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From the Editors
It has been over two years since the onset of the 

COVID-19 pandemic. During this time, postsecond-
ary education has undergone historic changes in its 
day-to-day functioning and operation. In 2020, teach-
ing rapidly changed to remote instruction across the 
country, and much of the world. Disability services, 
counseling services, and other student support ser-
vices were forced to instantly figure out how to serve 
their students without typical in-person interactions. 
In some places this was followed in 2021 by a less 
abrupt but still jarring return to in-person education 
and services. The ways that these changes affected 
college students, and continue to affect them, is just 
starting to be understood. Even less well understood is 
how these changes affected disabled students. Much 
more scholarship will be needed to know what hap-
pened, what is continuing to happen, and what should 
happen in the future to support disabled students.

The postsecondary aspects of the pandemic have 
been taking place in the context of the broader public 
health crisis, which has also been a personal health 
crisis for many. The staggering death and hospitaliza-
tion tolls of COVID-19 can never fully be reconciled 
with postsecondary education’s attempts to move 
on in a supposedly “new normal.” Moreover, these 
health-related crises disproportionately affect dis-
abled individuals, which has gone unacknowledged 
and unaddressed by many higher education institu-
tions. The continued, exacerbated, and/or new needs 
for disabled individuals in higher education have 
often been ignored in the rush to return to “normal.” 
The sudden shift online, followed by a return to cam-
pus and removal of many protective health regula-
tions, typically did not center the needs of disabled 
students, staff, or faculty. This normative ableism in 
higher education is not new, but the pandemic has 
more clearly revealed and/or amplified this problem. 

The health crisis was paired with an economic 
crisis that impacted individuals directly through re-
duced incomes, loss of work, or other financial hard-
ships. For some this led to increased food, housing, 
or basic needs insecurity. This was compounded by 
institutions that were in real or perceived financial 
trouble reducing funding for faculty, staff, or crucial 
services on campus. Many institutions either froze 
hiring altogether or struggled to find and train new 
staff members in the midst of transitions from office 
to remote work to the office once again. In disabili-
ty services offices, an austerity approach often meant 
needing to do even more, with even less. Again, this 
was not new, but was raised to a new level since the 

pandemic started. Combined with the “great resigna-
tion” that has taken place in the US labor market, stu-
dent support offices are often understaffed and with 
remaining staff who are overworked and burned out.

These health and economic crises happened 
alongside an ongoing crisis related to racial justice 
gaining broader public consciousness following the 
murder of George Floyd and the continued activism 
of the Black Lives Matter movement. Additionally, 
a failed political response to the pandemic also in-
vigorated anti-Asian racism rooted in ignorance and 
misinformation about COVID-19. These two crises 
in racial justice—coupled with a pandemic and public 
health interventions that disproportionately harmed 
BIPOC persons—make clear the pervasiveness of 
white supremacy in American society and higher ed-
ucation. Simply put, the intersection of racism and 
ableism cannot be overlooked amid these crises. The 
impact on disabled Students and Staff of Color in 
postsecondary education is vital to understand better 
and to address proactively.

While it can be daunting to know how to respond 
to historically impactful events such as these, at JPED 
we can do our small part by trying to convey knowl-
edge through research and professional practice about 
what happened, what happens now, and what should 
happen next. AHEAD members and JPED readers 
are well positioned to do this work. Through their ex-
pertise and viewpoints, more empirical research can 
be disseminated on these topics. Additionally, more 
briefs that examine professional practices during 
phases of COVID-19 are needed. Many professionals 
have been forced to try new things during the pan-
demic. What has worked? What hasn’t? How do you 
know? And how can we use this knowledge going 
forward to improve postsecondary education for dis-
abled individuals?

JPED’s first article related to COVID-19 came 
out in 2021, issue 34(1). Joseph W. Madaus, Nicholas 
Gelbar, Michael Faggella-Luby, and Lyman L. Dukes 
III wrote “Experiences of Students with Disabilities 
During the COVID-19 Interruption of In-Person In-
struction.” In the issue prior to this one, 35(1), we also 
presented the article “Academic Performance and 
Mobile Technology Use During the COVID-19 Pan-
demic: A Comparative Study,” by Catherine Fichten, 
Mary Jorgensen, Alice Havel, Anick Legault, and Jil-
lian Budd. While these were a good start, much more 
needs to be known about disability, higher education, 
and COVID-19.
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The current issue is bookended by two articles 
that continue to add to our limited knowledge base 
about COVID-19 and disability in higher educa-
tion. The first article, by Emily Tarconish, Ashley 
Taconet, Joseph W. Madaus, Nicholas Gelbar, 
Lyman Dukes, III, and Michael Faggella-Luby 
examines how disabled students perceived the tran-
sition to online learning, including both what was 
negative as well as what was positive. The authors 
present students’ perceptions of the responses by 
the institution broadly, as well as disability services 
offices specifically, concluding with recommenda-
tions based on these results.  

The last article of this issue is a brief by Kath-
erine C. Aquino and Sally Scott. They focus on 
disability resource professionals’ experiences in at-
tempting to address student mental health during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. This includes taking care of 
their own mental health in order to be able to serve 
students well. Providing insight on an issue that was 
already challenging on college campuses, but great-
ly exacerbated by the pandemic, the authors provide 
recommendations for practice going forward.

Additional work in this issue focuses on atten-
tion-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), with two 
research articles investigating different aspects of the 
higher education experience. The first, by Molly S. 
Daffner, George J. DuPaul, Arthur D. Anastopou-
los, and Lisa L. Weyandt, uses quantitative analysis 
of survey data to investigate predictors of academic 
performance and retention for students with ADHD. 
They include both pre-college and in-college factors, 
concluding with recommendations for practice as 
well as implications for future research.

The second study related to ADHD is by Jeanne 
Lagacé-Leblanc, Line Massé, and Nadia Rousseau. 
Using qualitative data from interviews with Canadian 
college students with ADHD, as well as relatives and 
counselors, they examine how ADHD has manifested 
in students’ academic lives. In addition to reporting 
on a number of functional impairments, students dis-
cuss their relationship with the label of ADHD.

These are followed by a study of self-advocacy 
development among disabled students at a Hispan-
ic Serving Institution (HIS), by Kristopher Hawk 
Yeager, Gabriela, Alejandra Gandara, and Cecilia 
Martinez. Their qualitative study leads to insights 
about the components and phases of the development 
of self-advocacy, which lead to suggestions for pro-
gramming and practice related to this type of support.

The final research article examines the physical 
accessibility of campuses in China. Kai Yung (Brian) 
Tam, Mei Zhao, Randy L. Seevers, Yuan Liu, and 
Lyndal M. Bullock show that campus facilities are 

inadequate and are not meeting the standards set forth 
by the Chinese government. This is important work 
to move beyond the US context, to the most populous 
nation in the world where changes to accessibility 
have the potential to have a very large impact.

 Ezekiel Kimball, Ph.D. 
Ryan Wells, Ph.D. 
Executive Editors
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Perceptions of College Students with Disabilities Regarding 
Institutional and Disability Services Offices’ Response to 

Sustaining Education During COVID-19

Emily Tarconish¹
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Joseph W. Madaus²
Nicholas Gelbar²
Lyman Dukes, III³

Michael Faggella-Luby⁴

1 University of Illinois Urbana Champaign; 2 University of Connecticut; 3 University of South Florida; 4 Texas Christian University

Abstract

Postsecondary institutions across the United States shifted to remote learning during the spring 2020 se-
mester due to the COVID-19 pandemic. This study qualitatively explores responses to a subset of five 
open-ended questions that were part of a larger national survey of college students with disabilities (Madaus 
et al., 2021). Student perceptions of institutional and disability service offices’ response to remote learning 
are examined, as well as remote practices students wish to continue when face-to-face instruction resumes. 
Results indicate communication and continued services from disability services offices were important to 
students, as well as remote learning preparation, regular communication, and flexible school policies from 
institutions. With regard to disability service offices, students expressed a desire for virtual meetings and an 
online accommodation portal when in-person learning resumed. Recommendations for practice and areas 
for future research are discussed.  

Keywords: COVID-19, college students with disabilities, remote learning, disability services, postsecondary 
education, higher education 

The COVID-19 pandemic had a rapid and signif-
icant impact on institutions of higher education in the 
spring of 2020.  March 5, 2020, no schools had transi-
tioned to or announced a transition to online learning, 
but by April 4, 2020, 1,388 schools had transitioned 
to online learning with an additional 25 having an-
nounced an imminent transition (College Crisis Initia-
tive @ Davidson College, 2020). The total estimated 
number of students impacted ranged from 10 million 
to over 14 million (Johnson et al., 2020; Hess, 2020). 
The shift was so unprecedented, comprehensive, and 
rapid that it was described as “lurching” (McDaniel 
et al., 2020, p. 5) and required a triage approach to 
operations (Means et al., 2020). 

Triage approaches were unquestionably neces-
sary in order to continue delivery of services to stu-
dents with disabilities (SWD). According to the U.S. 

Department of Education’s National Center for Edu-
cation Statistics (2019), SWD constituted 19.4% of 
all undergraduates nationwide during the 2015-2016 
academic year. In May, 2020, the Office for Civil 
Rights directed that institutions must continue to 
provide services and supports for these students re-
gardless of conditions created by the pandemic. The 
guidance was unequivocal, noting:

Whether an institution serves students in a brick 
and mortar or an online environment, the insti-
tution must ensure that students with disabilities 
have an equal opportunity to access educational 
programs, consistent with protecting the health 
and safety of the student and those providing that 
education to the student (Office for Civil Rights, 
2020, p. 2).
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Regarding the shift to remote learning during the 
spring 2020 semester, Behling (2020) described the 
resulting planning and effort required to ensure the 
accessibility needs of SWD at one institution in the 
northeast. These included, but were not limited to, 
moving all meetings with students to remote deliv-
ery as well as promptly and appropriately meeting the 
needs of students in crisis, checking to ensure student 
chronic health needs were met, working with faculty 
to ensure accessible remote instruction and ability to 
proctor online exams, and ensuring students had ac-
cess to necessary technology including Wi-Fi . Beh-
ling also described the challenges students expressed, 
such as dealing with the impact of anxiety and other 
disability related issues, that impacted their ability to 
learn during the rapid transition.  

Research is emerging documenting the percep-
tions of SWD regarding the rapid and complex col-
lege-wide changes in the spring 2020 semester. Zhang 
(2020) surveyed 147 students from one institution (n 
= 147) at the outset of the pandemic, 28 of whom re-
ported a disability or health concerns. The SWDs ex-
pressed more concerns regarding whether they could 
meet requirements in an online course and the impact 
on their grades than their peers without disabilities. 
They also reported increased mental health concerns. 
Kunkes (2020) also surveyed SWD from a single in-
stitution (n = 119). These students reported the need 
to change the types of accommodations utilized in 
remote instruction, typically to allow for additional 
time and flexibility believed to be necessary to ad-
dress novel distractions and shifting workloads. 

Soria et al. (2020) presented the results of a survey 
of 30,099 students who were enrolled in nine public 
research universities during the pandemic transition, 
1,788 of whom were students with physical, learn-
ing, or cognitive disabilities. The SWD were more 
likely to have experienced financial hardships due to 
the transition, in particular related to both technology 
and housing expenses. They were more likely than 
their peers without disabilities to report symptoms 
of depression and anxiety. Additionally, they were 
less likely to believe their institution supported them 
during the pandemic and shared a decreased sense of 
campus belonging. 

 Madaus et al. (2021) conducted an electronic 
survey of 316 SWD from a range of postsecondary 
institutions across the United States. The students 
were asked to respond to a variety of yes/no, Likert 
scale, and open-ended questions. Results of the yes/
no and Likert-scale items indicated over one-third of 
the respondents took courses in three formats: syn-
chronous, asynchronous, and courses that were a 
combination of the two. Fifty-eight percent indicat-

ed needing new or different accommodations in the 
remote environment, and in general, the respondents 
reported feeling less connected to other students and 
their instructors and also lower levels of motivation 
in the remote environment. Nearly one-third of stu-
dents converted courses to pass/fail. Notetaking and 
time management were noted as areas of difficulty, 
and the respondents also indicated family demands 
impacted their learning in ways that differed from 
prior semesters, while one-third of the sample also 
reported financial concerns. Overall, the results indi-
cated students felt somewhat supported or better by 
their institution (3.6 out of a 6-point scale), their dis-
ability services office (3.8 out of a 6-point scale), and 
their faculty (4.0 out of a 6-point scale).

As noted, the survey conducted by Madaus et al. 
(2021) also included a set of open-ended responses 
that enabled respondents to expound upon their expe-
riences during the 2020 spring semester. The present 
study focuses on qualitative analysis of SWDs’ re-
sponses to five questions regarding their perspectives 
of what disability services offices and their institu-
tions did well in response to transitioning to remote 
learning, and ways in which each could have im-
proved. Students were also asked to identify any dis-
ability services or institutional policies used during 
remote learning that would be beneficial to continue 
upon the resumption of face-to-face instruction.

Methods

A description of the data collection instrument 
and the procedures used to distribute the survey and 
collect responses follows. Data analysis methods, in-
cluding measures used to establish trustworthiness, 
are also discussed.

Data Collection Instrument
The Survey of College Students with Disabilities 

during COVID-19, an electronic survey, was designed 
to “measure the perceptions of college SWD about 
their experiences with instruction during the shift to 
online learning and services in the spring 2020 se-
mester,” (Madaus et al., 2021). Initially modeled after 
items on the AHEAD Ireland Learning from Home 
During Covid-19 Survey (AHEAD, 2020, used with 
permission) and an open-source question set, the 
EDUCAUSE DIY Survey Kit: Evaluating the 2020 
Spring Semester (EDUCAUSE, 2020), the Survey of 
College Students with Disabilities during COVID-
19 asked participants to provide demographic infor-
mation, information regarding the format of remote 
classes (e.g., asynchronous), the types of instruction-
al methods used (e.g., video lectures, uploaded read-
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ings), and to respond to Likert-scale items related to 
how supported they felt during the shift to remote 
learning and their ease of learning in the remote en-
vironment. As noted, the survey included a total of 
eight open-ended questions. Five of these questions 
focused on students’ perceptions of what their disabil-
ity services and institutions did well, what could have 
been improved, and what practices should continue 
(see Appendix A for the specific wording of each of 
the five questions). This manuscript focuses on the 
analysis of these responses. 

Before participants were able to access the sur-
vey, they were directed to read an informed consent 
statement. The statement explained the survey pur-
pose, length, potential risks of participating, that 
consent was anonymous and voluntary, and who to 
contact with further questions. Before continuing 
onto the survey, participants were required to give 
consent to participate.

Survey Procedures for Data Collection
Institutional Research Board Exempt Approval 

was received at the institution of the lead authors. 
The electronic survey link was distributed to two 
disability services offices (one at a public institution 
and the other at a private institution), the email distri-
bution list of a national postsecondary education and 
disability conference, and two moderators of national 
groups for college SWD. The link was accompanied 
by a request to share the survey with their respective 
students. Additionally, several recipients requested 
and received permission to distribute the survey to 
other networks related to postsecondary education 
and disability. Data were collected between early Au-
gust and late September 2020. 

Sample
A total of 316 students completed the full survey, 

and of these, 244 participants, or 73%, completed 
one or more of the open-ended questions included in 
this qualitative analysis. The remaining information 
in this study exclusively examines the findings from 
those 244 participants. Each of the five open-ended 
questions had between 166 and 202 complete re-
sponses, with an average of roughly 179 complete 
responses per question. When the response text field 
was left blank, these responses were not included in 
the analysis and, therefore, are not listed in the re-
sponse number totals. 

The majority of participants in the final sam-
ple of focus for this study identified as female (n = 
177, 72.5%) and were enrolled in bachelor’s degree 
programs (n = 169, 69.3%). The most frequently re-
ported disability categories were ADHD (n = 134, 

40.1%), mental health disabilities (n = 125, 37.4%), 
and learning disabilities (n = 92, 27.5%). Addition-
ally, about half of the sample reported having two or 
more disabilities (n = 168, 50.3%). The sample was 
predominantly comprised of participants who indi-
cated attending a four-year college with 54.9% (n = 
134) attending a public four-year college and 29.9% 
(n = 73) attending a private four-year college. Fifteen 
percent (n = 37) of participants reported attending a 
two-year college and 36 of those participants stat-
ed that it was a public college. Responses for in-
stitution size were mixed, with 57.0% (n = 139) of 
participants stating their institution had a student 
body of over 10,000, while 42.6% (n = 104) stated 
their institution had a student body less than 10,000. 
Roughly half of students indicated their institution 
was in the New England region (CT, ME, MA, NH, 
RI, VT) (n = 116, 47.5%).

