondents who endorse any one of the six dis-
ability types are considered to have a disability. The 
six-question disability measure was added to the CPS 
in 2008. The U. S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS; 
2020) used data collected from this measure to com-
pute employment-to-population ratio and unemploy-
ment rate for people with disabilities. The test-retest 
reliability was reported to be between .41 and .64 
(Brault, 2013). In addition, Joy (2017) analyzed the 
longitudinal CPS Annual Social and Economic Sup-
plement (N = 11,721) data of respondents who indi-
cated a positive answer to the disability questions in 
both survey months that the disability variables were 
measured. Joy conducted a correlation analysis utiliz-
ing Kappa coefficients and demonstrated that all six 
measures of types of disability in the CPS are stable 
across time, and Fisher Z transformations show that 
among the six questions, measures of physical and 

mobility difficulties were the most stable. Table 1 
provides detailed information regarding demographic 
characteristics and disability information of partici-
pants in the present study.

Measures
The following measures were used. 

Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social 
Support (MSPSS)

The MSPSS was developed by Zimet et al. (1988) 
to measure social support from multiple sources. The 
MSPSS is composed of 12 items, within three major 
domains of social support sources: (a) Family, with 
four items (e.g., “I can talk about my problems with 
my family”), (b) Friends, with four items (e.g., “I can 
count on my friends when things go wrong”), and (c) 
Significant Others, with four items (e.g., “There is a 
special person who is around when I am in need”). 
Each item is rated on a seven-point Likert-type scale 
ranging from 1 (very strongly disagree) to 7 (very 
strongly agree). Scores for each subscale are rep-
resented by the mean of the raw scores for items in 
the subscale. The total score is represented by the 
mean of the scores obtained on the three subscales 
with higher means reflecting greater perceived social 
support. Internal consistency reliability (Cronbach’s 
alpha coefficient) for the significant other, family, 
and friends’ subscales were .91, .87, and .85, respec-
tively (Zimet et al., 1990). In the present study the 
Cronbach’s alpha were computed to be .93, .92, and 
.94, respectively. 

Inventory of Common Problems (ICP)
The ICP was developed by Hoffman and Weiss 

(1986, 1987) to assess problems associated with 
college life adjustment. It is composed of 24 items 
and six subscales (four items each): (a) depression, 
(b) anxiety, (c) academic problems, (d) interper-
sonal problems, (e) physical health problems, and 
(f) substance use problems. Each item is rated on a 
five-point Likert type scale ranging from 1 (not at 
all) to 5 (very much). Possible scores for each sub-
scale range from 4 to 20, and total presenting prob-
lems scores range from 24 to 125. The Cronbach’s 
alpha coefficient for the ICP total scale was report-
ed by Hoffman and Weiss to be .85. In the present 
study, only the depression, interpersonal problems, 
and substance use problems scales were included. 
These three scales were validated as unidimension-
al measures using principal components analysis and 
the Kaiser-Guttman criterion (Nunnally & Bernstein, 
1994). The one-factor measurement structure for the 
depression scale accounted for 70.78% of the vari-

developed the Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support 
(MSPSS) specifically to assess social support from family, 
friends, and significant others. The MSPSS was validated in 
a sample of White university students and results indicated that high 
levels of perceived social support were associated with low levels 
of depression and anxiety symptomatology. They also found 
that females had higher levels of perceived social support than 
males. As mentioned, social support is of paramount importance 
to the mental health and academic success of African American 
college students with disabilities. It is important for diversity 
service providers to use psychometrically sound social measures 
to assess types and levels of social support received by 
minority college students with disabilities. The purpose of the present 
study was to validate the MSPSS for use with African American 
college students with disabilities.

Participants in the present study comprised 202 African American 
college students with disabilities recruited from an 
Historically Black College and University (HBCU) in a Southern 
state. The sample included 58 (28.7%) males and 
144 (71.3%) females. One hundred and thirty-two participants 
(65.3%) were freshmen, 48 (23.8%) were sophomores, 
14 (6.9%) were juniors, and 8 (4.0%) were seniors. 
Dis- ability was assessed using the six-question disability 
measure in the Current Population Survey (CPS; 
U.S. Census Bureau, 2019). The disability measure 
includes six disability types: hearing difficulty, vision 
difficulty, cognitive difficulty, ambulatory difficulty, self-care 
difficulty, and independent living difficulty. Respondents 
who endorse any one of the six dis- ability types 
are considered to have a disability. The six-question 
disability measure was added to the CPS in 2008. 
The U. S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS; 2020) used 
data collected from this measure to compute employment-to-population 
ratio and unemployment rate for 
people with disabilities. The test-retest reliability was reported 
to be between .41 and .64 (Brault, 2013). In addition, 
Joy (2017) analyzed the longitudinal CPS Annual 
Social and Economic Supplement (N = 11,721) data 
of respondents who indicated a positive answer to the 
disability questions in both survey months that the disability 
variables were measured. Joy conducted a correlation 
analysis utilizing Kappa coefficients and demonstrated 
that all six measures of types of disability in 
the CPS are stable across time, and Fisher Z transformations 
show that among the six questions, measures 
of physical and
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ance with factor loadings ranging from .67 to .89. The 
interpersonal problem scale accounted for 54.94% of 
the variance with factor loadings ranging from .65 to 
.79. The interpersonal problem scale accounted for 
52.59% of the variance with factor loadings ranging 
from .67 to .77. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficients for 
these three factors were computed to be .89, .75, and 
.65, respectively. 

Goal Persistence Scale (GPS)
The GPS was adapted from Lent et al.’s (2003) 

Goal Persistence Scale for Science and Technology 
Majors. Participants rated their level of agreement 
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) with 
eight statements about their academic plans (e.g., “I 
will complete my college degree.”). Lent et al. (2003, 
2005) reported that the goal persistence measure 
yielded excellent estimates of the Cronbach’s alpha 
coefficients (from .93 to .95) and correlated with 
academic self-efficacy in the theoretically expected 
direction. In addition, Lent et al. (2003) found the 
GPS useful in predicting college completion in en-
gineering majors. The generic GPS was reported to 
have an internal consistency reliability coefficient 
(Cronbach’s alpha) of .74 (Dutta et al., 2019). In the 
present study, we confirmed the GPS as a unidimen-
sional scale using principal components analysis and 
the Kaiser-Guttman criterion (Nunnally & Bernstein, 
1994). The one-factor solution accounted for 45.63% 
of the variance, factor loadings range from .42 to .79, 
and the Cronbach’s alpha was computed to be .82.

Procedures
Institutional review board approval was obtained 

from an HBCU in a Southern state of the United 
States. Undergraduate course instructors were con-
tacted to seek their participation in the study. Data 
were collected from African American college stu-
dents enrolling in several Introduction to English 
and Introduction to Mathematics classes. Only stu-
dents identified by the Current Population Survey’s 
six-question disability measure as having a disability 
were included in the present study.

Results

Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was comput-
ed to examine the measurement structure of the Multi-
dimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support, using 
the SPSS AMOS statistical software program version 
22.0 and the statistical program Stata 16. First, we 
tested the one-factor model. CFA results indicated a 
poor fit for the one-factor model: χ2(54, N = 202) = 
721.29, p < .001; χ2/df = 13.36 (> 3), comparative fit 

index (CFI) = .72 (< .95); Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) 
= .66 (< .95); standardized root mean square residual 
(SRMR) = .10 (> .08); and the root mean square error 
of approximation (RMSEA) = 0.25 (> 0.08), 90% 
confidence interval (CI) [0.23, 0.26]. Next, we tested 
the three-factor model that has been well validated in 
the literature (e.g., Canty-Mitchell, & Zimet, 2000; 
Zimet et al., 1988; Zimet et al., 1990). CFA results 
yielded a relatively good fit model: χ2(51, N = 202) 
= 151.59, p < .001; χ2/df = 2.97 (< 3), CFI = .96 (> 
.95), TLI = .95 (>= .95), RMSEA = 0.099 (> 0.08), 
and SRMR = .04 (< .08).  However, in reviewing the 
modification index we found a large expected param-
eter change (EPC) value of 50.82, indicating the error 
terms for e1 (“There is a special person who is around 
when I am in need”) and e2 (“There is a special per-
son with whom I can share my joys and sorrows”) 
could be correlated based on empirical guidance. 
Correlated errors frequently occur with items using 
similar wording or appearing in close physical prox-
imity to each other on the scale (Bollen & Lennox, 
1991). It also suggests item #1 and item #2 share vari-
ance that may be unrelated to the construct. However, 
it is not advisable to connect atheoretical pathways 
to improve model fit at the expense of theory and 
reduction in parameter value replication (Hermida, 
2015). Therefore, we choose not to compute a CFA 
for a revised three-factor measurement model. Future 
research should consider revising the contents of item 
#1 and item #2 to clearly distinguish these two items. 
Figure 1 provides a graphical representation of the 
three-factor measurement model. 

In addition, the factor loadings for the three fac-
tors were very high, with factor loadings ranging 
from .80 to .94 for the significant other factor, from 
.82 to .88 for the family factor, and from .84 to .95 for 
the friends factor. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficients 
for the three factors were also very high indicating 
high reliability of the items constituting each factor 
with .92 for the significant other factor and .92 for the 
family factor, and .93 for the friends factor. The mean 
rating was 5.08 (SD = 1.64) for the significant other 
factor, 5.18 (SD = 1.53) for the family factor, and 5.08 
(SD = 1.55) for the friends factor. 

External Correlates
The correlation matrix between the three factors 

of the Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social 
Support and related constructs is presented in Table 
2. According to Cohen (1988, 1992), the effect size 
for Pearson correlation coefficient is low if the value 
of r varies around .10, medium if r varies around .30, 
and large if r varies more than .50.  The significant 
other factor was significantly associated with goal 
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persistence (r =.26, p < .001), depression (r = -.33, 
p < .001), substance use problems (r = -.14, p < .05) 
and interpersonal problems (r = -.37, p < .001). The 
family factor was significantly related to goal per-
sistence (r =.28, p < .001), depression (r = -.37, p 
< .001), substance use problems (r = -.24, p < .001) 
and interpersonal problems (r = -.40, p < .001). The 
friends factor was significantly associated with goal 
persistence (r =.28, p < .001), depression (r = -.33, p 
< .001), substance use problem (r = -.18, p < .05) and 
interpersonal problems (r = -.34, p < .001). 

Discussion

There is strong empirical evidence to support 
postsecondary education as an effective intervention 
to help emerging adults with disabilities increase 
their odds of finding good paying jobs with benefits, 
leading to a middle-class life. Increasingly, students 
with disabilities are pursuing postsecondary educa-
tion as a career option (National Center for Education 
Statistics, 2019; O’Neill et al., 2015). However, stu-
dents with disabilities face many challenges in their 
transition from teenagers to emerging adults. For mi-
nority students with disabilities who choose to go to 
college, adjusting to the life of a college student can 
be particularly challenging. This is because they may 
lack social maturity, character strengths, social sup-
port, and social capital to cope with problems such 
as stigma, social isolation, academic concerns, inter-
personal problems, and financial difficulties that af-
fect their mental health, academic performance, and 
goal persistence. The intersectionality of disability 
with race/ethnicity, gender, and socioeconomic status 
further intensified these challenges. Social support 
from family members, friends, and significant others 
is a major protective factor for psychosocial adjust-
ment and goal persistence of minority students with 
disabilities. There is a need to develop and validate 
measures to assess perceived social support among 
African American college students with disabilities. 
One of the most commonly used perceived social 
support measures is the MSPSS and its three latent 
factors (family, friends, and significant others) were 
validated with White college students and in the gen-
eral population (e.g., Edwards, 2004; Gabardo-Mar-
tins et al., 2017; Zimet et al., 1988). 

The present study evaluated the psychomet-
ric properties of the MSPSS in a sample of African 
American college students with disabilities. The 
CFA results of the present study confirmed the same 
three-factor measurement structure (family, friends, 
and significant other) of the MSPSS originally val-
idated by Zimet et al. (1988) in a sample of White 

college students. The internal consistency reliability 
coefficients for the family, friends, and significant 
others factors were computed to be .93, .92, and .92, 
respectively. Reliability greater than .90 is consid-
ered excellent (George & Mallery, 2003). Construct 
validity of the MSPSS was assessed by evaluating 
the relationships between social support and related 
constructs. The effect sizes of the Pearson correla-
tions range from small to medium, with the substance 
use variable having the lowest correlation with social 
support constructs. Support from family was posi-
tively associated with goal persistence and negatively 
related to depression, substance use problems, and 
interpersonal problems. Support from friends was 
positively associated with goal persistence and nega-
tively related to depression, substance use problems, 
and interpersonal problem. Support from significant 
others was positively associated with goal persistence 
and negatively related to depression, substance use 
problems, and interpersonal problems. All of these 
results provide empirical support for the construct 
validity of the MSPSS, and its application as a valid 
measure for assessing levels of social support for 
African American college students with disabilities. 
Although all three support factors were significantly 
related to goal persistence and college life adjustment 
problems, family support had the highest correlation 
with goal persistence, depression, substance use prob-
lems, and interpersonal problems, which indicated 
that family support is the strongest protective factor 
against depression, substance use and interpersonal 
problems and a supportive factor for goal persistence. 
This research finding is consistent with previous so-
cial support research (Edwards, 2004; Gabardo-Mar-
tins et al., 2017). 

 
Implications for Postsecondary Education 
Interventions 

Disability service providers play a crucial role 
in helping African American college students with 
disabilities to succeed in college. The present study 
demonstrated that social support is positively relat-
ed to college life adjustment and goal persistence, 
and students with higher levels of social support will 
have less interpersonal problems, which is consistent 
with other related studies (Chao, 2012; Demaray & 
Maleck, 2002; Fleming et al., 2018; Galatzer-Levy 
et al., 2012; Walton & Cohen, 2011). In the present 
study, we evaluated the psychometric properties of 
the MSPSS in a large sample of African American 
college students with disabilities. We support the 
use of the MSPSS as a measure of social support for 
African American college students with disabilities. 
Assessing the levels of perceived social support re-
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cope with problems such as stigma, social isolation, academic concerns, 
inter- personal problems, and financial difficulties that affect 
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Social support from family members, friends, and significant 
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social support measures is the MSPSS and its three latent 
factors (family, friends, and significant others) were validated 
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(e.g., Edwards, 2004; Gabardo-Mar- tins et al., 2017; Zimet 
et al., 1988). The present study evaluated the psychometric 
properties of the MSPSS in a sample of African American 
college students with disabilities. The CFA results of the 
present study confirmed the same three-factor measurement structure 
(family, friends, and significant other) of the MSPSS originally 
validated by Zimet et al. (1988) in a sample of White

college students. The internal consistency reliability coefficients for 
the family, friends, and significant others factors were computed 
to be .93, .92, and .92, respectively. Reliability greater than 
.90 is considered excellent (George & Mallery, 2003). Construct 
validity of the MSPSS was assessed by evaluating the relationships 
between social support and related constructs. The effect 
sizes of the Pearson correlations range from small to medium, 
with the substance use variable having the lowest correlation 
with social support constructs. Support from family was 
positively associated with goal persistence and negatively related 
to depression, substance use problems, and interpersonal problems. 
Support from friends was positively associated with goal 
persistence and negatively related to depression, substance use 
problems, and interpersonal problem. Support from significant others 
was positively associated with goal persistence and negatively 
related to depression, substance use problems, and interpersonal 
problems. All of these results provide empirical support 
for the construct validity of the MSPSS, and its application as 
a valid measure for assessing levels of social support for African 
American college students with disabilities. Although all three 
support factors were significantly related to goal persistence and 
college life adjustment problems, family support had the highest 
correlation with goal persistence, depression, substance use 
problems, and interpersonal problems, which indicated that family 
support is the strongest protective factor against depression, 
substance use and interpersonal problems and a supportive 
factor for goal persistence. This research finding is consistent 
with previous social support research (Edwards, 2004; Gabardo-Mar- 
tins et al., 2017).
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ceived by African American students with disabilities 
can provide valuable information for disability service 
providers to help students develop social skills, social 
support, and social capital that are critical to their col-
lege life adjustment and goal persistence. Disability 
support service professionals are encouraged to in-
clude this assessment in disability service practices to 
identify students who are at risk for dropping out of 
college and those who may have college life adjust-
ment problems. 

A close examination of the subscale scores indi-
cated that participants in the present study rated their 
social support as between average and slightly bet-
ter than average, which is slightly lower than other 
research studies reported in the social support liter-
ature (e.g., Edwards, 2004). In addition, participants 
in the present study reported relatively higher support 
from family compared with significant other or friend 
support, while there is no difference between friend 
support factor and significant other support factor. 
One of the reasons may be because a majority of the 
participants in the present study were freshmen and 
sophomores who need time to develop their social 
network with friends and seek out mentors in their 
college environment. The present study also showed 
that African Americans with disabilities continue to 
rely on their family for support in college. Research 
showed that new peer relationships formed during 
the first year may become more important than prior 
friendships in terms of availability of support and im-
pact on the goal to persist toward graduation (Strom 
& Savage, 2014). As such, with knowledge of each 
student’s perceived social support type, disability 
support service professionals can provide psychoso-
cial interventions customized to the need of their stu-
dents with disabilities.

In addition, the importance of developing positive 
relationships has been supported by the research of 
positive psychology as well as that of the theory of 
social capital (Seligman, 2018; Stephens, Heaphy, & 
Dutton, 2012). Chenowith and Stehlik (2004) found 
that the social capital model is useful to develop and 
sustain the inclusion of people with disabilities and 
families in community life. Supporting college life 
adjustment and goal persistence of African American 
students with disabilities by assessing the levels of 
perceived social support along with academic sup-
ports, will also contribute to enhancing social capital, 
which in turn, optimizes community integration and 
quality of life. 

With the passage of the Workforce Innovation 
and Opportunity Act and the Rehabilitation Act, 
state vocational rehabilitation agencies are required 
to strengthen their capacity to emphasize local labor 

market analysis, employer engagement, job-driven 
training, postsecondary education, and competitive 
employment for transition-age youth with disabili-
ties that can lead to meaningful careers and economic 
security to facilitate entry to the middle class (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2017). Rehabilitation 
counselors can provide tuition support for youth with 
disabilities to attend college and pre-employment 
transition services to help college students with dis-
abilities cope with the challenges and demands of 
college life. Disability service providers can partner 
with counselors to use these state resources to pro-
vide self-advocacy training, soft skills training, assis-
tive technology services, and job interviewing skills 
training for African American college students with 
disabilities.

Limitations

Several potential limitations should be consid-
ered in interpreting the results of the study. First, we 
used the Current Population Survey’s six disability 
questions to identify students with disabilities, which 
limits our ability to report distribution of specific dis-
abilities (e.g., autism spectrum disorders). Instead, 
we were only able to describe the distribution of dis-
abilities based on six functional limitations. Second, 
African American students with disabilities were re-
cruited from one single HBCU in a Southern state, 
and more than 70% were females, limiting the gener-
alizability of the findings. Future research should also 
be conducted to determine factorial invariance of the 
MSPSS across gender, year in school, services used, 
and functional limitations.

Conclusions

The results of this study provide strong empirical 
support for the psychometric validity of the MSPSS 
and its use with the African American college students 
with disabilities population. The CFA confirmed a 
three-factor measurement structure consistent with 
findings of the previous studies, including family, 
friends and significant other supports. It can be used 
to assess perceived social support of African Ameri-
can college students with disabilities in both school 
and research settings, which allow disability service 
personnel to tailor their support for African American 
college students with disabilities to adjust to post-sec-
ondary school and pursue their goal of graduation. 

ceived by African American students with disabilities can provide 
valuable information for disability service providers 
to help students develop social skills, social support, 
and social capital that are critical to their college 
life adjustment and goal persistence. Disability support 
service professionals are encouraged to include this 
assessment in disability service practices to identify students 
who are at risk for dropping out of college and those 
who may have college life adjustment problems. A close 
examination of the subscale scores indicated that participants 
in the present study rated their social support 
as between average and slightly better than average, 
which is slightly lower than other research studies 
reported in the social support literature (e.g., Edwards, 
2004). In addition, participants in the present study 
reported relatively higher support from family compared 
with significant other or friend support, while there 
is no difference between friend support factor and significant 
other support factor. One of the reasons may be 
because a majority of the participants in the present study 
were freshmen and sophomores who need time to develop 
their social network with friends and seek out mentors 
in their college environment. The present study also 
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to rely on their family for support in college. Research 
showed that new peer relationships formed during 
the first year may become more important than prior 
friendships in terms of availability of support and impact 
on the goal to persist toward graduation (Strom & Savage, 
2014). As such, with knowledge of each student’s 
perceived social support type, disability support 
service professionals can provide psychosocial interventions 
customized to the need of their students with 
disabilities. In addition, the importance of developing 
positive relationships has been supported by the 
research of positive psychology as well as that of the theory 
of social capital (Seligman, 2018; Stephens, Heaphy, 
& Dutton, 2012). Chenowith and Stehlik (2004) found 
that the social capital model is useful to develop and 
sustain the inclusion of people with disabilities and families 
in community life. Supporting college life adjustment 
and goal persistence of African American students 
with disabilities by assessing the levels of perceived 
social support along with academic supports, will 
also contribute to enhancing social capital, which in turn, 
optimizes community integration and quality of life. With 
the passage of the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity 
Act and the Rehabilitation Act, state vocational 
rehabilitation agencies are required to strengthen 
their capacity to emphasize local labor

market analysis, employer engagement, job-driven training, 
postsecondary education, and competitive employment 
for transition-age youth with disabilities that can 
lead to meaningful careers and economic security to facilitate 
entry to the middle class (U.S. Department of Education, 
2017). Rehabilitation counselors can provide tuition 
support for youth with disabilities to attend college and 
pre-employment transition services to help college students 
with dis- abilities cope with the challenges and demands 
of college life. Disability service providers can partner 
with counselors to use these state resources to provide 
self-advocacy training, soft skills training, assistive 
technology services, and job interviewing skills training 
for African American college students with disabilities.

Several potential limitations should be considered in interpreting 
the results of the study. First, we used the Current 
Population Survey’s six disability questions to identify 
students with disabilities, which limits our ability to 
report distribution of specific disabilities (e.g., autism spectrum 
disorders). Instead, we were only able to describe 
the distribution of dis- abilities based on six functional 
limitations. Second, African American students 
with disabilities were recruited from one single HBCU 
in a Southern state, and more than 70% were females, 
limiting the generalizability of the findings. Future 
research should also be conducted to determine factorial 
invariance of the MSPSS across gender, year in 
school, services used, and functional limitations.

The results of this study provide strong empirical support for the psychometric 
validity of the MSPSS and its use with the African American 
college students with disabilities population. The CFA confirmed 
a three-factor measurement structure consistent with findings 
of the previous studies, including family, friends and significant 
other supports. It can be used to assess perceived social 
support of African American college students with disabilities 
in both school and research settings, which allow disability 
service personnel to tailor their support for African American 
college students with disabilities to adjust to post-secondary 
school and pursue their goal of graduation.
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Table 1

Participant Demographic Characteristics (N=202)

Variable N (%) M (SD)

Age 20.34 (6.47)

Gender
     Female 144 (71.3)
     Male 58 (28.7)

Year in School
      Freshmen 132 (65.3)
      Sophomores 48 (23.8)
      Juniors 14 (6.9)
      Seniors 8 (4.0)

Disability-Related Services
     Special Education 20 (9.9)
     University Disability Services 10 (5.0)
     Vocational Rehabilitation 6 (3.0)

Functional Limitations
     Cognition Difficulty 105 (52.0)
     Visualizing Difficulty 63 (31.2)
     Getting-around Difficulty 26 (12.9)
     Mobility Difficulty 25 (12.4)
     Hearing Difficulty 19 (9.4)
     Self-care Difficulty 13 (6.4) 
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Figure 1

Three-Factor Intercorrelated Model for the Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social SupportThree-Factor Intercorrelated Model for the Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support 
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Table 2

Correlations Between Subfactors of the Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support and Related 
Constructs

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Significant other support -- 0.63** 0.75** 0.26** -0.33** -0.14** -0.37**
2. Family support -- 0.69** 0.28** -0.37** -0.24** -0.40**
3. Friends support -- 0.28** -0.33** -0.18** -0.34**
4. Goal persistence -- -0.22** -0.30** -0.23**
5. Depression -- 0.42** 0.66**
6. Substance use problems -- 0.47**
7. Interpersonal problems --

Note. *p< 05 ; **p< .01 .
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Abstract

Quantitative researchers often account for aspects of identity such as race, ethnicity, and disability separate-
ly in their analyses. However, scholars have called for a critical approach to these data by disaggregating 
underserved student groups to better understand the experience of these students. In the current study, we 
analyzed data from the National Survey of Student Engagement of 16,327 first-year students with disabil-
ities through effect coding, multilevel modeling, and multiple regression analysis to measure engagement 
patterns related to race and ethnicity. Significant patterns related to the engagement of students of color 
with disabilities emerged among the dependent variables of higher-order learning, student-faculty interac-
tion, and supportive environment.

Keywords: students of color with disabilities, student engagement, large dataset

Kimball, Wells, Ostiguy, Manly, and Lauterbach 
(2016) called for the use of large datasets, such as 
the National Survey of Student Engagement, to ex-
plore generalizable trends regarding the experiences 
of students with disabilities. When applying a critical 
perspective in quantitative research, researchers can 
disaggregate their data to disrupt notions of homo-
geneity. This consideration is particularly true when 
studying students with disabilities, who often are 
treated as one monolithic group (Vaccaro, Kimball, 
Wells, & Ostiguy, 2015). Students with disabilities as 
a population differ vastly in terms of demographics as 
well as disability type (Mamiseishvili & Koch, 2011). 
Understanding the ways in which these populations 
are not homogeneous requires research on the experi-
ences of students with disabilities with multiple inter-
secting identities (Peña, Stapleton, & Schaffer, 2016). 
In the current study, we explored the differential en-
gagement patterns among undergraduate first-year 
students of color with disabilities. This research both 
centers on the experience of an often understudied 
group and provides methodological considerations 
for researchers studying small populations. Com-

pared to their White peers, students of color with dis-
abilities may engage differently on college campuses. 
Educators using the results from this study will be 
urged not to consider students with disabilities as one 
group, but to recognize the multiple identities of these 
students and to curtail policy and practice to support 
these diverse students.

Terminology and Concepts within 
the Current Study

For clarification, we want to describe how we use 
the terms dis/ability, multiple aspects of identity, and 
intersectionality. We use the term dis/ability in our re-
view of prior scholarship to reduce labeling people 
based on what they cannot do (Connor, Ferri, & An-
namma, 2016). However, the survey item used in the 
analysis of the current study asked respondents about 
“disability”; therefore, we use this term for the last 
half of our manuscript. 

Second, there is an important distinction between 
“multiple aspects of identity” and “intersectionality.” 
“Multiple aspects of identity” refers to a person’s in-

Quantitative researchers often account for aspects of identity such as race, ethnicity, and disability separately in their 
analyses. However, scholars have called for a critical approach to these data by disaggregating underserved student 
groups to better understand the experience of these students. In the current study, we analyzed data from the 
National Survey of Student Engagement of 16,327 first-year students with disabilities through effect coding, multilevel 
modeling, and multiple regression analysis to measure engagement patterns related to race and ethnicity. 
Significant patterns related to the engagement of students of color with disabilities emerged among the dependent 
variables of higher-order learning, student-faculty interaction, and supportive environment.