Data Analysis
As one of the first studies to examine these ques-

tions for a national population of postsecondary 
SWD, manifest content analysis was used to explore 
this topic. Typically used when limited research ex-
ists, content analysis can be employed to identify 
meaning in a dataset by “isolating small pieces of the 
data that represent salient concepts” (and “organiz-
ing large amounts of text into categories that reflect 
a shared meaning” (Kleinheksel et al., 2020, p. 127-
128). Manifest content analysis relies on “what the 
informants actually say, stays very close to the text, 
uses the words themselves, and describes the visible 
and obvious in the text” (Bengtsson, 2016, p. 10).

Four steps were carried out to conduct the man-
ifest content analysis: decontextualization, recon-
textualization, categorization, and compilation. 
Decontextualization entailed the researchers famil-
iarizing themselves with the data by performing sev-
eral close reads of the text to learn “what is going 
on?” (Bengtsson, 2016, p. 11). Next, two members of 
the research team performed open coding, identifying 
each meaning unit with a word or phrase to encap-
sulate its meaning. Codes were developed inductive-
ly, relying on and using participants’ words to name 
codes which is common in manifest content analy-
sis. During this process, each researcher maintained 
a coding list which explained each of the codes, a 
method used to increase reliability. The researchers 
repeated the coding process multiple times, returning 
to different sections of the data to relate participants’ 
words to codes.  

During recontextualization, the researchers re-
turned to the data to reread it and ensure the content 
was captured in the coding schema. Sections of text 
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that were unmarked were either labeled with pre-ex-
isting codes, developed into new codes, or if the text 
did not relate to the overall findings, were excluded 
from further analysis. Categorization involved re-
flecting on the codes and organizing them into larg-
er categories and themes. Codes were examined in 
relation to each of the five specific questions and 
grouped together based on similarities among codes 
which were then encapsulated into larger categories. 
The researchers moved back and forth between codes 
and categories to develop the most accurate organiza-
tion of the data. Finally, in the compilation phase, the 
researchers established their positionality to enable 
them to approach the analysis from a neutral perspec-
tive. The coding process was completed in Dedoose 
(Version 8.3.35). The process of data organization 
and analysis is summarized in Figures 1-5.

Trustworthiness Measures
Elo et al. (2014) suggested methods to establish 

the trustworthiness of qualitative content analysis 
during the planning stages of data analysis, during 
the analysis itself, and when the findings are reported. 
Establishing trustworthiness is also considered best 
practice in the guidelines for conducting research re-
garding postsecondary students with disabilities (Ma-
daus et al., 2020).  A description of how the research 
team applied this guidance follows. 

Planning and Preparation
To achieve trustworthiness in the data collection 

method, the researchers considered what type of data 
collection would best answer the research question. 
As the primary research question involved uncover-
ing college SWDs’ experiences with remote instruc-
tion and services during the spring 2020 semester, 
the research team used an electronic survey featuring 
quantitative and qualitative questions. Not only was 
the virtual nature of the survey intended to maximize 
access, it was also strategically distributed to networks 
that would enable timely completion by a large, na-
tional sample of SWD. Additionally, the open-ended 
responses allowed students to explain their experienc-
es in their own words, an important feature of induc-
tive analysis. The researchers also decided that the 
“most suitable unit of analysis” would be any word 
or phrase that captures “relevant meaning,” (Elo et al., 
2014, p. 5) in the participants’ descriptions. 

Data Organization & Analysis
Several steps were taken to support the trust-

worthiness of the data organization and analysis 
processes. First, study participants as well as the re-
searchers who performed the qualitative analysis are 

accurately identified and described; the researchers 
included statements of positionality to accomplish 
the latter. The first two authors independently car-
ried out the analysis and then met to discuss their 
results and resolve divergent opinions. Once the 
agreed upon categories and themes were established, 
the researchers returned to the data to ensure that the 
interpretation of categories and themes were “true 
to the data,” (Elo et al., 2014, p. 5) and accurately 
captured students’ accounts.

Positionality Statement
The two researchers who carried out manifest 

content analysis clarified the positions from which 
they approached this analysis in order to minimize 
bias. Each has previously worked as a postsecondary 
disability services professional (DSP), currently iden-
tifies as a graduate SWD, and remains active with stu-
dent groups for undergraduate SWD. The researchers’ 
backgrounds and experiences enhanced their under-
standing of participants’ descriptions of experienc-
ing disability in postsecondary education. To ensure 
that the researchers stayed close to the participants’ 
words and did not project bias onto their accounts, 
both researchers intentionally acknowledged their 
positionalities and applied researcher triangulation at 
multiple stages of analysis. This process enabled each 
researcher to independently analyze the data and then 
compare their individual analyses; analyses were also 
continually checked against individual codes and raw 
transcripts to remain close to the participants’ words. 
These reflexive processes were performed to estab-
lish trustworthiness of findings.  

Reporting
Throughout this paper, we have attempted to ex-

plain the research process as thoroughly and trans-
parently as possible, “allowing readers to draw their 
own conclusions regarding the trustworthiness of the 
results” (Elo et al., 2014, p. 7). To complement this 
description, a table displaying examples of codes, 
categories, and themes is also included (see Table 1). 
We also include representative quotations throughout 
this article to “show a connection between the data 
and the results” and allow the findings to “reflect the 
participants’ voices” (Elo et al., 2014, p. 6). 

Results

Student perceptions of disability services’ and 
institutional strengths and areas of concern are dis-
cussed as well as new practices they hope will con-
tinue when face-to-face instruction resumes. As 
mentioned above, 244 students provided at least one 
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qualitative response and are therefore included in the 
analysis below. Figures 1 and 2 represent the quali-
tative coding trees for each of the broad result areas. 

Evaluation of Disability Services Supports
Support Strengths

The analysis suggested that the two most fre-
quently occurring ways disability services offices 
supported students during the transition to remote 
learning included (1) maintaining frequent and reli-
able communication and (2) continuing to provide 

disability services in the new learning environment. 
Seventy-one students shared that consistent and time-
ly communication from the disability services office 
assisted with the shift to remote learning. Specifically, 
students described offices providing updates on ser-
vices, DSPs “reaching out to check in” on individual 
student progress and quickly responding to questions 
as helpful practices. One student even noted that as 
all operations were online, it seemed easier to contact 
and receive responses from DSPs.

Table 1

Example of Coding, Categorization, and Theme Development

Excerpt Code Categories Theme
"They regularly reached 
out to check in on me"

Regularly reached out Consistent check-ins

"Be in constant contact 
with students with 
disabilities"

Constant contact Maintaining frequent and 
reliable communication

"They communicated 
often and responded 
quickly to my questions"

Frequent 
communication; quick 
responses

Frequent and timely 
communication

Figure 1

Disability Services Support Strengths Coding Tree

Note. Numbers in overarching categories may not match as some items were double coded.
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Figure 2

Disability Services Support Weaknesses Coding Tree 

Figure 3

Institutional Support Strengths Coding Tree

Note. Numbers in overarching categories may not match as some items were double coded.

Note. Numbers in overarching categories may not match as some items were double coded.
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Figure 5

Disability Services Practices to Continue When Face-to-Face Instruction Resumes Coding Tree

Figure 4

Institutional Support Weaknesses Coding Tree

Note. Numbers in overarching categories may not match as some items were double coded.

Note. Numbers in overarching categories may not match as some items were double coded.
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In addition to frequent and reliable communica-
tion, the next most frequent response code regarding 
effective transition of services to remote environ-
ments. Seventy-three students described that DSPs 
continued to provide the same services that were 
available for in-person learning, including academ-
ic accommodations such as extra time for exams and 
note-taking supports, and meeting remotely with 
DSPs. Moreover, of this group, sixteen students ex-
plained that they received specific support relating 
to transitioning to remote learning. One student clar-
ified, “They helped me smoothly transition online by 
providing detailed instructions and plans for moving 
forward.” Another area of transition involved coor-
dinating accommodations with professors and ensur-
ing accommodation plans were followed (n = 12). 
One female student from a 4-year public institution 
described the process used by the disability services 
office in this way:

They provided an email with clearly laid out in-
structions on how to access the accommodations 
and how to relay important information to the 
professors if needed. They also notified the pro-
fessors and gave them helpful tips on how to best 
handle the disability accommodations.

Concerns with Supports
While support strengths were identified, concerns 

with supports were more frequently represented in 
the data. For example, the two most frequently occur-
ring concern themes suggest some students described 
disability services as not offering enough support in 
the same two areas: (1) reliable communication and 
(2) provision of disability services and accommoda-
tions. Seventy-five students expressed a preference 
for more proactive communication from disability 
services staff, including reaching out or checking 
in, from their DSPs. The second major concern, and 
highest frequency theme in the dataset noted by one 
hundred students, desired additional support regard-
ing transitioning to remote learning. Moreover, forty 
of these individuals indicated they wanted disabili-
ty services to explain how accommodations would 
translate to remote learning. For example, one stu-
dent shared, “They could have made their services 
more clear and the ways in which they were plan-
ning to adapt their services for students when learn-
ing remotely.” 

Identified areas of concern included confusion 
about how to access extra time or find distraction-free 
locations for online exams and how to receive note-
taking support for virtual lectures. Students also want-
ed more information regarding how accommodations 

can best be used in remote settings. For instance, 
one student described, “They could have provided 
more detailed information about possible accommo-
dations and technologies that could be helpful to us 
that we may have previously been unaware of.” An-
other noted, “I think just a clear outline of how ac-
commodations work for online vs. in-person learning 
vs. hybrid learning would have been very helpful.” 
Other areas in which students desired additional sup-
port from disability services included assistance co-
ordinating accommodations with professors (n = 19), 
providing more guidance to professors regarding how 
to assist SWD in remote environments (n = 15), and 
providing learning resources specific to remote learn-
ing (n = 17), such as how to stay organized, manage 
one’s time, study for and take virtual exams, and use 
online tutoring services.

Evaluation of Institutional Support
Support Strengths

Reflecting on actions taken by their institutions, 
students’ qualitative responses coalesced  around 
three major types of support: (1) remote learning 
preparation, (2) regular communication, and (3) flex-
ible school policies. Thirty-seven students stated their 
institution prepared them to learn remotely, including 
ensuring they had access to laptops and Wi-Fi, pro-
viding instructions regarding how to use online learn-
ing management systems, and extending spring break 
to allow students more time to prepare for remote 
learning. Participants indicated that communication 
was a strength of their institution during the switch 
to remote learning. Thirty-five students revealed 
their institution kept students informed by sending 
consistent email updates. Students also appreciated 
that their institutions implemented flexible policies to 
accommodate the sudden changes (n = 27). The two 
policies mentioned most frequently included flexi-
ble grading options, such as converting all grades to 
a pass/fail scale, and offering tuition or residential 
life refunds. 

Concerns with Supports
Throughout the qualitative data it was clear stu-

dents desired more institutional support for them-
selves. Twenty-four students responded they wished 
their institution provided trainings for students to 
use online learning systems or offered related sup-
port. Shared examples included Wi-Fi provision, 
groups to keep students connected, and virtual men-
tal health resources.

While many students were pleased with how fre-
quently their institution communicated with them, 
thirty-two students believed updates from their 
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schools were unclear or not frequent enough. Several 
individuals described how it can take additional time 
for SWD to adapt and coordinate their learning. One 
student from a 4-year public school encapsulated her 
experience as follows:

My school touted the possibility that we might 
come back until the last possible second. We were 
one of the last universities to make a final deci-
sion in our state. Because of this, most people did 
not bring back important belongings from their 
dorm. I myself left my printer, which is so vital to 
my learning style (remote and in person) because 
I like to print out lecture slides before the lecture 
and annotate them during.

Remote Practices to Continue when Face-to-Face 
Instruction Resumes
Disability Services Practices

Students identified specific benefits to disability ser-
vices operating remotely. Sixty-three students described 
several practices that should be continued when face-
to-face instruction resumes, including virtual meetings 
with DSPs and using an online portal to coordinate ac-
commodations. Virtual meetings with DSPs were easi-
er for students to schedule or attend, especially if they 
were dealing with disability-related issues that would 
prevent them from attending in-person meetings. One 
nonbinary student from a 4-year public institution de-
scribed the benefits of “Meeting with disability coun-
selors virtually rather than being required to show up 
in office.” This student stated, “As a person with a 
chronic illness, it has always been difficult to show up 
and I've always found it to be inaccessible of them to 
request from everyone regardless of disability prior to 
now.” Others felt that the virtual format of meetings 
facilitated additional opportunities for DSPs to check 
in on students and their accommodations. One female 
student from a 4-year private school commented,

They [the DSPs] checked in with me a few times 
on how notes/note taking was going. It would be 
nice they checked during face to face (sic) classes 
too to ensure that I am getting all the notes and 
things I need. Sometimes, it can be intimidating 
to contact them with a problem regarding taking 
notes or not receiving my notes from the note 
taker. So, it would be helpful if they periodically 
asked if it was going okay.

Some students described that during face-to-face in-
struction, their disability services office required them 
to hand-deliver accommodation letters to instructors. 
During remote learning, however, students detailed 

how this process became digital, allowing them to 
request accommodation letters through an online por-
tal, which DSPs then emailed to instructors. All stu-
dents (n = 13) who described this change indicated 
the new process was preferred. Nineteen additional 
students explained that in a remote-learning environ-
ment, some accommodations were automatic and did 
not even need to be requested, such as captioning and 
receiving recordings of lectures. 

Discussion 

Student perceptions of effective and challenging 
DSP and institutional support services during the 
spring 2020 semester, through an analysis of the qual-
itative data, is discussed. 

Student Perceptions of How Services Worked
This analysis examined postsecondary SWDs’ ex-

periences during the spring 2020 semester transition 
to remote learning, specifically their perceptions of 
disability services and institutional support. Students 
were also able to identify benefits they experienced 
during remote learning and practices they would like 
continued when face-to-face instruction resumes. Of 
particular note, participants described the same two 
areas as the primary ways that disability services 
offices performed well and could have improved — 
clear and proactive communication and support in 
transitioning to remote learning. This finding may 
indicate SWD in this study valued being informed 
about how services would be provided. Receiving 
proactive communication from service providers also 
helped students feel supported. Additionally, the op-
posing responses from different respondents (e.g., 
disability services communicated sufficiently versus 
insufficiently) may suggest disability services offices 
adopted different approaches to communicating with 
and providing services to students. Alternatively, it 
may reflect that SWD experienced a range of needs, 
some of which were not met by the services offered 
by their specific disability services offices.  

A similar contrast was found regarding how 
students perceived the support offered by their in-
stitutions. Students reported on three matters their 
institutions provided: appropriate preparation for on-
line learning, clear and frequent communication, and 
flexible school policies involving grades and fees. 
Other students, however, believed their institution 
underperformed with regard to clear and regular com-
munication as well as preparation for online learning.  

Students shared a preference for aspects of re-
mote disability services, such as virtual check-ins and 
emails with their DSPs and coordinating accommo-
dations through a virtual accommodation portal (ver-
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sus being required to hand-deliver accommodation 
letters to instructors). These changes required less 
physical effort and time from students (e.g., walking 
to the disability services or instructors’ offices) which 
accommodated their accessibility needs. 

Limitations  
As both a qualitative study and novel survey, 

limitations related to sample size and generalizabil-
ity should be considered. The majority of responders 
identified as female. Additionally, many participants 
reported attending four-year institutions and/or at-
tending a school in the Northeast or Mid-Atlantic re-
gions. ADHD, mental health disabilities, and learning 
disabilities were also reported in high numbers, so 
results may not be as generalizable to students with 
other disabilities. This survey also asked students to 
self-report their disability, so there is no way to exter-
nally confirm if the information is accurate.    

Recommendations for Practice
To ensure SWD are aware of and able to access 

available services, DSPs as well as institutions may 
need to develop procedures to provide consistent 
and clear communication; improving communica-
tion methods may be especially critical during times 
when typical academic instruction is altered. Baner-
jee and Lalor (2020) recommended ways to augment 
the clarity of disability services websites, including 
making the website welcoming (using tabs to delineate 
specific areas of information) and accessible(ensuring 
all users can equally access its features). Disability ser-
vices offices should  clearly present how to contact and 
register with the office, eligibility requirements, and in-
clude specific information regarding accommodation 
processes, protocols, and additional disability resourc-
es (Banerjee & Lalor, 2020; Banerjee et al., 2020). 
Additionally, disability services offices may consider 
reevaluating the accessibility of their practices, includ-
ing requiring in-person meetings or hand-delivery of 
accommodation letters, to determine if they could be 
simplified to minimize physical effort or time require-
ments. Finally, disability services offices may collabo-
rate with centers for teaching and learning, offices that 
can support faculty and facilitate specific training on 
the needs of SWD (Behling & Linder, 2017). 

Future Work 
Moving forward, research should continue to be 

conducted to determine the impact of remote learn-
ing on college SWD. This examination focused on 
the spring 2020 semester, and research should also 
examine experiences with remote learning in the 
2020-2021 academic year. During the spring 2020 

semester, there was a rapid transition to remote 
learning, which left disability service offices and in-
stitutions with little time to prepare for the change. 
In the fall 2020 and spring 2021 semesters, students 
may have  different experiences because these en-
tities had additional time to prepare courses. Once 
typical face-to-face instruction has resumed, anoth-
er area of potential research could be to examine 
whether disability service offices and institutions 
continued to use any methods that began during re-
mote learning, such as virtual office hours. 

Moments of crisis, such as the COVID-19 inter-
ruption during the spring of 2020, provide a critical 
window to view DSP and university service delivery 
systems for SWDs. Exaggerated stress on a postsec-
ondary system, as measured in the current student 
qualitative responses, indicates both practices to 
continue and those that require revision. It is likely 
that how DSPs and institutions reflect on the lessons 
learned during this unprecedented trial will be fun-
damental to an institution’s future ability to attract, 
retain, and ultimately to graduate SWDs. Using the 
data presented here to examine current practice and 
future service delivery is an important place to start.   
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Appendix A
Open-Ended Questions Analyzed in this Investigation

What things did your campus disability services office do well in supporting you in making the transition to 
remote learning?

Describe any practices that your campus disability services office used during the remote learning period 
that could be helpful to you (and other students) when face-to-face instruction resumes.

What could your campus disability services office have done to better support you in making the transition 
to remote learning?

What things did your institution do well in supporting you in making the transition to remote learning?

What could your institution have done to better support you in making the transition to remote learning?
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Abstract

More students with attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) are pursuing higher education. Ex-
isting studies have investigated the postsecondary educational outcomes of college students with ADHD, 
finding that these students typically have lower academic performance and higher dropout rates than their 
non-ADHD peers. Far fewer studies address the reasons for these poor outcomes. The current study sought 
to better understand which pre-college and college factors are related to the (1) academic performance 
(i.e., cumulative grade point average) and (2) retention of college students with ADHD. Data collected 
through direct testing and self-report ratings were analyzed for 228 first year college students with ADHD. 
Results indicated that two pre-college factors, gender (i.e., being male) and lower standardized test scores, 
significantly predicted lower GPA. Conversely, only one college factor, greater motivation, was found to 
significantly predict higher GPA and retention. Taken together, findings draw attention to several variables 
that both secondary and postsecondary institutions can target for intervention to support a more successful 
transition to college. Additionally, findings highlight the need for future research to elucidate factors related 
to college academic success for students with ADHD.  

Keywords: Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder, undergraduate college students, academic performance

Improved diagnostic measures and treatment op-
tions are enabling more students with attention-deficit/
hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) to pursue postsec-
ondary education. Although students with ADHD 
are more likely to be enrolled in 2-year community 
college, technical, or vocational schools (Kuriyan et 
al., 2013; Morningstar et al., 2015), more of these stu-
dents are enrolling in 4-year colleges and universities 
(Eagen et al., 2014). This rise in college attendance 
among students with ADHD highlights a need for fur-
ther research addressing how to best serve this pop-
ulation. In particular, although college students with 
ADHD have worse academic functioning than their 
peers, including lower academic performance and 
higher dropout rates (Advokat et al., 2011; DuPaul 
et al., 2009; Koch et al., 2018), studies have not thor-
oughly investigated why this is the case. 

Academic Functioning of College Students 
with ADHD

Students with ADHD who attend college repre-
sent a distinct subset of individuals with the disorder 
(Blase et al., 2009; Kaminski et al., 2006; Schwanz 
et al., 2007; Weyandt & DuPaul, 2008). Glutting 
et al. (2005) contended that “college students with 
ADHD are likely to have (a) higher ability levels, 
(b) greater academic success during primary and 
secondary school, and (c) better compensatory skills 
than individuals with ADHD from the general pop-
ulation” (p. 44). Although college students with 
ADHD may have higher academic functioning than 
their non-college ADHD peers, there is considerable 
evidence suggesting that the former group is still at 
risk for academic impairment.
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The transition to college is often challenging for 
adolescents; in fact, the initial years after high school 
have been referred to as a “period of floundering” 
(Halpern, 1991, p. 203). Although most incoming 
freshmen struggle with the increased academic rigor, 
loss of parental supervision, and reduced structure 
of college, students with ADHD may encounter ad-
ditional hurdles due to their attention problems, ex-
ecutive functioning deficits, and under-developed 
self-regulation skills (Fleming & McMahon, 2012; 
Weyandt & DuPaul, 2008). Furthermore, few college 
students with ADHD have experience advocating for 
themselves to get the support they need (Stamp et al., 
2014). These challenges put college students with 
ADHD at greater risk for poor academic functioning.

Compared with their non-ADHD peers, college 
students with ADHD demonstrate lower academic 
performance. Cross-sectional studies have reliably 
found that college students with ADHD obtain sig-
nificantly lower college grade point averages (GPA) 
than college students without ADHD (Advokat et al., 
2011; Blase et al., 2009; Heiligenstein et al., 1999). 
Students with ADHD also have a higher prevalence 
of withdrawal from courses (Advokat et al., 2011) 
and placement on academic probation (Heiligenstein 
et al., 1999) than their peers. These students report 
greater academic concerns than their non-disabled 
peers (Blase et al., 2009), with medium effect sizes 
(d=.48; Rabiner et al., 2008). They tend to have in-
ferior test-taking strategies (Reaser et al., 2007), less 
developed organizational skills based on self-report 
(d=-2.95), and greater overall executive dysfunction 
(d=2.10; Weyandt et al., 2013). Unfortunately, these 
poor outcomes occur despite similar hours spent 
studying (Kaminski et al., 2006). 

Poor academic performance contributes to great-
er dropout rates for students with ADHD1.  Several 
studies have found that individuals with ADHD typ-
ically complete fewer years of school compared to 
their peers (Barkley et al., 2006; Wagner et al., 2005), 
with only 28% actually graduating, approximately 
half of the graduation rate for students without dis-
abilities (Gregg, 2009). There is also some research 
suggesting that students with ADHD are at greater 
risk of dropping out during their first year of college. 
For example, Koch et al. (2018) followed students 
with disabilities, including ADHD, over the course of 
three years and found that students with disabilities 
were more likely to drop out of college during their 
first year compared to their peers without a disability. 
Additionally, the odds of withdrawing in the first year 

1 College dropout is not solely attributable to a lack of academic success. There are many factors that might influence a 
student’s decision not to return to their postsecondary institution including several variables that will be examined in the present 
study such socioeconomic circumstances and mental health issues.

were 85% greater for students with ADHD, learning 
disabilities, or psychiatric disabilities than for stu-
dents without disabilities. 

Taken together, academic performance and reten-
tion outcomes highlight both the need to better un-
derstand the academic functioning of college students 
with ADHD and the need to examine the “factors that 
may contribute to their academic failure or success 
at the college level” (Weyandt & DuPaul, 2008, p. 
314). In line with this call for further research, the 
purpose of this study was to investigate the variables 
that predict the academic performance and retention 
of college students with ADHD.

Predictors of College Academic Functioning: 
General Population

Many studies have examined potential predic-
tors of college academic performance and retention. 
Most examine two predictor categories: pre-college 
variables and college variables. Pre-college variables, 
which remain relatively stable throughout the lifes-
pan, include demographics, past academic achieve-
ment, and cognitive skills. College variables include 
academic support, internalizing symptomology, and 
learning strategies. The distinction between pre-col-
lege and college variables in the proposed study is 
informed by similar research (LaRose et al., 2019), 
and offers a paradigm that acknowledges the differ-
ing support structures available in the pre-college and 
college settings, though its application also requires 
some arbitrary distinctions between variables.

Pre-college Predictors of GPA and Retention
Demographics

Gender is consistently a significant predictor 
of college GPA, with females outperforming males 
(DeBerard et al., 2004; Mattson, 2007). Research re-
garding the influence of gender on college retention, 
however, is inconsistent (Alarcon & Edwards, 2013; 
Ishitani, 2016). Studies examining the effect of race 
on college GPA and retention have found that minori-
ty students are more likely to have a lower GPA and 
drop out from college more often than non-minori-
ty students (Murtaugh et al., 1999; Ransdell, 2001). 
Research regarding the influence of socioeconomic 
status (SES) on college academic performance and 
retention is mixed, with some showing poorer aca-
demic outcomes for students from low SES back-
grounds, while other studies show no effects of SES 
(Baier et al., 2016; Pritchard & Wilson, 2003).
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Past Academic Achievement and Cognitive Skills
Standardized aptitude tests (e.g., Scholastic Ap-

titude Test [SAT]) and cognitive skills (e.g., mea-
sures of a person’s reasoning abilities, such as IQ) are 
significant positive predictors of GPA and retention 
(Burks et al., 2015; DeBerard et al., 2004; Shaugh-
nessy & Evans, 1983). For example, Ridgell and 
Lounsbury (2004) found that general intelligence sig-
nificantly predicted college GPA, accounting for near-
ly 15% of the variance. Because standardized aptitude 
test scores (i.e., SAT scores) are highly correlated with 
IQ test scores (Frey & Detterman, 2004), however, the 
current study only examined the latter. Several studies 
have also reported that scores on standardized achieve-
ment tests (e.g., Wide Range Achievement Test, Wood-
cock Johnson Test of Achievement) are significantly 
predictive of college GPA (e.g., Kaufman et al., 2012; 
Shaugnessy & Evans, 1983). Research examining the 
association of achievement test performance on col-
lege retention, however, is limited. 

College Predictors of GPA and Retention
Academic Support

The frequency and quality of student non-class-
room discussions with faculty, including through 
academic advising, is significantly and positively 
correlated with academic achievement and retention 
(Baier et al., 2016; Pascarella, 1985). Additionally, 
students who use academic support center services 
(e.g., tutoring, workshops, study groups) are more 
likely to have higher grades and graduate compared 
to students who did not (Grillo & Leist, 2013).

Internalizing Symptomology
There is a growing body of research supporting 

the connection between internalizing symptoms and 
impaired college functioning, including decreased 
academic functioning. Due to common symptoms as-
sociated with depression, such as persistent sadness, 
discouragement, loss of self-worth, and decreased 
interest in daily activities, students experiencing 
depression may lose interest in learning, disengage 
from classes, and consequently perform poorly on 
exams and assignments. For example, depression sig-
nificantly predicts lower college GPA and dropping 
out of college (Eisenberg et al., 2009; Heiligenstein 
et al., 1996). Studies examining anxiety’s impact on 
college academic performance and retention, how-
ever, have yielded inconsistent findings, with some 
studies showing deleterious effects while others show 
no impact (Eisenberg et al., 2009; Pritchard & Wil-
son, 2003). 

Learning Strategies 
Self-efficacy and motivation positively influence 

college academic performance and retention (Alar-
con & Edwards 2013; Cheng & Ickes, 2009; Robbins 
et al., 2004). Effective time-management skills also 
predict higher GPAs (Kaminski et al., 2006). 

Predictors of College Academic Functioning: 
ADHD Population

Though many studies examine predictors of ac-
ademic success among college students general-
ly, there are relatively few similar investigations of 
students with ADHD. The limited studies focused 
on students with ADHD examine some of the same 
pre-college and college variables, as well as ADHD 
symptomology and medication use. 

Pre-college Predictors of GPA and Retention
Demographics, Past Academic Achievement, and 
Cognitive Skills 

Other than research utilizing the same sample 
as the current study (e.g., Anastopoulos et al., 2018; 
DuPaul et al., 2018), to date, there have been no stud-
ies examining the influence of gender, race, SES, past 
academic achievement, or cognitive skills on college 
academic performance or retention in college stu-
dents with ADHD.

ADHD Symptomology 
Researchers have investigated how ADHD 

symptomology predicts college academic perfor-
mance and retention among college students gener-
ally (Norvilitis et al., 2010; Pope, 2010; Schwanz et 
al., 2007) and college students with ADHD specif-
ically (Rabiner et al., 2008). In the former studies, 
participants completed ADHD rating scales (Norvil-
itis et al., 2010; Pope, 2010; Schwanz et al., 2007). 
Results across studies suggest that inattentive symp-
toms, not hyperactive-impulsive symptoms, are 
associated with worse academic performance and 
higher college dropout rates. 

College Predictors of GPA and Retention
Academic Support 

Studies investigating the influence of college ac-
commodations on academic performance have not 
yielded positive findings (as cited in Gormley et al., 
2019). However, some research supports the edu-
cational benefits of receiving specific services and 
interventions such as faculty support (Koch et al., 
2018), tutoring (Sibley & Yeguez, 2018), coaching 
(Prevatt & Yelland, 2015), and academic skills assis-
tance (DuPaul et al., 2017). 
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Medication Use 
Though considerable evidence supports stimu-

lant medication as an effective treatment for chil-
dren and adolescents with ADHD (Greenhill, 2002), 
research on the impact of medication on college stu-
dents with ADHD is more limited. No studies have 
examined medication use’s effects on retention. Re-
sults among studies examining the impact of medi-
cation on college GPA generally suggest no added 
benefit (Advokat et al., 2011; Rabiner et al., 2008; 
Gray et al., 2018). 

Internalizing Symptomology
Aside from the DuPaul et al. (2018) study that uti-

lized the same sample as the current study, only one 
study has examined how internalizing symptoms pre-
dict outcomes among college students with ADHD. 
Prevatt et al. (2015) found that students with ADHD 
who have high levels of inattention and anxiety may 
be at greater risk for lower academic performance 
and drop-out. 

Learning Strategies
College students with ADHD have reported that 

organization, time-management, test preparation, 
problem solving, self-awareness, and self-control 
skills bolster their academic performance (Advokat 
et al., 2011; Kaminski et al. 2006; Sibley & Yeguez 
2018). Higher levels of motivation have also been 
linked to stronger academic performance (Dvorsky & 
Langberg, 2019).  

Gaps in the Literature and Study Purpose

Given the paucity of literature examining predic-
tors of academic functioning and retention specifical-
ly for college students with ADHD, it is tempting to 
apply findings from general undergraduate samples. 
It is unclear, however, whether these findings would 
hold considering the documented differences in aca-
demic functioning between students with and without 
ADHD across all school levels. More research in-
vestigating college students with ADHD is needed to 
identify which variables best explain these students’ 
academic functioning.

Although the extant literature targeting academic 
functioning among college students with ADHD is 
growing, there are several gaps. First, many of the 
studies claiming to investigate the relationship be-
tween ADHD and academic functioning used stu-
dents from the general college population as opposed 
to the ADHD-specific college population (Norvilitis 
et al., 2010; Pope, 2010; Schwanz et al., 2007). Other 
studies examined students previously diagnosed with 
ADHD, mostly relied on student self-report (Ado-

vokat et al., 2011; Koch et al., 2018; Rabiner et al., 
2008). There is an obvious need for studies that use 
multi-method, multi-informant evaluation systems to 
confirm the diagnosis of ADHD, especially in light 
of the potential biases of self-report (Mannuzza et 
al., 2002). Second, qualitative studies inform much 
of our understanding in this area (Sibley & Yeguez, 
2018). Quantitative designs are needed to provide 
additional data regarding the degree to which col-
lege academic performance is associated with vari-
ous pre-college and college variables. Third, research 
on the college success of students with ADHD has 
primarily focused on isolated individual characteris-
tics. There have been no studies comprehensively ex-
amining pre-college and college-variables together. 
Consequently, the relative power of academic perfor-
mance (pre-college or college) predictors for students 
with ADHD remains unclear. Research in this area is 
imperative to inform future interventions.