Kimball, Wells, Ostiguy, Manly, and Lauterbach (2016) called for the 
use of large datasets, such as the National Survey of Student Engagement, 
to explore generalizable trends regarding the experiences 
of students with disabilities. When applying a critical perspective 
in quantitative research, researchers can disaggregate 
their data to disrupt notions of homogeneity. This consideration 
is particularly true when studying students with disabilities, 
who often are treated as one monolithic group (Vaccaro, 
Kimball, Wells, & Ostiguy, 2015). Students with disabilities 
as a population differ vastly in terms of demographics as 
well as disability type (Mamiseishvili & Koch, 2011). Understanding 
the ways in which these populations are not homogeneous 
requires research on the experiences of students with 
disabilities with multiple intersecting identities (Peña, Stapleton, 
& Schaffer, 2016). In the current study, we explored the 
differential engagement patterns among undergraduate first-year 
students of color with disabilities. This research both centers 
on the experience of an often understudied group and provides 
methodological considerations for researchers studying small 
populations. Com-

For clarification, we want to describe how we use the terms dis/ability, 
multiple aspects of identity, and intersectionality. We use 
the term dis/ability in our review of prior scholarship to reduce labeling 
people based on what they cannot do (Connor, Ferri, & Annamma, 
2016). However, the survey item used in the analysis of 
the current study asked respondents about “disability”; therefore, 
we use this term for the last half of our manuscript. Second, 
there is an important distinction between “multiple aspects 
of identity” and “intersectionality.” “Multiple aspects of identity” 
refers to a person’s in-
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dividual identity emphasizing aspects of choice and 
saliency, whereas intersectionality refers to the in-
terlocking systems of oppression within society and 
the effects this has on the individual (Evans, Broi-
do, Brown, & Wilke, 2017). Thus, “multiple aspects 
of identity” connotes a consideration of the vari-
ous aspects of individual identity at a given point 
in time (e.g., ability, race/ethnicity), as context can 
influence which aspects of their identity are more 
salient than others, whereas intersectionality refers 
to the macro-level forces in play (e.g., ableism, rac-
ism) that influence an individual’s day-to-day life 
and contribute to different inequities present in so-
ciety. We present this distinction in terms because 
our study is mostly an exploration within the first 
concept, and we want to be conscious not to imply 
this is an intersectionality study.

Systems of Oppression 
Although in the current study we review research 

on multiple aspects of identity, it is important to ac-
knowledge systems of oppression that may influence 
the engagement of students of color with disabilities. 
Students from oppressed populations have been more 
likely to be labeled as having a dis/ability even if 
there is not enough evidence to properly diagnose one 
(Parrish, 2002). Such labeling is likely because other 
systems of oppression, including racism, have been 
shown to operate within ableism (Wolbring, 2008), 
which we define as “a pervasive system of discrim-
ination and exclusion of people with disabilities...
privileg[ing] temporarily able-bodied people and 
disadvantag[ing] people with disabilities” (Griffin, 
Peters, & Smith, 2007, p. 335). The editors of this 
volume cite another useful dimension of this concept: 
“a chief feature of an ableist viewpoint is a belief that 
impairment or disability (irrespective of ‘type’) is in-
herently negative and should the opportunity present 
itself, [should] be ameliorated, cured, or indeed elim-
inated” (Campbell, 2009, p. 5). An outcome of the 
shared effects of racism and ableism often cause indi-
viduals of color who identify as having a dis/ability to 
experience isolation. Meanwhile, experiences related 
to their dis/ability cause further experiences of mar-
ginalization beyond isolation based on racial identity 
alone (Connor, 2006; Ford, 2009; Linton, 2006). Be-
cause racism and ableism both may impact students, 
distinguishing the influences of both race and ability 
separately can be difficult (Connor et al., 2016). 

DisCrit
Dis/ability Critical Race Studies (DisCrit) is an 

important framework when examining multiple as-
pects of identity and their interactions with society 

for students with dis/abilities (Annamma et al., 
2016). Scholars who use DisCrit focus on the ways 
in which race and ability intersect in society and 
emphasize that both aspects of identity are social-
ly constructed. The tenets of DisCrit assist schol-
ars and practitioners in recognizing the systemic 
oppression of racism and ableism aiming to disrupt 
this oppression (Banks, 2017). Historically, students 
from underserved populations have been more likely 
to be labeled as having a dis/ability even if there is 
not enough evidence to properly diagnose (Parrish, 
2002). This labeling leads to oppression in multiple 
spaces in society, including education.

Summary of Relevant Literature
According to the National Center for Education 

Statistics, (NCES, 2016), 11.1% of college students in 
the 2011-12 academic year identified as having a dis/
ability, remaining consistent with 10.9% in 2007-08. 
Although the percentage of White students reporting 
dis/abilities has decreased slightly from 2007-08 to 
2011-12, the percentage of students with dis/abilities 
from several other races and ethnicities has increased 
over the same time span. These increases do not neces-
sarily indicate that there are increases in the number of 
students with dis/abilities. Rather, these values indicate 
an increase in the number of students who self-report 
as having dis/abilities. This distinction is necessary 
due to the differences in the experiences of students 
with disabilities at the K-12 level compared to the 
postsecondary education level. At the K-12 level, ser-
vices and accommodations for students with dis/abil-
ities are legally mandated and initiated by the school, 
with communication and assistance from parents or 
guardians (Shaw, 2012). However, at the postsecond-
ary level, students must choose to disclose a dis/ability 
and seek out services themselves through the appropri-
ate office(s) on their campuses (Newman & Madaus, 
2015). As more postsecondary students report having 
dis/abilities, more research is needed to better under-
stand these populations in order to improve services. 

In their review of the literature, Kimball et al. 
(2016) found that most studies about students of color 
with dis/abilities are qualitative in nature. Converse-
ly, Peña (2014) stated that most articles about stu-
dents with disabilities published in the highest-impact 
higher education journals were quantitative, but only 
22 were included in these journals between 1990 and 
1999 with just three more between 2000 and 2010, 
and these articles seldom considered multiple identi-
ties. Researchers who have considered other aspects 
of identity often did not disaggregate dis/ability type 
instead focusing on a single dis/ability or combining 
the experiences of all students with dis/abilities. 

dividual identity emphasizing aspects of choice and saliency, 
whereas intersectionality refers to the interlocking 
systems of oppression within society and the 
effects this has on the individual (Evans, Broi- do, Brown, 
& Wilke, 2017). Thus, “multiple aspects of identity” 
connotes a consideration of the various aspects 
of individual identity at a given point in time (e.g., 
ability, race/ethnicity), as context can influence which 
aspects of their identity are more salient than others, 
whereas intersectionality refers to the macro-level 
forces in play (e.g., ableism, racism) that influence 
an individual’s day-to-day life and contribute to 
different inequities present in society. We present this 
distinction in terms because our study is mostly an exploration 
within the first concept, and we want to be conscious 
not to imply this is an intersectionality study.



Journal of Postsecondary Education and Disability, 34(2) 143

Very few extant studies used large datasets to un-
derstand the experiences of the overall population of 
students with dis/abilities, let alone disaggregating 
by race and ethnicity. Fairweather and Shaver (1990) 
used a national survey to explore engagement expe-
riences of students with dis/abilities with consider-
ations of ethnicity and dis/ability type, but few others 
have pursued this line of research. For quantitative re-
searchers, one reason for this dearth of scholarship is 
the small number of students who identify as having 
both a dis/ability and a racially minoritized identity. 
For example, one researcher found individuals who 
identify as students of color make up approximately 
9% of the first-year students with disabilities (Banks, 
2014). Among some populations, separating aspects 
of identity may not be appropriate. For example, dis/
ability statuses may act much like a culture, such as 
Deafness that may offer a shared history and com-
munication style, and even supplant ethnic identities 
(Stapleton, 2015). It can be the case that this same 
identity renders these students invisible, especially 
at institutions where there are few role models who 
represent shared ethnic and dis/ability identities (Sta-
pleton & Croom, 2017).

Because of these limitations, quantitative re-
searchers in higher education struggle to study the 
multiple identities of students of color with dis/abil-
ities. In this research, we hope to ameliorate these 
issues by extending the current literature with infor-
mation regarding the engagement of this overlooked 
population. The research questions guiding the cur-
rent study were:

1. Accounting for student background and 
major, along with institutional characteristics, 
how do student race and ethnicity significant-
ly relate to engagement among students with 
disabilities?

2. Accounting for student background and 
major, how does type of disability significant-
ly relate to engagement among students of 
color with disabilities?

Conceptual Framework
The concept of student engagement is the theoret-

ical framework that guided the current study. Engage-
ment can be defined as the effort devoted by students 
toward educational activities in-class and outside the 
classroom (Kuh, 2001, 2009). Astin (1984), Tinto 
(1987), Pascarella and Terenzini (2005), and numer-
ous others have shown that involvement in diverse 
academic and social experiences are related to desired 
outcomes. However, preliminary concepts of stu-
dent engagement have been created by mostly White 

scholars using data of a majority of White respon-
dents (Patton, Harper, & Harris, 2015). Therefore, 
new perspectives are necessary to adjust this concept 
and accommodate diverse populations (Quaye & 
Harper, 2015). 

A few scholars have applied this theory to the 
understanding of students with disabilities. In their 
review of engagement literature, Brown and Broido 
(2015) highlighted the value of academic and co-cur-
ricular engagement for students with disabilities and 
the barriers related to legal issues, ableist attitudes, 
self-reporting, physical layout, and institutional com-
mitment. In an applied study, Kimball, Friedensen, 
and Silva (2017) used the concept of student engage-
ment to understand the experiences of eight under-
graduate students with cognitive disabilities through 
interview. Their finding that “disability is a multi-fac-
eted phenomenon that interfaces with engagement in 
diverse ways” (p. 73) provides credence to the current 
study’s purpose to map the ways engagement is dif-
ferential for students of diverse races and ethnicities 
within the disabilities population. In prior scholarship 
using the National Survey of Student Engagement 
(NSSE), significant relationships to engagement 
have been demonstrated related to student gender 
(BrckaLorenz, Garvey, Hurtado, & Latopolski, 2017; 
Mayhew, Seifert, Pascarella, Nelson Laird, & Blaich, 
2012; Rocconi, Ribera, & Nelson Laird, 2015), trans-
fer status (Webber, Nelson Laird, & BrckaLorenz, 
2013; Zilvinskis & Dumford, 2018), first-generation 
status (Pike, Smart, & Ethington, 2012; Rocconi, 
Lambert, McCormick, & Sarraf, 2013), and academic 
major (Rocconi, Ribera, Nelson Laird, 2015; Webber, 
Nelson Laird, & BrckaLorenz. 2013). This previous 
research informed covariate selection for our analyt-
ical models.

For the outcomes of the study, we chose aspects 
of engagement (higher-order learning, student-facul-
ty interaction, and supportive environment) that have 
been shown in previous scholarship to be related to 
other desired outcomes, such as the development of 
leadership skills and self-confidence (Kezar & Mori-
arty, 2000), persistence rates (Nelson Laird, Chen & 
Kuh, 2008), and exploration of future career plans 
(Gonyea & Kinzie, 2015). As defined in the NSSE, 
higher-order learning involves academic coursework 
that encourages more complex thinking than rote 
memorization; tasks that involve higher-order learn-
ing are generally challenging and thought-provoking. 
Student-faculty interaction involves interaction with 
faculty members outside of the classroom; this in-
teraction can have a positive influence upon student 
development and persistence (NSSE, 2018). Finally, 
supportive environment involves student perception 

Very few extant studies used large datasets to understand the experiences of the overall population of 
students with dis/abilities, let alone disaggregating by race and ethnicity. Fairweather and Shaver (1990) 
used a national survey to explore engagement experiences of students with dis/abilities with considerations 
of ethnicity and dis/ability type, but few others have pursued this line of research. For 
quantitative re- searchers, one reason for this dearth of scholarship is the small number of students 
who identify as having both a dis/ability and a racially minoritized identity. For example, one 
researcher found individuals who identify as students of color make up approximately 9% of the 
first-year students with disabilities (Banks, 2014). Among some populations, separating aspects of 
identity may not be appropriate. For example, dis/ ability statuses may act much like a culture, such 
as Deafness that may offer a shared history and communication style, and even supplant ethnic 
identities (Stapleton, 2015). It can be the case that this same identity renders these students invisible, 
especially at institutions where there are few role models who represent shared ethnic and dis/ability 
identities (Stapleton & Croom, 2017). Because of these limitations, quantitative re- searchers 
in higher education struggle to study the multiple identities of students of color with dis/abilities. 
In this research, we hope to ameliorate these issues by extending the current literature with 
information regarding the engagement of this overlooked population. The research questions guiding 
the cur- rent study were:
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activities in-class and outside the classroom (Kuh, 
2001, 2009). Astin (1984), Tinto (1987), Pascarella and 
Terenzini (2005), and numerous others have shown that 
involvement in diverse academic and social experiences 
are related to desired outcomes. However, preliminary 
concepts of student engagement have been created 
by mostly White

scholars using data of a majority of White respondents (Patton, Harper, 
& Harris, 2015). Therefore, new perspectives are necessary 
to adjust this concept and accommodate diverse populations 
(Quaye & Harper, 2015). A few scholars have applied this 
theory to the understanding of students with disabilities. In their 
review of engagement literature, Brown and Broido (2015) highlighted 
the value of academic and co-curricular engagement for 
students with disabilities and the barriers related to legal issues, 
ableist attitudes, self-reporting, physical layout, and institutional 
commitment. In an applied study, Kimball, Friedensen, 
and Silva (2017) used the concept of student engagement 
to understand the experiences of eight under- graduate 
students with cognitive disabilities through interview. Their 
finding that “disability is a multi-faceted phenomenon that interfaces 
with engagement in diverse ways” (p. 73) provides credence 
to the current study’s purpose to map the ways engagement 
is differential for students of diverse races and ethnicities 
within the disabilities population. In prior scholarship using 
the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE), significant 
relationships to engagement have been demonstrated related 
to student gender (BrckaLorenz, Garvey, Hurtado, & Latopolski, 
2017; Mayhew, Seifert, Pascarella, Nelson Laird, & Blaich, 
2012; Rocconi, Ribera, & Nelson Laird, 2015), trans- fer status 
(Webber, Nelson Laird, & BrckaLorenz, 2013; Zilvinskis & Dumford, 
2018), first-generation status (Pike, Smart, & Ethington, 2012; 
Rocconi, Lambert, McCormick, & Sarraf, 2013), and academic 
major (Rocconi, Ribera, Nelson Laird, 2015; Webber, Nelson 
Laird, & BrckaLorenz. 2013). This previous research informed 
covariate selection for our analytical models. For the outcomes 
of the study, we chose aspects of engagement (higher-order 
learning, student-faculty interaction, and supportive environment) 
that have been shown in previous scholarship to be related 
to other desired outcomes, such as the development of leadership 
skills and self-confidence (Kezar & Mori- arty, 2000), persistence 
rates (Nelson Laird, Chen & Kuh, 2008), and exploration 
of future career plans (Gonyea & Kinzie, 2015). As defined 
in the NSSE, higher-order learning involves academic coursework 
that encourages more complex thinking than rote memorization; 
tasks that involve higher-order learning are generally 
challenging and thought-provoking. Student-faculty interaction 
involves interaction with faculty members outside of the 
classroom; this interaction can have a positive influence upon student 
development and persistence (NSSE, 2018). Finally, supportive 
environment involves student perception
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of the extent to which the institution supports learn-
ing and development; these perceptions can influence 
student performance and satisfaction. 

We reviewed other engagement research more at-
tuned to the group of interest in the current study to 
guide design. Scholars using data from the NSSE dis-
aggregated multiracial students and found that Latino/
White biracial students were one of the largest sub-
groups (2.1%) of the sample and found (a) this group 
reported the highest level of supportive environment 
compared with other first-year biracial, monoracial, 
and multiracial students, and (b) this group reported 
significantly lower student-faculty interaction scores 
compared with their biracial peers (Harris, Brcka-
Lorenz, & Nelson Laird, 2018). Because a sizable 
population was identified in this prior research and 
the scholars related the engagement of Latino/White 
biracial students with the outcomes of interest in the 
current study, we also disaggregated our sample to 
include this group. 

 
Additional Research Design Considerations

Two other theoretical constructs, critical quanti-
tative research and an anti-deficit framework, guided 
the current study. Vaccaro et al. (2015) recommended 
that researchers using a critical perspective use so-
phisticated analysis and disaggregate students with 
disabilities by subgroups by writing research ques-
tions that are clear and appropriately answerable with 
the data available. A critical lens enables researchers 
to question socially imposed limitations, such as re-
ducing disability to a single bivariate measure, and 
contributes to the development of institutional poli-
cies that liberate this “significant, yet understudied” 
population (p. 38). Our research does not realize the 
goal of being critical, because this is not an explicit 
examination of power (Mackenzie & Knipe, 2006). 
However, this work does connect to some aspects of 
critical work in the area of disability. In their treat-
ment of Dis/ability Critical Race Studies (DisCrit), 
Connor et al. (2016) observed that even descriptive 
statistics can be helpful in understanding the experi-
ences of students of color with disabilities. 

Also employed in the current study is an anti-defi-
cit framework. Based on theories stemming from ed-
ucation, sociology, psychology, and gender studies, 
using an anti-deficit framework encourages research-
ers to invert existing paradigms and questions in order 
to recognize the pathways to success used by individ-
uals from marginalized communities (Harper, 2010, 
2012). This framework guided the development of 
the current study in two ways. First, instead of con-
tributing to a deficit narrative by comparing students 
with and without disabilities, we restricted the cur-

rent dataset to only students with disabilities. Second, 
instead of reinforcing hegemony by modeling White 
respondents as a reference group, we employed effect 
coding so the comparison group is all students within 
the sample—not just White students. 

Data Sources and Methods

The National Survey of Student Engagement 
(NSSE) is completed each year by first-year and se-
nior students from between 700 to 1,500 institutions 
(Kuh, 2001). The NSSE provides actionable evidence 
for institutions to improve the quality of education 
(Banta, Pike, & Hansen, 2009; Kuh, 2005). Within 
the NSSE, the relationships between evidence-based 
practices and learning outcomes are explored through 
ten Engagement Indicators, enabling institutions to 
compare annual data to better understand the effec-
tiveness of their practices so that they may design 
efforts to improve educational quality (McCormick 
et al., 2013). NSSE data were used with permission 
from The Indiana University Center for Postsecond-
ary Research.

For the current study, we drew on responses 
from the 2015 and 2016 administration of the NSSE. 
Combining years yielded an increase in the number 
of first-year students with disabilities (n = 16,368). 
For the first research question, because we wanted to 
account for variance both at level-one (student) and 
level-two (institution), we removed institutions with 
fewer than 30 students, which is the recommended 
group size cut-off for education research (Kreft & 
De Leeuw, 1998). Using this cut-off resulted in only 
39.62% of the total responses being retained from 135 
eligible institutions: 32 private, 82 doctoral degree 
granting universities, 47 master’s degree granting in-
stitutions, and six bachelor degree granting colleges 
with one Minority Serving Institution. See Table 1 for 
level-one sample descriptive statistics.

For the second research question, because institu-
tions have so few students of color with disabilities, 
the multilevel modeling cut-off of 30 students per 
institutions would have yielded fewer than ten uni-
versities. Therefore, we used multiple regression to 
answer this question. Using this method allowed us 
to reinstate responses removed for the first research 
question. Meanwhile, students who preferred not to 
respond when asked about their race and ethnicity, 
mono-racial White respondents, and respondents who 
did not identify their type of disability were removed 
from the sample. The survey results of 2,672 first-
year students of color with disabilities were analyzed 
(16.32% of the total responses), and only 273 insti-
tutions were retained (110 private, 126 doctoral, 118 
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master’s, 29 bachelor’s). See Table 2 for level-one 
sample descriptive statistics.

Measures
Near the end of the NSSE, respondents are 

prompted to answer a binary question, “Have you 
been diagnosed with any disability or impairment?” 
We removed students who did not answer in the af-
firmative from the sample. For the second research 
question, respondents who answered in the affirma-
tive are asked an additional question, “If yes, which 
of the following has been diagnosed?” and are pre-
sented with a check-all survey item with five options 
of disability. Seven disability groups emerged: a sen-
sory impairment, a mobility impairment, a learning 
disability, a mental health disorder, a disability or im-
pairment not listed above, learning and mental health 
disability, and more than one disability or impairment. 
We considered students with both a learning and a 
mental health disability independently from students 
with more than one disability or impairment because 
this was the largest subgroup of students reporting 
multiple disabilities. We treated these measures as in-
dependent variables for the second research question.

Independent Variables
In the NSSE, respondents are asked, “What is 

your racial or ethnic identification?” allowing multi-
ple responses to be chosen from among eight options. 
In the current study, students who selected more than 
one choice were categorized as “multiracial,” unless 
they only selected “Hispanic or Latino” and “White”; 
these students made up their own group, “Latino and 
White biracial.” Because in previous NSSE research 
scholars have demonstrated differential engagement 
patterns among these students (Harris, BrckaLorenz, 
& Nelson Laird, 2018), we identified this specific 
group of multiracial students. For students who did 
not answer this question in the survey, we backfilled 
with information from institutionally reported data of 
the respondent (n = 19). Although inferring the racial 
or ethnic identity of respondents who selected “pre-
fer not to respond” is impossible, we retained these 
responses in the model to honor the time spent by the 
students in completing the survey and this option was 
not backfilled out of respect for respondent choice.

Model Covariates
There are fourteen dichotomous level-one covari-

ates included in the multilevel model and three for the 
second level. For the first covariate, answers in the 
affirmative to, “Are you an international student?” 
were recoded as equal to one and all other responses 
recoded as zero (a dichotomous variable) for the mea-

sure “International.” For gender, respondents were 
presented the following four options to answer the 
question, “What is your gender identity?”: “Woman,” 
“Man,” “Another gender identity,” and “Prefer not 
to respond.” The last three responses were recoded 
into their own dichotomous covariate measures, with 
“Woman” as the reference group. 

For generation status, researchers recently have 
shown differential relationships of college student 
outcomes by refraining from a first-generation/
non-first-generation dichotomy and using a spectrum 
of multiple groups instead (Toutkoushian, Stollberg, 
& Slaton, 2018). Therefore, four groups were derived 
from responses to the question, “What is the highest 
level of education completed by either of your parents 
(or those who raised you)?” The first group, “High 
School,” included two responses, “Did not finish high 
school” and “High school diploma/G.E.D.” The sec-
ond group “Associates” also included two respons-
es “Attended college but did not complete degree” 
and “Associate's degree (A.A., A.S., etc.).” The third 
group, “Bachelor’s Degree” only included those who 
only selected, “Bachelor's degree (B.A., B.S., etc.).” 
The fourth group, “Advanced Degree” included two 
responses, “Master’s Degree (M.A., M.S., etc.)” and 
“Doctoral or professional degree (Ph.D., J.D., M.D., 
etc.).” This last group was the largest of the four 
(37.44% of the sample) and, thus, served as the refer-
ence group in multilevel modeling. 

The other seven covariates are dichotomous vari-
ables indicative of their corresponding measurement 
label. First, the response of “Started elsewhere” to the 
question, “Did you begin college at this institution or 
elsewhere?” was labeled “Transfer.” Second, an age 
below 21 was re-categorized “Traditional Age” for 
the first-year sample of the study. Third, a respondent 
who answered in the affirmative to the question, “Are 
you a current or former member of the U.S. Armed 
Forces, Reserves, or National Guard?” was identi-
fied as a “Veteran.” Fourth, a student who majored 
in a Science, Technology, Engineering, or Math field 
was categorized as “STEM.” Fifth, a response in the 
affirmative to, “Are you a member of a social fra-
ternity or sorority?” was labeled “Fraternity or Soror-
ity.” Sixth, for the question, “Which of the following 
best describes where you are living while attending 
college?” if the responses was either “Dormitory or 
other campus housing or fraternity or sorority house” 
was labeled “On Campus.” Seventh, a response in the 
affirmative to the question, “Are you a student-athlete 
on a team sponsored by your institution’s athletics de-
partment?” was recoded as “Athlete.”

For the level-two covariates, we identified insti-
tutions by sector using the label “Private.” Also, we 
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collapsed the institutions’ Carnegie Classifications 
into Doctoral, Master’s, and Bachelor’s designation, 
with the Doctoral group being the largest and serving 
as the reference group. Another level-two covariate is 
a scale measure of a collapsed version of Barron’s se-
lectivity index ranging from 1 = Noncompetitive to 6 
= Most competitive. The last level two variable is the 
IPEDS value for undergraduate enrollment in the fall 
of 2014 rounded to the nearest thousand to measure 
institutional “Undergraduate Enrollment.”

Dependent variables. The outcomes of this study 
include measures of a variety of survey items mea-
suring student behavior related to three Engagement 
Indicators: higher-order learning, student-faculty in-
teraction, and supportive environment (please email 
to receive an Appendix reflecting item description 
and Cronbach’s alpha). Reliability statistics for the 
broad sample (research question one) and the restrict-
ed sample (research question two) met the minimum 
reliability statistic to be included as a scale (Eρ2 ≥ 
0.80). 

Data Analysis
The analysis of these data consisted of three 

parts. First, we recoded the variables for the first re-
search question describing race and ethnicity using 
effect coding to offset the norming of the White ex-
perience within higher education. For the second re-
search question, we applied effect coding to the types 
of student disability. Second, we applied multilevel 
modeling to measure the discriminant relationships 
between the independent variables (race and ethnic-
ity) and the dependent variables (three measures of 
student engagement). Third, we conducted multiple 
regression analysis on the students of color with dis-
abilities to measure the ways disability type relates to 
these dependent variables within this group. 

Effect Coding
Instead of employing indicator codes to represent 

the race and ethnicity of the respondents (in which 
White students often serve as a reference group), we 
employed effect coding in the current analysis. In 
this process, students who identified as mono-racial 
White are still excluded from the regression; howev-
er, these students are recoded as “-1” in each of the 
otherwise bivariate representations of the eight other 
racial and ethnic subgroups (Mayhew & Simonoff, 
2015a). The benefit of this process is that, rather than 
interpreting the effect in relation to the reference 
group, “interpretations of effect codes are based rel-
ative to the unweighted average of the group means” 
(Mayhew & Simonoff, 2015a, p. 172). This form of 
coding leads to representation of race and ethnicity 

more in line with the respondents’ understanding of 
this aspect of their identity, and improves the accura-
cy of the analysis (Mayhew & Simonoff, 2015b). We 
repeated this process for the second research question 
using students with only a learning disability as the 
reference group. Therefore, the reader can interpret 
the effects compared with all respondents in the sam-
ple, rather than just those in the reference group. IBM 
SPSS Statistics 25 was used for effect coding.

Multilevel Modeling
For the first research question, we developed 

three random intercept multilevel models for each of 
the dependent variables. During the model building 
process, we assessed fit to ensure the change in the 
log-likelihood was above the threshold for the de-
grees of freedom lost when adding each fixed effect 
(Snijders & Bosker, 2011). This threshold is estab-
lished using the chi-square statistic for the p-value 
of 0.05 for each model level: null (χ   = 7.81), in-
dependent variables (χ   = 16.92 ), model covariates  
(χ = 23.69), and institutional characteristics  
(χ    = 11.07). For each model, we calculated the In-
traclass Correlation (ICC) and the Design Effect (DE) 
statistics to measure the proportion of variance at-
tributed to the second-level effects along with the ap-
propriateness of multilevel modeling (Peugh, 2010). 
We cleaned the sample, calculated outcome reliabili-
ty using IBM SPSS Statistics 25, and performed mul-
tilevel modeling using SAS 9.4.

Multiple Regression Analysis. For the second 
research question, the sample was restricted to only 
students of color with disabilities. Since so few in-
stitutions had the minimum number of these re-
spondents for multilevel modeling, we employed a 
single-level multiple regression analysis to measure 
the relationship between the independent variables 
(student disability type) and the dependent variables, 
while accounting for the student-level covariates. 
The analysis included calculation of the Adjusted R2 
to measure the amount of variance in the dependent 
variables that can be attributed to effects of the inde-
pendent variables and covariates, along with a calcu-
lation of the Tolerance measures for multicollinearity 
(Hahs-Vaughn & Lomax, 2013). The multiple regres-
sion analysis was performed using IBM SPSS Statis-
tics 25.

Results

The first research question was, “Accounting for 
student background and campus activities along with 
institutional characteristics, how are levels of en-
gagement of students with dis/abilities significantly 
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collapsed the institutions’ Carnegie Classifications into Doctoral, Master’s, 
and Bachelor’s designation, with the Doctoral group being 
the largest and serving as the reference group. Another level-two 
covariate is a scale measure of a collapsed version of Barron’s 
selectivity index ranging from 1 = Noncompetitive to 6 = Most 
competitive. The last level two variable is the IPEDS value for 
undergraduate enrollment in the fall of 2014 rounded to the nearest 
thousand to measure institutional “Undergraduate Enrollment.” 
Dependent variables. The outcomes of this study include 
measures of a variety of survey items measuring student behavior 
related to three Engagement Indicators: higher-order learning, 
student-faculty interaction, and supportive environment (please 
email to receive an Appendix reflecting item description and 
Cronbach’s alpha). Reliability statistics for the broad sample (research 
question one) and the restricted sample (research question 
two) met the minimum reliability statistic to be included as 
a scale (Eρ2 ≥ 0.80).