The present study aimed to address limitations in 
the extant literature by examining pre-college and col-
lege factors related to academic performance and re-
tention for college students with ADHD. In particular, 
the following research questions were investigated:

Research Question 1: What pre-college (demo-
graphics, past academic achievement and cognitive 
skills, and ADHD symptoms) and college (college 
service use, medication use, internalizing symptom-
ology, and learning strategies [Time Management, 
Motivation]) variables significantly predict first year 
cumulative GPA for college students with ADHD?

Hypothesis 1: Based on previous research, gen-
der and race were hypothesized to significantly pre-
dict first year cumulative GPA; female gender and a 
non-minority status would predict significantly high-
er GPA. Lower cognitive skills, lower standardized 
tests scores, higher inattentive ADHD symptoms, and 
higher depressive symptoms were hypothesized to 
significantly predict lower first year cumulative GPA. 
The use of college services and learning strategies, 
such as better time management and higher levels of 
motivation, were hypothesized to significantly pre-
dict higher first year cumulative GPA. Based on prior 
literature, it was hypothesized that several variables 
would not be significant predictors, including, SES, 
hyperactive-impulsive symptoms, use of medication, 
and anxiety symptomatology.

Research Question 2: What pre-college (demo-
graphics, past academic achievement and cognitive 
skills, and ADHD symptoms) and college (college 
service use, medication use, internalizing symptom-
ology, and learning strategies [Time Management, 
Motivation]) variables significantly predict retention 
for first year students with ADHD? 
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 Hypothesis 2: Based on existing research it was 
hypothesized that race would be a significant predictor 
of college retention, with higher dropout rates among 
minority students. Lower cognitive skills, higher inat-
tentive symptomology, and higher depressive symp-
toms were hypothesized to significantly predict lower 
rates of retention. College service use and learning 
strategies were hypothesized to significantly predict 
retention. Several variables were hypothesized to not 
be significant predictors of retention including gen-
der, SES, hyperactive-impulsive symptoms, and anx-
iety symptoms. Given the limited research examining 
the influence of achievement tests or medication on 
retention for students with ADHD, no specific hy-
potheses in these areas were stated.

Method

Participants
Participants for the current study are a subsample 

from the Trajectories Related to ADHD in College 
(TRAC) Project study (Anastopoulous et al., 2018; 
DuPaul et al., 2018), a longitudinal, multi-site study 
examining the experiences of college students with 
and without ADHD. Participants were recruited over 
the span of two consecutive years (i.e., Fall 2012 
and Fall 2013). Recruitment efforts included flyers, 
Facebook posts, campus wide emails, freshmen ori-
entation sessions, office of disability referrals, and 
campus fairs. Students who indicated interest were 
screened for eligibility for the ADHD or comparison 
group (see below for detailed description of screening 
procedures). The resulting sample included 456 first 
year college students (228 with ADHD, 228 compar-
ison students) who were followed for four years. The 
present study, however, only examined data from first 
year college students with ADHD (109 males, 119 fe-
males). The majority of students identified as Cauca-
sian (76.8%) and were approximately 18 years old (M 
= 18.27, SD = 0.58).

Procedures
A multi-gating, multi-method assessment proce-

dure was used to determine group status. Students 
and their parents first completed ADHD Rating 
Scales. Researchers next administered a semi-struc-
tured ADHD interview to each student whose self-re-
port and parent-report indicated the presence of at 
least four or more symptoms of hyperactivity/impul-
sivity or inattention on the ADHD Rating Scales both 
in childhood (before age of 12) and in the past six 
months. To be included in the ADHD group, students 
needed to report five or more symptoms of either hy-
peractivity/impulsivity or inattention during the inter-

view, and meet all other DSM-5 criteria for ADHD. 
To be included in the comparison group, students or 
parents could endorse no more than three symptoms 
on either the ADHD Rating Scale or semi-structured 
ADHD interview. Following screening assessments, 
a panel of four ADHD experts evaluated participant 
data to ensure that diagnostic criteria for ADHD 
were met and to determine if comorbid conditions 
might also be present. To address comorbidity, panel 
members independently reviewed diagnoses and 
information collected from the Structured Clinical 
Interview for DSM Disorders (SCID-I; First et al., 
2002), Beck Anxiety Inventory (BAI; Beck & Steer, 
1993); Beck Depression Inventory-Second Edition 
(BDI-II; Beck et al., 1996). Unanimous panel agree-
ment was required for group and comorbid status 
determinations. Eligible students then completed a 
series of measures over two to three meetings led by 
trained research assistants.

Screening Measures
ADHD Rating Scales (Parent Version, Childhood 
Version, and Past Six Months) 

Three different versions of the same 18-item 
questionnaire (DuPaul et al., 1998) were adminis-
tered to obtain the participant’s self-report ratings of 
ADHD symptoms in childhood and over the past six 
months, as well as parent ratings of the participant’s 
ADHD symptoms over the same time spans. Each 
form yielded three scale scores and severity scores 
corresponding to the three presentations of ADHD: 
Inattention, Hyperactive-Impulsive, and Combined. 

Semi-Structured ADHD Interview 
Adapted to the DSM-5 criteria (American Psy-

chiatric Association, 2013), the adult semi-structured 
ADHD interview assesses symptom presentation and 
impairment. Half of the interview’s 18 questions focus 
on inattention symptoms, and half focus on hyperac-
tivity/impulsivity symptoms. The interview produced 
Inattention, Hyperactivity- Impulsive, and Combined 
scale scores, which have high internal consistency (α 
= .90, .85, and .93 respectively).

Structured Clinical Interview for DSM Disorders 
(SCID-I; First et al. 1996) 

The SCID-I is a computer-based semi-structured 
interview that assesses clinically significant presenta-
tions of psychiatric disorders. Only the modules for 
mood episodes/disorders and anxiety, somatoform, 
and eating disorders were administered.
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Beck Anxiety Inventory (BAI; Beck & Steer, 1993) 
The BAI is a 21-item self-report measure that as-

sesses anxiety severity for individuals 17 and older. 
The scale measures symptom severity over the past 
week. Each item is rated on a 4-point Likert Scale (0 
= not at all, 3 = severely), with higher scores indicat-
ing greater anxiety severity. The BAI has adequate 
levels of reliability and validity (Beck & Steer, 1993).

Beck Depression Inventory-Second Edition (BDI-
II; Beck et al., 1996) 

The BDI-II, a self-report measure, assesses de-
pression severity in individuals 13 and older. Partic-
ipants complete 21 four-point Likert scale items (0 = 
not at all, 3 = severely) measuring depressive symp-
toms over the past two weeks. Higher ratings indicate 
greater depression symptom severity. The BDI-II has 
adequate internal consistency among college students 
and strong test-retest correlations (Beck et al., 1996). 

Independent Variables
Demographics

Participant age, gender, race, ethnicity, parental 
education, and parental occupation were collected via 
demographic questionnaire. Participants were asked 
to indicate all races with which they identified (Cau-
casian, African American, Asian, Native American, 
Multiracial, or Other). As a proxy for socioeconomic 
status, participants were asked to indicate each par-
ent’s highest level of education and current occupa-
tion. For the current study, gender, race, and parent 
education level were used as dichotomous indepen-
dent variables (gender: 0 = female, 1 = male; race: 0 = 
minority, 1 = non-minority; parent education level: 0 
= no parent had a college education, 1 = at least one 
parent had a college education). 

Past Academic Achievement and Cognitive Skills
The Wechsler Individual Achievement Test-Third 

Edition (WIAT-III; Wechsler, 2009) was administered 
early in freshman year to capture students’ baseline 
academic achievement. Specifically, the word read-
ing and numerical operations subscales were used. 
These subscales have excellent reliability and valid-
ity among young adults (Wechsler, 2009). Cognitive 
skills scores (i.e., FSIQ) were ascertained from par-
ticipants’ scores on the Wechsler Abbreviated Scale 
of Intelligence-Second Edition (WASI-2; Wechsler, 
2011), and has acceptable or adequate strong reliabil-
ity and validity (Wechsler, 2011). 

Conners’ Adult ADHD Rating Scale- Self Report: 
Long Version (CAARS; Conners et al., 1999) 

The CAARS is a rating scale that measures 

ADHD symptomology and severity for adults. The 
measure consists of 66 four-point Likert scale items 
(0 = not at all/never, 3 = very much/frequently). The 
CAARS manual specifies that the scale has adequate 
factorial, discriminant, and construct validity as well 
as internal consistency reliability. For the present 
study, the DSM-IV Inattentive symptoms and DSM-
IV Hyperactive-Impulsive symptoms T-Scores were 
used as independent variables. 

College Service Use
Students self-reported their college service use on 

the Services for College Students Interview—College 
Version. This semi-structured interview was created 
for the TRAC Project. Students were asked about the 
following services: “meet with a professor or your 
advisor to discuss your academic performance/prog-
ress,” “campus tutoring services,” “academic skill 
assistance,” “writing/speaking assistance,” “career 
counseling,” and “formal disability service accom-
modations.” Because the literature supports meeting 
with faculty, tutoring, and receiving academic skills 
assistance, the current study included these services 
as dichotomous independent variables. All respons-
es were coded as a binary “yes” or “no” indicating 
whether the student used the service.

Medication Use
For the current study, the medication use inde-

pendent variable was determined based on participant 
response to a question about medication use on the 
SCSI-College Version (i.e., “at any time during the 
fall semester, did you take medication for ADHD-re-
lated difficulties?”). Students who answered “yes” 
were coded as a 1 and students who said “no” were 
coded as a 0. 

Internalizing Symptomology
Participant ratings of anxiety and depression were 

collected as part of study screening procedures using 
the BAI and BDI-II, respectively (see previous de-
scriptions). For the present study, BAI and BDI-II 
total scores were used as independent variables. 

The Learning and Study Strategies Inventory 
(LASSI; Weinstein & Palmer, 2002) 

The LASSI is an 80-item self-report inventory 
that measures students’ learning and study strategies 
related to “skill, will and self-regulation components 
of strategic learning” (Weinstein & Palmer, 2002, p. 
4). The LASSI is comprised of 10 subscales: Anx-
iety, Attitude, Concentration, Information Process-
ing, Motivation, Self-Testing, Study, Selecting Main 
Ideas, Test Strategies, and Time Management. Each 
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subscale contains eight five-point Likert scale items 
(a = not at all typical of me, e = very typical of me). 
The measure yields a raw score for each of the 10 
subscales with higher scores indicating more positive 
functioning. The LASSI has adequate internal con-
sistency and reliability (Weinstein & Palmer, 2002). 
For the current study, scores on Motivation and Time 
Management subscales were included as indepen-
dent variables given that the constructs represented 
by these scales consistently and significantly predict 
college GPA and retention in the greater literature. 

Dependent Variables
First Year GPA 

One outcome measure of interest for the present 
study was first year cumulative GPA. With student 
consent, first year cumulative GPA was collected 
using archival information from college registrar of-
fices. When archival information was unavailable, 
GPA data were collected via student self-report (n 
= 4). GPAs were reported on a 4.0 scale for all but 
one university where GPAs were reported on a 4.3 
scale. For the current study, the latter was converted 
to a 4.0 scale. 

Retention 
The other outcome measure of interest was student 

retention between freshman and sophomore year. In-
formation about student retention was collected from 
the registrar’s office. Students enrolled in greater than 
0 credits in either the fall or spring of their second year 
were coded as retained. Spring data were considered 
because several students who did not enroll in fall 
classes returned for their spring semester. 

Data Analysis Plan2

Descriptive statistics were calculated for all 
variables. Before conducting the hierarchical linear 
regression analyses, assumptions of normality, linear-
ity, homoscedasticity, and absence of multicollinear-
ity were tested. Normality was tested using skewness 
and kurtosis. Linearity, normality of residuals, and ho-
moscedasticity were tested through visual examina-
tion of relevant graphs. Multicollinearity was tested 
using variance inflation factor (VIF; values less than 
5) and evaluating a correlation matrix (no intercor-
relations greater than .8; see Table 1). Several efforts 
were also made to detect outliers including Cook’s 
D and studentized residuals. For the hierarchical lo-

2 A post-hoc power analysis using G-Power3 software (Faul et al., 2007) was conducted for each research question. The 
parameters were an effect size of .15 (i.e., a medium effect size), alpha probability error of 0.05, sample size of 194 (Research 
Question 1) and 204 (Research Question 2), and 16 predictors. The results indicated power (1-β)=0.94 for Research Question 1 
and power (1-β)=0.95 for Research Question 2, both of which are well above the accepted level of .80, thus indicating that sample 
sizes have adequate power to detect a medium effect size.

gistic regression analysis, the following assumptions 
were checked: (1) the variable of interest was a di-
chotomous variable, (2) outcomes were statistically 
independent, (3) the model was correctly specified 
(i.e., contained all relevant predictors and no irrel-
evant predictors), (4) the categories under analysis 
were mutually exclusive and collectively exhaustive, 
(5) the sample was large, and (6) absence of multicol-
linearity among predictors (Wright, 2003).  

A hierarchical multiple regression analysis was 
used to answer the first research question regarding 
predictors of first year cumulative GPA. The predictor 
variables were entered incrementally. The hierarchical 
multiple regression predicting first year cumulative 
GPA contained three blocks, grouped conceptually 
based upon the availability of literature supporting the 
factors as related to college GPA. The first block of 
variables entered included student demographic char-
acteristics (i.e., race, gender, SES-parent education 
level). The second consisted of pre-college variables 
(i.e., WASI-2 FSIQ score, WIAT-III numerical opera-
tions subscale score, WIAT-III word reading subscale 
score, CAARS inattentive T-score, CAARS hyperac-
tive-impulsive T-score). The third included college 
variables (i.e., college service use, medication use, 
internalizing symptomology, and learning strategies). 
A hierarchical logistic regression was used to answer 
the second research question regarding predictors of 
retention. Predictor variables were entered in the same 
blocks as outlined for Research Question 1.

Results

Research Question 1
Descriptive statistics for both research questions 

are listed in Table 2. Because hierarchal multiple re-
gression analyses require complete data sets, cases 
with missing data were removed and explored. For 
the first research question predicting college GPA, 
34 cases (14.9%) were removed, leaving 194 com-
plete cases. Results indicated that excluded cases did 
not differ from included cases with respect to GPA, 
ADHD symptom severity, gender, race, or SES. All 
assumptions of the procedure were checked and met.