The analysis of these data consisted of three parts. First, we recoded 
the variables for the first research question describing race 
and ethnicity using effect coding to offset the norming of the White 
experience within higher education. For the second re- search 
question, we applied effect coding to the types of student disability. 
Second, we applied multilevel modeling to measure the discriminant 
relationships between the independent variables (race 
and ethnicity) and the dependent variables (three measures of 
student engagement). Third, we conducted multiple regression analysis 
on the students of color with dis- abilities to measure the ways 
disability type relates to these dependent variables within this 
group.

Multilevel Modeling For the first research question, we developed 
three random intercept multilevel models for each 
of the dependent variables. During the model building 
process, we assessed fit to ensure the change in 
the log-likelihood was above the threshold for the degrees 
of freedom lost when adding each fixed effect (Snijders 
& Bosker, 2011). This threshold is established using 
the chi-square statistic for the p-value 2 of 0.05 for each 
model level: null (χ = 7.81), in- 3 2 dependent variables 
(χ = 16.92 ), model covariates 9 2 (χ = 23.69), and 
institutional characteristics 14 2 (χ = 11.07). For each 
model, we calculated the In- 5 traclass Correlation (ICC) 
and the Design Effect (DE) statistics to measure the 
proportion of variance attributed to the second-level effects 
along with the appropriateness of multilevel modeling 
(Peugh, 2010). We cleaned the sample, calculated 
outcome reliability using IBM SPSS Statistics 25, 
and performed multilevel modeling using SAS 9.4. Multiple 
Regression Analysis. For the second research question, 
the sample was restricted to only students of color 
with disabilities. Since so few institutions had the minimum 
number of these respondents for multilevel modeling, 
we employed a single-level multiple regression 
analysis to measure the relationship between the 
independent variables (student disability type) and the 
dependent variables, while accounting for the student-level 
covariates. The analysis included calculation 
of the Adjusted R2 to measure the amount of variance 
in the dependent variables that can be attributed 
to effects of the independent variables and covariates, 
along with a calculation of the Tolerance measures 
for multicollinearity (Hahs-Vaughn & Lomax, 2013). 
The multiple regression analysis was performed using 
IBM SPSS Statistics 25.
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different based on race and ethnic identity compared 
with other first-year students with dis/abilities?” 
There were six significant (p < 0.05) effects within 
the multilevel models relating student race and eth-
nicity to engagement among students with disabili-
ties. For the second research question, “Accounting 
for student background and campus activities, how 
are levels of engagement of students with dis/abili-
ties significantly different by type of dis/ability for 
only first-year students of color?” there were five sig-
nificant relationships between disability type and the 
three measures of the engagement.

For each outcome, each set of variables met the fit 
criteria in the multilevel model building process. The 
ICC ranged between 0.004 and 0.016 indicating that 
less than two percent of the variance can be attributed 
to second-level effects. The DE ranges between 1.18 
to 1.78, which is problematic as researchers suggest 
that the DE should be greater than 2.00 to warrant 
multilevel modeling (Peugh, 2010). However, re-
searchers recently have tested this criterion and found 
it not to be definitive, especially if researchers are 
interested in level-two effects (Lai & Kwok, 2015). 
This type of analysis was retained since a goal of the 
current study is to provide robust evidence of the re-
lationships between race and engagement among stu-
dents with disabilities, which includes accounting for 
the nested nature of students within institutions.

For the first research question, there were six sig-
nificant (p > 0.05) relationships between the depen-
dent variables and respondent race and ethnicity (see 
Table 4). For the outcome of higher-order learning, 
Black or African American students with disabilities 
reported significantly lower scores compared with 
their peers (γ00 = -3.11, SE = 0.99) as did multiracial 
students with disabilities (γ00 = -1.72, SE = 0.78). 
For the outcome of student-faculty interaction, Amer-
ican Indian or Alaska Native students with disabilities 
reported significantly higher scores compared to their 
peers (γ00 = 4.38, SE = 2.22), whereas students with 
disabilities who identified as Latino/White biracial 
reported significantly lower scores (γ00 = -2.47, SE 
= 1.12). For the outcome of supportive environment, 
the scores reported by Latino/White biracial were 
significantly higher compared with their peers (γ00 = 
2.18, SE = 1.07), whereas respondents who selected 
“Prefer Not to Respond” when asked about their race 
reported significantly lower scores (γ00 = -3.80, SE 
= 1.08). 

For the second research question, the Adjusted R2 
ranged between 0.002 to 0.039, indicating that less 
than four percent of the variance of the outcomes is 
explained by the independent variables and covari-
ates. The Tolerance statistic was greater than 0.10 

for each variable in each model, indicating no issue 
related to multicollinearity (Hahs-Vaughn & Lomax, 
2013). For the outcome of higher-order learning, 
students with both a learning and mental health dis-
ability reported significantly higher engagement (β 
= 0.06, SE = 0.86) compared with other students of 
color with disabilities in the sample. This trend was 
similar for the outcome of student-faculty interaction 
with students with both a learning and mental health 
disability reporting higher engagement (β = 0.08, SE 
= 0.91). However, students with a sensory impairment 
reported a lower level of engagement related to fac-
ulty interaction (β = -0.13, SE = 0.70) compared with 
peers. For the outcome of supportive environment, 
students with a sensory impairment reported a higher 
level of engagement (β = 0.06, SE = 0.66) compared 
with other students of color with disabilities, whereas 
students with more than one disability or impairment 
reported the environment to be significantly less sup-
portive (β = -0.06, SE = 0.70). 

When working to disaggregate data on students 
with disabilities, it is important to stress the practi-
cal significance as well as the statistical significance 
(Vaccaro et al., 2015). The measures for the first re-
search question represent the unstandardized effects 
of outcomes scaled to a 0-60 scale; therefore, changes 
of an absolute value of two or more represent a sub-
stantial, practical difference. Five relationships meet 
this criteria. The measures for the second research 
question represent the standardized effects. Therefore, 
an effect with a magnitude of 0.6 indicates a small ef-
fect, whereas a magnitude of 0.12 indicates a medium 
effect (Mayhew et al., 2016). Therefore, these results 
indicate four cases of small effects and one medium 
effect, indicating some evidence of practical signifi-
cance. Though these results may need to be applied 
cautiously, there is value in their dissemination due to 
the overall dearth of research in this area.

Limitations

The present study has various limitations that 
should be taken into consideration. First, the lan-
guage that is used by NSSE for the disability item 
presents a limitation not only because it is present-
ed through a medical model (i.e., “diagnosed” with 
a disability), but it also does not provide a definition 
for increased comprehension. For example, vision is 
included as an option under “sensory impairment.” It 
may be unclear to respondents whether or not vision 
means having prescribed vision-aids such as glasses 
or contact lenses constitutes a disability. Furthermore, 
the five categories of disability provided to students 
in the NSSE may not reflect the categories students 

different based on race and ethnic identity compared with other first-year 
students with dis/abilities?” There were six significant (p < 
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to 0.039, indicating that less than four percent of the variance 
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for each variable in each model, indicating no issue related to multicollinearity 
(Hahs-Vaughn & Lomax, 2013). For the outcome of 
higher-order learning, students with both a learning and mental health 
dis- ability reported significantly higher engagement (β = 0.06, 
SE = 0.86) compared with other students of color with disabilities 
in the sample. This trend was similar for the outcome of 
student-faculty interaction with students with both a learning and 
mental health disability reporting higher engagement (β = 0.08, 
SE = 0.91). However, students with a sensory impairment reported 
a lower level of engagement related to faculty interaction (β 
= -0.13, SE = 0.70) compared with peers. For the outcome of supportive 
environment, students with a sensory impairment reported 
a higher level of engagement (β = 0.06, SE = 0.66) compared 
with other students of color with disabilities, whereas students 
with more than one disability or impairment reported the environment 
to be significantly less supportive (β = -0.06, SE = 0.70). 
When working to disaggregate data on students with disabilities, 
it is important to stress the practical significance as well 
as the statistical significance (Vaccaro et al., 2015). The measures 
for the first re- search question represent the unstandardized 
effects of outcomes scaled to a 0-60 scale; therefore, 
changes of an absolute value of two or more represent a 
substantial, practical difference. Five relationships meet this criteria. 
The measures for the second research question represent 
the standardized effects. Therefore, an effect with a magnitude 
of 0.6 indicates a small effect, whereas a magnitude of 0.12 
indicates a medium effect (Mayhew et al., 2016). Therefore, these 
results indicate four cases of small effects and one medium effect, 
indicating some evidence of practical significance. Though these 
results may need to be applied cautiously, there is value in their 
dissemination due to the overall dearth of research in this area.
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are likely familiar with through seeking services and 
accommodations in the K-12 setting (Shaw, 2012). 
Second, there seems to be an under-representation of 
students with disabilities in the sample. For example, 
research has indicated that approximately 11% of 
students attending higher education have a disability 
(NCES, 2016). However, in our sample only 3% of 
the population are identified as students with disabili-
ties. This under-representation could be related to the 
previous limitation regarding how the NSSE disabili-
ty item is phrased or may be related to the institutions 
participating. The NSSE represents only respondents 
from four-year institutions who selected to participate 
in the survey. Private institutions are over-represent-
ed in this group. This factor introduces bias, because 
it does not encompass a more inclusive data set and 
the experiences of students with disabilities at these 
institutions may differ from those who attend public 
institutions. In addition, a number of students with 
disabilities enroll in two-year institutions and there-
fore are excluded from this dataset.

Self-reported data constitutes a third limitation of 
this study. Many critiques of self-reported data exist 
primarily in regard to the extent to which individu-
als are able to interpret their own learning (Bowman, 
2011; Porter, 2011). However, use of self-reported 
data enable researchers to get a more objective un-
derstanding of learning experienced by respondents 
(Baird, 1976; Pike, 1995, 1996). Finally, respondents 
have the option to select “I prefer not to answer” for 
the ability question. Due to lack of interpretability, 
these students were removed from the sample; how-
ever, the size of this group from eligible responses 
the 2015 and 2016 administration of the NSSE was 
not negligible (n = 12,906). It may be the case that 
students with disabilities selected this option. Future 
research of the rationale of respondents who selected 
this option would provide helpful understandings of 
this sizable trend.

Fourth, combining these limitations, it is diffi-
cult to understand the degree to which the sample 
represents students with disabilities as previous re-
searchers have documented considerations related 
to disclosure among this group. For example, New-
man and Madaus (2015) examined longitudinal data 
of 3,190 students with disabilities transitioning from 
high school to college and found a little over a third 
of them informed their institution regarding their 
status. The degree to which this trend of disclosure 
lends to representation via survey responses is un-
clear; however, this finding indicates a broad inclina-
tion among this population not to disclose in higher 
education spaces. Leake and Stodden’s (2014) re-
search on underrepresented populations suggests that 

campus climate (e.g., the degree to which disability 
is understood as an aspect of diversity) contributes 
to stigma of self-disclosure on campus surveys used 
to estimate the size of this population. The combined 
results of studies such as these suggest that the actual 
number of college students with disabilities is much 
larger than what is documented.  

Discussion

The results of the current study indicate that there 
are differential engagement patterns for students of 
color with disabilities. When comparing the results 
to the rest of the sample, there were significantly dif-
ferent levels of engagement for higher order learn-
ing (lower for Black or African American students 
and multiracial students), student-faculty interaction 
(higher for American Indian or Alaska Native students 
and lower for Latino/White biracial students), and 
supportive environment (higher for Latino/White 
biracial students and lower for respondents who 
selected “Prefer Not to Respond”). Results of the 
Latino/White biracial students are in line with pre-
vious engagement research (Harris, BrckaLorenz, 
& Nelson Laird, 2018). As cited in the conceptual 
framework, these three engagement measures are 
important indicators of collegiate quality and have 
been shown to be related to other desired outcomes 
within higher education.

When disaggregated by disability for students of 
color, there were also significantly different levels of 
engagement. When compared to the rest of the sam-
ple, students with both learning and mental health 
disabilities reported higher engagement related to 
higher order learning and student-faculty interaction. 
Students with a sensory impairment reported much 
lower student-faculty interaction but found their 
environment more supportive. Students with more 
than one disability found their environment less 
supportive than other students of color with disabil-
ities. Our results indicate that the multiple identities 
of students with disabilities are related to distinct 
patterns of engagement and speak to broader consid-
erations in this scholarship. 

Our methodological choices allowed us to explore 
two DisCrit tenets: “1) DisCrit privileges voices of 
marginalized populations, traditionally not acknowl-
edged within research, and 2) DisCrit values multidi-
mensional identities and troubles singular notions of 
identity such as race or dis/ability or class or gender 
or sexuality, and so on” (Connor et al., 2016, p. 19). 
As Peña (2014) pointed out, few studies focus on stu-
dents with disabilities, and those that do often frame 
these students within a deficit narrative by compar-
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The results of the current study indicate that there are differential engagement 
patterns for students of color with disabilities. When comparing 
the results to the rest of the sample, there were significantly 
different levels of engagement for higher order learning 
(lower for Black or African American students and multiracial 
students), student-faculty interaction (higher for American 
Indian or Alaska Native students and lower for Latino/White 
biracial students), and supportive environment (higher 
for Latino/White biracial students and lower for respondents 
who selected “Prefer Not to Respond”). Results of the 
Latino/White biracial students are in line with previous engagement 
research (Harris, BrckaLorenz, & Nelson Laird, 2018). 
As cited in the conceptual framework, these three engagement 
measures are important indicators of collegiate quality 
and have been shown to be related to other desired outcomes 
within higher education. When disaggregated by disability 
for students of color, there were also significantly different 
levels of engagement. When compared to the rest of the sample, 
students with both learning and mental health disabilities reported 
higher engagement related to higher order learning and student-faculty 
interaction. Students with a sensory impairment reported 
much lower student-faculty interaction but found their environment 
more supportive. Students with more than one disability 
found their environment less supportive than other students 
of color with disabilities. Our results indicate that the multiple 
identities of students with disabilities are related to distinct 
patterns of engagement and speak to broader considerations 
in this scholarship. Our methodological choices allowed 
us to explore two DisCrit tenets: “1) DisCrit privileges voices 
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research, and 2) DisCrit values multidimensional identities and 
troubles singular notions of identity such as race or dis/ability or 
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ing them with their peers without disabilities. In this 
study, we aimed to privilege the voice of this margin-
alized population by including only students with dis-
abilities for the first research question and including 
only students of color with disabilities for the second 
research question. For disability services educators, 
the structure of our research demonstrates how race 
may be explored in assessment of students with dis-
abilities. Furthermore, we used effect coding to make 
the comparisons within the independent variables 
(race and ethnicity for the first research question and 
disability type for the second). Therefore, estimates 
within the models were measured in comparison 
to the rest of the corresponding subsamples. These 
choices allowed for these groups to be privileged 
within the current study, whereas they are typically 
not acknowledged in research at large.

The second DisCrit tenet realized in this research 
is the recognition of multidimensional identities. As 
the independent variables of the two research ques-
tions suggest, the current research is focused on 
understanding the engagement of students with dis-
abilities by race and ethnicity and the engagement of 
students of color with disabilities by disability type, 
which trouble the concept that either of these aspects 
of identity are uniform in how they manifest in en-
gagement on college campuses. For educators on col-
lege campuses, these findings provided evidence of 
the concepts of aspects of identity introduced in the 
beginning of this study. Further realizing the goal of 
this tenet is the covariate information within the third 
and fourth models, in which consistent significant re-
lationships related to gender, first-generation status, 
and campus experience are related to distinct levels 
of engagement.

To continue advancing scholarship that recogniz-
es the myriad experiences of students of all identities, 
survey items should be constructed in ways that re-
spect the ever-changing student population (Wells & 
Stage, 2015). Though encapsulating all experiences 
in a survey may be difficult, researchers may wish 
to include multiple related questions to better address 
complex topics. For example, while the NSSE utiliz-
es the medical model of disability that measures stu-
dents’ diagnoses, the Community College Survey of 
Student Engagement (Center for Community College 
Student Engagement, 2019) uses an interactionist 
model that measures students’ use of disability ser-
vices (Zilvinskis, 2020 ; Evans et al., 2017). An ef-
fort to advance critical quantitative perspectives may 
strive to employ both question types and triangulate 
the patterns of students whose experiences differ 
from a traditional view of students with disabilities.

Implications for Practice

For the first research question, there were six sig-
nificant relationships in which students of distinct 
races and ethnicities engaged differently from their 
peers. Furthermore, the finding that Latino/White bi-
racial students held two of those significant relation-
ships relate to prior research on the engagement of 
this biracial group (Harris, BrckaLorenz, & Nelson 
Laird, 2018). For the second research question, there 
were five significant relationships in which the en-
gagement of students of color with disability differed 
by type of disability compared to peers within the 
subsample. Two of those relationships (both positive) 
exist for students with a learning and mental health 
disability, whereas students with a sensory impair-
ment also had two significant relationships (one pos-
itive, one negative). These findings provide evidence 
for future researchers who wish to understand the 
heterogeneous nature of identity within the groups of 
either students with disabilities or students of color 
with disabilities. 

Considering the sampling limitations of this pop-
ulation such as classification (Banks, 2014), disability 
cultural norms (Stapleton, 2015), and representative-
ness (NCES, 2016), it is difficult to suggest that the 
trends observed within these respondents can be or 
should be generalized to all students with disabilities 
in higher education. Therefore, we are not convinced 
that the current differences should result in specif-
ic actions among educators. However, the fact that 
there are quite a few significant relationships among 
independent variables and covariates with these out-
comes helps provide evidence of the call made by 
Peña, Stapleton, and Schaffer (2016), urging educa-
tors to refrain from treating students with disabilities 
as a monolithic group and consider how multiple 
identities may influence student behavior, in this case 
engagement. These differential relationships may be 
helpful in guiding the research of scholars invested in 
the specific groups, as a way to measure their engage-
ment compared to their peers.

As stated above, targeted service delivery may not 
be the best solution. Rather, training on the intersec-
tionality of marginalized aspects of identity may help 
ease the discrimination felt by students identifying 
with multiple marginalized groups, such as students 
of color with disabilities. Academic advisors, for ex-
ample, consistently lack training on working with stu-
dents with disabilities (Preece et al., 2007). Coupled 
with the fact that cultural competency training has not 
been ingrained in master’s programs for student af-
fairs administration fully or long enough (Kennedy & 
Wheeler, 2018), educator specialists may lack tools 
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in guiding the research of scholars invested in the specific groups, 
as a way to measure their engagement compared to their peers. 
As stated above, targeted service delivery may not be the best 
solution. Rather, training on the intersectionality of marginalized 
aspects of identity may help ease the discrimination felt 
by students identifying with multiple marginalized groups, such as 
students of color with disabilities. Academic advisors, for ex- ample, 
consistently lack training on working with students with disabilities 
(Preece et al., 2007). Coupled with the fact that cultural 
competency training has not been ingrained in master’s programs 
for student affairs administration fully or long enough (Kennedy 
& Wheeler, 2018), educator specialists may lack tools
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to connect with students with disabilities who also 
belong to other underrepresented groups. Faculty and 
student affairs professionals help constitute the “sup-
portive environment” at a university. Implementing 
training on working with students with disabilities, 
and integrating cultural competency training and un-
derstanding of intersectionality into these trainings, 
may make a difference for many students, as it can 
help them feel more heard, supported, and seen.

Beyond training, disability services educators can 
evaluate the structure of their services to collaborate 
with stakeholders on campus to leverage the cultural 
knowledge of established groups. For example, these 
offices can partner with other functional areas on 
campus such as Multicultural Students Programs and 
Services to create unique educational spaces for stu-
dents of color with disabilities, while combining the 
expertise of trained professionals. In their application 
of DisCrit to higher education practice, Stapleton and 
James (2020) invite practitioners to “Rethink who is 
on your team” (p. 220). These scholars recommend 
disability services educators leverage resources from 
national organizations such as ACPA and NASPA 
to increase understandings of students of color with 
disabilities, while also considering leveraging local 
expertise on disability through Faculty-in-Residence 
programs. Disability services educators can also col-
laborate with student organizations; on our campus, 
student leaders host a Disability as Diversity tabling 
event where student organizations share strategies on 
the ways to support students with disabilities. Events 
like these provide educators an opportunity to partner 
with students of color while providing relief for the 
systems of oppression introduced in the beginning of 
this study. 

Future Research

One area for future research is faculty perceptions 
of students with disabilities from minoritized identi-
ties. Such research could contribute to an understand-
ing of possible barriers to student-faculty interaction 
for these students. Further investigation into percep-
tions of the campus environment by students with 
disabilities from minoritized identity groups also is 
indicated. One area of investigation might be the re-
lationship between the Engagement Indicator of sup-
portive environment and students’ sense of belonging 
on campus. Because almost half of students with dis-
abilities begin their college careers in two-year insti-
tutions (NCES, 2016), the engagement experiences 
of students with disabilities from diverse racial/eth-
nic groups at community colleges should be studied 
to give a more complete picture of the postsecondary 

experiences of these groups of students. Data from 
the Community College Survey of Student Engage-
ment (CCSSE) could be used in such an exploration. 
An additional opportunity for future research is the 
role of intersectionality in the experiences of students 
of color with disabilities. With a direct focus on issues 
of ableism and racism, future research could employ 
the tenets of DisCrit and challenge power structures 
that impact student experiences. Other data sets or 
qualitative investigation may be used to build on this 
work and continue prioritizing the voices of margin-
alized populations (Connor et al., 2016). 

Beyond role modeling critical quantitative re-
search design, the substantial contribution of the cur-
rent study to scholarship in this area is dispelling the 
notion that students with disabilities are a monolithic 
group. In the current study, we demonstrate the hetero-
geneity within this group by examining the engage-
ment patterns of subpopulations along the identity 
aspects of race and ethnicity. Even though we suggest 
from this national sample that trends in engagement 
are higher for some than others, this conclusion is 
not by itself an indicator that institutions are doing 
a good job supporting students with disabilities (one 
simply needs to read the qualitative research on this 
topic to learn how poorly the academy is supporting 
these students). Instead, these numbers are valuable 
in that they suggest discriminant engagement patterns 
for students of color with disabilities, indicating that 
educators should be aware that their students with 
multiple identities are engaged in different ways. As 
a result, educators need to alter their practice to better 
serve all students. 
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Higher-Order 
Learning

Student-
Faculty 

Interaction

Supportive 
Environment

n % M SE M SE M SE
Independent Variables
American Indian or Alaska Native 35 0.01 43.9 2.4 28.3 2.9 38.1 2.6
Asian 185 0.03 38.8 1 21.7 1.2 35.4 1.1
Black or African American 221 0.03 36.8 1 21.2 1.1 36.2 1
Hispanic or Latino 337 0.05 41.2 0.8 22.5 0.8 37.2 0.8
Latino/white biracial 171 0.03 38.6 1.1 19.1 1.1 38.8 1
Multiracial 460 0.07 37.8 0.7 21.1 0.7 35.3 0.7
Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific 
Islander

12 0 41.3 3 22.5 5.3 41.9 4.3

Other 77 0.01 41.4 1.5 23 1.5 34.4 1.5
Race - prefer not to respond 176 0.03 37.4 1.1 20.3 1.1 31.8 1.1
White* 4,811 0.74 38.1 0.2 20.3 0.2 36.1 0.2

Model covariates
International 107 0.02 40.2 1.4 26.2 1.7 34.8 1.5
Woman* 4,179 0.64 38.7 0.2 20.5 0.2 36.8 0.2
Man 2,060 0.32 37.6 0.3 20.7 0.3 35 0.3
Another gender identity 141 0.02 37.7 1.2 20 1.2 33.3 1.2
Gender - prefer not to respond 105 0.02 36.8 1.4 19.9 1.3 31.9 1.1
High school 1,014 0.16 39.3 0.4 21.7 0.5 36.2 0.5
Associates 1,101 0.17 38.5 0.4 21.1 0.4 36.3 0.4
Bachelor's degree 1,944 0.3 38.2 0.3 19.7 0.3 35.9 0.3
Advanced degree* 2,426 0.37 37.9 0.3 20.6 0.3 36 0.3
Transfer 643 0.1 38.5 0.6 18.7 0.6 33.3 0.6
Traditional age 5,858 0.9 38.2 0.2 20.9 0.2 36.5 0.2
Veteran 167 0.03 39 1.2 22.4 1.4 33.4 1.2
STEM 1,619 0.25 37.6 0.3 19.9 0.4 35.5 0.3
Fraternity or sorority 859 0.13 38.7 0.5 23.2 0.5 38.2 0.5
Living on campus 4,623 0.71 38.2 0.2 21.2 0.2 37 0.2
Student-athlete 313 0.05 37.9 0.8 24.8 0.9 36.9 0.8

Table 1

Descriptive Statistics and Counts of Model Variables for the First Research Question

(Table continues)
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Higher-Order 
Learning

Student-
Faculty 

Interaction

Supportive 
Environment

n % M SE M SE M SE
Institutional characteristics
Private 1,629 0.25 39.5 0.3 19 0.3 35.6 0.3
Doctoral universities* 4,445 0.69 38.3 0.2 20.3 0.2 36.4 0.2
Master's colleges and universities 1,843 0.28 38.1 0.3 20.9 0.3 35.1 0.3
Bachelor's college 197 0.03 39.9 0.9 22.5 1 37.5 0.9

Barron's selectivity
Noncompetitive 58 0.01 41 1.8 19.8 1.9 34.8 2.1
Less competitive 357 0.06 38.4 0.8 20.4 0.8 34.3 0.8
Competitive 2,932 0.45 37.9 0.3 20.7 0.3 35.8 0.3
Very competitive 1,925 0.3 38.7 0.3 21.3 0.3 37 0.3
Highly competitive 939 0.14 38.5 0.4 19.2 0.4 36.4 0.4
Most competitive 274 0.04 38.8 0.8 19.1 0.8 33.7 0.8

Note. * = Served as a reference group for multilevel model
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Table 2

Descriptive Statistics and Counts of Model Variables for the Second Research Question

Higher-Order 
Learning

Student-
Faculty 

Interaction

Supportive 
Environment

Independent variables n % M SE M SE M SE
A sensory impairment 474 0.13 40 0.7 21 0.7 38.7 0.7
A mobility impairment 172 0.05 40.2 1.1 23.3 1.2 36.1 1.1
A learning disability* 1,053 0.29 38.6 0.4 23.8 0.5 35.9 0.4
A mental health disorder 776 0.21 39.1 0.5 21.6 0.6 35.8 0.5
A disability or impairment not listed above 533 0.15 39.4 0.6 22.8 0.7 37.3 0.6
Learning and mental health disability 243 0.07 41 0.9 23.9 0.9 37 0.9
More than one disability or impairment 391 0.11 39.5 0.8 22 0.8 34.7 0.8
Model covariates
American Indian or Alaska Native 103 0.03 39.8 1.6 24.7 1.7 34.9 1.6
Asian 397 0.11 39.7 0.7 23.6 0.8 36.1 0.7
Black or African American 706 0.19 38.1 0.6 23.3 0.6 36.6 0.6
Hispanic or Latino 757 0.21 40.6 0.5 21.3 0.5 36.9 0.5
Latino/white biracial 387 0.11 39.4 0.7 21.4 0.7 37.6 0.7
Multiracial* 1071 0.29 38.8 0.4 22.8 0.5 35.9 0.4
Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander 32 0.01 40.9 2.7 27.8 3.1 41.5 2.7
Other 189 0.05 40.9 1 23.2 1.1 34.8 1.1
International 183 0.05 39.7 1.2 27.3 1.3 36.9 1.2
Woman* 2311 0.63 39.8 0.3 22.4 0.3 36.8 0.3
Man 1177 0.32 38.9 0.4 23.3 0.5 36.1 0.4
Another gender identity 88 0.02 35.6 1.8 22.3 1.5 33 1.7
Gender - prefer not to respond 55 0.02 35.7 2 19.8 1.6 31.3 1.8
High school 913 0.25 39.9 0.5 23.3 0.5 36.8 0.5
Associates 768 0.21 39.3 0.5 23.3 0.6 36.7 0.5
Bachelor's degree 873 0.24 39.2 0.5 21.2 0.5 36 0.5
Advanced degree* 1077 0.3 39 0.4 22.8 0.5 36.2 0.4
Transfer 478 0.13 40.9 0.7 21 0.7 34.4 0.7
Traditional age 3069 0.84 39.3 0.3 23.1 0.3 36.9 0.3
Veteran 233 0.06 38.6 1.1 24.4 1.2 34.5 1.1
STEM 875 0.24 39.6 0.5 22.8 0.5 36.6 0.5
Fraternity or sorority 357 0.1 39.3 0.8 28 0.9 37.9 0.8
Living on campus 2227 0.61 39.2 0.3 23.9 0.3 37.1 0.3
Student-athlete 312 0.09 38.7 0.9 29.2 1 37.5 0.9