The first model predicting first year cumulative 
GPA containing only demographic variables failed 
to reach statistical significance (p = .162; see Table 
3 for hierarchical regression statistics). The addition 
of pre-college factors resulted in a statistically sig-
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Table 1
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Table 2

Descriptive Statistics for Dependent and Independent Variables

Gender (% Male) 47.8%
Race (% Non-Minority)

African Americans
Asian
Multiracial
Other

76.8%
11%
2.5%
4.4%
5.3%

Parent Education (% at least 1 parent with college ed) 74.6%
WASI Full Scale IQ (Standard Score) M = 110.86, SD = 12.67
WIAT Word Reading (Standard Score) M = 107.88, SD = 10.08
WIAT Numerical Operations (Standard Score) M = 107.17, SD = 15.45
CAARS Hyperactive/Impulsive (Standard score) M = 63.46, SD = 13.42
CAARS Inattentive (Standard score) M = 78.52, SD = 12.24
Tutoring Services (% Receiving Service) 34.2%
Academic Skills Assistance (% Receiving Service) 19.7%
Meeting with Professor (% Receiving Service) 58.8%
LASSI-Time Management (Raw score) M = 19.68, SD = 6.00
LASSI-Motivation (Raw score) M = 28.79, SD = 6.09
BAI (Raw Score) M = 14.33, SD = 11.00
BDI-II (Raw Score) M = 15.52, SD = 9.62
ADHD Med Use (% Medicated) 43.4%
Cumulative GPA M = 2.91, SD = 0.70
Retention (% Retained) 70.2%

Note. N = 228; BAI = Beck Anxiety Inventory; BDI-II = Beck Depression Inventory 
Second Edition; LASS I= Learning and Study Strategies Inventory, Medication = 
Medication Use; WASI = Wechsler Abbreviated Scale of Intelligence-Second Edi-
tion; WIAT = Wechsler Individual Achievement Test-Third Edition
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Table 3

Hierarchical Multiple Regression Statistics for Model Predicting First Year Cumulative GPA

Model Variable R/B R2/ß SE p-Value ANOVA F Model p

1  .16  .03 .70 1.73   .162
Gender -.10 -.71 .10   .329
Race  .03  .02 .12   .788
Parent Ed  .24  .15 .12   .044

2  .45  .20 .64 5.84 <.001
Gender -.27 -.19 .10   .008
Race -.02 -.01 .11   .869
Parent Ed  .18  .11 .11   .110
WASI FSIQ  .00  .05 .00   .480
WIAT Word Reading  .00  .03 .01   .686
WIAT Numerical Op.  .02  .41 .00 <.001
CAARS Hi/Imp  .00  .04 .00   .626
CAARS Inattentive -.00 -.04 .00   .598

3  .55  .30 .61 4.66 <.001
Gender -.21 -.15 .10   .038
Race  .07  .04 .11   .561
Parent Ed  .16  .10 .11   .151
WASI FSIQ  .00  .04 .00   .581
WIAT Word Reading -.00 -.02 .01   .806
WIAT Numerical Op.  .02  .34 .00 <.001
CAARS Hyp/Imp  .00  .02 .00   .761
CAARS Inattentive  .00  .02 .00   .740 
Col Serv: Tutoring  .06  .04 .10   .553
Col Serv: Academic Skills -.16 -.10 .11   .157
Col Serv: Meeting w/ Prof -.09 -.06 .10   .391
ADHD Medication Use -.00 -.00 .10   .975
BAI  .01  .08 .01   .401
BDI-II -.01 -.10 .01   .247
LASSI-Time Management -.00 -.04 .01   .685
LASSI-Motivation  .04  .31 .01 <.001

Note. N = 194; Parent Ed = highest parent education level; WASI FSIQ = Wechsler Abbreviated Scale of Intel-
ligence-Second Edition Full Scale IQ Score; WIAT Word Reading = Wechsler Individual Achievement Test-
Third Edition Word Reading; WIAT Numerical Op.= Wechsler Individual Achievement Test-Third Edition 
Numerical Operations; CAARS Hi/Imp = Conners’ Adult ADHD Rating Scale Hyperactive/Impulsive Symp-
toms; CAARS Inattentive = Conners’ Adult ADHD Rating Scale Inattentive Symptoms; Col Ser: Tutoring = 
College Service Use-Tutoring; Col Ser: Academic Skills = College Service Use = Academic Skills Assistance; 
Col Ser: Meeting w/ Prof = College Service Use-Meeting with Professor; BAI = Beck Anxiety Inventory; 
BDI-II = Beck Depression Inventory Second Edition; LASSI: Time = Learning and Study Strategies Inventory 
Time Management; LASSI: Motivation = Learning and Study Strategies Inventory Motivation
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nificant change in R2, FΔ (5, 184) = 8.10, p < .001, 
uniquely accounting for 17.5% of the variance, with 
the whole model predicting 20.2% of the variance. 
The addition of college variables also resulted in a 
statistically significant change in R2, FΔ (8, 176) = 
2.09, p < .001, uniquely accounting for 9.6% of the 
variance, with the whole model predicting 29.8% of 
the variance and indicative of a large effect size (f2 = 
.42). Among coefficients, only gender (ß = -.15, p = 
.038), WIAT numerical operations (ß = .34, p < .001), 
and LASSI-motivation (ß = .31, p < .011) significant-
ly predicted first year cumulative GPA among college 
students with ADHD. Specifically, being male sig-
nificantly predicted lower GPA, while having higher 
scores on the WIAT numerical operation subscale and 
LASSI-motivation scale significantly predicted high-
er first year cumulative GPA. Furthermore, examina-
tion of squared correlations revealed that 1.7% of the 
variance in first year cumulative GPA was uniquely 
explained by gender, 7.5% of was uniquely explained 
by WIAT numerical operations score, and 5.1% was 
uniquely explained by LASSI-motivation scores.

Research Question 2
Similar to hierarchical regression analyses, lo-

gistic regression analyses require complete data sets. 
For the second research question predicting fresh-
man year retention, 24 cases (10.5%) were removed. 
When exploring missing data for research question 2, 
no significant differences were found between par-
ticipants with complete and incomplete data in terms 
of hyperactive-impulsive symptom severity, gender, 
race, or SES. However, participants with complete 
data had significantly lower inattention symptom se-
verity (M = 77.5, SD = 12.1) than participants with 
missing data (M = 85.04, SD = 11.87). All assump-
tions of the procedure were checked and met.

The first and second models predicting retention 
of first year students failed to reach statistical signifi-
cance (Model 1: χ2[3] = .68, p = .878; Model 2: χ2[8] 
= 9.44, p = .307). The third model, however, was ap-
proaching statistical significance (χ2[16] = 23.5430, 
p = .10) and indicative of a medium effect size (f2 = 
.19). This model correctly classified 76.5% of cases. 
Only one variable significantly predicted retention 
for first year students with ADHD. Specifically, high-
er LASSI-motivation score was associated with in-
creased likelihood of first year retention (OR = 1.08, 
95% CI: 1.01-1.16; d = .04; see Table 4 for hierarchi-
cal logistic regression statistics).

Discussion

Research Question 1 Findings
Consistent with several of the study’s initial hy-

potheses, results indicate that three variables sig-
nificantly predict better first year cumulative GPA: 
female gender, higher standardized test scores (i.e., 
WIAT-III numerical operations subscale), and pos-
sessing greater levels of motivation. These findings 
replicate past research indicating females outperform 
males academically (DeBerard et al., 2004; Mattson, 
2007) potentially because females have been demon-
strated to have higher levels of organization, depend-
ability, and self-discipline (Duckworth & Seligman, 
2006; Jacob, 2002; Riegle-Crumb, 2007). Males may 
also have lower GPA due to their generally greater 
symptom severity (Barkley, 2006) and increased like-
lihood of engaging in risk-taking behaviors such as 
alcohol use, illicit substance use, and risky sexual 
behaviors (Pollack et al., 2018), all of which may de-
tract from academic success. The WIAT-III numeri-
cal operations subscale score’s status as a significant 
predictor of first year cumulative GPA aligns with 
research suggesting that many of the skills needed 
to do well in math, such as critical thinking, logical 
reasoning, and problem-solving skills, benefit stu-
dents across content areas (Bull & Johnston, 1997; 
Hecht et al., 2001). Finally, results mirror those in 
the greater literature suggesting that motivation is 
positively and significantly linked to cumulative 
GPA (Cheng & Ickes, 2009; Robbins et al., 2004). 
Motivation has been proposed as a protective factor 
for students who lack organizational skills, such as 
those with ADHD, because students with high moti-
vation may direct greater effort toward overcoming 
organizational limitations (Cheng & Ickes, 2009). 
An examination of squared correlations, however, 
reveals that only 14.3% of the 29.8% of variance 
explained in the final model is accounted for by 
these three significant predictors. This finding sug-
gests that some non-significant predictors described 
below are also contributing to the variance, albeit 
not at a statistically significant level. 

Contrary to hypotheses and past research, several 
pre-college variables, including race, cognitive skills, 
and standardized testing reading scores did not sig-
nificantly predict first year cumulative GPA. Though 
the lack of a predictive effect of race is difficult to 
interpret, it is plausible that family characteristics that 
typically put minority students at a disadvantage (e.g., 
first generation college student) were not as relevant 
in the current study, where 74.6% of participants had 
at least one parent with a college education. In terms 
of the lack of findings for FSIQ score and WIAT-III 
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Table 4

Hierarchical Logistic Regression Statistics for Model Predicting First Year Retention

Model Variable B SE Wald df p-Value Odds-
Ratio

Nagelkerke 
R2

Model p

1 Gender  .15 .32 0.21 1 .645 1.16 .01  0.878
Race -.12 .38 0.10 1 .752 0.89  
Parent Ed  .23 .36 0.42 1 .519 1.26  

2 Gender -.11 .34 0.10 1 .758 0.90 .07  0.307
Race -.24 .39 0.38 1 .536 0.78  
Parent Ed  .06 .38 0.03 1 .875 1.06  
WASI FSIQ  .00 .02 0.07 1 .789 1.00  
WIAT Word Reading  .02 .02 1.82 1 .177 1.02  
WIAT Numerical Op.  .02 .01 3.22 1 .073 1.02  
CAARS Hi/Imp -.01 .01 0.14 1 .709 0.99  
CAARS Inattentive  .01 .02 0.14 1 .706 1.01  

3 Gender -.15 .38 0.16 1 .687 0.86 .16  0.100
Race -.19 .43 0.19 1 .661 0.83  
Parent Ed  .05 .41 0.02 1 .897 1.06  
WASI FSIQ  .00 .02 0.03 1 .863 1.00  
WIAT Word Reading  .03 .02 1.81 1 .178 1.03  
WIAT Numerical Op.  .01 .01 0.71 1 .400 1.01  
CAARS Hyp/Imp  .00 .02 0.06 1 .814 1.00  
CAARS Inattentive  .01 .02 0.75 1 .387 1.01  
Col Serv: Tutoring  .37 .39 0.91 1 .339 1.45  
Col Serv: Academic Skills -.13 .43 0.09 1 .769 0.88  
Col Serv: Meeting w/ Prof  .01 .38 0.00 1 .985 1.01  
ADHD Medication Use  .51 .37 1.94 1 .164 1.67  
BAI -.03 .02 2.32 1 .127 0.97  
BDI-II -.00 .02 0.02 1 .879 1.00  
LASSI-Time Management -.00 .04 0.01 1 .920 1.00  
LASSI-Motivation  .08 .04 4.33 1 .037 1.08  

Note. N =204; Parent Ed = highest parent education level; WASI FSIQ = Wechsler Abbreviated Scale of Intel-
ligence-Second Edition Full Scale IQ Score; WIAT Word Reading = Wechsler Individual Achievement Test-
Third Edition Word Reading; WIAT Numerical Op.= Wechsler Individual Achievement Test-Third Edition Nu-
merical Operations; CAARS Hi/Imp = Conners’ Adult ADHD Rating Scale Hyperactive/Impulsive Symptoms; 
CAARS Inattentive = Conners’ Adult ADHD Rating Scale Inattentive Symptoms; Col Ser: Tutoring: College 
Service Use-Tutoring; Col Ser: Academic Skills = College Service Use = Academic Skills Assistance; Col 
Ser: Meeting w/ Prof = College Service Use-Meeting with Professor; BAI = Beck Anxiety Inventory; BDI-II 
= Beck Depression Inventory Second Edition; LASSI: Time = Learning and Study Strategies Inventory Time 
Management; LASSI: Motivation = Learning and Study Strategies Inventory Motivation
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word reading subscale score, it is possible that the 
WIAT-III numerical operations subscale score, which 
was significantly correlated with both the FSIQ score 
and WIAT-III word reading subscale score, may have 
captured variance that would have otherwise been at-
tributed to cognitive or standardized testing scores. 

Unexpectedly, several college variables also did 
not significantly predict first year cumulative GPA. 
Neither inattentive ADHD symptoms nor depression 
symptomatology significantly predicted first year cu-
mulative GPA. Sample characteristics may account 
for this outcome. This study’s average CAARS inat-
tention score fell in the clinically elevated range (i.e., 
T-score greater than 65), suggesting a possible ceil-
ing effect. This restricted range of inattention scores 
may have attenuated correlations, leading findings to 
diverge from the greater literature. As to depression 
symptoms, moderate-to-severe depression is more 
strongly associated with poor academic outcomes 
(Heiligenstein et al., 1996), whereas the average 
BDI-II score in the present study was 15.52, indicat-
ing only mild depression (Beck et al., 1996). Results 
suggest that neither academic support service use nor 
time management learning strategies predict first year 
cumulative GPA. 

There are several potential reasons why the pres-
ent findings depart from the previous literature. Re-
garding academic support services, the present study 
did not collect data on the frequency of service use, 
quality of services offered, or the amount of student 
engagement in sessions. These findings may there-
fore represent the minimal effectiveness of academic 
support services. Relatedly, because this study only 
inquired about support-service use at one point in 
time, it is possible that data collected did not capture 
students who began using academic support services 
after being surveyed. Regarding time-management 
learning strategies, the present study’s findings may 
diverge from the greater research because the LAS-
SI-time management variable was significantly cor-
related with the LASSI-motivation variable (r = .62, 
p < .01). Consequently, the LASSI-motivation vari-
able may have accounted for variance that would 
have otherwise been attributed to the LASSI-time 
management variable. 

Research Question 2 Findings
The findings’ capacity to adequately predict re-

tention is limited because the final model is only 
approaching statistical significance. Nevertheless, 
among pre-college and college predictors, there was 
one factor, motivation, that significantly predicted re-
tention as hypothesized. Students with higher motiva-
tion had an 8.1% greater likelihood of being retained. 

According to Weinstein and Palmer (2002), the LAS-
SI-motivation subscale assesses students' diligence 
and self-discipline. It is operationally defined by the 
students’ willingness to exert the effort necessary to 
successfully complete academic requirements (sam-
ple item: When work is difficult I either give up or 
study only the easy parts). Students who score low on 
this scale benefit from increasing investment in their 
academic outcomes and learning how to set and use 
goals to help accomplish specific tasks. It follows, 
then, that students in the current study with higher 
LASSI-motivation subscale scores were more invest-
ed in studying and performance, fostering behaviors 
such as preparing for class, completing assignments 
on time, and being diligent in studying. Consequently, 
high-motivation students were more likely to reenroll 
for sophomore year. These findings add to the con-
siderable evidence that suggests that college retention 
rates are higher among motivated learners (Alarcon 
& Edwards, 2013; Robbins et al., 2004).

Current findings conflict with the greater litera-
ture on several predictor variables. First, race did not 
emerge as a significant predictor of retention, poten-
tially due to how this study operationalized race as 
a dichotomous variable (i.e., minority and non-mi-
nority) whereas previous investigations examined 
multiple categories (Murtaugh, 1999). Although col-
lapsing race into a binary predictor was necessary for 
this study due to small cell sizes (e.g., only 6 Asian 
students), doing so could have diminished subtle but 
important nuances between racial groups retention 
outcomes. Second, cognitive skills did not signifi-
cantly predict college persistence. In light of several 
studies finding personality traits more predictive of 
post-secondary educational performance than intelli-
gence (e.g., Di Fabio & Busoni, 2007), it is possible 
that unexamined personality variables here accounted 
for greater variance in retention than did intelligence. 
Third, inattentive ADHD symptoms did not signifi-
cantly predict lower rates of retention, possibly due 
to the exclusion of participants with missing data 
who had significantly higher inattention symptom 
severity. Excluding these individuals may have mit-
igated the impact of inattentive ADHD symptoms in 
the overall analysis. Finally, this study’s findings that 
several college variables did not significantly predict 
retention conflict with prior research. As with the first 
year cumulative GPA findings, these departures may 
be accounted for by type of data collection (i.e., ac-
ademic support services data did not reflect quality 
of services), sample characteristics (i.e., mild depres-
sion levels), and intercorrelations among variables 
(i.e., LASSI scales were significantly correlated). 
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Limitations
The current study’s findings must be interpreted 

in light of its limitations. First, the study sample con-
sisted only of students with ADHD enrolled at 4-year 
universities. Recognizing research suggesting that 
students with ADHD are more likely to be enrolled in 
2-year college, community college, technical, or vo-
cational schools than 4-year colleges (Kuriyan et al., 
2013; Morningstar et al., 2015), it is unclear whether 
these results could be generalized to students not en-
rolled in 4-year institutions. Second, the study’s data-
set presented methodological difficulties. The study’s 
use of self-report to measure some independent vari-
ables may have impacted reliability and validity data 
based on the participants’ understanding of interview 
and questionnaire items, and participants’ ability to 
accurately recall past behaviors. Further, because 
data were collected at one point in time, they may not 
have captured changes during the year. Third, inter-
nalizing symptoms were assessed using a dimension-
al measure which only reflects experiences over the 
past few weeks as opposed to a more stable categori-
cal measure (i.e., expert panel’s diagnostic classifica-
tion). Fourth, the present analysis collapsed multiple 
categorical variables, such as race, socioeconomic 
status, and medication use, into binary variables, de-
tracting from analysis of specific racial backgrounds, 
level of income, and medication dosage impacts on 
academic performance and retention. Fifth, findings 
also may have been affected by the fact that partic-
ipants included in Research Question 2 analysis had 
significantly lower inattention symptom severity than 
the overall sample. This factor may have attenuated 
the impact of some variables (e.g., those measuring 
pathology) on retention. Finally, the operationaliza-
tion of retention limited study results. Students were 
considered retained if they were enrolled in greater 
than 0 credits in either the fall or spring of their soph-
omore year. Though this definition has been used in 
prior studies (Ishitani, 2016), it lacks practical sig-
nificance given that most single-semester college 
courses are worth three credits and the majority of 
four-year colleges require 120 credit hours to grad-
uate (Johnson et al., 2012).  A more appropriate op-
erationalization may have been students who were 
enrolled in six or more credits, as this is the minimum 
number of credits needed to be considered a part-time 
student at most colleges and universities.

Considerations for Future Research and Practice
Present findings raise several important directions 

for future research. First, additional research regard-
ing predictors of academic performance and retention 
of college students with ADHD is needed, as the final 

models only accounted for 29.8% and 15.8% of the 
variance, respectively. Second, the study’s motiva-
tion findings call for further exploration of academic 
performance and retention of college students with 
ADHD through prevailing motivational theories such 
as achievement goal theory, self-determination theory, 
and attribution theory. Third, further research should 
target community college and vocational settings, as 
these are institutions that students with ADHD are 
more likely to attend (Kuriyan et al., 2013). Finally, 
because 30% of students with ADHD in this study 
were not retained, future studies should monitor stu-
dents who drop out to see whether they return and, if 
so, what predicts their return. 

This study also offers several implications for 
practice. First, results suggest male college students 
with ADHD need more academic support, as they 
have significantly lower first-year cumulative GPAs 
than females. Recognizing this population is at-risk, 
high schools and colleges should offer preventative 
academic services directed toward male students with 
ADHD. Promising interventions also include coach-
ing, study groups, workshops, mentors, and CBT 
(Anastopoulos & King, 2015; Matthews et al., 2013; 
Prevatt & Yelland, 2015). For example, Anastopou-
los and King (2015) found that an eight-week CBT 
program paired with individual mentoring led to edu-
cation gains including a 0.2 increase in GPA and de-
crease rates of academic probation. Second, findings 
suggest student use of academic support service was 
limited (i.e., 19.7% report receiving academic skills 
assistance, 34.2% report receiving tutoring services, 
and 58.8% report meeting with professor or academ-
ic advisor). It is possible that some of the students 
in this study never learned that resources specifically 
for students with ADHD were available. For post-
secondary institutions seeking to best serve students 
with ADHD, it is recommended they follow a more 
proactive model of service delivery. If students have 
disclosed their diagnosis, universities should follow 
up with them to inform them of services available to 
them. A flyer or guide to campus for ADHD students 
may also be a useful tool to help students familiarize 
themselves with available resources. Third, results 
highlight the importance of motivation to college 
success. Consequently, motivation is something that 
college counselors, academic advisors and even high 
school counselors need to pay attention to and foster 
with their students. There are several evidence-based 
motivational interventions that can be used at the 
high school and college level to increase levels of 
motivation, including attributional retraining and 
achievement motivation training programs. The goal 
of attributional retraining is to help students reframe 
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what they think about success and failure, encour-
aging them to take responsibility for their academ-
ic outcomes, whereas the purpose of achievement 
motivation training programs is to change students’ 
achievement motive through teaching them to think, 
feel, and behave like high-achievers (Wagner & 
Szamoskozi, 2012). According to Wagner and Sza-
moskozi’s (2012) meta-analysis, both attributional 
retraining and achievement motivation training pro-
grams have significant effects in enhancing academic 
motivation (d = .30 and d = .53, respectively). Sec-
ondary and postsecondary educators should consider 
using these intervention approaches to help increase 
student motivation before, during, and after the tran-
sition to college.

Conclusions

This study adds to the growing body of research 
examining college academic performance of stu-
dents with ADHD. As the first study using a rela-
tively large, rigorously defined, multi-site sample 
to examine pre-college and college factors contrib-
uting to academic functioning of college students 
with ADHD, this investigation identified several key 
variables related to college academic success. Spe-
cifically, motivation was found to predict first-year 
cumulative GPA and retention, and gender and stan-
dardized test scores significantly predicted first year 
cumulative GPA. Though these findings highlight 
potential targets for intervention at the high school 
and college level, additional studies are required to 
fully understand which factors promote college ac-
ademic achievement and retention for students with 
ADHD as well as to facilitate improved educational 
outcomes for this population. 
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Abstract

Few qualitative studies have focused on the experiences of students with attention-deficit/hyperactivity dis-
order (ADHD) pursuing postsecondary education, and in particular, how their academic difficulties mani-
fest themselves. This study provides a better understanding of how ADHD affects students in their studies. 
In-depth interviews were conducted with 29 college and university students with ADHD, their relatives (n 
= 26), and their counselors (n = 9). Participants reported significant academic impairment (e.g., difficul-
ties related to attention, emotional regulation, motivation, time management, inhibition, working memory, 
organization, and planning) and a complex relationship with the ADHD label. The difficulties experienced 
by students seem to be closely related to deficits in executive functions. This interrelation complicates the 
understanding of functional impairment. Implications for practice provide recommendations based on the 
literature on how to improve the academic success of students with ADHD in postsecondary education. 

Keywords: ADHD, college students, academic impairments, executive function, qualitative study

Attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) 
often persists into adolescence and adulthood (Bark-
ley et al., 2008). It is characterized by clear evidence 
that symptoms of inattention, hyperactivity, and im-
pulsivity interfere with or reduce the quality of so-
cial, academic, or occupational functioning (APA, 
2013). Assessing these limitations is central to under-
standing ADHD (Gathje et al., 2008). Conceptually, 
it is important to distinguish between ADHD symp-
toms—“the behavior expressions associated with the 
disorder”—and impairments—“the consequences 
that ensue for the individual as a result of these be-
haviors” (Barkley et al., 2006). Examples would be 
poor academic performance, professional problems, 
or frequent conflicts (APA, 2013). Research has 
shown substantial academic impairment for these in-
dividuals. However, research on ADHD impairment 
has largely been quantitative and focused on children. 
This gap in the research is concerning. Thus, this 
study aims to contribute to knowledge in focusing on 
academic impairments on college and university stu-
dents with ADHD.

Despite the significant difficulties associated 
with ADHD, more and more people are continuing 

their education after high school (Pryor et al., 2012). 
Samples of college students have shown prevalence 
rates of current ADHD ranging from approximatively 
2% to 8% in the United States (DuPaul et al., 2009) 
and 7.11% in Canada (Yallop et al., 2015). College 
students with ADHD differ from peers with ADHD 
who do not attend college; they have higher cognitive 
abilities, past experience with school success, and 
better coping skills (Glutting et al., 2005). Neverthe-
less, students with ADHD face additional challenges 
in adjusting to college or university life compared to 
students without ADHD (Weyandt & DuPaul, 2013). 
Indeed, students with ADHD are more likely to inter-
rupt their education (Brown, 2005), drop courses (Ad-
vokat et al., 2011), or fail to graduate (Barkley et al., 
2008) than their counterparts without the condition. 
Moreover, students with ADHD admitted to post-
secondary institutions tend to get lower grade point 
averages (GPAs) than their peers (Green & Rabiner, 
2012). They also face several academic difficulties 
affecting their success. Compared to students without 
ADHD, they report having difficulty estimating time 
(Prevatt et al., 2011), needing more time during ex-
aminations, having more difficulty completing tests 
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on time (DuPaul et al., 2009), and tending to put off 
studying and completing assignments (Kane et al., 
2011). Students with ADHD find it more difficult 
than students without ADHD to avoid distractions 
and stay focused, take class notes, remember neces-
sary items, persist in cognitively challenging tasks, 
and think through the consequences of their actions 
(Advokat et al., 2011; Fleming & McMahon, 2012). 
They also have to read material repeatedly to under-
stand it (Lewandowski et al., 2008). Students with 
ADHD report needing to work harder than their 
peers to earn good grades (DuPaul et al., 2009) and 
feeling less confident about their ability to succeed 
academically (Blase et al., 2009; Heiligenstein et al., 
1999; Kane et al., 2011; Lewandowski et al., 2008). 
Many students with ADHD feel shame and guilt 
about their academic achievement, which can lead 
to avoidance and procrastination behaviors (Stamp 
et al., 2014). In addition, they have difficulty sitting 
still during classes and exams or when writing as-
signments (Gilbert, 2005). 

ADHD is now viewed as involving far more than 
just its diagnostic symptoms of inattention, impulsiv-
ity, and hyperactivity. Current research indicates that 
executive-function deficits can play a large role in the 
academic functioning and performance of students 
with ADHD (e.g., Weyandt et al., 2013). Moreover, 
college represents a unique environment wherein the 
effective use of complex executive functioning skills, 
such as planning and organization and self-regulation 
of behavior, is frequently required. Multiple models 
of ADHD have garnered substantial empirical sup-
port, and future conceptualizations of the disorder 
will likely acknowledge that no simple cognitive 
impairment adequately explains all cases of ADHD 
(Willcut, 2014). Among these models, the one pro-
posed by Barkley (1997, 2015) is one of the most 
recognized. ADHD has come to be understood as a 
disorder associated with impaired executive function-
ing and motivational deficits that manifest at various 
points throughout development. According to Bark-
ley (2012), the executive functions can be viewed as 
“those self-directed actions needed to choose goals 
and to create, enact, and sustain actions toward those 
goals” (p. 60). Barkley describes executive functions 
as essentially conscious, effortful actions. Self-man-
agement across time, self-organization and problem 
solving, self-restraint (inhibition), self-motivation, 
and self-regulation of emotions are impaired exec-
utive functions in adults with ADHD. Furthermore, 
Barkley views less conscious functions, such as alert-
ness, attention, and memory, as quite different from 
executive functions, which operate more automati-
cally on a “pre-executive level.” Barkley considers 

excessive daydreaming, getting bored easily, feeling 
like being in a fog, being underactive, having diffi-
culty staying alert in boring situations, and so on to 
be symptoms of “sluggish cognitive tempo” (SCT), 
which is a disorder distinctly different from ADHD. 
SCT does, however, significantly impair executive 
functioning and adaptation in daily life. In compar-
ison, Brown (2013), who proposed a quite similar 
model, argued that executive functions operate most-
ly in automaticity, without deliberation or conscious 
choice. Nevertheless, Brown included “focus” and 
“memory” among executive functions impaired in 
ADHD. Regardless of some differences, ADHD is 
viewed as a developmental impairment of executive 
functions. This is consistent with studies suggesting 
that the academic difficulties experienced by students 
with ADHD are probably due not only to symptoms 
of inattention or hyperactivity/impulsivity, but also to 
a lack of adequate preparation in terms of organiza-
tion, time management, and studying (Advokat et al., 
2011; Blase et al., 2009; Lewandowski et al., 2008; 
Reaser et al., 2007; Weyandt et al., 2013). For exam-
ple, executive-function deficits related to organiza-
tion, planning, and self-control can affect educational 
outcomes for students with ADHD (Garner, 2009; 
Heiligenstein et al., 1999). 

Undeniably, students with ADHD at the postsec-
ondary level face a number of difficulties that can 
affect their academic success. Moreover, little qual-
itative research has focused on the experience of stu-
dents with ADHD in postsecondary education and, 
in particular, on how they experience academic dif-
ficulties. Much more research in this area is warrant-
ed (DuPaul et al., 2009), and, in particular, including 
students’ voices is crucial. By learning about the aca-
demic experiences of students with ADHD, colleges 
and universities might be better equipped to under-
stand and respond inclusively. Therefore, it is neces-
sary to better understand the difficulties confronting 
them in order to gain a better understanding of the 
disorder and develop appropriate interventions. This 
research was conducted as part of a larger study that 
aimed to document the experience of students with 
ADHD in postsecondary education. The purpose of 
this qualitative study was to elicit greater understand-
ing of how ADHD can affect the student in the college 
or university environment. Two questions guided this 
study: (a) How does ADHD affect students in learn-
ing?, and (b) How do students with ADHD perceive 
having ADHD in postsecondary education? 
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Methods

Participants
The sample consisted of 29 French-speaking Ca-

nadian students with ADHD, including 19 women 
and 10 men, aged 18 to 36 (M = 23.9, SD = 4.61); 9 
students were over 25 years old (older than the typi-
cal age) and reported being back in the system after 
a hiatus (M = 2.15 years, SD = 1.74). The students 
were attending CEGEP (postsecondary general and 
vocational colleges specific to Quebec; it’s the step 
between secondary school and university) in preuni-
versity (n = 6), technical programs (n = 4), or univer-
sity in certificate (n = 1); bachelor’s (n = 13); master’s 
(n = 4); or doctoral (n = 1) programs. All participants 
had a primary diagnosis of ADHD made by a fam-
ily physician (62.0%), neuropsychologist (34.5%), 
or psychologist (3.5%). A total of 51.7% of partici-
pants were diagnosed with at least one comorbidity, 
with anxiety disorders accounting for 42.8% of the 
comorbidities and learning disabilities for 35.7%. 
The majority of participants (82.8%) took medication 
(self-reported) for their ADHD. Twenty of the 29 par-
ticipants were receiving academic accommodations 
(e.g., extended examination time) for condition-re-
lated limitations. A designated relative (18 parents, 7 
partners, 1 cousin) volunteered to participate in the 
study for 26 of the students. In addition, the partic-
ipants’ counselors from institutional offices of dis-
ability services (ODSs) (n = 9) were interviewed. The 
counselors had an average of 5.5 years of experience 
(min = 0.5 years, max = 15 years) working with post-
secondary students with ADHD. 

Measures
Based on prior professional experiences with 

ADHD and the fields of school psychology and high-
er education, the primary researcher and two other 
researchers developed a semi-structured interview 
guide. The interview guide was tested with a student 
with ADHD and their parent to be sure the questions 
were clear and understandable. It included a list of 
questions asked in each interview, and which en-
couraged participants to talk freely, in line with the 
exploratory nature of the study. For the purpose of 
this article, we focus on the actual impairments due 
to ADHD (theme 1 of the interview guide). Two cen-
tral questions were asked : (a) How does your ADHD 
affect you in your studies? Can you give me some 
examples?, and (b) What do you think affects you the 
most? Can you tell me more about it? 

Procedure
All the following procedures were approved by 

the institutional review board (IRB) of the princi-
pal researcher. Participants were recruited from six 
postsecondary institutions in the province of Quebec 
(Canada). ODS staff at each institution sent recruit-
ment emails directly to students with ADHD. Infor-
mation about the research project and instructions for 
contacting the first author were sent. In addition, fly-
ers publicizing the study were posted on campus, in 
counseling-center waiting rooms, and on institutional 
websites. Students volunteering to participate in the 
study contacted the first author by email; a meeting 
was then organized. Inclusion criteria included (1) 
being a student at a college or university participating 
in the research project and (2) having a diagnosis of 
ADHD attested by a professional assessment. No ex-
clusion criteria were employed.

The first author conducted in-depth semi-struc-
tured interviews with all the participants. Interviews 
with students, lasting from 50 to 120 minutes, were 
conducted in a private office on the campus of their 
postsecondary institutions. Students received $20 
as compensation for participating. They also had to 
provide contact information for a designated relative 
and for their ODS counselors, if applicable. Informed 
consent was obtained prior to the interviews. Tele-
phone interviews lasting 15 to 45 minutes were orga-
nized with the relatives. Interviews with counselors, 
running from 50 to 100 minutes, were conducted in 
their offices. The audio of all the interviews was re-
corded and transcribed while respecting anonymity 
and data confidentiality. 