(Table continues)
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Higher-Order 
Learning

Student-
Faculty 

Interaction

Supportive 
Environment

Independent variables n % M SE M SE M SE
Institutional characteristics
Private 1625 0.45 40.1 0.4 22.8 0.4 36.3 0.4
Doctoral universities* 1626 0.45 39.3 0.4 21.7 0.4 36.1 0.4
Master's colleges and universities 1476 0.41 39 0.4 22.8 0.4 36.2 0.4
Bachelor's college 540 0.15 40.3 0.6 25.2 0.7 37.7 0.6
Barron's selectivity
Noncompetitive 65 0.02 42.8 1.9 25.4 2 37.4 1.8
Less competitive 421 0.12 39.1 0.7 22.9 0.8 36.8 0.7
Competitive 1725 0.47 39.1 0.4 22.6 0.4 36.3 0.3
Very competitive 806 0.22 39.2 0.5 23.1 0.5 36.7 0.5
Highly competitive 271 0.07 39.7 0.9 22.2 0.9 35.8 0.8
Most competitive 152 0.04 40.1 1.1 22.2 1.2 36.5 1.1

Note. * = Served as a reference group for multilevel model
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Table 3

Multilevel Modeling Results Measuring the Relationship between Engagement with Race and Ethnicity

(Table continues)

Higher-Order
Learning

Student-Faculty
Interaction

Supportive
Environment

β SE β SE β SE
Fixed Effects          
Intercept 38.86 * 1.35 19.78 * 1.56 34.21 * 1.50

Independent variables
American Indian or 
Alaska Native

4.16 2.16 4.38 * 2.22 1.20 2.13

Asian -0.92 1.08 -1.04 1.11 -1.16 1.07
Black or African Ameri-
can

-3.11 * 0.99 0.11 1.02 0.19 0.98

Hispanic or Latino 1.53 0.87 0.80 0.90 0.62 0.87
Latino/white biracial -0.84 1.08 -2.47 * 1.12 2.18 * 1.07
Multiracial -1.72 * 0.78 -0.55 0.81 -1.33 0.77
Native Hawaiian or Other 
Pacific Islander

1.86 3.59 -0.52 3.69 4.10 3.54

Other 1.99 1.50 1.60 1.55 -1.25 1.48
Race - prefer not to re-
spond

-1.73 1.10 -0.69 1.13 -3.80 * 1.08

Model covariates
International 1.75 1.42 4.23 * 1.47 -0.20 1.41
Man -1.13 * 0.39 0.25 0.40 -1.77 * 0.38
Another gender identity -0.75 1.18 -0.70 1.22 -3.42 * 1.17
Gender - prefer not to 
respond

-1.77 1.40 -0.53 1.44 -2.96 * 1.38

High school 0.92 0.55 1.73 * 0.57 1.45 * 0.55
Associates 0.58 0.51 0.77 0.53 0.99 0.51
Bachelor's degree 0.39 0.42 -0.94 * 0.43 -0.06 0.42
Transfer -0.27 0.61 -0.92 0.62 -1.84 * 0.60
Traditional age -0.77 0.77 2.40 * 0.81 1.70 * 0.78
Veteran -0.14 1.22 1.93 1.26 0.06 1.21
STEM -0.45 0.41 -0.92 * 0.43 -0.33 0.41
Fraternity or sorority 0.58 0.52 2.15 * 0.54 1.82 * 0.52
Living on campus 0.00 0.44 1.87 * 0.46 2.64 * 0.44
Student-athlete -0.69 0.82 2.90 * 0.85 0.25 0.812
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Note. *p < 0.05

Higher-Order
Learning

Student-Faculty
Interaction

Supportive
Environment

β SE β SE β SE
Institutional 
characteristics
Private 1.46 * 0.52 -1.57 * 0.65 -0.23 0.63
Master's colleges and 
universities

-0.08 0.49 0.54 0.61 -0.67 0.59

Bachelor's college 1.72 1.18 1.92 1.42 2.09 1.37
Barron's selectivity 0.06 0.23 -0.2 0.29 -0.32 0.28
Undergraduate enrollment 0.04 0.02 -0.06 * 0.03 0.04 0.03

Random Effects
τ20 0.70 0.64 3.19 * 0.91 3.07 * 0.86
σ2 187.11 * 3.33 197.02 * 3.49 181.08 * 3.21
Cases 6485 6485 6485
Groups 135 135 135
Average cluster size 48.04 48.04 48.04
ICC 0.00 0.02 0.02
Design Effect 1.18   1.75   1.78   
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Note. *p < 0.05

Table 4

Multiple Regression Analysis by Disability Type

Higher-Order
Learning

Student-Faculty
Interaction

Supportive
Environment

β SE β SE β SE
Constant - * 1.1 - * 1.2 - * 1.1

Independent variables
A sensory impairment -0.01 0.7 -0.13 * 0.7 0.06 * 0.7
A mobility impairment 0.02 1.0 0.01 1.1 0.00 1.0
A mental health disorder -0.03 0.5 -0.03 0.6 -0.04 0.5
A disability or impairment not 
listed above

-0.01 0.6 0.05 0.7 0.04 0.6

Learning and mental health dis-
ability

0.06 * 0.9 0.08 * 0.9 0.03 0.9

More than one disability or im-
pairment

-0.01 0.7 -0.03 0.7 -0.06 * 0.7

Model covariates
International 0.01 1.2 0.03 1.3 0.01 1.2
Man -0.03 0.6 0.02 0.6 -0.01 0.6
Another gender identity -0.04 * 1.6 -0.01 1.7 -0.04 * 1.6
Gender - prefer not to respond -0.03 2.1 -0.02 2.3 -0.05 * 2.1
High school 0.02 0.7 0.05 * 0.7 0.04 0.7
Associates 0.01 0.7 0.03 0.8 0.03 0.7
Bachelor's degree 0.00 0.7 -0.04 0.7 0.00 0.7
Transfer 0.03 0.8 -0.02 0.9 -0.02 0.8
Traditional age -0.01 0.9 0.07 * 0.9 0.06 * 0.9
Veteran -0.02 1.2 0.02 1.3 -0.01 1.2
STEM 0.02 0.6 0.00 0.6 0.00 0.6
Fraternity or sorority 0.01 0.9 0.08 * 0.9 0.04 * 0.9
Living on campus 0.00 0.6 0.07 * 0.6 0.04 * 0.6
Student-athlete -0.03 1.0 0.08 * 1.0 0.01 1.0

Adjusted R2 0.002   0.039   0.014   
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Abstract

A recent analysis of the supply of workers in the Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics 
(STEM) fields noted a persistent shortage of STEM workers (New American Economy Research Fund, 
2017). Specifically, in 2016, for each unemployed worker there were 13 STEM jobs posted online, which 
translated into a shortage of approximately three million trained professionals. Students with disabilities 
have been identified as a possible untapped pool of future scientists (Committee on Equal Opportunities in 
Science and Engineering, 2006). Unfortunately, persistence in postsecondary education for students with 
disabilities is an issue (Sanford et al., 2011). The evaluation results of a comprehensive mentoring program 
designed to support students with disabilities in postsecondary STEM programs are reported. The mento-
ring program included elements related to both the academic and social environments of the students. It is 
part of a larger project designed to increase the number of students with disabilities pursuing and complet-
ing postsecondary STEM programs. The results of the study indicated that participants were highly satis-
fied with their mentoring experiences and perceived the mentoring experience positively.

Keywords: STEM, college students with disabilities, mentoring, postsecondary programs for students with 
disabilities

The United States has a “persistent and dramatic 
shortage of STEM workers” (New American Econ-
omy Research Fund, 2017, para. 4). The National 
Science Foundation has supported a number of ini-
tiatives to address this issue, such as the Louis Stokes 
Alliances for Minority Participation, Research in Dis-
abilities (NSF, 2019). Its efforts at broadening partic-
ipation focus on increasing the participation in STEM 
by underrepresented groups.

Although individuals with disabilities are con-
sidered an underrepresented group, the number of 
students with disabilities enrolling in postsecondary 
education has increased, and now about 19% of un-
dergraduate students report having a disability (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2019). In addition, the 
percentage of students with disabilities enrolled in 
postsecondary science and engineering fields is sim-
ilar to the general population (Thurston et al., 2017). 
For example, in 2016, 28% of undergraduate students 

with disabilities and 28% without disabilities were 
enrolled in the science and engineering fields (NSF, 
2019). These figures are important because while 
not all STEM jobs require postsecondary education, 
approximately 65% do (Graf et al., 2018). Howev-
er, fewer students with disabilities graduate in gen-
eral in comparison to their peers. Findings from the 
National Longitudinal Transition Study-2 indicated 
that within six years of exiting high school, 63% of 
young adults with disabilities had ever attended any 
postsecondary education (Sanford et al., 2011). Of 
these students during this time period, only 38% had 
completed their programs. At the same time, 51% 
of similar age young adults without disabilities had 
completed their program.

Students with disabilities encounter a range of 
challenges in postsecondary education environments 
that could potentially contribute to their lack of suc-
cess including inadequate academic preparation, 

A recent analysis of the supply of workers in the Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM) fields noted a persistent 
shortage of STEM workers (New American Economy Research Fund, 2017). Specifically, in 2016, for each unemployed worker 
there were 13 STEM jobs posted online, which translated into a shortage of approximately three million trained professionals. Students 
with disabilities have been identified as a possible untapped pool of future scientists (Committee on Equal Opportunities in Science 
and Engineering, 2006). Unfortunately, persistence in postsecondary education for students with disabilities is an issue (Sanford 
et al., 2011). The evaluation results of a comprehensive mentoring program designed to support students with disabilities in postsecondary 
STEM programs are reported. The mentoring program included elements related to both the academic and social environments 
of the students. It is part of a larger project designed to increase the number of students with disabilities pursuing and completing 
postsecondary STEM programs. The results of the study indicated that participants were highly satisfied with their mentoring 
experiences and perceived the mentoring experience positively.

The United States has a “persistent and dramatic shortage 
of STEM workers” (New American Economy Research 
Fund, 2017, para. 4). The National Science Foundation 
has supported a number of initiatives to address 
this issue, such as the Louis Stokes Alliances for 
Minority Participation, Research in Dis- abilities (NSF, 
2019). Its efforts at broadening participation focus on 
increasing the participation in STEM by underrepresented 
groups. Although individuals with disabilities 
are considered an underrepresented group, the 
number of students with disabilities enrolling in postsecondary 
education has increased, and now about 19% 
of undergraduate students report having a disability (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2019). In addition, the percentage 
of students with disabilities enrolled in postsecondary 
science and engineering fields is similar to 
the general population (Thurston et al., 2017). For example, 
in 2016, 28% of undergraduate students

with disabilities and 28% without disabilities were enrolled 
in the science and engineering fields (NSF, 2019). 
These figures are important because while not all STEM 
jobs require postsecondary education, approximately 
65% do (Graf et al., 2018). However, fewer 
students with disabilities graduate in general in comparison 
to their peers. Findings from the National Longitudinal 
Transition Study-2 indicated that within six years 
of exiting high school, 63% of young adults with disabilities 
had ever attended any postsecondary education 
(Sanford et al., 2011). Of these students during 
this time period, only 38% had completed their programs. 
At the same time, 51% of similar age young adults 
without disabilities had completed their program. Students 
with disabilities encounter a range of challenges 
in postsecondary education environments that 
could potentially contribute to their lack of success including 
inadequate academic preparation,
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limited access to and use of accommodations, dis-
crimination, poor organizational and time manage-
ment skills, and poor soft skills (Dowrick et al., 2005; 
Kochhar-Bryant et al., 2009; Mader & Butrymowicz, 
2017; Winterowd et al., 1998). Researchers also 
have underscored the importance of the social en-
vironment, reporting the positive impact of faculty 
mentoring and peer support, integration into the ac-
ademic community, and social networks with other 
students with disabilities in STEM (Brinckerhoff et 
al., 2002; Dowrick et al., 2005; Izzo et al., 2011; 
Jenson et al., 2011; Lightfoot et al., 2018). Thus, 
paying attention to both the academic and social en-
vironment of students is an important programmatic 
consideration for students with disabilities in post-
secondary education settings. 

One promising approach that has been endorsed 
for enhancing factors that contribute to success and 
reducing barriers for persons with disabilities in 
college and employment is mentoring (Burgstahler, 
2003, 2006; Jenson et al., 2011; Stumbo et al., 2008). 
Mentoring programs can provide the social support 
and networks and academic support that seem to be 
an important factor in many students’ postsecondary 
education success. 

The general college mentoring literature high-
lights the positive impact of mentoring on students’ 
(a) achievement, (b) persistence in college, and (c) 
preparation for success in professional careers (Coles, 
2011; Colvin & Ashman, 2010; Crisp & Cruz, 2009; 
Kendricks et al., 2013; Seema & Sujatha, 2015; Wil-
son et al., 2010). An examination of the mentoring 
research suggests there are a set of common charac-
teristics of mentoring, including (a) a learning part-
nership in which there is an experienced and less 
experienced partner; (b) a process that includes emo-
tional functions, such as support and friendship; and 
(c) a process that includes instrumental functions, 
such as information and coaching (Coles, 2011). 
An additional commonly identified characteristic of 
mentoring is that the mentor serves as a role model 
and advocate (Coles 2011; Colvin & Ashman, 2010). 
Coles noted the relationship between mentor and 
mentee becomes “more impactful over time” (p. 2). 

In their review of the literature of students with 
disabilities in postsecondary education settings, 
Brown et al. (2010) identified several themes relat-
ed to mentoring including the benefits of technology, 
mentees becoming mentors, and long-term mentoring 
relationships. They also acknowledged that mentor-
ing impacts many aspects of life including academics, 
career, and social skills. Though the authors noted the 
lack of evidence-based studies focusing specifical-
ly on mentoring for this group, they concluded that 

“students with disabilities are provided with the best 
opportunity for mentoring success when a flexible, 
multi-layered system of supports exists” (p. 108). Za-
niewski and Reinholz (2016), in their study of a men-
toring program for diverse students, also noted the 
importance of a program that provides holistic sup-
port, including psychosocial and academic support.

The literature discussed above indicates that men-
toring programs provide the academic and social sup-
port and networks that seem to be an important factor 
in many students’ postsecondary education success. 
The purpose of this paper is to describe a comprehen-
sive mentoring program designed to support students 
with disabilities in STEM programs and then provide 
evidence related to participating students’ percep-
tions of and satisfaction with the program. Specific 
research questions were:

1. What is the nature of mentoring that occurs 
(e.g., amount of time spent in mentoring ac-
tivities, roles, type of mentoring)?

2. What are the students’ perceptions of and sat-
isfaction with mentoring?

3. What is the relationship between duration 
of mentoring and mentoring satisfaction and 
perceptions?

4. What is the relationship between type of men-
toring and mentoring satisfaction and percep-
tions?

The Mentoring Bridge Model 

The Mentoring Bridge Model for Students with 
Disabilities in Science, Technology, Engineering, 
and Mathematics (Bridge Model) was part of a 
project funded by the National Science Foundation 
(NSF) through the Research in Disabilities Education 
(RDE) program. The project’s goals were to increase 
the quantity and quality of students with disabilities  
(e.g., academic performance, study skills, academic 
efficacy, intent to persist, self-advocacy) receiving 
associate, baccalaureate, and graduate degrees in 
science, technology, engineering, and mathematics 
(STEM) disciplines. The Bridge Model was com-
prised of colleges, universities, and local school sys-
tems in a southeastern state. 

The Bridge Model program is an adaptation of 
a southeastern state’s highly successful NSF Louis 
Stokes Alliance for Minority Participation (LSAMP) 
program, which is based on Tinto’s (1975, 1987, 
1993) interactionalist theory of student persistence in 
college. Tinto’s theory contends that the greater the 
level of academic and social integration, the greater 
the student’s chances of persisting until graduation. 

limited access to and use of accommodations, discrimination, poor 
organizational and time management skills, and poor soft skills 
(Dowrick et al., 2005; Kochhar-Bryant et al., 2009; Mader & Butrymowicz, 
2017; Winterowd et al., 1998). Researchers also have 
underscored the importance of the social environment, reporting 
the positive impact of faculty mentoring and peer support, 
integration into the academic community, and social networks 
with other students with disabilities in STEM (Brinckerhoff 
et al., 2002; Dowrick et al., 2005; Izzo et al., 2011; Jenson 
et al., 2011; Lightfoot et al., 2018). Thus, paying attention to 
both the academic and social environment of students is an important 
programmatic consideration for students with disabilities 
in post- secondary education settings. One promising approach 
that has been endorsed for enhancing factors that contribute 
to success and reducing barriers for persons with disabilities 
in college and employment is mentoring (Burgstahler, 2003, 
2006; Jenson et al., 2011; Stumbo et al., 2008). Mentoring programs 
can provide the social support and networks and academic 
support that seem to be an important factor in many students’ 
postsecondary education success. The general college mentoring 
literature high- lights the positive impact of mentoring on 
students’ (a) achievement, (b) persistence in college, and (c) preparation 
for success in professional careers (Coles, 2011; Colvin 
& Ashman, 2010; Crisp & Cruz, 2009; Kendricks et al., 2013; 
Seema & Sujatha, 2015; Wil- son et al., 2010). An examination 
of the mentoring research suggests there are a set of 
common characteristics of mentoring, including (a) a learning partnership 
in which there is an experienced and less experienced 
partner; (b) a process that includes emotional functions, 
such as support and friendship; and (c) a process that includes 
instrumental functions, such as information and coaching (Coles, 
2011). An additional commonly identified characteristic of mentoring 
is that the mentor serves as a role model and advocate (Coles 
2011; Colvin & Ashman, 2010). Coles noted the relationship 
between mentor and mentee becomes “more impactful 
over time” (p. 2). In their review of the literature of students 
with disabilities in postsecondary education settings, Brown 
et al. (2010) identified several themes related to mentoring including 
the benefits of technology, mentees becoming mentors, and 
long-term mentoring relationships. They also acknowledged that 
mentoring impacts many aspects of life including academics, career, 
and social skills. Though the authors noted the lack of evidence-based 
studies focusing specifically on mentoring for this group, 
they concluded that

“students with disabilities are provided with the best opportunity for 
mentoring success when a flexible, multi-layered system of supports 
exists” (p. 108). Zaniewski and Reinholz (2016), in their study 
of a mentoring program for diverse students, also noted the importance 
of a program that provides holistic sup- port, including psychosocial 
and academic support. The literature discussed above 
indicates that mentoring programs provide the academic and 
social sup- port and networks that seem to be an important factor 
in many students’ postsecondary education success. The purpose 
of this paper is to describe a comprehensive mentoring program 
designed to support students with disabilities in STEM programs 
and then provide evidence related to participating students’ 
perceptions of and satisfaction with the program. Specific 
research questions were:

The Mentoring Bridge Model for Students with Disabilities in Science, 
Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics (Bridge Model) 
was part of a project funded by the National Science Foundation 
(NSF) through the Research in Disabilities Education (RDE) 
program. The project’s goals were to increase the quantity and 
quality of students with disabilities (e.g., academic performance, 
study skills, academic efficacy, intent to persist, self-advocacy) 
receiving associate, baccalaureate, and graduate degrees 
in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) 
disciplines. The Bridge Model was comprised of colleges, universities, 
and local school systems in a southeastern state. The 
Bridge Model program is an adaptation of a southeastern state’s 
highly successful NSF Louis Stokes Alliance for Minority Participation 
(LSAMP) program, which is based on Tinto’s (1975, 1987, 
1993) interactionalist theory of student persistence in college. 
Tinto’s theory contends that the greater the level of academic 
and social integration, the greater the student’s chances 
of persisting until graduation.
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Since its 1991 inception, LSAMP has substantially 
improved the number of underrepresented minorities 
participating and finding success in STEM disciplines. 
The program focuses on providing financial aid and 
requiring mandatory attendance at LSAMP Drop-In 
Centers, at which students have an opportunity to net-
work (social integration) and receive or provide tutor-
ing and/or mentoring services (academic integration).

The Bridge Model is an adaptation of the LSAMP 
Model. The model assumes that (1) students with 
disabilities admitted to STEM disciplines have an 
aptitude for basic sciences and mathematics, (2) stu-
dents are committed to education and some science 
profession(s), and (3) the home institution is com-
mitted to diversity. The Bridge Model consists of (1) 
recruitment to participate in the Bridge program, (2) 
financial aid in terms of stipends/scholarships, (3) 
horizontal and vertical mentoring for both social and 
academic integration, and (4) continuous monitor-
ing and assessment. The model includes both facul-
ty mentors and peer mentors. For this study, faculty 
mentors were affiliated with the larger NSF project. 
The graduate mentors were program participants and 
received a $3,500 stipend per academic year, and un-
dergraduate participants received a $2,000 stipend 
per academic year. Mentoring in the Bridge Model 
can occur across a wide range of settings depending 
on the type of mentoring transpiring. For example, 
individual peer mentoring could take place at the li-
brary or student center; whereas, large group Bridge 
meetings could occur in a classroom. 

Horizontal Peer Mentoring
Horizontal peer mentoring occurs within three 

distinct groups in the Bridge Model. The Bridge to 
Baccalaureate Peer-Mentoring Program is for fresh-
men and sophomores who plan to obtain a bachelor’s 
degree (or an associate degree) in STEM disciplines. 
The goal for students in this bridge is to move into the 
Bridge to Post-Baccalaureate Program. The Bridge to 
Post-Baccalaureate Peer-Mentoring Program is for 
juniors and seniors pursuing a bachelor’s degree in 
STEM disciplines. The goal for students in this bridge 
is to move into the Graduate Bridge Program or join the 
STEM workforce. The Graduate Bridge Peer-Mento-
ring Program is for graduate students demonstrating a 
commitment to pursuing a PhD in STEM fields. The 
goal for students in this bridge is to attain a PhD in a 
STEM discipline and join the STEM workforce.

Each of the Bridges has a faculty mentor who 
facilitates Bridge meetings and provides additional 
individual mentoring to participants. Bridges meet 
separately during the second and fourth months of 
each semester. The faculty mentor facilitates these 

meetings, which are related to the needs of the students 
in that Bridge. For example, the Bridge to Baccalau-
reate meeting topics for Freshmen and Sophomores 
include time management, study skills, resources for 
academic assistance, advice on classes, and mentor-
ing. The Bridge to Post Baccalaureate topics include 
co-op opportunities; research internships; and speak-
ers from STEM disciplines, graduate school, indus-
try, or government. Graduate Bridge topics include 
conference presentations, applying for postdocs, sci-
entific grant writing, and future faculty preparation.

Vertical Peer Mentoring
For the Vertical Peer Mentoring, students are 

grouped into clusters of 10 or fewer students across 
the Bridges. Each cluster has a Graduate Bridge stu-
dent mentor who facilitates the vertical peer mentoring 
for the cluster and serves as a mentor for the Bridge 
to Post-Baccalaureate students (i.e., juniors and se-
niors). The Bridge to Post-Baccalaureate students, 
in turn, mentor the Bridge to Baccalaureate students 
(i.e., freshmen and sophomores). In each cluster, grad-
uate students mentor seniors, seniors mentor juniors, 
juniors mentor sophomores, and sophomores mentor 
freshmen. In this regard, a peer mentor serves as a re-
source, a helping hand, a sounding board, a role model, 
coach, friend, and advisor. The mentor provides sup-
port, encouragement, and information, including, but 
not limited to, academic matters.

Clusters meet once a week, without faculty men-
tors present, which provides opportunities for students 
to interact with their peers in an informal setting and 
discuss topics and issues that they may otherwise not 
be comfortable with or have time to discuss in a larger 
setting or with the faculty mentor present. Some ac-
tivities at these meetings include students sharing pa-
pers they have written, discussing what they learned 
in recent weeks in class, and sharing fun things that 
happened outside the classroom. Mentors and men-
tees also connect throughout the week via individual 
meetings, text messaging, email, phone, Facebook, 
and video conference. Students are expected to spend 
a minimum of two hours per week in mentoring activ-
ities. They can decide on the nature of the mentoring 
(e.g., text, face-to-face).

The cascading mentoring design is unique in that 
students at every transition point have dual roles: 
they are mentors and mentees simultaneously. Much 
of the mentoring research focuses on the benefits to 
the mentee; however, mentoring also can impact the 
mentors in positive ways, such as being able to help 
others, expanding personal networks, and reinforc-
ing concepts in their own lives (Colvin & Ashman, 
2010). The design is also unique in the sense that the 

Since its 1991 inception, LSAMP has substantially improved the number 
of underrepresented minorities participating and finding success 
in STEM disciplines. The program focuses on providing financial 
aid and requiring mandatory attendance at LSAMP Drop-In 
Centers, at which students have an opportunity to network 
(social integration) and receive or provide tutoring and/or mentoring 
services (academic integration). The Bridge Model is an 
adaptation of the LSAMP Model. The model assumes that (1) students 
with disabilities admitted to STEM disciplines have an aptitude 
for basic sciences and mathematics, (2) students are committed 
to education and some science profession(s), and (3) the 
home institution is com- mitted to diversity. The Bridge Model consists 
of (1) recruitment to participate in the Bridge program, (2) 
financial aid in terms of stipends/scholarships, (3) horizontal and 
vertical mentoring for both social and academic integration, and 
(4) continuous monitoring and assessment. The model includes 
both faculty mentors and peer mentors. For this study, faculty 
mentors were affiliated with the larger NSF project. The graduate 
mentors were program participants and received a $3,500 
stipend per academic year, and undergraduate participants 
received a $2,000 stipend per academic year. Mentoring 
in the Bridge Model can occur across a wide range of settings 
depending on the type of mentoring transpiring. For example, 
individual peer mentoring could take place at the library or 
student center; whereas, large group Bridge meetings could occur 
in a classroom.

Horizontal peer mentoring occurs within three distinct groups in the Bridge 
Model. The Bridge to Baccalaureate Peer-Mentoring Program 
is for fresh- men and sophomores who plan to obtain a bachelor’s 
degree (or an associate degree) in STEM disciplines. The 
goal for students in this bridge is to move into the Bridge to Post-Baccalaureate 
Program. The Bridge to Post-Baccalaureate Peer-Mentoring 
Program is for juniors and seniors pursuing a bachelor’s 
degree in STEM disciplines. The goal for students in this 
bridge is to move into the Graduate Bridge Program or join the STEM 
workforce. The Graduate Bridge Peer-Mentoring Program is for 
graduate students demonstrating a commitment to pursuing a PhD 
in STEM fields. The goal for students in this bridge is to attain a 
PhD in a STEM discipline and join the STEM workforce. Each of the 
Bridges has a faculty mentor who facilitates Bridge meetings and 
provides additional individual mentoring to participants. Bridges 
meet separately during the second and fourth months of each 
semester. The faculty mentor facilitates these

meetings, which are related to the needs of the students in that Bridge. 
For example, the Bridge to Baccalaureate meeting topics for 
Freshmen and Sophomores include time management, study skills, 
resources for academic assistance, advice on classes, and mentoring. 
The Bridge to Post Baccalaureate topics include co-op opportunities; 
research internships; and speakers from STEM disciplines, 
graduate school, industry, or government. Graduate Bridge 
topics include conference presentations, applying for postdocs, 
scientific grant writing, and future faculty preparation.

For the Vertical Peer Mentoring, students are grouped into clusters 
of 10 or fewer students across the Bridges. Each cluster has 
a Graduate Bridge student mentor who facilitates the vertical peer 
mentoring for the cluster and serves as a mentor for the Bridge 
to Post-Baccalaureate students (i.e., juniors and seniors). The 
Bridge to Post-Baccalaureate students, in turn, mentor the Bridge 
to Baccalaureate students (i.e., freshmen and sophomores). 
In each cluster, graduate students mentor seniors, seniors 
mentor juniors, juniors mentor sophomores, and sophomores 
mentor freshmen. In this regard, a peer mentor serves 
as a re- source, a helping hand, a sounding board, a role model, 
coach, friend, and advisor. The mentor provides support, encouragement, 
and information, including, but not limited to, academic 
matters. Clusters meet once a week, without faculty men- 
tors present, which provides opportunities for students to interact 
with their peers in an informal setting and discuss topics and 
issues that they may otherwise not be comfortable with or have 
time to discuss in a larger setting or with the faculty mentor present. 
Some activities at these meetings include students sharing 
papers they have written, discussing what they learned in recent 
weeks in class, and sharing fun things that happened outside 
the classroom. Mentors and men- tees also connect throughout 
the week via individual meetings, text messaging, email, 
phone, Facebook, and video conference. Students are expected 
to spend a minimum of two hours per week in mentoring activities. 
They can decide on the nature of the mentoring (e.g., text, 
face-to-face). The cascading mentoring design is unique in that 
students at every transition point have dual roles: they are mentors 
and mentees simultaneously. Much of the mentoring research 
focuses on the benefits to the mentee; however, mentoring 
also can impact the mentors in positive ways, such as being 
able to help others, expanding personal networks, and reinforcing 
concepts in their own lives (Colvin & Ashman, 2010). The 
design is also unique in the sense that the
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scholarship recipients are required to participate in 
retention activities (integration of scholarship and re-
tention). 

This comprehensive mentoring program is flex-
ible and provides a multilayered system of supports 
and experiences. Table 1 identifies and briefly ex-
plains some of the other mentoring components of the 
model. Students receive a stipend for participating in 
the program. Continued financial support is contin-
gent upon maintaining the minimum GPA, partici-
pating in mentoring activities for a minimum of two 
hours per week, and participating in other required 
mentoring program activities such as the annual re-
search conference. 

Methods and Results

Participants
 Participants were graduate and undergraduate 

students who were selected as Bridge scholars. Eligi-
bility requirements for the program included:

a. Being enrolled at one of the partner institu-
tions

b. Pursuing an associate, undergraduate, or grad-
uate degree in STEM disciplines

c. Being a U.S. citizen or permanent resident 
with a documented qualifying condition (e.g., 
speech, visual, hearing, orthopedic, ADD/
ADHD, autism/Aspergers, or other)

d. Having a cumulative 2.7 GPA.

Table 2 reports participant demographic informa-
tion. These data are limited to those participating over 
a two-year period (2012-2014). Participants were 
from five different types of institutions with near-
ly half (46%) from a large public university setting. 
The typical participant was male (52.4%) and white 
(73%), and the most commonly disclosed disability 
was ADD/ADHD (31.7%).

Mentoring Survey 
Between fall 2012 and spring 2014, mentees and 

mentors responded to an instrument that was used to 
gather information about their mentoring experience. 
This survey was adapted from the Georgia STEM Ac-
cessibility Alliance (GSAA), addressing the ways in 
which students were involved in mentoring during the 
past academic year and their satisfaction and general 
perceptions of the mentoring process. The instrument 
also included several subscales aimed at determining 
the extent to which mentees and mentors experienced 
interpersonal growth, level of support, fulfillment in 
the relationship between mentee and mentor, and the 

communication process. Scale descriptions and reli-
ability estimates for the subscales from the spring 2014 
administration are summarized in Table 3. Estimates 
ranged from .895 to .968 for the mentee subscales and 
from .898 to .976 for the mentor subscales (the full in-
strument is available for review upon request). The sur-
vey was distributed near the middle of each semester; 
students were asked to report their mentoring activities 
during the most recent week and month as well as their 
perceptions of and satisfaction with the mentoring.

A total of 126 different students responded to 
the survey over the two-year period. The number of 
students responding each semester varied and some 
responded each year. Fifty-nine responded in both ac-
ademic years. Response rates over the four academic 
terms averaged 81.8% (ranging from 71.3% in spring 
2014 to 95.7% in fall 2013).

Results

Table 4 reports the students’ involvement in the 
mentoring process. Of the 126 students who complet-
ed surveys over the 2012-13 and 2013-14 academ-
ic years, 117 (92.1%) reported being involved in the 
mentoring process as either a mentee or a mentor. The 
percentage of students receiving mentoring was quite 
stable over the two-year period, with an average of 
85% reporting being mentored by a peer and 48% 
being tutored by a faculty member. The percentage of 
students who provided mentoring for others increased 
over the two-year period, from 65.2% in 2012-13 to 
74.6% in 2013-14. The percentage of students serv-
ing a dual role also increased from 58.3% in 2012-13 
to 66.2% in 2013-14. 

Students were expected to spend two hours per 
week in mentoring activities. The percentage of stu-
dents reporting at least two hours per week increased 
from 68.7% in 2012-13 to 80.3% in 2013-14. The 
average number of hours engaged in mentoring also 
increased each year from an average of 2.74 hours per 
week in 2012-13 to 3.81 hours per week in 2013-14.

Types of Mentoring 
Mentors and mentees were asked to indicate on 

a five-point scale, with 1=not at all and 5=a great 
extent, the extent to which they used different types 
of mentoring.The most frequently used method of 
mentoring during the 2012-13 and 2013-14 academic 
years was face-to-face meetings, averaging above 4 
for mentees and mentors each year. Text messaging 
and email were also reported being used frequently 
by mentees and mentors, while the use of Facebook 
and video conferencing (e.g., Skype) were reported 
not being used with much frequency. These results 

scholarship recipients are required to participate in retention 
activities (integration of scholarship and retention). 
This comprehensive mentoring program is flexible 
and provides a multilayered system of supports and 
experiences. Table 1 identifies and briefly explains some 
of the other mentoring components of the model. Students 
receive a stipend for participating in the program. 
Continued financial support is contingent upon maintaining 
the minimum GPA, participating in mentoring 
activities for a minimum of two hours per week, 
and participating in other required mentoring program 
activities such as the annual re- search conference.
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are summarized in Table 5. 
Mentoring Perceptions and Satisfaction

Both mentees and mentors reported very posi-
tive perceptions and high levels of satisfaction with 
their mentoring experience during the 2012-2013 
and 2013-14 academic years (see Tables 6-7). Using 
a 5-point response scale, average responses to each 
mentoring subscale were approximately 4 or higher. 
In addition, students reported more positive percep-
tions over the course of each academic year. In 2012-
13, the greatest increases were revealed for students 
serving in a mentoring role, with nearly 60% or more 
reporting increased positive perceptions from the fall 
to spring semester. Statistically significant increases 
were found in terms of mentors’ personal responsi-
bility, fulfillment, communication, and overall men-
toring perceptions. In contrast, those being mentored 
reported the greatest improvements over the 2013-14 
academic year, with approximately 70% or more re-
porting more positive perceptions from fall to spring. 
Changes were statistically significant for five of the 
six mentoring scales.

Using a matched sample, further comparisons 
were made to determine changes over the two aca-
demic years. A total of 28 mentees and 21 mentors 
were matched. While the small sample size limited 
statistical significance, over 67% of mentees report-
ed positive changes on all scales. Over 70% report-
ed positive changes in personal fulfillment, support 
seeking, and communication. For mentors, over 60% 
reported positive changes in all areas, with 70% in 
personal fulfillment, support seeking, and overall sat-
isfaction (see Table 8). 

Relationships Between Duration and Types of 
Mentoring with Mentoring Perceptions

Relationships between time spent in the mentor-
ing process per month and overall mentoring percep-
tions and satisfaction were examined using Pearson 
correlations, while multiple regression was used to 
examine which types of mentoring best predicted 
participants’ overall perceptions and satisfaction. All 
analyses used the overall sample from 2012-2014. 
Overall, students reporting being more involved in 
the mentoring process, as a mentee or a mentor, re-
ported more positive perceptions and greater satisfac-
tion with mentoring (see Table 9). For mentees, these 
correlations ranged from .229 to .315, with a median 
of .269. For mentors, these correlations ranged from 
.234 to .323 with a median of .286. All correlations 
were statistically significant. The types of mentoring 
approaches used also were found to be related to over-
all mentee and mentor perceptions and satisfaction. 

Mentee Perceptions and Satisfaction
In terms of overall perceptions, a backwards elim-

ination regression approach resulted in a final model 
with a medium effect size (R2 = .168). This model 
was restricted to three approaches (face-to-face, text, 
and video conference). Mentees reporting greater use 
of face-to-face, text messaging, and video conferenc-
ing during mentoring also reported more positive per-
ceptions of the overall mentoring process. In terms of 
overall satisfaction, the final model (R2 = .111) also 
resulted in a medium effect size. This model was re-
stricted to two approaches (face-to-face and text mes-
saging) and supported the conclusion that greater use 
of these two approaches was associated with greater 
overall mentoring satisfaction.

Mentor Perceptions and Satisfaction
For mentors, models examining the relationships 

between mentoring approaches with overall percep-
tions (R2 of .324) and satisfaction (R2 of .271) both 
resulted in large effect sizes. Both models were re-
stricted to the same three mentoring approaches 
(face-to-face, text messaging, and video conferenc-
ing). Therefore, when mentors reported greater use of 
these three approaches, they also reported more pos-
itive overall perceptions and greater satisfaction with 
the mentoring process. 

 
Discussion

The college mentoring literature highlights the 
potential benefits of mentoring programs. The results 
of this study add to this literature by describing and 
evaluating an innovative mentoring program that pro-
vides a flexible and multilayered system of supports. 
In the Bridge Model, social and academic integration 
were accomplished through both horizontal and ver-
tical mentoring. General program data and mentoring 
feedback data indicated that both mentees and men-
tors were highly satisfied with the program. Although 
the majority of the mentoring data was collected from 
students’ perceptions, this kind of information is ex-
tremely valuable. Students’ perceptions are their re-
alities, and it is their reality that plays a major role 
in how connected and supported they feel and their 
persistence in programs (Dunn et al., 2004; Habel et 
al., 1999).

The Nature of Mentoring and Its Relationship to 
Mentoring Satisfaction and Perceptions

The Mentoring Bridge Model provided a struc-
tured approach for mentoring, while at the same time 
allowing for individual differences, preferences, and 
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need. For example, there was an expectation that stu-
dents would participate in mentoring activities for a 
minimum of two hours per week. Students were re-
quired to attend formal, mandatory mentoring meet-
ings in their different bridges that were facilitated by 
faculty members and focused on issues relevant for 
their bridge. They were also required to attend the 
less formal, cluster mentoring meetings once a week, 
which were facilitated by a graduate student. Within 
clusters, students were assigned a mentor or served 
as peer mentor or both. How the mentoring pairs met 
outside of the large group sessions to meet the mini-
mum time requirement was up to them. The fact that 
the average time spent in mentoring was well above 
the two hours per week minimum and increased over 
the years suggests that students found these activi-
ties worthwhile (2.74 hours per week in 2012-13 and 
3.81 hours per week in 2013-14). The most frequent-
ly used method of communication was face-to-face 
and text messaging, with those using these methods 
reporting greater overall satisfaction with the pro-
cess. This combination of structured and unstructured 
mentoring activities covering a range of activities and 
additional supports (e.g., tutoring by faculty) is con-
sistent with Brown et al.’s (2010) recommendation 
that effective mentoring programs provide layers of 
supports and are flexible.

Students’ Perceptions of and Satisfaction with 
Mentoring

The results of the mentoring survey indicated that 
the students were highly satisfied with their mentor-
ing experiences and perceived it positively. Not only 
did students find the mentoring personally fulfilling 
and contributing to their interpersonal development, 
but they also reported very positive perceptions about 
the level of academic and personal support they re-
ceived. Previous research has highlighted the im-
portance of academic and social support to program 
completion. Zaniewski and Reinholz (2016), in their 
study of a mentoring program for diverse students, 
noted the importance of a program that provides ho-
listic support, including psychosocial and academ-
ic support. Lack of such support has been found to 
prevent some capable students with disabilities from 
completing college before completion (Dowrick et 
al., 2005; Nelson et al., 1993).

The Relationship Between Duration of Mentoring 
and Satisfaction and Perceptions

 As noted previously, over the two-year period 
there was an increase in the amount of time students 
reported participating in mentoring activities. If men-
toring relationships and activities are successful, it 

is expected that there would be an increase in the 
amount of time students spent in mentoring activi-
ties. Furthermore, students’ overall perceptions and 
satisfaction also improved each academic year, with 
the largest increases for mentors in the first year and 
mentees in year two. As well, more time involved in 
the mentoring process each month was moderately 
associated with more positive perceptions and greater 
satisfaction. 

Several researchers have noted the developmental 
nature of the mentee-mentor relationship (e.g., Coles, 
2010; Colvin & Ashman, 2010). The results in this 
study suggested that the positive impact of mentoring 
increases over time, which is consistent with Coles’ 
description of the mentoring process. The data exam-
ining changes in mentor and mentees perceptions and 
satisfaction from year one to year two indicated the 
majority reported positive changes for the mentoring 
scales. In fact, over 70% of both mentors and men-
tees increased their personal fulfillment as a result of 
participation in the mentoring activities. Additionally, 
over the two years there was an increase in the num-
ber of students actively serving in a mentoring role 
and those serving as both a mentor and mentee. The 
most frequently reported method used was face-to-
face meetings. Overall, students reporting being more 
involved in the mentoring process, as a mentee or a 
mentor, also reported more positive perceptions and 
greater satisfaction. 

Mentoring Perspectives from Site-Visits
The program evaluation plan included site visits 

at each of the participating institutions. Results of 
the site visit evaluations provide strong support for 
the inclusion of mentoring. Students noted a range of 
benefits from having a support system they could rely 
on to helping them feel more at ease in class, which 
increased performance. These reflections are consis-
tent with the results of Izzo et al.’s (2011) study that 
examined the effectiveness of student learning com-
munities for recruiting and retaining students with 
disabilities in STEM careers. Students in their study 
highlighted the importance of a “social and profes-
sional network that reinforces interest and achieve-
ment in STEM pursuits” (p. 314), which could 
potentially increase the number of students with dis-
abilities successfully completing STEM programs. 

Limitations

Several limitations should be considered when in-
terpreting the results. The response rate was not 100% 
for the self-reported measures (surveys) as compared 
to other data (GPA, attendance records, etc.) where 

need. For example, there was an expectation that students would participate 
in mentoring activities for a minimum of two hours per week. 
Students were required to attend formal, mandatory mentoring 
meetings in their different bridges that were facilitated by 
faculty members and focused on issues relevant for their bridge. 
They were also required to attend the less formal, cluster mentoring 
meetings once a week, which were facilitated by a graduate 
student. Within clusters, students were assigned a mentor 
or served as peer mentor or both. How the mentoring pairs 
met outside of the large group sessions to meet the mini- mum 
time requirement was up to them. The fact that the average time 
spent in mentoring was well above the two hours per week minimum 
and increased over the years suggests that students found 
these activities worthwhile (2.74 hours per week in 2012-13 and 
3.81 hours per week in 2013-14). The most frequently used method 
of communication was face-to-face and text messaging, with 
those using these methods reporting greater overall satisfaction 
with the process. This combination of structured and unstructured 
mentoring activities covering a range of activities and 
additional supports (e.g., tutoring by faculty) is consistent with 
Brown et al.’s (2010) recommendation that effective mentoring 
programs provide layers of supports and are flexible.
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all students were accounted for. The response rate 
averaged 81.8%, with a range from 71.3% in spring 
2014 to 95.7% in fall 2013. Related, although all par-
ticipants were expected to participate in mentoring 
activities, approximately 10% of the students in the 
program reported they did not participate in mento-
ring activities. Another potential limitation is the na-
ture of surveys. All of the data were self-reported, and 
participants’ responses could have been influenced by 
the fact they received a stipend for participating in the 
program. Finally, although there was a general struc-
ture for the mentoring component of the program, 
there were slight variations in implementation across 
the different institutions due to contextual variables 
(e.g., no graduate program, small number of students 
participating in the program). 

Practical Implications

A wide range of individuals could be involved in 
the development and implementation of mentoring 
programs; these programs could be housed within an 
office of disability support services, a specific STEM 
department, a college, or even across several colleges. 
The results of this study highlight several important 
considerations for individuals who engage in devel-
oping and implementing mentoring programs. Spe-
cific recommendations for these program developers 
and implementers include the following:

1. Attending to social integration: social and 
professional networks have the potential to 
strengthen achievement and interest in STEM 
endeavors (Izzo et al., 2011).

2. Providing a range of mentoring activities from 
individual meetings to large group activities that 
include both peer and faculty mentors: a range of 
activities helps individualize the process to meet 
individual student needs and offers a multi-lay-
ered system of support (Brown et al., 2010).

3. Providing a comprehensive, multicomponent 
mentoring program: a comprehensive pro-
gram supplements mentoring with experienc-
es and opportunities that help build career and 
technical skills. 

The results of this study provide some valuable 
information about the Bridge Mentoring Model and 
students’ perspectives of and participation in the 
mentoring. Students indicated high levels of engage-
ment and satisfaction in the program. Future research 
needs to expand on these findings to consider the re-
lationship between participation in the mentoring ac-
tivities and quality program outcomes. For example, 

how does program participation relate to GPA and 
student participation in research activities? Related 
to the shortage of STEM workers, although assumed, 
does program participation actually increase the num-
ber of students graduating in the STEM fields and ul-
timately obtaining jobs in STEM fields? It would be 
informative, too, to compare students with disabili-
ties in STEM programs not participating in a men-
toring program with those who are participating in a 
mentoring program. Additionally, it would be helpful 
to determine which aspects of the mentoring program 
(e.g., large group formal, large group informal) are 
most influential. Finally, examining students’ per-
ceptions and satisfaction by disability classification 
could provide useful information for adapting pro-
grams to meet individual student needs.

In closing, the mentoring program examined in 
this study is a component of a larger NSF project 
designed to increase the quantity and success of stu-
dents with disabilities completing STEM programs 
and eventually securing employment in STEM fields. 
The results of this study indicated that participants 
were highly satisfied with their mentoring experienc-
es, perceived the mentoring experience positively, 
and reported improvement over the two-year period 
examined in this study.  Furthermore, greater engage-
ment in the mentoring process was related to great-
er satisfaction and more positive perceptions of the 
mentoring process. Previous research has demon-
strated the importance of social connections and sup-
port to postsecondary education completion. Finding 
effective ways to support students with disabilities in 
postsecondary education programs has the potential 
to increase the number of students with disabilities 
successfully completing these programs. 
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Table 1

Mentoring Program Components

Component Description
Horizontal 
Mentoring

• Bridge to Baccalaureate Peer Mentoring (Freshmen and Sophomores)
• Meeting topics include time management, study skills, academic assistance 

resources, class registration advice, etc.
• Goal is to move to Bridge to Post-Baccalaureate Program

• Bridge to Post-Baccalaureate Peer Mentoring (Juniors and Seniors)
• Meeting topics include co-op opportunities and research internships; class 

registration; and speakers from STEM disciplines, graduate school, industries, 
and government

• Goal is to move to Graduate Peer-Mentoring Program or join the STEM workforce
• Graduate Bridge Peer Mentoring (Graduate students demonstrating a commitment 

to pursuing doctorate in STEM fields)
• Meeting topics include conference presentations, applying for post-doc oppor-

tunities, grant writing, and future faculty preparation
• Goal is to obtain a doctorate in a STEM discipline and join STEM workforce

• Faculty mentor facilitates Bridge meetings and provides additional individual 
mentoring

Vertical 
Mentoring

• Occurs with clusters of ten or fewer students across Bridges
• Each cluster has a Graduate Bridge mentor who facilitates the vertical peer men-

toring and serves as a mentor for the Bridge to Post-Baccalaureate students
• Bridge to Post-Baccalaureate students serve as mentors to the Bridge to Baccalau-

reate students
• Peer mentors provide support, encouragement and information to their mentees
• Clusters meet once a week in informal settings

Recruitment • Varies from institution to institution, but includes letters to parents of all entering 
freshmen and dissemination of applications through offices of disability services

Financial 
Assistance

• Students receive a stipend for program participation, dependent on active partici-
pation and maintaining a minimum required GPA

• $2000/academic year for undergraduate students
• $3500/academic year for graduate students

Research 
Internships

• Competitive eight-week research internships available in summer
• Students receive $3,500 stipend

Student Advocacy 
Group

• Open to all students, faculty, and staff and is not exclusive to individuals with 
disabilities

Research 
Presentations

• Students supported in efforts to conduct research and present findings at conferences

Special Seminars • Occurred throughout the year and based on student interest and needs
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Table 2

Bridge Model Participant Demographics

Participant Characteristic Number    Percentage
Site/Institution: 

Large Public University 58 46.0
Small Private HBCU 30 23.8
Public HBCU 18 14.3
Medium Public University 16 12.7
Small State Community College 4 3.2

Gender:
Male 66 52.4
Female 60 47.6

Race/Ethnicity:
White 92 73.0
Black or African-American 18 14.3
Hispanic 8 6.3
Asian or Pacific Islander 6 4.8
American Indian/Alaska Native 1 0.8
Not Reported 1 0.8

Condition:
Attention deficit disorder (ADD)/attention deficit 
hyperactivity disorder (ADHD)

40 31.7

Physical impairment/orthopedic/mobility impairment 17 13.5
Systemic health/medical condition 17 13.5
Deaf or hard-of-hearing (D/HoH) 11 8.7
Learning disorder 11 8.7
Psychological/psychiatric condition 5 4.0
Asperger's syndrome/autism spectrum disorder 4 3.2
Speech impairment 4 3.2
Blind or visual impairment 3 2.4
Acquired/traumatic brain injury 2 1.6
Other condition 12 9.5
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Table 3

Mentoring Scales Reliability

Mentoring Scalesa Items Reliability Spring 2014 Description
Mentee Mentor

Personal Responsibility 6 .929 .939 How much mentoring has enabled inter-
personal growth 

Personal Fulfillment 5 .900 .898 Sense of fulfillment in the relationship 
between mentors and mentees

Support Seeking 5 .895 .923 How much mentoring provides academic 
and personal support

Communication 6 .933 .907 How satisfied mentors and mentees are 
with the frequency, duration, and quality 
of their communication

Mentoring Total Scale 22 .968 .976 Mentee and mentor perceptions of the 
overall mentoring experience

Mentoring Satisfaction 
Scale

6 .948 .950 How satisfied mentors and mentees are 
with the mentoring process

Note. a 5-point scale.

Table 4

Involvement in the Mentoring Process

2012-13
(N=115)

2013-14
(N=71)

2012-2014
(N=126)

Involvement N(%) N(%) N(%)
Received mentoring 105 (91.3) 65 (91.5) 117 (92.1)
Received mentoring from peer 95 (82.6) 59 (83.1) 108 (85.0)
Received mentoring from faculty 51 (44.3) 29 (40.8) 61 (48.0)
Provided mentoring for peer 75 (65.2) 53 (74.6) 94 (74.0)
Served dual role as mentor 
Mentee 67 (58.3) 47 (66.2) 86 (67.7)
Participated at least 2 hours per week 79 (68.7) 57 (80.3) 90 (70.9)

Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD)
Hours per week 2.74 (2.5) 3.81 (4.4) 3.45 (3.7)
Hours per month 11.88 (8.8) 12.54 (10.5) 12.65 (8.5)
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Table 5

Types of Mentoring

Mentoring Methodsa Mentees 
2012-13 2013-14 Overall

2012-14
Mentors
2012-13 2013-14 Overall

2012-14

Face-to-face 4.14 (1.3) 4.38 (.97) 4.21 (1.0) 4.26 (1.1) 4.68 (.73) 4.14 (1.3)
Text Messaging 3.13 (1.6) 3.06 (1.6) 3.01 (1.3) 3.32 (1.5) 3.30 (1.6) 2.88 (1.5)
Email 3.08 (1.5) 2.85 (1.5) 3.01 (1.3) 2.93 (1.5) 2.77 (1.5) 2.53 (1.4)
Phone 2.27 (1.4) 2.25 (1.4) 2.23 (1.3) 2.27 (1.4) 2.26 (1.6) 2.07 (1.3)
Facebook 1.84 (1.3) 1.55 (1.1) 1.57 (1.0) 1.85 (1.2) 1.72 (1.3) 1.63 (1.1)
Video Conference 1.58 (1.3) 1.47 (1.1) 1.49 (1.0) 1.36 (0.9) 1.45 (1.1) 1.51 (1.2)

Note. a 5-point scale (1=not at all, 5=a great extent).

Fall 2012 Spring 2013
Scale N Mean (SD) Mean (SD) % Improving t

Mentoring Scalesa

Personal Responsibility 61 4.05 (.63) 4.08 (.68) 54.1 .287

Personal Fulfillment 61 4.11 (.62) 4.19 (.68) 65.6 .770
Support seeking 61 3.98 (.67) 4.06 (.73) 59.0 .737
Communication 62 4.17 (.72) 4.28 (.66) 66.1 .965
TOTAL SCALE 61 4.07 (.58) 4.11 (.62) 49.2 .531
Overall Satisfactionb 62 4.13 (.77) 4.24 (.68) 66.1 1.01

Fall 2013 Spring 2014
Scale N Mean (SD) Mean (SD) % Improving t

Mentoring Scalesa

Personal Responsibility 51 4.04 (.65) 4.21 (.71) 78.4 2.85**

Personal Fulfillment 51 4.10 (.71) 4.33 (.69) 72.5 2.73**
Support seeking 51 3.95 (.63) 4.25 (.71) 78.4 3.26**
Communication 51 4.22 (.57) 4.33 (.62) 68.6 2.45**
TOTAL SCALE 51 4.03 (.56) 4.24 (.64) 70.6 3.25**
Overall Satisfactionb 50 4.25 (.62) 4.28 (.63) 74.0 0.325

Table 6

Mentoring Perceptions and Satisfaction of Mentees

Note. a 5-point agreement scale (1=SD, 2=D, 3=N,4=A, 5=SA). b 5-point satisfaction scale (=not satisfied, 
2=somewhat satisfied, 3=neutral, 4=satisfied, 5=very satisfied). *p<.05, **p<.01.
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Table 7

Mentoring Perceptions and Satisfaction of Mentors

Fall 2012 Spring 2013
Scale N Mean (SD) Mean (SD) % Improving t

Mentoring Scalesa

Personal Responsibility 37 3.90 (.58) 4.24 (.65) 75.7 2.96**

Personal Fulfillment 37 3.98 (.58) 4.26 (.67) 72.9 2.55*
Support seeking 37 3.94 (.66) 4.07 (.71) 59.5 1.07
Communication 37 4.00 (.59) 4.29 (.65) 81.1 2.68*
TOTAL SCALE 37 3.92 (.58) 4.16 (.62) 64.9 2.22*
Overall Satisfactionb 37 4.10 (.69) 4.32 (.69) 75.7 1.78

Fall 2013 Spring 2014
Scale N Mean (SD) Mean (SD) % Improving t

Mentoring Scalesa

Personal Responsibility
34 4.04 (.75) 4.05 (.71) 58.8 .314

Personal Fulfillment 34 4.11 (.61) 4.12 (.66) 70.6 .271
Support seeking 34 4.05 (.63) 4.09 (.63) 73.5 .141
Communication 34 4.19 (.60) 4.22 (.64) 64.7 .249
TOTAL SCALE 34 4.06 (.59) 4.09 (.65) 61.8 .220
Overall Satisfactionb 32 4.22 (.66) 4.18 (.67) 71.9 -.332

Note. a 5-point agreement scale (1=SD, 2=D, 3=N,4=A, 5=SA). b 5-point satisfaction scale (=not satisfied, 
2=somewhat satisfied, 3=neutral, 4=satisfied, 5=very satisfied). *p<.05, **p<.01.
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Table 8

Changes from Fall 2012 to Spring 2014

Table 9

Relationships Between Participation in Mentoring and Mentoring Perceptions

Pre (F12)
Mean (SD)

Post (SP14)
Mean (SD)

t Percent of Students 
who Improved 

N (%)
Mentees (n=28)
Mentoring Total Scale 3.91 (.64) 4.17 (.71) 1.76 67.9
Personal Responsibility 3.86 (.66) 4.10 (.77) 1.57 67.9
Personal Fulfillment 4.02 (.69) 4.26 (.72) 1.58 71.4
Support seeking 3.87 (.71) 4.16 (.81) 1.84 78.6
Communication 3.97 (.84) 4.29 (.69) 1.61 78.6
Mentoring Satisfaction 3.97 (.86) 4.18 (.71) 1.13 67.9

Mentors (n=21)
Mentoring Total Scale 3.81 (.62) 4.13 (.72) 1.48 61.9
Personal Responsibility 3.79 (.67) 4.11 (.77) 1.49 67.0
Personal Fulfillment 3.86 (.60) 4.15 (.73) 1.39 71.4
Support seeking 3.78 (.62) 4.12 (.67) 1.65 76.2
Communication 3.93 (.64) 4.26 (.66) 1.61 67.0
Mentoring Satisfaction 4.04 (.76) 4.27 (.69) 1.02 71.4

Mentees Mentors
2012-14
Hours per month
(n=114)

2012-14
Hours per month
(n=93)

Mentoring Scales r (Sig.) r (Sig.)
Personal Responsibility .307*** .301**
Personal Fulfillment .229** .270**
Support seeking .254** .319**
Communication .273** .234*
TOTAL SCALE .265** .323**
Overall Satisfaction .315*** .244*

Note. *p<.05, **p<.01,***p<.001.
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Abstract

This study aimed to explore the relationship between high school transition preparation and student involve-
ment and integration in college among first-year college students with disabilities. One hundred fifty-eight 
freshmen with disabilities were recruited from a southeastern university in U.S. The findings reveal that 
high school transition preparation was highly associated with student involvement and social and academic 
integration efforts in the postsecondary setting. The results highlight the need for transition support services 
to foster transition preparation to make a smooth transition from secondary education to postsecondary 
education for students with disabilities. 