Data Analysis
The collected data were analyzed with NVivo ver-

sion 11.4.3 (Qualitative Solution and Research Soft-
ware [QSRS], 2017) using mixed thematic analysis 
(Miles et al., 2014). All data were stored in a secure 
database; participants were assigned identification 
codes (IDs). The coding was first carried out based on 
the literature on executive functions affecting the ed-
ucation of students with ADHD, followed by giving 
attention to emerging themes (Creswell, 2014; Miles 
et al., 2014). Specifically, the codes were revised from 
a more inductive perspective leading to the develop-
ment of new codes that were added to the original 
code grid. In addition, a master’s student established 
interrater reliability based on 10% of the total cor-
pus, that is, all of the interviews with three students, 
three relatives, and one counselor. The master’s stu-
dent received training before coding took place; the 
definition of each code and examples representing 
them were discussed. Meetings were organized with 
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the principal researcher: the first with the master’s 
student to discuss coding issues and the second with 
another researcher to reach a consensus on certain 
themes. Nvivo was used to obtain the Kappa coef-
ficient (Cohen, 1960). This nonparametric test was 
used to quantify the agreement between the principal 
researcher and the master’s student in the qualitative 
data. This coefficient is between -1 and +1. Coeffi-
cient between 0.40 and 0.60 is average, from 0.60 is 
satisfying, and above 0.80 is excellent. The more the 
coefficient is closer to 1, the more the judges have 
a high degree of agreement. The interrater reliabili-
ty (IRR) obtained was excellent (k = 0.90). Reports 
on each of the categories were produced to select the 
quotes that best represented the perceptions of the 
participants. The data for the different categories of 
respondents were triangulated.

Results

Two main themes emerged from the qualitative 
analysis: (1) ADHD functional impairments and (2) 
the relationship with the ADHD label.

Theme 1: ADHD Functional Impairments 
Seven interrelated subthemes emerged related to 

ADHD functional impairments, namely impairments 
related to (a) attention difficulties, (b) emotional-reg-
ulation difficulties, (c) motivational difficulties, (d) 
time-management difficulties, (e) inhibition difficul-
ties, (f) working-memory difficulties, and (g) organi-
zation/planning difficulties. The percentage presented 
for each subtheme refers to the proportion of partici-
pants who reported this difficulty (S=student, R=rel-
ative, and C=counselor). 

Attention Difficulties (S = 100%; R = 76.9%; C = 
77.7%)

Participants reported significant functional im-
pairments related to attention difficulties. They had 
difficulty sustaining their attention for a certain pe-
riod of time, causing them to lose track of what was 
being taught in class, taking longer on exams, or for-
getting to answer test questions. With regard to one 
participant, relatives reported that, without medica-
tion for ADHD, “[the student] has a much harder time 
concentrating” [Male, ID 212]. Several students also 
mentioned that reading assignments demands great 
attention  and takes much more time. One student 
provided some details:

I understand what I read. But often when I read, 
my mind starts to wander after a while, some-
times after just 5 minutes I see the words, but they 

don’t seem to have any meaning. At some point, 
I realize that I don’t know what I’ve read. [Male, 
ID 117]

Moreover, the difficulties encountered can also cause 
them to struggle in selecting the most important piec-
es of information, such as in a text or a teacher’s pre-
sentation. One student recounted the following.

Everything often seems relevant to me in class. I 
have a hard time synthesizing and saying to my-
self, ”This is irrelevant, this is it, this is irrelevant.” 
So, I listen, listen, listen, listen, listen, and listen. I 
get to a point where I don’t listen anymore because 
everything is important. [Female, ID 108]

Without medication, students can face crippling at-
tention difficulties that are demanding in terms of 
time and energy, as reported by one student: “When 
I tried to read, it would take about 15 minutes and I 
was exhausted. I had to nap for at least an hour to get 
over it” [Male, ID 111].

Some students reported that their listening skills 
in class are limited, especially during classical (lec-
ture-style) teaching. A counselor also described this as 
a major challenge reported by students with ADHD: 

They told me that students with ADHD are re-
ally challenged when instructors use traditional 
teaching methods, don’t give examples, don’t put 
students to work, and don’t break down the class 
into teams. Such courses just seem like a flood of 
words. [Female, ID 305]

One student said that, even with ADHD medica-
tion, it was still difficult to stay alert during lectures: 
“Even at 72 [mg], I have a hard time following a 
lecture” [Male,  ID 117]. It also seems problematic 
when the context requires the student to manage and 
share their attentional resources. For example, stu-
dents have trouble taking notes in class while paying 
attention to what the teacher is saying. One student 
stated: “If I listen to the teacher, taking notes is hard-
er. It’s like one or the other” [Female, ID 126]. One 
student found note taking was a significant challenge 
when starting university, as it was the first time in 
her school career that course notes were not provided. 
While significant at the start of her education, this 
problem has decreased over time: “At the beginning, 
taking class notes was really complicated. I had trou-
ble focusing on what the teacher saying and writing 
at the same time. While it was difficult, over time I 
finally managed” [Female, ID 101].
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Emotional-Regulation Difficulties (S = 48.2%; R = 
61.5%; C = 77.7%)

Students reported difficulties in managing their 
emotions related to their learning. Some tended to ex-
aggerate situations or push the “panic button” easily, 
anticipate the future, and let themselves be overcome 
by more negative emotions. One student reported 
what she experiences when she feels overwhelmed 
by emotions caused by academic tasks:

It’s really like the level in an overflow rising when 
I have a lot of assignments to do and can’t see my 
way clear. I know I will manage, but, for now, 
it’s just too much; just overload and then (gagging 
noise). [Female, ID 103]

In addition, the stress generated by tests seemed quite 
important for some students, even to the point of 
causing memory lapses in some. One student men-
tioned that she was not performing up to her potential 
because of this:

I had an examination in the only subject I thought 
I knew fairly well. But the exam didn’t go well 
because I had lost a lot of self-confidence and had 
big blanks during the exam. It looks like I forgot 
just about everything and I was really disappoint-
ed. [Female, ID 109]

As this student mentioned, academic anxiety was 
closely related to self-esteem. Another student re-
lated: “I get really stressed out. I have a hard time 
trusting myself. This is also affecting my self-esteem 
so that I’m always afraid of not being good enough” 
[Female, ID 110]. Students pointed to academic suc-
cess being a major source of stress and that was also 
raised by several relatives. One mentioned her child 
is constantly questioning her success: “She is always 
anxious about whether she will pass or not. And if she 
passes, she gets anxious about passing the next exam” 
[Female, ID 203].

When overwhelmed by emotions, students can 
struggle to contain themselves and deal with the situ-
ation’s emotional load adequately. A student reported 
that worrying makes him less productive and this dis-
rupts his schedule. Others said they sometimes have 
to leave their class because they were so emotional 
about the situation. For example, some students men-
tioned that this happened after receiving a bad exam 
grade, because of a teacher’s comment, or due to mis-
understanding a concept being taught. In addition to 
experiencing strong emotions, they can find it diffi-
cult to divert their attention away from whatever is 
upsetting them emotionally. In this regard, a student 

described her emotional state when she felt ridiculed 
by her teacher for being unable to answer a question:

Since I am highly sensitive, I experience emo-
tions strongly. For example, if something happens 
to me, I really feel it. That’s what happened in 
that situation: I almost cried! It's often like that. 
If someone says something unpleasant to me, it 
weighs down on me for a long time and I’m more 
irritable. [Female, ID 108]

Some relatives reported that the students with ADHD 
experienced extreme emotions. For example, they 
could slide “from laughter to tears” [Female, ID 208] 
or quickly get angry or upset. In this regard, a rela-
tive mentioned that her son “flies off the handle at 
the drop of a hat; so let’s say he is short-tempered” 
[Female, ID 213].

Motivational Difficulties (S = 55.1%; R = 11.5%; C 
= 66.6%)

Participants frequently reported the students had 
difficulty initiating work or tasks. Often, the hardest 
part was “getting started” [Female, ID 123]. A student 
[Male, ID 106] also pointed out that the problem was 
in overcoming inertia: “I can make a plan, but then it 
has to be carried out.” Another student explained that 
making out her schedule was not a problem, but find-
ing the motivation to stick to it was a major challenge:

Right now, writing is very difficult, because I 
make my own schedule. It’s quite a challenge [...] 
I try to set my own routine. I try to put the time 
in, but I have a really hard time sticking to my 
routine. [Female, ID 123]

As one student explained [Male, ID 106], the difficul-
ty in getting started and maintaining inertia “impact 
the quality of my work.” Another student [Male, ID 
112] also said he “has to really like what he’s working 
on or risk botching it.” 

In addition, students found it more difficult to 
get down to work when they were off their ADHD 
medication. One student noted, “without medication, 
I am like a larva” [Female, ID 103]. Another shared, 
“when I don’t take them, it’s easy to give up” [Male, 
ID 113]. 

Some students explained that, even though they 
intended to do a particular task, they often had other 
things more interesting to do. In fact, simply thinking 
about doing the work could generate more negative 
emotions that discouraged the student. For others, 
even enjoyable tasks were more difficult to start be-
cause they could be easily distracted. In this regard, 
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one student mentioned that “motivating myself to do 
the task is always difficult because there are always 
a thousand distractions” [Female, ID 101]. Students 
also had a strong tendency to procrastinate: they 
would start tasks at the last minute, even if it were 
something important such as studying for an exam or 
completing a long assignment. They associated the 
task with negative emotions, which led to procrasti-
nation, as one student explained:

Telling myself that I’m going to do something 
does not motivate me. I could try to spread it out 
on a daily basis to finish in time, but that doesn’t 
motivate me. I try to find motivation, but it’s still 
hard. I tell myself that I have to get it done before 
the due date. [Male, ID 113]

For other students, the pressure they felt seemed to 
play a role in procrastination. One explained that he 
was unable to study until he felt the pressure of an 
approaching deadline. For another, it was the oppo-
site: the greater the pressure he felt about the task, 
the more he avoided the task. Either way, they put off 
studying or doing assignments until the last minute. 
Students also reported that they lacked persistence in 
completing tasks, got tired easily, and quickly lost in-
terest in what they were doing. 

Time-Management Difficulties (S = 44.8%; R = 
11.5%; C = 66.6%)

Students reported having difficulty managing 
time, especially with respect to priorities over time. 
As this student explained, such difficulties can im-
pact academic performance: 

I have a hard time prioritizing my time. It’s like 
being on a treadmill and having to jump over ob-
stacles and I don’t want to fall. That has resulted 
in many, many, many delays. [Female, ID 128]

In addition, a counselor explained how challenging 
it was for a student with ADHD who has to juggle 
several other responsibilities:

They also have a lot to manage at university…. 
There is a lot more studying, but [university] re-
quires spending quite a bit of time reading. The 
financial aspect is also an issue, because students 
often have to have a job. [Female, ID 304]

Another counselor added that “it’s the same for older 
students coming back after a hiatus, because they 
might have children or a family or gone through a 
separation or heartbreaking experience. All that adds 

up to more burdens” [Female, ID 303]. Some stu-
dents pointed out that balancing family, study, and 
work called for adjustments, such as finding time 
to study and for their families. Moreover, having 
to deal with several things at once, in addition to 
school, has an even greater impact on managing 
emotions. One student related how she felt about 
managing scholarship applications: “It’s over-over-
whelming. It’s like drowning. So, for example, just 
applying for scholarships literally puts me in crisis 
mode” [Female, ID 120].

Students also reported having trouble estimating 
the time required to complete a task. Some overload 
their schedules, thinking they can do everything 
planned, only to realize that it was too much and that 
they could not stick to the original plan. One student 
attributed this to a poor perception of time: “I man-
aged to overload my schedule, because I wanted to 
do everything! One day, I want to do it all, but that’s 
attention deficit. We don’t see time, we don’t see real 
time” [Female, ID 108]. Similarly, another student re-
ported having requested extensions several times to 
complete work. 

While some struggle planning ahead to avoid 
being at the last minute, others underestimate the 
time it takes to complete a task, so that work piles 
up and finishing it becomes an issue. Another student 
explained that his difficulties with time management 
were related to planning issues: “I have trouble pro-
jecting myself into the future, like with my schedule. 
I have trouble devising a schedule, a fixed one for the 
week” [Male, ID 102].

Inhibition Difficulties (S = 48.2%; R = 15.3%; C = 
33.3%)

In terms of inhibition, students with ADHD had a 
hard time resisting distractions. Indeed, they had diffi-
culty focusing only on selected stimuli without being 
distracted by other sources. This could significantly 
limit their concentration and make reading difficult:

What bothers me the most about my ADHD is the 
fact that there are so many things going on around 
me that keep me from concentrating all the time… 
So, I have to reread material. Sometimes when I 
read, I reread a line or paragraph. [Male, ID 125]

They also found it difficult to reign in their thoughts. 
One student [Male, ID 102] said “my brain is in over-
drive” and, according to him, that significantly affects 
his concentration. A relative also related that this dif-
ficulty impacts on sleep: “Sometimes he has a really 
hard time falling asleep at night because of the thoughts 
racing around in his head” [Female, ID 205].
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Indeed, students reported having difficulty being 
still. One mentioned that “it’s stronger than me. I’ll 
jiggle a leg. It’s like overflowing with energy. I’ve 
got energy to spare” [Male, ID 102]. For other stu-
dents, this agitation was more mental than physical. 
For example, one student mentioned that: “I still get 
fidgety legs. It is incredible, but it’s a lot less worse; 
it’s really more in my head” [Male, ID 105]. Many 
students find sitting for a long period of time difficult. 
One also reported an impact on concentration: “If I sit 
too long, I just have to fidget. It looks like I’ve lost 
control; I have a lot of tics. Since I move around a lot, 
I get distracted, too” [Female, ID 115]. According to 
one relative, having several classes in a day also in-
creased a student’s physical agitation: “When he had 
several classes the same day, he not only had trouble 
concentrating but just sitting still” [Female, ID 205]. 
Another student [Female, ID 126] reported that her 
agitation increased when she didn’t exercise: “I’ve 
had a harder time sitting still since starting CEGEP 
because I had to really cut back on sports since I 
have less time than in high school.” One student in-
dicated that she sometimes said whatever comes into 
her head without thinking about the consequences: 
“The words just come out faster than I can control” 
[Female, ID 115]. Others reported talking a lot and, 
for one student [Female, ID 128], this was true even 
when taking her ADHD medication: “I talk a lot, a 
real chatterbox despite the medication.” 

Working Memory Difficulties (S = 34.4%; R = 
19.2%; C = 33.3%)

Students had difficulty remembering what they 
read. One [Female, ID 116] stated: “No matter how 
much I reread something, it just doesn’t sink in.” An-
other pointed out that this difficulty is particularly an 
issue when she doesn’t take her ADHD medication:

If I don't take my medication, whenever I have 
to read, I have to reread it 8 times because I can't 
remember. So, the issue’s more at the level of 
being able to retain information and being able 
to concentrate on doing something. It’s a definite 
challenge. [Female, ID 103]

One student [Male, ID 111] underscored that encod-
ing information when reading “took all of his energy.” 
In addition, he has trouble remembering information 
when the subjects are complex or he had little interest 
in the content. A few students also mentioned lack of 
“confidence in retaining information.” Others found 
it difficult to remember what they had read if they 
had multiple tasks in a week. For example, a student 
[Male, ID 121] recounted: “It’s sometimes a little hard 

to remember everything when I have other classes in 
the same week.” Moreover, it affected their ability 
to retrieve information and to explain what they had 
read. One student recounted: 

At the master’s level, the teachers were much 
more…let's say that they would often ask for our 
input, like explaining what we read that week 
some issue… When confronted point-blank like 
that…I have the impression that I can’t actually 
deliver what I have studied. [Male, ID 121]

Another student [Female, ID 115] finds remembering 
what she heard problematic: “It goes out as fast as it 
comes in.” This difficulty led her to consider drop-
ping out of her program.