Keywords: student involvement, social and academic integration, college students with disabilities, transition 
planning, accommodation 

Postsecondary education plays an important role 
in sustaining higher paying employment, prosperity 
and overall quality of life for all individuals, espe-
cially for people with disabilities (U.S. Department 
of Education, 2017; Gittell, 2015; Sannicandro, 2016; 
Smith et al., 2013). Despite the positive impact of 
postsecondary education, students with disabilities 
are still underrepresented on college campuses (U.S. 
Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2015; Zehner, 2018). In 
addition to low enrollment rates, the gap in gradu-
ation rates between students with disabilities and 
their counterparts without disabilities has remained 
relatively steady over the years, ranging from a low 
of 21.6% to a high of 23.8% (Institute on Disability, 
2019). Knight et al. (2016) found that college students 
with disabilities took longer to graduate due to the 
complexity in transition issues in college. Wessel et 
al. (2009) validated research by Adler (1999), which 
found that drop-out rates were highest for college stu-
dents with disabilities during the initial few weeks of 
the first fall semester. Tinto (1988) highlighted that 
the first six weeks of the first semester are a partic-
ularly vital part of the early transition experience, as 

it is during this time that college students are most 
susceptible and sensitive to feelings of marginality.  

Successful transition into postsecondary educa-
tion and college readiness are regarded as important 
steps in persistence and success for college students 
with disabilities (College and Career Readiness and 
Success Center, 2013; Corcoran, 2010). Although not 
specifically tailored for college students with disabil-
ities, Tinto’s theoretical model highlighted the impor-
tance of social and academic integration in fostering 
transition and college persistence, as well as reduc-
ing dropout or departure for college students (Tinto, 
1975, 1982). Academic integration is defined as a 
student’s academic performance in the institution, 
such as completion of academic courses, grade point 
average, and individual intellectual development. So-
cial integration is defined as the informal and formal 
relationships formed with peers, faculty, staff, as well 
as the extracurricular activities a student is involved 
in during college years. A balance between academic 
and social integration often leads to persistence. 

Tinto (1993) also emphasized the key role of stu-
dent involvement in positive learning outcomes and 

This study aimed to explore the relationship between high school transition preparation and student involvement and 
integration in college among first-year college students with disabilities. One hundred fifty-eight freshmen with disabilities 
were recruited from a southeastern university in U.S. The findings reveal that high school transition preparation 
was highly associated with student involvement and social and academic integration efforts in the postsecondary 
setting. The results highlight the need for transition support services to foster transition preparation to 
make a smooth transition from secondary education to postsecondary education for students with disabilities.

Postsecondary education plays an important role in sustaining higher 
paying employment, prosperity and overall quality of life for all 
individuals, especially for people with disabilities (U.S. Department 
of Education, 2017; Gittell, 2015; Sannicandro, 2016; Smith 
et al., 2013). Despite the positive impact of postsecondary education, 
students with disabilities are still underrepresented on college 
campuses (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2015; Zehner, 2018). 
In addition to low enrollment rates, the gap in graduation rates 
between students with disabilities and their counterparts without 
disabilities has remained relatively steady over the years, ranging 
from a low of 21.6% to a high of 23.8% (Institute on Disability, 
2019). Knight et al. (2016) found that college students with 
disabilities took longer to graduate due to the complexity in transition 
issues in college. Wessel et al. (2009) validated research 
by Adler (1999), which found that drop-out rates were highest 
for college students with disabilities during the initial few weeks 
of the first fall semester. Tinto (1988) highlighted that the first 
six weeks of the first semester are a particularly vital part of the 
early transition experience, as

it is during this time that college students are most susceptible and 
sensitive to feelings of marginality. Successful transition into postsecondary 
education and college readiness are regarded as important 
steps in persistence and success for college students with 
disabilities (College and Career Readiness and Success Center, 
2013; Corcoran, 2010). Although not specifically tailored for 
college students with disabilities, Tinto’s theoretical model highlighted 
the importance of social and academic integration in fostering 
transition and college persistence, as well as reducing dropout 
or departure for college students (Tinto, 1975, 1982). Academic 
integration is defined as a student’s academic performance 
in the institution, such as completion of academic courses, 
grade point average, and individual intellectual development. 
Social integration is defined as the informal and formal 
relationships formed with peers, faculty, staff, as well as the 
extracurricular activities a student is involved in during college years. 
A balance between academic and social integration often leads 
to persistence. Tinto (1993) also emphasized the key role of student 
involvement in positive learning outcomes and
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persistence through an enhanced sense of social and 
academic integration. Student involvement is defined 
as “the amount of physical and psychological energy 
that the student devotes to the academic experience” 
(Astin, 1984, p. 518).  For a student with a disability, 
student involvement may include active engagement 
in various campus activities such as joining student 
organizations, speaking with a faculty member/ad-
visor, handing out accommodation request letters, 
getting to know campus through a tour/orientation, 
exploring accommodation and academic support 
services from Student Disability Resource Center 
(SDRC), or other related activities. These types of 
student involvement are pivotal for many reasons. 
First, abilities to navigate through the higher educa-
tion system and communicate with faculty, as well as 
skills to obtain necessary supports and resources, are 
important forms of self-determination. These self-de-
termination competencies are instrumental for fos-
tering postsecondary student success and can resolve 
challenges during the transition process from second-
ary education to postsecondary education (Herridge, 
2017; Trainor, 2008). However, college students with 
disabilities have been found reluctant to use campus 
disability resources (e.g., request accommodations), 
especially during the initial stage of postsecondary 
education (Mamboleo et al., 2018; Trainor, 2008). 
Many college students with disabilities utilized dis-
ability services and sought accommodations only as 
a direct result of an academic crisis (Lightner et al., 
2012). Students with disabilities often need to over-
come the negative attitudes and perceptions regarding 
disabilities that exist on the part of the faculty, their 
peers, and within themselves (Jensen et al., 2004). 
Student involvement may serve as a protective factor 
to tackle the negative attitudes and perceptions relat-
ed to disabilities. Second, student involvement, espe-
cially in terms of seeking necessary accommodations 
through student disability support services, is critical 
due to the expected active roles of college students in 
seeking accommodation in postsecondary education.  

Various federal laws (e.g., Americans with Dis-
abilities Act and its Amendments Act, and Section 
504) protect students with disabilities.  Students with 
disabilities in the secondary setting, covered under In-
dividuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), are 
often taken care of by educators and parents in terms 
of their accommodation needs. In contrast, college 
students with disabilities need to take initiative and 
self-advocate in the accommodation process (Connor, 
2012). Thus, a college student with disabilities needs 
to self-identify as having a disability, learn about their 
disability in relation to needed services and neces-
sary accommodations, recognize their strengths and 

weaknesses, and advocate for themselves in various 
postsecondary educational settings (Izzo & Lamb, 
2002; National Center for the Study of Postsecondary 
Educational Supports, 2000; Skinner & Lindstrom, 
2003; Stodden, Jones, & Chang, 2002). Addition-
ally, they should learn about disability services at 
the college-level in addition to their new rights and 
responsibilities as college students. According to 
Dong and Lucas (2016), students’ familiarity with 
and utilization of the university’s disability support 
services are considered key components of student 
involvement and are highly related to academic and 
social integration for students with disabilities in 
postsecondary institutions. 

Transition preparation from secondary education 
to college is crucial to student involvement and social 
and academic integration. Tinto (1993) cited Attinasi 
(1989) in highlighting the point that the scope of tran-
sition relies in part “upon the degree to which individ-
uals have already begun the process of transition prior 
to formal entry” (p.97).  Siedman (1996) pointed out 
that an individual’s pre-entry college attributes (e.g., 
skill, ability, and prior experiences) form an individu-
al’s goals and commitments, which then interact over 
time with institutional experiences (both formal and 
informal academic and social systems of the institu-
tion). Corcoran (2010) highlighted the significance of 
pre-college experience in influencing social and ac-
ademic involvement for students with disabilities in 
a community college. Trainor (2008) proposed that 
networks with relevant professionals and facilities 
(e.g., counselors, transition staff, and psychological 
evaluation centers) as well as knowledge and skills 
related to transition planning and appropriate accom-
modations are vital elements to foster successful tran-
sition from high school to postsecondary education. 
Thus, it is important to examine associations between 
student involvement in college and transition prepa-
ration (i.e., use of accommodations and participation 
of transition planning in the high school). 

Considering the legal mandates and expected role 
of college students in requesting accommodations, 
experiences using accommodations in high school 
may help students understand the process of transition 
into the postsecondary education. The federal govern-
ment added transition planning as a mandated com-
ponent of IDEA in 1990 with improvements in 1997 
and 2004, while age of transition planning changed 
from at least 16 years old in 1990 to 14 years old in 
1997 and back to 16 years old in 2004. The version of 
IDEA reauthorized in 2004 requires that, upon turn-
ing 16 years old, all students identified with disabili-
ties must have a transition plan in place. This includes 
a summary of performance (SOP) document, which 

persistence through an enhanced sense of social and academic integration. 
Student involvement is defined as “the amount of physical 
and psychological energy that the student devotes to the academic 
experience” (Astin, 1984, p. 518). For a student with a disability, 
student involvement may include active engagement in various 
campus activities such as joining student organizations, speaking 
with a faculty member/ad- visor, handing out accommodation 
request letters, getting to know campus through a 
tour/orientation, exploring accommodation and academic support 
services from Student Disability Resource Center (SDRC), 
or other related activities. These types of student involvement 
are pivotal for many reasons. First, abilities to navigate 
through the higher education system and communicate with 
faculty, as well as skills to obtain necessary supports and resources, 
are important forms of self-determination. These self-determination 
competencies are instrumental for fostering postsecondary 
student success and can resolve challenges during 
the transition process from secondary education to postsecondary 
education (Herridge, 2017; Trainor, 2008). However, 
college students with disabilities have been found reluctant 
to use campus disability resources (e.g., request accommodations), 
especially during the initial stage of postsecondary 
education (Mamboleo et al., 2018; Trainor, 2008). Many 
college students with disabilities utilized dis- ability services and 
sought accommodations only as a direct result of an academic 
crisis (Lightner et al., 2012). Students with disabilities often 
need to over- come the negative attitudes and perceptions regarding 
disabilities that exist on the part of the faculty, their peers, 
and within themselves (Jensen et al., 2004). Student involvement 
may serve as a protective factor to tackle the negative 
attitudes and perceptions related to disabilities. Second, student 
involvement, especially in terms of seeking necessary accommodations 
through student disability support services, is critical 
due to the expected active roles of college students in seeking 
accommodation in postsecondary education. Various federal 
laws (e.g., Americans with Dis- abilities Act and its Amendments 
Act, and Section 504) protect students with disabilities. 
Students with disabilities in the secondary setting, covered 
under Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), are 
often taken care of by educators and parents in terms of their accommodation 
needs. In contrast, college students with disabilities 
need to take initiative and self-advocate in the accommodation 
process (Connor, 2012). Thus, a college student with 
disabilities needs to self-identify as having a disability, learn about 
their disability in relation to needed services and necessary accommodations, 
recognize their strengths and

weaknesses, and advocate for themselves in various postsecondary 
educational settings (Izzo & Lamb, 2002; National Center 
for the Study of Postsecondary Educational Supports, 2000; 
Skinner & Lindstrom, 2003; Stodden, Jones, & Chang, 2002). 
Additionally, they should learn about disability services at the 
college-level in addition to their new rights and responsibilities as 
college students. According to Dong and Lucas (2016), students’ 
familiarity with and utilization of the university’s disability support 
services are considered key components of student involvement 
and are highly related to academic and social integration 
for students with disabilities in postsecondary institutions. 
Transition preparation from secondary education to college 
is crucial to student involvement and social and academic integration. 
Tinto (1993) cited Attinasi (1989) in highlighting the point 
that the scope of transition relies in part “upon the degree to which 
individuals have already begun the process of transition prior 
to formal entry” (p.97). Siedman (1996) pointed out that an individual’s 
pre-entry college attributes (e.g., skill, ability, and prior experiences) 
form an individual’s goals and commitments, which then 
interact over time with institutional experiences (both formal and 
informal academic and social systems of the institution). Corcoran 
(2010) highlighted the significance of pre-college experience 
in influencing social and academic involvement for students 
with disabilities in a community college. Trainor (2008) proposed 
that networks with relevant professionals and facilities (e.g., 
counselors, transition staff, and psychological evaluation centers) 
as well as knowledge and skills related to transition planning 
and appropriate accommodations are vital elements to foster 
successful transition from high school to postsecondary education. 
Thus, it is important to examine associations between student 
involvement in college and transition preparation (i.e., use of 
accommodations and participation of transition planning in the high 
school). Considering the legal mandates and expected role of 
college students in requesting accommodations, experiences using 
accommodations in high school may help students understand 
the process of transition into the postsecondary education. 
The federal government added transition planning as a mandated 
component of IDEA in 1990 with improvements in 1997 and 
2004, while age of transition planning changed from at least 16 
years old in 1990 to 14 years old in 1997 and back to 16 years old 
in 2004. The version of IDEA reauthorized in 2004 requires that, 
upon turning 16 years old, all students identified with disabilities 
must have a transition plan in place. This includes a summary 
of performance (SOP) document, which
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helps generate sustainable postsecondary school op-
tions (e.g., employment and postsecondary education 
[IDEA, 2004; Newman et al., 2011]), though IDEA 
2004 did not provide a standard template for what an 
SOP should entail. Although schools across the nation 
are required to provide transition plans that include 
goals regarding postsecondary life, students with dis-
abilities often have vastly different experiences and 
preparation for life after high school. This is due, in 
part, to transition regulations being determined at the 
state level, which means that policies differ across 
states and school districts (Papay & Bambara, 2014; 
Simonsen & Neubert, 2013). The different levels of 
transition services offered during high school might 
impact students’ knowledge of disability documenta-
tion requirements and disability services available in 
colleges  as well as other student involvement activi-
ties (Banks, 2014). 

Despite the importance of accommodation re-
quests and participation in transition planning within 
high schools, limited research has been conducted to 
examine links of participation in transition support 
and use of accommodation in high school with stu-
dents’ involvement and integration on college cam-
puses. Shepler and Woosley (2012) highlighted the 
need to examine early integration experiences of 
students with disabilities transitioning from second-
ary education to postsecondary education. Corcoran 
(2010) reported that pre-college experiences (e.g., 
academic performance and staff support in high 
school) impact college involvement for students 
with disabilities in a community college. In addition, 
Ressa (2016) and Burdge (2012) found that teach-
ers’ attitudes, parents’ support and students’ advoca-
cy competency influence students’ college transition 
experiences. Although these studies shed light, their 
findings are limited due to small sample sizes (e.g., 
ranging from 5 to 18) in qualitative studies. Thus, this 
study aimed to examine associations of high school 
transition preparation (i.e., participation in transition 
support and use of accommodation in high school) 
with student involvement and integration in college 
(e.g., familiarity with SDRC, planned engagement 
activities, and engagement activities prior to attend-
ing college) among first-year college students with 
disabilities through a quantitative approach. The two 
research questions were: 

1. How do students’ numbers of planned college 
engagement activities in the first semester and 
completed college engagement activities prior 
to attending college vary based upon high 
school transition preparation (i.e., whether 
requested and used of accommodation, and 

whether participated in transition training in 
high school)?

2. How is students’ familiarity with the SDRC 
associated with high school transition prepa-
ration (i.e., whether requested and used of 
accommodation, and whether participated in 
transition training in high school)?

Method

Participants
A total of 158 freshmen with disabilities from a 

large public Research 1 university in the southeast 
U.S. participated in this study. Participants report-
ed various types of primary disability. The top-three 
categories include: ADD/ADHD (68/43%); learn-
ing disability (32/20.4%); chronic/medical illness 
(22/13.9%). Participants also self-reported different 
types of accommodations requested and used such 
as 50% extended time for test (69.3%), reduced dis-
traction testing environment (63%), and break time 
(36.2%). (See Table 1 for details). 

Procedures
Participants for the study were identified through 

the scheduling of initial appointments for accommo-
dations and registration with the SDRC at the uni-
versity. SDRC staff invited students who met the 
following criteria: a) first-year students entering the 
university, and b) registered with or going through the 
registration process for accommodations and services 
with the SDRC. 

Staff explained the purpose and voluntary na-
ture of the study to students. Students’ decisions on 
whether to participate in the study or not would not 
impact their rights to receive accommodations and 
other eligible services. Staff asked participants to sign 
a consent form if they expressed interest in participat-
ing in the research project. The staff member would 
provide a participant with a paper copy of the survey 
(or large print formats) to fill out or an online Qual-
trics survey link to complete the survey. The survey 
took about 10 minutes to complete. After the partic-
ipant completed the questionnaire, the staff member 
filed the questionnaire and consent form in a locked 
file cabinet behind a locked office in the SDRC. Only 
staff and researchers in the study had access to these 
documents. 

Measures
The questionnaire included demographic infor-

mation such as primary disability types, campus pro-
gram enrolled (e.g., honors, veteran affairs, Center 
for Academic Retention and Enhancement (CARE), 

helps generate sustainable postsecondary school options (e.g., employment 
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in transition support and use of accommodation in high 
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top-three categories include: ADD/ADHD (68/43%); learning disability 
(32/20.4%); chronic/medical illness (22/13.9%). Participants 
also self-reported different types of accommodations 
requested and used such as 50% extended time 
for test (69.3%), reduced dis- traction testing environment (63%), 
and break time (36.2%). (See Table 1 for details).
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and registration with the SDRC at the university. 
SDRC staff invited students who met the following 
criteria: a) first-year students entering the university, 
and b) registered with or going through the registration 
process for accommodations and services with 
the SDRC. Staff explained the purpose and voluntary 
nature of the study to students. Students’ decisions 
on whether to participate in the study or not would 
not impact their rights to receive accommodations and 
other eligible services. Staff asked participants to sign 
a consent form if they expressed interest in participating 
in the research project. The staff member would 
provide a participant with a paper copy of the survey 
(or large print formats) to fill out or an online Qualtrics 
survey link to complete the survey. The survey took 
about 10 minutes to complete. After the participant completed 
the questionnaire, the staff member filed the questionnaire 
and consent form in a locked file cabinet behind 
a locked office in the SDRC. Only staff and researchers 
in the study had access to these documents.
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not affiliated). The questionnaire consists of ques-
tions about whether participants utilized accom-
modations in high school (e.g., “Did you request or 
utilize accommodations at your high school?”). If 
they answered “Yes,” they would report the types of 
accommodation they requested and used (see Table 
1 for details on types of accommodation listed in the 
questionnaire). If they answered “No,” they would 
self-report rationales for not using accommodation 
(e.g., “Did not need them,” “Did not want others to 
know I had accommodations,” “Worried about con-
fidentiality, stigma,” “Did not have appropriate sup-
porting documentation,” and “Parent/guardian did not 
want me to”). The questionnaire also includes items 
on if participants were provided information/train-
ing on transition to college (i.e., were you provided 
information/training on transition to college during 
high school?). If they answered yes, they would re-
port sources of information/training provided to them 
(e.g., high school counselor, workshops at my high 
school, high school teachers, workshops at my pre-
vious college, talking with my parents, talking with 
my friends).

The questionnaire included items on activities 
participants engaged in prior to attending the univer-
sity (e.g., “Which of these activities did you engage 
in PRIOR to arriving at the university?”). Participants 
could choose from the following options: “Attend 
orientation and preview days,” “Speak with a faculty 
member,” “Speak with an academic advisor,” “Speak 
with a SDRC professional,” “Attend an organization-
al fair, campus tour.” Participants answered items re-
lated to activities they planned to engage in during 
their first semester (e.g., “Which of these activities do 
you plan to engage in during your first semester?”). 
Participants could choose from the following options: 
“Attending an intake meeting at SDRC,” “Testing at 
SDRC,” “Meeting with my faculty members to hand 
out my accommodation letters,” “Join a student or-
ganization,” “Utilize academic support services on 
campus,” “Meeting with my faculty members when I 
have questions about my class”). Based upon partici-
pants’ responses on these items, we created variables 
on the number of activities that participants were in-
volved in prior to attending to university, and planned 
activities during the first semester at university. Par-
ticipants were also asked about what they felt most 
confident and least confident about in the transition 
to college (e.g., “What are you most/least confident 
about in relation to your transition to the universi-
ty?”). Participants reported if they were familiar with 
the disability support center or not (e.g., “Were you 
familiar with the disability support center or the ser-
vices we provide to students with disabilities at the 

university?”)  If participants answered “Yes,” they 
would provide sources of learning about SDRC (e.g., 
high school counselor, website, preview days, admis-
sion process, campus tour). 

Survey items were developed in collaboration 
among the research team to determine what informa-
tion would be most appropriate to ask participants. Dis-
ability-related attentional and processing difficulties 
were considered when developing the survey items. 

Data Analysis
To answer the first research question, we con-

ducted independent t-tests to compare differences in 
total number of activities engaged prior to attending 
university and planned activities to engage during the 
first semester between those who used the accom-
modations in high school and those who did not; and 
those who participated in the transition training in 
high school and those who did not, respectively. To 
answer the second research question, we conducted 
chi-square tests to examine associations between par-
ticipants’ familiarity with student disability resource 
center in college and their use of accommodations 
and participation in the transition training during high 
school. In addition to the two research questions, we 
conducted frequency and descriptive analyses on key 
variables (e.g., use of accommodation and participa-
tion in transition training in high school, and familiar-
ity with SDRC and types of involvement activities on 
college) and demographic variables. 

Results

Descriptive Findings on Demographic and Key 
Variables 

Among 158 participants, 31 (19.6%) did not re-
quest and utilize accommodations at their high school, 
while 127 (80.4%) did.  Among those who requested 
and utilized accommodations in their high school, 
the top three requested accommodations included: 
test time extension by 50%, reduced distraction test-
ing environment, and ability to take a break during 
testing or class. The least requested accommodations 
included assisted technology, alternative test format, 
and priority registration. See Table 1 for details. 

Among 31 participants who did not utilize ac-
commodations, 14 (45.2%) reported they did not 
need accommodations, 6 (20.0%) did not want others 
to know they need accommodations, 1 (3.0%) were 
worried about confidentiality, 1 (3.3%) had concerns 
about being stigmatized, 8 (26.7%) did not have ap-
propriate supporting documentation, and 2 (6.7%) re-
ported that their parents/guardians did not want them 
to use accommodations.  

not affiliated). The questionnaire consists of questions about whether 
participants utilized accommodations in high school (e.g., “Did 
you request or utilize accommodations at your high school?”). 
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know I had accommodations,” “Worried about confidentiality, stigma,” 
“Did not have appropriate supporting documentation,” and 
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includes items on if participants were provided information/training 
on transition to college (i.e., were you provided 
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If they answered yes, they would re- port sources of information/training 
provided to them (e.g., high school counselor, workshops 
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“Attend orientation and preview days,” “Speak with a faculty 
member,” “Speak with an academic advisor,” “Speak with a 
SDRC professional,” “Attend an organization- al fair, campus tour.” 
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felt most confident and least confident about in the transition to 
college (e.g., “What are you most/least confident about in relation 
to your transition to the university?”). Participants reported 
if they were familiar with the disability support center or not 
(e.g., “Were you familiar with the disability support center or the 
services we provide to students with disabilities at the

university?”) If participants answered “Yes,” they would provide 
sources of learning about SDRC (e.g., high school 
counselor, website, preview days, admission process, 
campus tour). Survey items were developed in collaboration 
among the research team to determine what 
information would be most appropriate to ask participants. 
Disability-related attentional and processing 
difficulties were considered when developing the 
survey items.
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who used the accommodations in high school and those who 
did not; and those who participated in the transition training in 
high school and those who did not, respectively. To answer the 
second research question, we conducted chi-square tests to examine 
associations between participants’ familiarity with student 
disability resource center in college and their use of accommodations 
and participation in the transition training during 
high school. In addition to the two research questions, we conducted 
frequency and descriptive analyses on key variables (e.g., 
use of accommodation and participation in transition training 
in high school, and familiarity with SDRC and types of involvement 
activities on college) and demographic variables.
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Among the participants, 51 (32.3%) reported 
not receiving information or training on transition to 
college, 105 (66.5%) reported receiving them, and 2 
(1.3%) did not report. Participants reported on how 
this information or training related to transition to col-
lege was provided to them. Among 105 participants 
who self-reported receiving transition information, 
20 individuals failed to provide source of information 
received. The top three channels where participants 
were provided the information/training related to 
transition include: talking with parents, 79 (75.2%); 
talking with friends, 76 (72.3%); high school coun-
selor and high school teachers, 61 (58.1%).  

Participants also reported the types of activi-
ties they engaged prior to attending university. The 
top three reported activities included: orientation 
(145/91.8%), campus tour (113/71.5%) and speak-
ing with an academic advisor (98/62.0%). Partici-
pants self-reported the types of activities they plan to 
engage in during their first semester. The top three 
reported activities included: meeting with faculty 
members to hand out their accommodation letters 
(138/87.3%), utilizing academic support services on 
campus (131/82.9%), and meeting with faculty mem-
bers when they have questions about their classes 
(130/82.3%). 

Participants reported confidence in the following 
aspects about transition in the survey: ability to make 
friends, preparedness to attend class, supports from 
the university, navigation of the physical campus en-
vironment, being independent, and academic related 
issues. The top three most confident items included: 
academic related issues, 32 (20.3%); making friends, 
22 (13.9%); and locating supports within the univer-
sity, 17 (10.8%). Participants also reported a lack of 
confidence in the following aspects about transition: 
time management, testing, attending class, studying 
skills, adjustment to the change of environment, nav-
igation of physical campus environment, advocacy 
skills, resource location, and socializing skills. The 
top three least confident items included: attending 
class, 38 (24.1%); time management, 24 (15.2%); and 
socializing skills, 21(13.3%). 

Among 158 participants, 64 (40.5.2%) were not 
familiar with SDRC, 92 (58.2%) were familiar with 
SDRC, and 2 (1.3%) failed to answer the question. 
Among sources of learning about SDRC, participants 
reported the following as the top three sources: web-
site, 54 (34.2%); high school counselor, 36 (22.8%); 
and campus tour, 24 (15.2%).

Association of Transition Support and Use of 
Accommodation in High School on Student 
Involvement in College  

The independent t-tests showed significant dif-
ferences between those who requested and used ac-
commodations and those who did not in high school 
with regard to their total number of activities engaged 
prior to attending university and planned activities 
to engage during the first semester. Participants who 
requested and used accommodations in high school 
or community colleges reported significantly higher 
levels of preparatory activities prior to attending uni-
versity (t = -3.67, p < .01) and their planned activities 
for their first semester (t = -2.87, p < .01). See Table 
2 for details. 

The independent t-tests also showed significant 
differences between those who were provided infor-
mation/training on transition to college and those who 
did not in high school with regard to their total num-
ber of activities engaged prior to attending university 
and planned activities to engage during the first se-
mester. Participants who were provided information/
training on transition reported significantly higher 
levels of preparatory activities prior to attending uni-
versity (t = -2.67, p < .01) and their planned activities 
for their first semester (t = -2.55, p < .05). See Table 
2 for details. 

The chi-square test showed a significant rela-
tionship between using accommodations during high 
school and familiarity with the disability support ser-
vices at college, χ2(n = 156, df = 1) = 8.82, p < .01). 
Participants who indicated that they did not request 
and use accommodations in high school were signifi-
cantly overrepresented within the category of not fa-
miliarized with disability support services in college. 
No significant relationship was found between partic-
ipation in transition training in high school and famil-
iarity with disability support services, χ2(n = 156, df = 
1) = 2.00, p = .17). See Table 3 for details. 

Discussion

This study examined the links between high 
school transition preparation (i.e., participation in 
transition support and use of accommodations in high 
school) with student involvement and integration on 
college campuses. The study found that around 20% 
of participants did not request and utilize accommo-
dations in high school. This percentage could be an 
underestimate, as participants who requested and used 
accommodations might be more likely to participate 
in a survey study. Participants reported different rea-
sons for not requesting and using accommodations at 
high school, including having no need for accommo-

Among the participants, 51 (32.3%) reported not receiving information 
or training on transition to college, 105 (66.5%) reported 
receiving them, and 2 (1.3%) did not report. Participants reported 
on how this information or training related to transition to col- 
lege was provided to them. Among 105 participants who self-reported 
receiving transition information, 20 individuals failed to 
provide source of information received. The top three channels where 
participants were provided the information/training related to 
transition include: talking with parents, 79 (75.2%); talking with friends, 
76 (72.3%); high school counselor and high school teachers, 
61 (58.1%). Participants also reported the types of activities 
they engaged prior to attending university. The top three reported 
activities included: orientation (145/91.8%), campus tour (113/71.5%) 
and speaking with an academic advisor (98/62.0%). Participants 
self-reported the types of activities they plan to engage 
in during their first semester. The top three reported activities 
included: meeting with faculty members to hand out their accommodation 
letters (138/87.3%), utilizing academic support services 
on campus (131/82.9%), and meeting with faculty members 
when they have questions about their classes (130/82.3%). 
Participants reported confidence in the following aspects 
about transition in the survey: ability to make friends, preparedness 
to attend class, supports from the university, navigation 
of the physical campus environment, being independent, 
and academic related issues. The top three most confident 
items included: academic related issues, 32 (20.3%); making 
friends, 22 (13.9%); and locating supports within the university, 
17 (10.8%). Participants also reported a lack of confidence 
in the following aspects about transition: time management, 
testing, attending class, studying skills, adjustment to 
the change of environment, navigation of physical campus environment, 
advocacy skills, resource location, and socializing skills. 
The top three least confident items included: attending class, 
38 (24.1%); time management, 24 (15.2%); and socializing skills, 
21(13.3%). Among 158 participants, 64 (40.5.2%) were not familiar 
with SDRC, 92 (58.2%) were familiar with SDRC, and 2 (1.3%) 
failed to answer the question. Among sources of learning about 
SDRC, participants reported the following as the top three sources: 
web- site, 54 (34.2%); high school counselor, 36 (22.8%); 
and campus tour, 24 (15.2%).

ferences between those who requested and used accommodations 
and those who did not in high school with 
regard to their total number of activities engaged prior 
to attending university and planned activities to engage 
during the first semester. Participants who requested 
and used accommodations in high school or community 
colleges reported significantly higher levels of 
preparatory activities prior to attending university (t = -3.67, 
p < .01) and their planned activities for their first semester 
(t = -2.87, p < .01). See Table 2 for details. The 
independent t-tests also showed significant differences 
between those who were provided information/training 
on transition to college and those who 
did not in high school with regard to their total number 
of activities engaged prior to attending university 
and planned activities to engage during the first 
semester. Participants who were provided information/ 
training on transition reported significantly higher 
levels of preparatory activities prior to attending university 
(t = -2.67, p < .01) and their planned activities for 
their first semester (t = -2.55, p < .05). See Table 2 for 
details. The chi-square test showed a significant relationship 
between using accommodations during high 
school and familiarity with the disability support services 
at college, χ2(n = 156, df = 1) = 8.82, p < .01). Participants 
who indicated that they did not request and use 
accommodations in high school were significantly overrepresented 
within the category of not familiarized with 
disability support services in college. No significant relationship 
was found between participation in transition 
training in high school and familiarity with disability 
support services, χ2(n = 156, df = 1) = 2.00, p = 
.17). See Table 3 for details.

This study examined the links between high school transition preparation 
(i.e., participation in transition support and use of accommodations 
in high school) with student involvement and integration 
on college campuses. The study found that around 20% 
of participants did not request and utilize accommodations in high 
school. This percentage could be an underestimate, as participants 
who requested and used accommodations might be more 
likely to participate in a survey study. Participants reported different 
rea- sons for not requesting and using accommodations at 
high school, including having no need for accommo-
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dations, concerns of being stigmatized, worries about 
confidentiality, not having appropriate supporting 
documentation, and parents’ expression that they do 
not want their children to use accommodations. The 
lack of use of accommodation could also be attributed 
to the declassifying of students with learning disabil-
ities in high schools in some states, making them in-
eligible for accommodation (Holden-Pitt, 2005). The 
results highlight the need for transition professionals 
to work with various stakeholders to create a facilitat-
ing environment in which high school students with 
disabilities may feel comfortable to request and use 
supports and accommodations when needed. Partic-
ipants’ inability to see the need for accommodations 
and parents’ reservations against their children’s re-
quest and use of accommodations could be attributed 
to a lack of knowledge of accommodation and the na-
ture of disabilities. Corcoran (2010) highlighted that 
it is the responsibility of transitional professionals and 
higher education to provide necessary supports, such 
as a freshmen seminar, advising/counseling, academ-
ic skills training, and faculty-student interaction, as 
positive influences for retention of college students. 

About one third of the participants reported that 
they did not receive information or training on tran-
sition to college. The high percentage of students 
not involved in transition planning was also similar 
to what Ramsdell (2014) found in that participants 
could not remember participating in transition plan-
ning. According to the National High School Center 
(2008), students’ high school experiences too often 
fail to prepare students for postsecondary education 
or for the rigors of work in an information-based 
economy due to an inadequate training or informa-
tion on transition. Considering the great variation in 
transition programs and services across states and 
school districts (Papay & Bambara, 2014), further 
work should be done to ensure that each and every 
student receives the necessary and adequate transi-
tion information and training prior to postsecondary 
education or work. According to the participants, 
the majority of transition information and training 
were provided to them through talking with parents, 
friends, high school counselors, and high school 
teachers. The results of the study seem to be consis-
tent with the previous findings in the important role 
of parents in transition planning and education/career 
decisions (Arakelian, 2017; Whitaker, 2018). 

Participants reported that orientation, a campus 
tour, and speaking with an academic advisor as popu-
lar activities they engaged prior to attending college, 
while handing out accommodation letters, utilizing 
academic support services on campus, and meet-
ing with faculty members when they have questions 

about courses were the top activities they would like 
to engage in the first semester at college. Considering 
the popularity of these activities during the transition 
process, transition professionals need to integrate ad-
equate disability related information on orientation 
and campus tours and make sure that academic advi-
sors and faculty members are knowledgeable on dis-
ability issues, student needs, and policies/procedures 
and strategies in helping students with disabilities. 
Transition professionals may also need to assist stu-
dents with disabilities to foster their abilities to con-
nect and socialize with people, which was an area in 
which participants felt less confident. Furthermore, 
some participants self-reported that they felt less 
confident in class attendance and time management. 
This highlights the need for transition professionals 
in secondary education to better prepare students in 
these areas, and the need for staff in postsecondary 
education to provide assistance and training to stu-
dents so they can gain skills in time management and 
socializing, and resolve difficulties in attending class 
such as transportation and personal care. 

The positive association between the use of ac-
commodations in high school and student involve-
ment in college validates previous studies in that 
pre-college experiences influence academic in-
volvement among college students with disabilities 
(Corcoran, 2010). Similarly, the positive associa-
tion between participation in transition training in 
high school and student involvement (i.e., activities 
prior to attending college and planned activities for 
the first semester) resonate with Ramsdell’s (2014) 
study in which transition planning was positively re-
lated to self-advocacy skills and involvement, and 
negatively related to feelings of stigma surrounding 
disability diagnosis. In addition, a significant rela-
tionship was found between transition programming 
that focused on these skills and students feeling more 
empowerment and hope once in college (Morning-
star et al., 2010). 

The results also showed a significant associa-
tion between using accommodations in high school 
and familiarizing with SDRC in college. The results 
make sense as the experience of accessing accommo-
dations in high school might help a student recognize 
the importance of accommodation on academic suc-
cess. This recognition may motivate students to learn 
about the scope of services provided at SDRC and 
register with SDRC to request accommodation/sup-
ports when needed.  All of the results highlight the 
importance of early request experiences and transi-
tion training in high school on early transition experi-
ences and student involvement in college.

dations, concerns of being stigmatized, worries about confidentiality, 
not having appropriate supporting documentation, and 
parents’ expression that they do not want their children to use 
accommodations. The lack of use of accommodation could also 
be attributed to the declassifying of students with learning disabilities 
in high schools in some states, making them ineligible for 
accommodation (Holden-Pitt, 2005). The results highlight the need 
for transition professionals to work with various stakeholders 
to create a facilitating environment in which high school 
students with disabilities may feel comfortable to request and 
use supports and accommodations when needed. Participants’ 
inability to see the need for accommodations and parents’ 
reservations against their children’s re- quest and use of accommodations 
could be attributed to a lack of knowledge of accommodation 
and the nature of disabilities. Corcoran (2010) highlighted 
that it is the responsibility of transitional professionals and 
higher education to provide necessary supports, such as a freshmen 
seminar, advising/counseling, academic skills training, and 
faculty-student interaction, as positive influences for retention of 
college students. About one third of the participants reported that 
they did not receive information or training on transition to college. 
The high percentage of students not involved in transition 
planning was also similar to what Ramsdell (2014) found 
in that participants could not remember participating in transition 
planning. According to the National High School Center (2008), 
students’ high school experiences too often fail to prepare students 
for postsecondary education or for the rigors of work in an 
information-based economy due to an inadequate training or information 
on transition. Considering the great variation in transition 
programs and services across states and school districts 
(Papay & Bambara, 2014), further work should be done to 
ensure that each and every student receives the necessary and 
adequate transition information and training prior to postsecondary 
education or work. According to the participants, the 
majority of transition information and training were provided to them 
through talking with parents, friends, high school counselors, 
and high school teachers. The results of the study seem 
to be consistent with the previous findings in the important role 
of parents in transition planning and education/career decisions 
(Arakelian, 2017; Whitaker, 2018). Participants reported 
that orientation, a campus tour, and speaking with an academic 
advisor as popular activities they engaged prior to attending 
college, while handing out accommodation letters, utilizing 
academic support services on campus, and meeting with faculty 
members when they have questions

about courses were the top activities they would like to engage in the 
first semester at college. Considering the popularity of these activities 
during the transition process, transition professionals need 
to integrate ad- equate disability related information on orientation 
and campus tours and make sure that academic advisors 
and faculty members are knowledgeable on disability issues, 
student needs, and policies/procedures and strategies in helping 
students with disabilities. Transition professionals may also 
need to assist students with disabilities to foster their abilities to 
connect and socialize with people, which was an area in which participants 
felt less confident. Furthermore, some participants self-reported 
that they felt less confident in class attendance and time 
management. This highlights the need for transition professionals 
in secondary education to better prepare students in 
these areas, and the need for staff in postsecondary education to 
provide assistance and training to students so they can gain skills 
in time management and socializing, and resolve difficulties in 
attending class such as transportation and personal care. The positive 
association between the use of accommodations in high school 
and student involvement in college validates previous studies 
in that pre-college experiences influence academic involvement 
among college students with disabilities (Corcoran, 2010). 
Similarly, the positive association between participation in transition 
training in high school and student involvement (i.e., activities 
prior to attending college and planned activities for the first 
semester) resonate with Ramsdell’s (2014) study in which transition 
planning was positively related to self-advocacy skills and 
involvement, and negatively related to feelings of stigma surrounding 
disability diagnosis. In addition, a significant relationship 
was found between transition programming that focused 
on these skills and students feeling more empowerment and 
hope once in college (Morning- star et al., 2010). The results also 
showed a significant association between using accommodations 
in high school and familiarizing with SDRC in college. 
The results make sense as the experience of accessing accommodations 
in high school might help a student recognize the 
importance of accommodation on academic success. This recognition 
may motivate students to learn about the scope of services 
provided at SDRC and register with SDRC to request accommodation/supports 
when needed. All of the results highlight the 
importance of early request experiences and transition training 
in high school on early transition experiences and student involvement 
in college.
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Limitations

This study has several limitations. First, the sam-
ple of this study was collected from one large public 
university in the southeastern United States. The sam-
ple may not be representative of all college students 
with disabilities. Second, participants were asked to 
recall their student involvement at college and relat-
ed activities in secondary education through a survey 
study. The results of the study might be subject to ac-
curacy and objectivity of the participants’ responses. 
Third, the planned activities during the first semester, 
though may be highly related to one’s future behav-
iors, may not be a good indicator of students’ social 
and academic involvement as students may not actu-
ally participate in those activities they planned to do. 
Fourth, limited demographic information was collect-
ed for the study. Demographic information such as 
gender, race, type of high school attended, and SES 
will be instrumental to future research.   

Implications for Practice

The findings of this study have several practical 
implications. First, transitional professionals need to 
identify assumptions of their expected roles in work-
ing with students with disabilities. Secondary edu-
cation institutions should have regular training and 
workshops on issues related to college readiness, 
especially in areas of self-determination and self-ad-
vocacy, to ensure that students with disabilities are 
adequately prepared for transition to college or work. 

Second, disability personnel in secondary and 
postsecondary education need to create a better li-
aison relationship with each other. Improved com-
munication could foster college outreach to high 
schools by informing transition personnel and high 
school students with disabilities about postsecond-
ary documentation guidelines, faculty interaction, 
academic workload in college, and support services. 
High school transition personnel could invite staff 
from disability support services and/or college stu-
dents with disabilities to educate high school students 
with disabilities on transition experiences, benefits of 
connecting with disability support services and relat-
ed student involvement in high school and college. 
Collaborative efforts between high schools and uni-
versities may foster mentoring programs or drop-in 
offices staffed by college students with disabilities or 
other community volunteers, which can be helpful in 
high schools with limited resources and high counsel-
or caseloads (Schneider, 2006). Knight et al. (2016) 
also suggested proactively reaching out to secondary 
education by hosting conferences on the transition to 

college, and guest speaking at high school transition 
fairs. Mentors and volunteers who work with students 
with disabilities should be trained to help identify 
postsecondary institutions that offer appropriate sup-
port services and develop documentation needed to 
receive necessary accommodations in college. This 
knowledge and skills obtained in the process would 
reduce transition shock and foster successful transi-
tion for students with disabilities. 

Third, transitional professionals should encourage 
all students, especially those planning to attend col-
lege, to be an active part of their transition planning 
meetings. These meetings should educate students 
with disabilities on the nature of their disabilities and 
ways in which their disabilities may impact them ac-
ademically and socially. The involvement in these 
meetings and training may assist students to enhance 
their awareness of social and academic supports in-
strumental for their success in postsecondary edu-
cation. Transitional professionals need to teach high 
school students with disabilities self-advocacy skills 
so that students are prepared and able to independent-
ly advocate for their needs once they enter into post-
secondary education, 

Finally, staff at college disability support services 
should be aware of great variations in transition pro-
gramming that incoming freshmen might have been 
exposed to. Having an individualized plan is crucial 
since students who may lack self-advocacy or other 
essential college skills need help to catch up and suc-
ceed in college level coursework (Ramsdell, 2014). 
In addition, disability staff may consider creating 
first-year seminars in which current students with 
disabilities and staff/faculty may serve as instructors 
or mentors to foster self-determination and social and 
academic integration. Considering the role of par-
ents in the transition process, transition professionals 
should also include family involvement and training, 
as well as exploratory activities through proactive 
transition strategies, such as training and workshops 
for students with disabilities and their parents. De-
velopment of self-determination, self-advocacy, and 
other skills are key because students with disabilities 
are expected to play an increased role in identifying 
necessary supports and accommodations when they 
enter postsecondary education or employment. 

Implications for Research

The results of this study have several research im-
plications. First, future research should examine the 
impact of students’ early involvement and activities 
in college on their perception of the level to which 
students believe higher education institutions support 

This study has several limitations. First, the sample of this study was 
collected from one large public university in the southeastern United 
States. The sample may not be representative of all college 
students with disabilities. Second, participants were asked 
to recall their student involvement at college and related activities 
in secondary education through a survey study. The results 
of the study might be subject to ac- curacy and objectivity of 
the participants’ responses. Third, the planned activities during the 
first semester, though may be highly related to one’s future behaviors, 
may not be a good indicator of students’ social and academic 
involvement as students may not actually participate in those 
activities they planned to do. Fourth, limited demographic information 
was collected for the study. Demographic information such 
as gender, race, type of high school attended, and SES will be 
instrumental to future research.

The findings of this study have several practical implications. First, transitional professionals need to 
identify assumptions of their expected roles in working with students with disabilities. Secondary education 
institutions should have regular training and workshops on issues related to college readiness, 
especially in areas of self-determination and self-advocacy, to ensure that students with disabilities 
are adequately prepared for transition to college or work. Second, disability personnel in secondary 
and postsecondary education need to create a better liaison relationship with each other. 
Improved communication could foster college outreach to high schools by informing transition 
personnel and high school students with disabilities about postsecondary documentation guidelines, 
faculty interaction, academic workload in college, and support services. High school transition 
personnel could invite staff from disability support services and/or college students with disabilities 
to educate high school students with disabilities on transition experiences, benefits of connecting 
with disability support services and related student involvement in high school and college. 
Collaborative efforts between high schools and universities may foster mentoring programs or 
drop-in offices staffed by college students with disabilities or other community volunteers, which can 
be helpful in high schools with limited resources and high counsel- or caseloads (Schneider, 2006). 
Knight et al. (2016) also suggested proactively reaching out to secondary education by hosting 
conferences on the transition to

college, and guest speaking at high school transition fairs. Mentors 
and volunteers who work with students with disabilities should 
be trained to help identify postsecondary institutions that offer 
appropriate support services and develop documentation needed 
to receive necessary accommodations in college. This knowledge 
and skills obtained in the process would reduce transition 
shock and foster successful transition for students with disabilities. 
Third, transitional professionals should encourage all students, 
especially those planning to attend college, to be an active 
part of their transition planning meetings. These meetings should 
educate students with disabilities on the nature of their disabilities 
and ways in which their disabilities may impact them academically 
and socially. The involvement in these meetings and 
training may assist students to enhance their awareness of social 
and academic supports instrumental for their success in postsecondary 
education. Transitional professionals need to teach 
high school students with disabilities self-advocacy skills so that 
students are prepared and able to independently advocate for 
their needs once they enter into post- secondary education, Finally, 
staff at college disability support services should be aware 
of great variations in transition programming that incoming freshmen 
might have been exposed to. Having an individualized plan 
is crucial since students who may lack self-advocacy or other 
essential college skills need help to catch up and succeed in 
college level coursework (Ramsdell, 2014). In addition, disability 
staff may consider creating first-year seminars in which current 
students with disabilities and staff/faculty may serve as instructors 
or mentors to foster self-determination and social and academic 
integration. Considering the role of parents in the transition 
process, transition professionals should also include family 
involvement and training, as well as exploratory activities through 
proactive transition strategies, such as training and workshops 
for students with disabilities and their parents. Development 
of self-determination, self-advocacy, and other skills are 
key because students with disabilities are expected to play an increased 
role in identifying necessary supports and accommodations 
when they enter postsecondary education or employment.
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their social and academic involvement, and how this 
perception may further influence their continued ef-
forts of involvement and engagement.   

Second, future research could also examine po-
tential impacts of students’ level of involvement in 
transition planning and their perception of quality 
of transition service on their college involvement, 
especially during the early transition into college. 
Similarly, future research should also consider how 
experiences of requesting and utilizing accommo-
dations in secondary education may influence their 
interactions with disability support services and in-
structors in terms of requesting and utilizing accom-
modations in college, and their social and academic 
integration in college. 

Third, future studies need to examine family in-
volvement during the transition process from high 
school to college may impact students’ level of 
self-advocacy and requesting and utilizing social and 
academic supports on college campus. 
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Table 1

Participant Demographics

Variables n %

Campus program involvement
CARE 7 4.4
Honors program 6 3.8
Veterans affairs 3 1.9
Not affiliated 136 86.1
Missing 6 3.8

Used accommodation
Yes 127 80.4
No 31 19.6

Accommodation request type
Time (50%) 88 69.3
Time (100%) 27 21.3
Note taking assistance 38 29.9
RDTE 80       63.0
Break time 46    36.2
Recorded lecture 20 15.7
Calculator 25 19.7
Assistive technology 8 6.3
Priority registration 17 13.4
Alternative test format 14 11.0

Type of primary disability
ADD/ADHD 68 43.0
Learning disability 32 20.4
Mobility 3 1.9
Blind/visual Impairment 4 2.5
Deaf/hard of hearing 3 1.9
Chronic/medical illness 22 13.9
Psychological disability 13 8.3
Traumatic brain injury 1 .6
Autism 4 2.5
Missing 8 5.0

Note. n= 158. For type of accommodations, participants were able 
to select more than one category, thus the added total percentage 
exceeds 100%. CARE: Center for Academic Retention and En-
hancement; RDTE: Reduced distraction testing environment
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Table 2

T-Test Results on C
ollege Integration and Involvem
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Abstract

Many students with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) experience substantial difficulties with socialization 
and independence, and college campuses often lack appropriate support services in these areas. Residential 
advisors (RAs), who are trained to support all students living on campus, could be uniquely prepared to 
positively contribute to the college experience for students with ASD. The aim of this work was to pro-
vide a workshop to RAs at a four-year university and to explore their level of knowledge, awareness, and 
preparedness in supporting students with ASD who live on campus. While over a third of RAs suspected 
that they had a student with ASD in their residence hall, many RAs expressed not knowing about ASD or 
understanding the role of student disability services on campus. Most respondents felt that they had a re-
sponsibility to support these students and agreed that training in ASD would be useful, suggesting that more 
extensive training is warranted.

Keywords: autism spectrum disorder, residential life, postsecondary education

Based on the National Longitudinal Transition 
Study-2 (NLTS2), a 10-year prospective study, as 
many as 16% of young adults with autism spectrum 
disorder (ASD) are enrolled in four-year colleges 
(Sanford et al., 2011), and approximately 81% attend 
two-year colleges either exclusively or as a starting 
point prior to transferring to a four-year college (Wei 
et al., 2014). Although the prevalence of ASD on 
college campuses has been celebrated, NLTS2 data 
also revealed that only 44% of college attendees with 
ASD later graduated with a college degree, com-
pared to 60% from all disability groups and 67% of 
the general population (Sanford et al., 2011). In order 
to facilitate more positive postsecondary outcomes, 
college-based programs are being designed and im-
plemented to increase ASD awareness on campus 
and provide ASD-specific supports (Anderson et al., 
2018; Widman & Lopez-Reyna, 2020); still, limited 
supports are available to students with ASD. This is 
even truer of supports within on-campus residential 
communities (Widman & Lopez-Reyna, 2020). 

The expected responsibilities and skill set of resi-
dential advisors (RAs) are similar across college cam-
puses. RAs should have a foundational understanding 
of human development and of strategies to foster 
growth in young adulthood, counseling skills (i.e., to 
listen, empathize, and help resolve problems), basic 
knowledge about the types of services available on 
campus, awareness about academic and social skills 
needed to succeed in college, and the ability to stimu-
late a sense of community in the housing unit (Blim-
ling, 2003). Thus, RAs have the potential to foster 
meaningful opportunities in college for students with 
ASD, and we posit that better training for RAs can 
contribute to enhanced college experiences for these 
students.

 
Depiction of the Problem

Symptoms of ASD are evident across the lifes-
pan. Youth with ASD often struggle with social 
communication, limiting their ability to initiate and 

Many students with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) experience substantial difficulties with socialization and independence, 
and college campuses often lack appropriate support services in these areas. Residential advisors (RAs), 
who are trained to support all students living on campus, could be uniquely prepared to positively contribute 
to the college experience for students with ASD. The aim of this work was to pro- vide a workshop to RAs 
at a four-year university and to explore their level of knowledge, awareness, and preparedness in supporting students 
with ASD who live on campus. While over a third of RAs suspected that they had a student with ASD in their 
residence hall, many RAs expressed not knowing about ASD or understanding the role of student disability services 
on campus. Most respondents felt that they had a responsibility to support these students and agreed that 
training in ASD would be useful, suggesting that more extensive training is warranted.

Based on the National Longitudinal Transition Study-2 (NLTS2), a 10-year 
prospective study, as many as 16% of young adults with autism 
spectrum disorder (ASD) are enrolled in four-year colleges (Sanford 
et al., 2011), and approximately 81% attend two-year colleges 
either exclusively or as a starting point prior to transferring 
to a four-year college (Wei et al., 2014). Although the prevalence 
of ASD on college campuses has been celebrated, NLTS2 
data also revealed that only 44% of college attendees with ASD 
later graduated with a college degree, compared to 60% from 
all disability groups and 67% of the general population (Sanford 
et al., 2011). In order to facilitate more positive postsecondary 
outcomes, college-based programs are being designed 
and implemented to increase ASD awareness on campus 
and provide ASD-specific supports (Anderson et al., 2018; 
Widman & Lopez-Reyna, 2020); still, limited supports are available 
to students with ASD. This is even truer of supports within 
on-campus residential communities (Widman & Lopez-Reyna, 
2020).

The expected responsibilities and skill set of residential advisors (RAs) 
are similar across college campuses. RAs should have a foundational 
understanding of human development and of strategies 
to foster growth in young adulthood, counseling skills (i.e., 
to listen, empathize, and help resolve problems), basic knowledge 
about the types of services available on campus, awareness 
about academic and social skills needed to succeed in college, 
and the ability to stimulate a sense of community in the housing 
unit (Blimling, 2003). Thus, RAs have the potential to foster 
meaningful opportunities in college for students with ASD, and 
we posit that better training for RAs can contribute to enhanced 
college experiences for these students.
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maintain conversations with peers and to under-
stand social cues (American Psychiatric Association, 
2013). Many young adults with ASD continue to re-
port social difficulties in college, which can lead to 
limited social engagement, increased social isolation, 
and exacerbated social anxiety (White et al., 2011). 
In addition, students with ASD frequently experi-
ence challenges with independent living skills during 
young adulthood (Bal et al., 2015), such as self-help, 
health/hygiene, household maintenance, and money 
management. Due to persisting social and adaptive 
impairments in adulthood, college students with ASD 
may seek support in these areas to foster skills and 
promote independence.

The college setting might serve as an appropriate 
platform to support students with ASD in socializa-
tion and independent living, particularly as credence 
is often given to postsecondary education as the 
stepping stone to the future. While college faculty 
are mandated to provide academic accommodations 
to students who disclose their diagnosis to student 
disability services (i.e., Section 504 of the Rehabil-
itation Act, 1973), the postsecondary community is 
generally less familiar with providing non-academ-
ic supports that students with ASD often prefer. For 
example, Cai and Richdale (2016) investigated the 
postsecondary experiences of 23 students with ASD. 
They found that while educational needs were gener-
ally met, students expressed not receiving adequate 
social supports. Students also reported barriers to 
receiving student disability services, including poor 
staff attitude, limited knowledge of ASD, and long 
wait times. In a study of 30 offices of student dis-
ability services at colleges offering bachelor degrees 
and graduate programs, only one office established 
an ASD-specific program on campus to address sub-
stantial issues that students with ASD demonstrat-
ed in their dormitories (Barnhill, 2014). Moreover, 
the College Autism Spectrum website provides a 
list of over 50 postsecondary institutions that offer 
support programs for students with ASD (“College 
Programs,” n.d.) From this list, only four programs 
explicitly target residential life for these students; all 
four have associated costs, which puts limits on their 
usage. In general, colleges can and should be doing 
more to provide support for the non-academic needs 
of students with ASD living on campus.

A range of students with ASD live away from 
home (17-63%), indicating that these students are 
likely to reside in campus housing communities (An-
derson et al., 2014; Bolourian et al., 2018; Gelbar et 
al., 2015). Barnhill (2014) found that room requests 
by students with ASD were most frequently made 
for a single room or a suite with a separate bedroom. 

Although possible contributing factors to these hous-
ing requests were not investigated, for some of these 
students, it may be that certain environmental condi-
tions (e.g., noise, music) cause significant discomfort 
due to sensory issues, or that they had prior negative 
experiences with a roommate. Indeed, students with 
ASD experience varying levels of satisfaction with 
on-campus living environments (Bolourian et al., 
2018; Gelbar et al., 2015). In a sample of 35 students 
with ASD, Gelbar and colleagues (2015) found that a  
third of them reported receiving housing accommo-
dations; of these students, 38% reported living in a 
single dorm room. Half of students reported enjoying 
living on campus, and 43% reported easily getting 
along with their roommates. However, some ex-
pressed more negative experiences of feeling isolat-
ed or being marginalized: “I had to leave the dorms, 
because I was being teased and taunted all day and 
night. I was the big joke of the dorm” (Gelbar et al., 
2015, p. 49). While on-campus housing may not be 
appropriate for all students with ASD, RAs are in an 
ideal position to help facilitate more positive, inclu-
sive environments for those who do live in on-campus 
housing, particularly by educating neurotypical stu-
dents about autism. In fact, the need for ASD-specific 
training for residential staff was the most highly cited 
response from a survey administered to an expert 
panel of professionals in the field of autism, housing 
staff, and individuals diagnosed with autism as part of 
a dissertation study examining effective supports for 
college students with ASD (Clark, 2018).

One literature review, focused on empirical-
ly-supported interventions used to assist postsecond-
ary students with ASD, revealed that of the 24 studies 
that met review criteria, only two addressed residen-
tial life issues (see review by Anderson et al., 2018). 
Yet, neither of the studies (Schindler & Cajiga, 2015; 
Smulsky et al., 2015) involved residential life train-
ing as part of the intervention. The review demon-
strated the lack of research on ASD-specific programs 
available for students living on campus. Despite the 
demonstrated need for ASD-specific training (Clark, 
2018), it is unclear whether RAs on college campuses 
are experienced or trained in ASD in any uniform way. 
Thus, this exploratory study aimed to understand the 
level of knowledge, awareness, and preparedness that 
RAs have towards supporting students with ASD, as 
assessed by an online questionnaire. RA perspectives 
were considered and integrated in the creation of an 
ASD workshop. At the end of the training, a second 
questionnaire was provided to understand whether 
the workshop met our goals of improved outcomes, 
such as increased ASD knowledge, awareness, and 
preparedness for RAs. 

maintain conversations with peers and to understand social cues (American 
Psychiatric Association, 2013). Many young adults with 
ASD continue to re- port social difficulties in college, which can 
lead to limited social engagement, increased social isolation, and 
exacerbated social anxiety (White et al., 2011). In addition, students 
with ASD frequently experience challenges with independent 
living skills during young adulthood (Bal et al., 2015), 
such as self-help, health/hygiene, household maintenance, 
and money management. Due to persisting social and 
adaptive impairments in adulthood, college students with ASD 
may seek support in these areas to foster skills and promote independence. 
The college setting might serve as an appropriate platform 
to support students with ASD in socialization and independent 
living, particularly as credence is often given to postsecondary 
education as the stepping stone to the future. While 
college faculty are mandated to provide academic accommodations 
to students who disclose their diagnosis to student 
disability services (i.e., Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act, 
1973), the postsecondary community is generally less familiar 
with providing non-academic supports that students with ASD 
often prefer. For example, Cai and Richdale (2016) investigated 
the postsecondary experiences of 23 students with ASD. 
They found that while educational needs were generally met, 
students expressed not receiving adequate social supports. Students 
also reported barriers to receiving student disability services, 
including poor staff attitude, limited knowledge of ASD, and 
long wait times. In a study of 30 offices of student dis- ability services 
at colleges offering bachelor degrees and graduate programs, 
only one office established an ASD-specific program on 
campus to address substantial issues that students with ASD demonstrated 
in their dormitories (Barnhill, 2014). Moreover, the College 
Autism Spectrum website provides a list of over 50 postsecondary 
institutions that offer support programs for students 
with ASD (“College Programs,” n.d.) From this list, only four 
programs explicitly target residential life for these students; all 
four have associated costs, which puts limits on their usage. In general, 
colleges can and should be doing more to provide support 
for the non-academic needs of students with ASD living on 
campus. A range of students with ASD live away from home (17-63%), 
indicating that these students are likely to reside in campus 
housing communities (Anderson et al., 2014; Bolourian et 
al., 2018; Gelbar et al., 2015). Barnhill (2014) found that room requests 
by students with ASD were most frequently made for a single 
room or a suite with a separate bedroom.

Although possible contributing factors to these housing requests were 
not investigated, for some of these students, it may be that certain 
environmental conditions (e.g., noise, music) cause significant 
discomfort due to sensory issues, or that they had prior negative 
experiences with a roommate. Indeed, students with ASD 
experience varying levels of satisfaction with on-campus living 
environments (Bolourian et al., 2018; Gelbar et al., 2015). In a 
sample of 35 students with ASD, Gelbar and colleagues (2015) found 
that a third of them reported receiving housing accommodations; 
of these students, 38% reported living in a single 
dorm room. Half of students reported enjoying living on campus, 
and 43% reported easily getting along with their roommates. 
However, some ex- pressed more negative experiences 
of feeling isolated or being marginalized: “I had to leave 
the dorms, because I was being teased and taunted all day and 
night. I was the big joke of the dorm” (Gelbar et al., 2015, p. 49). 
While on-campus housing may not be appropriate for all students 
with ASD, RAs are in an ideal position to help facilitate more 
positive, inclusive environments for those who do live in on-campus 
housing, particularly by educating neurotypical students 
about autism. In fact, the need for ASD-specific training for 
residential staff was the most highly cited response from a survey 
administered to an expert panel of professionals in the field 
of autism, housing staff, and individuals diagnosed with autism 
as part of a dissertation study examining effective supports for 
college students with ASD (Clark, 2018). One literature review, focused 
on empirically-supported interventions used to assist postsecondary 
students with ASD, revealed that of the 24 studies that 
met review criteria, only two addressed residential life issues (see 
review by Anderson et al., 2018). Yet, neither of the studies (Schindler 
& Cajiga, 2015; Smulsky et al., 2015) involved residential 
life training as part of the intervention. The review demonstrated 
the lack of research on ASD-specific programs available 
for students living on campus. Despite the demonstrated need 
for ASD-specific training (Clark, 2018), it is unclear whether RAs 
on college campuses are experienced or trained in ASD in any 
uniform way. Thus, this exploratory study aimed to understand 
the level of knowledge, awareness, and preparedness that 
RAs have towards supporting students with ASD, as assessed 
by an online questionnaire. RA perspectives were considered 
and integrated in the creation of an ASD workshop. At the 
end of the training, a second questionnaire was provided to understand 
whether the workshop met our goals of improved outcomes, 
such as increased ASD knowledge, awareness, and preparedness 
for RAs.
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Description of Practice

At the request of campus housing program coor-
dinators to the specialized autism center on campus, 
a one-hour training workshop was provided to RAs 
during program orientation prior to the beginning of 
fall quarter (one week before instruction began) at 
a four-year university in Southern California. The 
training was facilitated by staff from the universi-
ty-based autism research center, known throughout 
the campus community for providing information 
and expertise related to autism awareness and state-
of-the-art research to departments and other groups 
(e.g., library staff, academic advisors). The trainers 
included a faculty member and doctoral students spe-
cializing in school psychology, special education, and 
autism. While RAs undergo training as part of their 
annual program orientation, this workshop marked 
the first collaboration between the campus housing 
department and the autism research center. All proce-
dures were approved by the university’s Institutional 
Review Board.

Through the completion of a pre-training sur-
vey, 46 RAs voluntarily provided demographic in-
formation. Participants identified as 41.3% male. 
The mean age of the sample was 19.5 years (range 
= 18-22 years). The sample was diverse with 17.4% 
identifying as Caucasian, 32.6% as Latinx, 23.9% 
as Asian American, 4.3% as Middle Eastern, 2.2%  
as African American, and 19.6% as Bi/Multiracial. 
All RAs were non-freshman undergraduate students 
majoring in the social sciences (e.g., psychology, 
English, history), natural and agricultural sciences 
(e.g., biology, neuroscience, statistics), engineering, 
business administration, and public policy. The ma-
jority of respondents (63.0%) were new, first-year 
RAs in the program. 

Evaluation of Observed Outcomes

Pre-Training Survey 
About one month prior to the training workshop, 

RAs who were registered for orientation were in-
vited to participate in a brief online survey (Tipton 
& Blacher, 2014; Zeedyk et al., 2019), designed to 
better understand the knowledge and awareness of 
ASD among faculty and staff in postsecondary set-
tings. The survey was administered through Qualtrics 
software and was distributed via email by campus 
housing program coordinators in order to maintain 
the confidentiality and anonymity of RAs. The sur-
vey included Likert-type items on a 5-point scale (1 
= strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree) and true/
false statements. The percentage of RAs who agreed/

disagreed with statements regarding perceptions of 
ASD are displayed in Table 1. Table 2 shows the 
percentage of those who endorsed true/false on ASD 
knowledge items. A series of open-ended questions 
followed to ask participants about their experiences 
with ASD and what they wanted to know about ASD. 
Qualitative responses were explored to supplement 
our understanding of quantitative results; example 
quotes are provided in the results below. 

Connection to ASD
A large proportion of RAs had a personal connec-

tion with ASD. One respondent identified as having 
a diagnosis of ASD. Eight respondents (17.4%) in-
dicated that someone in their family had a diagnosis 
of ASD (three had a diagnosed sibling; five had an 
extended family member with ASD). Twelve respon-
dents (26.1%) indicated that they had a friend with 
ASD. Sixteen respondents (35.6%) indicated that 
they had worked in some capacity (e.g., as part of a 
volunteer program, in another job, in a school/group 
project setting) with an individual who self-disclosed 
as having ASD. While none of the participants report-
ed being approached by a student who self-disclosed 
their diagnosis of ASD, over a third (35.3%) of RAs 
suspected that they had a student with ASD in their 
housing community. 

Seven RAs provided open-ended responses 
about their experiences working with students with 
ASD. Overall, these respondents expressed feeling 
comfortable working with students with ASD and 
had positive perspectives. For example, one respon-
dent who worked with students with ASD as part of 
a summer job in high school stated, “I have noticed 
that [the students with ASD] were very attentive and 
hardworking, and their efforts usually went unno-
ticed.” Another respondent, whose mother tutored a 
student with ASD, said that she found the student to 
be “social and smart” but acknowledged that many 
people may not have the same experience. 

Overall Knowledge About ASD
Many RAs perceived themselves as having lim-

ited knowledge about ASD. However, when provid-
ed with concrete true/false statements about ASD, an 
overwhelming majority of RAs responded accurately. 
Thus, it may be that while RAs are actually well-in-
formed about autism, they may be unsure about their 
depth of knowledge and feel underprepared to sup-
port students with ASD.

Student Disability Services
While the majority of RAs agreed that students 

with ASD should have access to accommodations on 

At the request of campus housing program coordinators to 
the specialized autism center on campus, a one-hour training 
workshop was provided to RAs during program orientation 
prior to the beginning of fall quarter (one week 
before instruction began) at a four-year university in 
Southern California. The training was facilitated by staff 
from the university-based autism research center, known 
throughout the campus community for providing information 
and expertise related to autism awareness and 
state- of-the-art research to departments and other groups 
(e.g., library staff, academic advisors). The trainers 
included a faculty member and doctoral students 
specializing in school psychology, special education, 
and autism. While RAs undergo training as part 
of their annual program orientation, this workshop marked 
the first collaboration between the campus housing 
department and the autism research center. All procedures 
were approved by the university’s Institutional 
Review Board. Through the completion of a pre-training 
sur- vey, 46 RAs voluntarily provided demographic 
in- formation. Participants identified as 41.3% 
male. The mean age of the sample was 19.5 years 
(range = 18-22 years). The sample was diverse with 
17.4% identifying as Caucasian, 32.6% as Latinx, 23.9% 
as Asian American, 4.3% as Middle Eastern, 2.2% 
as African American, and 19.6% as Bi/Multiracial. All 
RAs were non-freshman undergraduate students majoring 
in the social sciences (e.g., psychology, English, 
history), natural and agricultural sciences (e.g., biology, 
neuroscience, statistics), engineering, business administration, 
and public policy. The majority of respondents 
(63.0%) were new, first-year RAs in the program.
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campus, only half expressed that these students should 
disclose their disability to student disability services. 
Only two-thirds indicated that they understood the 
role of student disability services, suggesting that a 
third could benefit from learning more about how 
student disability services can support students with 
ASD, as well as themselves. Only half of RAs un-
derstood (agreed) that the office of student disability 
services was accessible to them as a resource. 

Students with ASD in Residential Settings
While many RAs felt comfortable having col-

lege students with ASD in their residential setting, 
less than half reported feeling confident in support-
ing these students in residential environments. There 
was a fairly even distribution in responses about 
whether students with ASD should be expected to 
interact with peers in residential settings, suggest-
ing that a dialogue about social expectations in res-
idential life is warranted. A majority of respondents 
expressed the opinion that they should take a role in 
supporting students with ASD, and that a training 
program would be useful in helping them better sup-
port students with ASD.     

 
What RAs Want to Know

Thirteen participants provided responses to the 
second open-ended question, “Is there anything you 
would like to know about students with ASD, specif-
ically?” RAs expressed a desire to know more about:

a. Autism in general (e.g., “universal behav-
iors,” “causes”).

b. ASD in young adulthood, particularly as re-
lated to college (e.g., “I would like to know 
more about students with ASD at this univer-
sity, since autism isn’t always ‘visible’”).

c. Resources/strategies to support and interact 
with students with ASD in residential settings 
(e.g., “Are there any special accommodations 
we should implement?” “How do I help those 
with ASD adjust to college life?”).

Learning Workshop
Approximately one month after completing the 

pre-training survey, 130 RAs attended the one-hour 
workshop as part of program orientation in the fall of 
2018. By utilizing the responses of the 46 RAs who 
participated in the pre-training survey, RAs influ-
enced learning goals, expectations, and content (Sufi 
et al., 2018). As a result, the informative portion of 
the workshop covered a range of topics related to un-
derstanding ASD, the transition to adulthood, social 
support, and strategies to assist students with ASD. 

Table 3 displays the curriculum outline. The work-
shop also included interactive components, such as 
three role-play videos and Socratic questioning (from 
the UCLA PEERS® Program), as well as a facilitat-
ed discussion. The workshop concluded by inform-
ing RAs of a documentary, called Autism Goes to 
College, and distributing a summary handout, which 
included a list of resources that aligned with work-
shop topics, as well as our contact information and 
on-campus location. All role-play videos and the doc-
umentary trailer shown during the presentation were 
publicly available and freely accessible. Lastly, RAs 
were given an opportunity to ask questions regarding 
the training content, and presenters provided thor-
ough responses. For example, one attendee asked how 
to create social programs that help support sensory 
needs (e.g., keeping the volume in residential settings 
low); another asked how to incorporate restricted in-
terests into social programming (e.g., having a video 
game or movie-themed night). RAs were encouraged 
to contact or find us for further information and ongo-
ing support after the workshop. 

Post-Training Survey
After the workshop, 40% of participants com-

pleted a brief social validity survey independently 
distributed by program coordinators to protect RA 
anonymity. (These were not necessarily the same re-
spondents who completed the pre-training survey.) 
Likert-scale items were administered to assess the use-
fulness of the training in increasing RAs’ knowledge 
and awareness about ASD, as well as their prepared-
ness for supporting students with ASD in on-campus 
housing. An open-ended question asked participants 
to name up to three things that they learned specifi-
cally from the training.

Usefulness of the Training
The percentage of RAs who agreed/disagreed 

with statements regarding the usefulness of the 
training are displayed in Table 4. Most respondents 
found the training helpful. As a result of participat-
ing in the training, the majority of RAs expressed 
knowing more about ASD, feeling more prepared to 
support students with ASD who live in their residen-
tial communities, and having an increased interest 
in learning more about how to access supports for 
students with ASD. 

Learned Autism Knowledge
Responses from the open-ended question (e.g., to 

name up to three things that they learned specifically 
from this training) were consistent with topics cov-
ered during the workshop, for example: 

Table 3 displays the curriculum outline. The work- shop also 
included interactive components, such as three role-play 
videos and Socratic questioning (from the UCLA 
PEERS® Program), as well as a facilitated discussion. 
The workshop concluded by informing RAs of 
a documentary, called Autism Goes to College, and distributing 
a summary handout, which included a list of resources 
that aligned with work- shop topics, as well as our 
contact information and on-campus location. All role-play 
videos and the documentary trailer shown during 
the presentation were publicly available and freely 
accessible. Lastly, RAs were given an opportunity to 
ask questions regarding the training content, and presenters 
provided thorough responses. For example, one 
attendee asked how to create social programs that help 
support sensory needs (e.g., keeping the volume in residential 
settings low); another asked how to incorporate 
restricted interests into social programming (e.g., 
having a video game or movie-themed night). RAs were 
encouraged to contact or find us for further information 
and ongoing support after the workshop.
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a. Autism in general: “Autism is a spectrum, 
with symptoms and effects varying between 
individuals;” “There is no one cause of ASD.” 

b. ASD in young adulthood: “When autistic stu-
dents enter college, they lose a majority of the 
supports they had in high school.” 

c. Resources/strategies: “Use inclusive lan-
guage;” “We have (the university-based 
autism research center) as a resource on cam-
pus.”

Implications and Portability

Although the completion of surveys was volun-
tary, thereby introducing some limitations related 
to selection bias, our findings suggest that RAs are 
eager to play a role in supporting the non-academic 
needs of students with ASD and are willing to par-
ticipate in training specific to ASD in order to do so. 
It was noted that having some prior familiarity with 
autism may have prompted participation, at least in 
survey completion as 37 of the 46 respondents who 
completed the pre-program survey had some personal 
connection to ASD. The type of training provided for 
the overall group of RAs on ASD was feasible to im-
plement and reported by participants to be beneficial. 

A few recommendations follow to guide future 
trainings for campus housing communities. First, this 
work was a result of the developed partnership be-
tween our team of autism researchers/professionals 
and the campus housing department. Higher educa-
tion institutions often have limited resources to in-
vest in new programs. However, for college faculty, 
engagement in research, teaching, and community 
outreach is traditionally considered part of their core 
responsibilities. For graduate students, educational-
ly-focused presentations enhance their scholarship. 
Thus, as highlighted by the expert panel in the Clark 
(2018) study, such cross-campus collaborations can 
be mutually beneficial in supporting students with 
ASD living on campus. Also, campus housing lead-
ers were conferred with during the development of 
the training. By collaboratively involving them in 
planning, information was gained about the practices 
and norms within the housing community. Taken to-
gether, collaboration enhanced the coordination and 
planning of this workshop. Second, the content struc-
ture of the training was formed based on pre-train-
ing survey responses and, therefore, had an empirical 
base. Collecting data from the campus housing com-
munity prior to the development of training material 
may promote engagement and inclusivity, while en-
suring that the workshop is relevant. Third, the obsta-
cles of living in a residence hall can be particularly 

challenging for college students with ASD (Gelbar 
et al., 2015). Thus, the presence of an informed RA 
may be reassuring to students with ASD who decide 
to live on campus. This may be particularly true for 
students who choose not to disclose their diagnosis to 
disability support services and consequently do not 
receive services and accommodations to meet their 
unique needs. For increased visibility of trained staff, 
we suggest coordinating a physical or digital badge 
that allows RAs to share their accomplishment and 
ASD-specific training with other residential staff and 
students. Lastly, it is important to provide sources 
of ongoing, current information to residential staff, 
which could be done through campus speaker events 
on ASD, for example. Morever, many postsecondary 
institutions rely on student disability services as the 
primary source of accommodations for students with 
disabilities. Given the number of RAs in this study 
who reported not understanding the role of student 
disability services, it may be important for future 
trainings to collaborate with disability support per-
sonnel to ensure that RAs are aware that they exist 
and are accessible. One way to involve disability sup-
port staff is to dedicate a portion of the workshop to 
identifying and explaining their role with regard to 
legal obligations, disability registration process,  and 
available accommodations. 
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Table 1

Summary Responses to Likert-Scale Items on the Pre-Training Survey 

Strongly 
Disagree/
Disagree

(%)

Neither 
Agree nor 
Disagree

(%)

Strongly 
Agree/
Agree
(%)

I am knowledgeable about ASD. 36.9 26.1 37.0
Students with ASD should disclose their disability to student 
disability services.

15.2 34.8 50.0

Students with ASD should have access to services/
accommodations on university campuses.

0.0 2.2 97.8

Student disability services are accessible to RAs. 6.5 28.3 56.2
I understand the role of student disability services. 15.2 17.4 67.4
College students with ASD who do not appear to have 
difficulties or who do not appear to have autism symptoms 
do not need any additional accommodations or supports in 
Residential Halls/Campus Apartments.

63.1 28.3 8.7

I feel comfortable having college students with ASD in my 
Residential Hall/Campus Apartments.

8.7 15.2 76.1

I am confident supporting students with ASD. 30.4 26.1 43.4
College students with autism should be expected to interact 
with other students in my Residential Hall/Campus 
Apartments.

37 28.3 34.8

I believe RAs should take a role in supporting students with 
ASD.

2.2 4.3 93.5

I think a training program would be useful in helping me 
work with college students with ASD.

6.5 4.3 89.1
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Table 2

Responses to True/False ASD Knowledge Items on the Pre-Training Survey

Responses

Survey Items True
(%)

False
(%)

People with autism are disinterested in making friends. 2.2 97.8
Autism is caused by vaccines. 0.0 100.0
Children with autism can grow up, go to college, and marry. 100.0 0.0
The majority of people with autism have low intelligence. 2.2 97.8

Table 3

Workshop Curriculum

• Welcome and introductions
• PowerPoint presentation

o Presentation overview 
o Common autism myths
o What is autism spectrum disorder (ASD)? 

• Symptoms of ASD: Social and communication difficulties
• Symptoms of ASD: Restricted interests/Repetitive behaviors
• Causes of ASD 
• Prevalence of ASD 

o Transition to adulthood 
• Outcomes for adults with ASD 
• Statistics on education and employment
• Challenges

o Social support for students with ASD 
• Social deficits among young adults with ASD 
• Importance of friendships 
• Impact of peer rejection

o Strategies to assist students with ASD 
• Social integration 
• Peer mentors
• Accessing resources 
• Teaching evidence-based social skills: PEERS®

• Role-play videosa

• Didactic questioning 
• Resources

o Summary slide
o Autism Goes to College documentary trailerb

o Contact information
o Group discussion 

Note. aPEERS® role-play videos can be found on the following website: https://www.semel.ucla.edu/
peers/resources/role-play-videos; bThe Autism Goes to College trailer can be found at the following website: 
www.autismgoestocollege.org
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Table 4

Summary Responses to Likert-Scale Items on the Post-Training Survey

Survey Items

Strongly 
Disagree/
Disagree

(%)

Neither 
Agree nor 
Disagree

(%)

Strongly 
Agree/
Agree
(%)

I found this training helpful. 0.0 4.4 95.6
I know more about autism after this training. 2.2 8.9 88.9
As a result of taking this training, I feel prepared to 
support students with autism who live in my residen-
tial hall.

4.4 8.9 88.9

As a result of taking this training, I have an increased 
interest in learning how to access support for students 
with autism.

4.4 11.1 84.5
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ed for describing samples and study locations, 
and appropriately selecting and describing the 
methodologies employed.

• Writing is important, carefully clean the man-
uscript; it is not the editor’s role to clean your 
manuscript so that it can be reviewed. Use 
APA Section 4, Writing Style and Grammar, 
related to continuity and flow, conciseness 
and clarity, verbs, pronouns, and sentence 
construction. Use APA Section 6, Mechanics 
of Style, related to punctuation, spelling, capi-
talization, italics, abbreviations, numbers, sta-

tistical and mathematical copy, presentation 
of equations, and lists. Refer to APA 6.32-6.39 
to properly report numbers expressed as nu-
merals or in words.

• Use APA Section 5, Bias-Free Language and 
Guidelines, related to general guidelines for 
reducing bias, and reducing bias by topic. Au-
thors should use APA 5.4 to make an informed 
decision related to person-first or identify-first 
language. The JPED prefers person-first lan-
guage unless the author can make the case for 
a preference of identity-first language.

• Use APA Section 8, Works Credited in Text, 
related to general guidelines for citation, 
works requiring special approaches to cita-
tion, in-text citations, and paraphrases and 
quotations. All citations must be referenced, 
and all references must be cited; avoid un-
dercitation and overcitation (APA 8.1). Dou-
ble-space and block quotations of 40 words or 
more (APA 8.27).

• Use a reference list (APA 2.12) not a bibliog-
raphy; it follows the manuscript. Follow APA 
examples in sections 9-11; carefully clean ref-
erences. It is not the editor’s role to clean your 
references.

• Tables and/or figures, following references, 
are in black and white only, and must conform 
to APA standards in APA Section 7. Follow 
examples related to table lines. Align numbers 
in tables to the single digit or the decimal. If 
tables and/or figures are submitted in image 
format (JPEG, PDF, etc.), an editable format 
must also be submitted along with a text de-
scription of the information depicted in the 
table/figure. This will be provided as alternate 
format in the electronic version of the JPED, 
making tables/figures accessible for screen 
readers.

• Do not include footnotes, instead, incorporate 
footnote narratives into the manuscript.

• Because of the importance of articles includ-
ing practical implications for disability ser-
vices educators in colleges and universities, 
authors will be well-served to include in the 
discussion a multiple paragraph subsection 
where practical implications for disability ser-
vices educators are discussed.

• Before submission, ensure that the manuscript 
is ready by using strategies, examples, and 
checklists provided by APA:

 ○ Sample papers (pages 50-67).
 ○ Strategies to improve your writing (APA 

4.25-4.30).
 ○ Tables checklist (APA 7.20).
 ○ Figure checklist (APA 7.35).
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 ○ In-text citation styles (Table 8.1).
 ○ Examples of direct quotations in the text 

(Table 8.2).
 ○ Reference examples (section 10 and 11).
 ○ Manuscript preparation (APA 12.9-12.13).

Manuscript Submission

Before you decide to submit your manuscript, au-
thors are encouraged to read past articles in the JPED 
(available at https://www.ahead.org/professional-re-
sources/publications/jped) to better understand the 
types of submissions we print.  A manuscript must be 
submitted electronically as an attachment via email 
to jped@ahead.org, and must include the following:

• Subject line: JPED manuscript submission.
• Include in the body of the email a statement 

that you are submitting a manuscript for con-
sideration for the JPED. Include the title of 
the manuscript and the full contact informa-
tion for the corresponding author (APA 2.7).

• Attach to the email your complete manuscript, 
prepared as directed above, and a cover letter 
as outlined above.

• You will receive an email reply from Richard 
Allegra (Managing Editor of JPED) to con-
firm receipt of your submission within seven 
business days.

• Manuscript submissions by AHEAD mem-
bers are especially welcome.

Upon Acceptance for Publication

For manuscripts that are accepted for publication, 
Valerie Spears (JPED Editorial Assistant) will contact 
the corresponding author to request:

• A 40-50 word bibliographic description for 
each author, and a signed copyright transfer 
form (Valerie will send templates for both).

• The JPED reserves the right to edit all materi-
al for space and style. Authors will be notified 
of changes.

Special Issues

The JPED occasionally publishes special issues 
which feature a series of articles on a particular topic. 
The JPED welcomes ideas for special topic issues 
related to the field of postsecondary education and 
disability or disability studies. The issue can be for-
matted as a collection of articles related to a partic-
ular topic or as a central position paper followed by 
a series of commentaries (a modified point/counter 
point). Authors who wish to discuss a special issue 

should contact the JPED Executive Editor at jped@
ahead.org.

The topic and proposed authors need to be de-
scribed. If the issue has the potential to be valuable to 
the readership of the JPED, the Executive Editor may 
provide suggestions for modification to content or 
format. If an agreement can be reached, the Executive 
Editor will share an agreement form to be completed 
and returned by the Special Issue Editor. The Spe-
cial Issue Editor will inform authors of due dates and 
coordinate all communications with the contributing 
authors. The Special Issue Editor and the Executive 
Editor will be responsible for final editing decisions 
about accepted manuscripts.

Publication Information

JPED is published four times a year in multiple 
accessible formats (e.g., printed, DAISY, MP3, Text 
only, PDF), and each issue is distributed to near-
ly 4,000 individuals. All back issues are archived 
and accessible to all at ahead.org/publications/jped. 
These author guidelines are published at https://www.
ahead.org/professional-resources/publications/jped/
jped-author-guidelines.

JPED’s acceptance rate is moderately selective, 
ranging between 20-25% during the past calendar 
year. JPED is indexed in EBSCO, ERIC and Emerg-
ing Sources Citation Index; we anticipate in winter 
2020 that the JPED will be indexed in Clarivate An-
alytics’ Social Sciences Citation Index, so that the 
Journal Citation Reports’ (JCR) impact factor can be 
reported.

Editorial and Review Teams

The editorial team is composed of Valerie Spears, 
Richard Allegra, Ezekiel Kimball, and Ryan Wells. 
The review boards are comprised of more than 70 in-
ternational disability scholars and disability services 
educators on college students with disabilities, dis-
ability services, disability studies, and research meth-
odologies.
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