Organization/Planning Difficulties (S = 37.9%; R = 
3.8%; C = 55.5%)

The students tended not to write down import-
ant information, leading to consequences such as: “I 
was like ‘Ah, it’s okay I’m going to do this then.’ But 
if I don’t write it down somewhere, I forget it. And 
then small tasks accumulate in a large pile” [Male, 
ID 117]. Students also reported difficulties with orga-
nizing and synthesizing their ideas when writing for 
assignments. As this student mentioned, structuring 
their ideas is challenging: “Another big problem is 
that I find myself facing a huge body of ideas, lots 
of ideas that I want to develop, but they shoot off in 
every direction. Organizing them is really complicat-
ed!” [Female, ID 123]. According to another student, 
the problem was not getting ideas but ordering them: 
“Let’s say I’m able to realize that I have all these 
ideas and can put them down on paper. Prioritizing 
is what’s difficult. Everything is equally important” 
[Female, ID 128]. 

Theme 2: Relationship with the ADHD Label (S = 
17.2%; R = 15.3%; C = 11.1%)

Some students reported negative outcomes re-
lated to their diagnoses. One student [Female, ID 
109] viewed her condition “as being a very big in-
convenience.” The difficulties she experienced aca-
demically led her to question her ability to succeed 
in university. She wondered: “Am I supposed to be 
in college? Am I supposed to continue studying? Is 
school right for me or should I have quit after my 
technical degree?” Another student had similar reflec-
tions: “It’s also that your self-esteem is really fragile, 
because you tell yourself, ‘I just must be no good. 
I just must not deserve anything. Maybe I’m not in 
the right place’” [Female, ID 123]. These words echo 
the self-esteem of other students in this study. They 
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mentioned that their diagnosis severely undermined 
their self-confidence because they had the feeling, 
for example, of not being “equal to the others in the 
group.” Another student brought this comparison to 
students without ADHD which appears to affect her 
self-esteem:

What affects me the most and hurts me the 
most—I don't know—but maybe it’s that it af-
fects my self-esteem and that colors everything 
else. I want to study more...because I feel like I’m 
not really [good] enough, specifically because, if 
I compare myself to others, I have to work harder. 
[Female, ID 110]

For other students, what affected them most about 
their ADHD was the feeling that they needed the 
medication to function in everyday life. As one stu-
dent explained: “What I find really annoying about 
having ADHD is that I need to take a pill. I’m not 
myself without it” [Female, ID 129]. Another student 
expressed embarrassment with his symptoms of hy-
peractivity: “Sometimes, I’m so embarrassed to tell 
people I have ADHD. Sometimes, I just want to say I 
have ADD, because I don’t consider myself hyperac-
tive” [Male, ID 125]. Such perceptions appear to be 
strongly influenced by the opinions of others: “Based 
on my personal experience, we consider hyperactive 
people as—I don’t know how to say it—as aggressive 
and taking up a lot of space. They aren’t necessarily 
liked” [Male, ID 125].

Two students mentioned that “school is not adapt-
ed” for people with ADHD. One mentioned that hav-
ing ADHD in college “is very difficult every day. 
Even now, with the success I’m having, it is still ex-
tremely painful” [Male, ID 111]. While recognizing 
the major difficulties encountered at school by her 
child, a parent explained that ADHD has also had 
positive impacts: 

In fact, having ADHD at school, I think, got 
her through some very difficult times and times 
where she almost lacked confidence. Her ADHD 
has made her the she is today… So, in the end, 
her ADHD has really helped her work hard and 
become the person she is. [Female, ID 203]

Discussion

The purpose of the current study was to elic-
it greater understanding of how ADHD affects the 
student in the college or university environment. 
Interviews with participants provided a better un-
derstanding of the academic difficulties experienced 

by college students with ADHD, which seem to be 
closely related to deficits in executive functions. The 
close relationship between executive functions when 
difficulties arise shows the complexity of what they 
experience. Their points of view also help contextual-
ize in detail what they are going through. 

How Does ADHD Affect Students in Their Studies? 
Many of the difficulties reported by participants 

relate to problems implementing learning and study 
strategies. Students find it difficult to maintain their 
attention and remember what they read, to take notes 
while they listen to the instructor, to prepare for exams, 
and to plan and write their assignment on time. These 
difficulties and others can be explained by the close 
relationship between executive functions when dif-
ficulties arise (Barkley, 2012). For example, college 
and university classes require students to draw upon 
working memory and attention skills (Bauerlein, 
2011). The results of our study show, however, that 
ADHD often impairs these skills. Thus, the encoding 
difficulties reported by students can be explained by 
students having difficulty in staying focused. Similar-
ly, the trouble in inhibiting behaviors, cognitions, and 
emotions can affect their attentional abilities and thus 
account for the difficulties on this level. Because of 
these inhibition difficulties, students with ADHD can 
encounter deficits in auditory-verbal and visual-spa-
tial working memory (Gropper & Tannock, 2009), 
which could also explain the significant difficulties 
with working memory and managing emotions re-
ported by students. 

Indeed, some of the students in our study dis-
cussed having difficulty managing their emotions, 
which seems to impact their performance, whether in 
terms of exams or daily school tasks. There is some 
evidence that stress and anxiety might be related to ex-
ecutive functioning and academic achievement (Pert-
erson et al., 2006). Similarly, students in our study 
reported poor emotional management, which seems 
to affect other functions such as attention, memory, 
and time management. These findings are consistent 
with past research work reporting that students had a 
tendency to worry about their studies, had significant 
anxiety during tests, and failed to apply appropriate 
learning strategies, leading to difficulties in adapting 
to university life (Advokat et al., 2011; DuPaul et al., 
2009). According to Kwon et al. (2018), the constant 
worrying reported by students with ADHD could be 
a result of their history of repeated negative experi-
ences and failed efforts, leading them to doubt them-
selves and their ability to achieve their goals. This 
research might suggest that experiences of students 
in our study can account for their lack of self-con-
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fidence. This lack of confidence might also relate to 
low academic self-efficacy (e.g., less confidence in 
their ability to perform academic tasks). Self-efficacy 
can also impact motivation and persistence in mas-
tering difficult academic tasks (Bandura, 1993). This 
hypothesis is also plausible given the significant mo-
tivational deficits reported by students in our study. 
For example, students in our study reported  difficul-
ty generating positive emotions that might help them  
organize behavior in anticipation of the future and 
to pursue long-term goals and self-interest; in other 
words, converting intent into action. This outcome is 
consistent with the principle that motivation shares a 
close relationship with the executive functions needed 
in setting long-term goals, planning and scheduling, 
implementing tasks, and reevaluating goals (Barkley, 
1997). Individuals with ADHD are more likely to 
choose smaller immediate rewards rather than larger 
rewards that take longer to obtain (Sonuga-Barke et 
al., 2008). Thus, the experience of dealing with delay 
can be frustrating, leading to choices that minimize 
delay. For example, some students in our study re-
ported consistently put off studying, even if another 
option produced a greater reward after a longer delay. 

Participants also reported significant problems 
with time management and organization/planning. 
These problems are indeed very often reported in the 
literature for students with ADHD (e.g., Weyandt et 
al., 2013). The poor time management reported by 
students in our study can be explained by challenges 
they report in planning and completing tasks because 
of procrastinating (Asherson et al., 2007). Rabin et al. 
(2011) documented that executive functions of initi-
ation, plan/organize, inhibit, self–monitor, working 
memory, task monitor, and organization of materials 
are significant predictors of academic procrastination. 
Once again, executive-function deficits shed light on 
the findings of our study. In addition, the difficulties 
related to time management and organization/plan-
ning reported by the students might be exacerbated by 
the students entering adulthood and dealing with the 
challenges that this represents. For example, they must 
face new financial responsibilities, maintain good per-
sonal health, and become academically independent 
(Schulenberg et al., 2004), making it even more dif-
ficult for them to manage their education. They must 
therefore implement major adaptation strategies (Far-
rell, 2003), which are often beyond them. 

Students in our study report functional impair-
ments in various contexts, such as when studying, 
doing assignments, or attending class. They also re-
port experiencing more problems with traditional 
teaching. This is consistent with Jansen et al. (2017), 
who reported that traditional teaching tended to in-

crease the chances of students with ADHD to en-
counter problems. ADHD medication should also be 
considered at the onset of functional impairments in 
students with ADHD. Even with ADHD medication, 
many students reported having trouble functioning 
in their studies and experience significant suffering. 
Other students, however, reported that the medication 
does not always help. On the one hand, these per-
ceptions are not surprising, since medication helps 
students but cannot completely eliminate academic 
deficits. On the other, these perceptions raise the im-
portance of considering a multimodal approach, com-
bining medication and psychosocial intervention. 

How do Students Perceive Having ADHD in 
Postsecondary Education?

In this current study, the participants reported neg-
ative outcomes related to their diagnosis of ADHD. 
Students perceived that postsecondary institutions are 
not adapted for students with ADHD. According to 
Heiney (2011), there is an incompatibility between 
the learning style of students with ADHD and the tra-
ditional way in which material is taught in the higher 
education system. The relationship of the students in 
our study with their ADHD diagnosis is similar to the 
results obtained by Lefler et al. (2016), who report-
ed diagnosis-related stigma and embarrassment. The 
students in that study also reported that ADHD had 
positive impacts, which was not the case in our study. 
This could be explained by the formulation of our in-
terview question, suggesting negative impacts due to 
ADHD. As has been documented more broadly, the 
ADHD label can be stigmatizing for students, which 
can sometimes lead to the internalization of collec-
tive beliefs and cause the students to doubt their abil-
ities and have lower self-esteem (Corrigan & Watson, 
2002). This could also explain the embarrassment that 
some students experience with their condition and 
the doubts expressed about their ability to succeed. 
In addition, it is important to consider the discom-
fort students feel about needing ADHD medication 
to function in everyday life, because it could possibly 
represent a risk for nonadherence to pharmacological 
treatment (Franklin, 2019).

Limits

This study has some limitations. First, the student 
participants were French-speaking Canadians attend-
ing CEGEPs and universities in Quebec. Consequent-
ly, caution must be applied when generalizing these 
results to young adults and adults in other countries, 
cultures, and age groups. In addition, care must be 
taken in interpreting the participants’ individual per-
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ceptions, as other factors in the students’ lives might 
have influenced their perceptions. The fact that some 
students in our study were enrolled in and benefited 
from the adapted services of their institutions might 
have influenced how they perceived their experienc-
es. Similarly, a large majority of the students were 
taking ADHD medication. We know that medication 
has a positive influence on the academic sphere by 
attenuating negative impacts (Weyandt et al., 2017). 
Therefore, our results might be influenced by this 
variable. No data were collected to verify whether the 
students receiving medication adhered to their doses 
or whether they took the medication only during the 
week or during the examination period. Lastly, the 
study was designed and structured to capture a “mo-
ment in time.” Ideally, a full picture of the experi-
ence of a college student with ADHD would include 
multiple interviews over several years. This timespan 
would allow researchers to have a more complete 
picture of the difficulties experienced by students 
on their pathway to postsecondary education. This 
would yield a better idea—in “real time”—of the 
functional impairments that might emerge throughout 
a student’s academic career and which might influ-
ence their experiences. Despite these limitations, we 
believe that this study is important because it is one of 
the few that qualitatively analyzes how ADHD affects 
students in their schooling. In addition, this study 
involved postsecondary students in the Province of 
Quebec (Canada) which is a population that has re-
ceived little research attention. In addition, collecting 
information from relatives and counselors ensures a 
comprehensive understanding of the academic expe-
riences of the students with ADHD and contributes to 
the richness of analysis and data triangulation. 

Implications for Practice and Research

The results of this study have many implications. 
Although modest, this study constitutes an important 
contribution to the literature by presenting the unique 
perspective of French-speaking Canadians students 
with ADHD about their condition. In particular, they 
reported significant functional impairments academ-
ically. Institutions need to be aware of these impair-
ments because results reflect more complex problems 
related to the inclusion of students with ADHD. Al-
though some students seem to be functioning quite 
normally on the surface, their distress is unquestion-
able. Indeed, even though they reported having suc-
ceeded in school, it can still be extremely painful to 
live with that condition in postsecondary education. 
Efforts should be made to develop a more inclusive 
learning environment. For ODS counselors, it is also 

essential that they assess and describe the functioning 
of students, thereby improving decisions on accom-
modations (Weis et al., 2019) and service offering. 
Counselors should consider past and present func-
tional impairment rather than the diagnosis itself in 
guiding future interventions. 

As discussed, it appears more than relevant to 
focus on executive functions in students with ADHD 
to improve their situations. For most of them, the 
issue is not so much setting goals and willingness 
to do things, but rather that ADHD is an obstacle to 
the constant progress towards their goals, especial-
ly when results are not immediate. Indeed, it is more 
difficult for a person with ADHD to tackle a task that 
is not fundamentally pleasant, unless forced to, such 
as by an approaching deadline. These deficits pre-
sented by students in our study have important im-
plications for postsecondary education, where tasks 
are often spread over long periods of time and where 
distractions abound. Strategies to increase motivation 
to pursue long-term goals should therefore be an im-
portant component of interventions for students with 
ADHD. In addition, it seems important that initia-
tives involving cognitive–behavioral therapy (CBT) 
be developed in postsecondary institutions. This type 
of intervention can successfully treat executive dys-
functions in young adults and adults with ADHD (Sa-
fren et al., 2005; Solanto et al., 2010). Treatments that 
incorporate such approaches have also been found to 
be effective in addressing irrational beliefs and neg-
ative self-attributions (Ramsay & Rostain, 2015). 
More recently, short-term interventions (three or six 
sessions) to enhance time management and organi-
zational and planning skills have also been shown to 
improve self-rated ADHD symptoms (Van der Oord 
et al., 2020). 

Similarly, ODSs might benefit from including 
coaching programs or intervention programs focused 
on organizational skills in their practices to help stu-
dents with ADHD manage their time more effectively 
(LaCount et al., 2015). Coaching is another approach 
to help college students with ADHD to identify im-
portant goals as well as to develop plans and strat-
egies for achieving them, focusing on barriers that 
might affect academic success, such as difficulties 
with organizational and time management (Zwart 
& Kalleymeyn, 2001). Considering the results of 
our study, this intervention approach is particularly 
relevant because it improves the feeling of self-effi-
cacy and the level of self-confidence of students ac-
ademically. Parker and Boutelle (2009) also showed 
that coaching was very effective in helping students 
with ADHD achieve their goals and reduce the daily 
anxiety associated with pursuing and succeeding in 
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postsecondary education. For instructors, it might be 
appropriate to adopt the principles of universal design 
for learning (UDL) (Rose & Meyer, 2006), which could 
benefit all students and not just those with ADHD. 
UDL offers several ways that specifically target deficit 
in executive function in students with ADHD. Overall, 
several approaches are effective in improving ADHD 
in students with ADHD. Nevertheless, it is essential to 
keep in mind that the most important thing is to help 
students transition from intent to action. Thus, ODS 
and instructors have a key role to play. 

With respect to students’ negative perceptions 
of their ADHD, it might be appropriate to support 
them in developing a better understanding of their 
diagnoses and inform them of supportive measures. 
Thus, there should be efforts to offer interventions 
that allow students to get to know themselves (e.g., 
strengths, needs, etc.), to accept themselves, to under-
stand the impacts of the disorder, and to identify their 
needs. These are all essential skills in succeeding in 
postsecondary education (Getzel & Thoma, 2008). In 
addition, many students are unaware of the difficul-
ties they might encounter in their courses (managing 
deadlines, organizing study, etc.). We must therefore 
inform them and help them make the right choices. 
Lastly, since the students most at-risk rarely take 
advantage of support services (Philion et al., 2010) 
postsecondary institutions must work to promote ser-
vices in place and to reflect on their accessibility. 

The academic experience of students with ADHD 
can be heterogeneous from one student to another, 
even if they live with the same condition. It would 
therefore be interesting to better understand the dif-
ferences that may exist within this specific group of 
students. Future research could examine academ-
ic impairments in specific groups of students with 
ADHD, such as advanced or professional school grad 
students, first-generation students, or students return-
ing to school. 

Finally, further research should continue to focus 
on understanding the experiences of students with 
ADHD in the context of postsecondary education, 
and the characteristics of learning environments that 
influence academic success. What’s interesting with 
aspects of students’ voice research lies in its ability 
to think out of the box and enable researchers or cli-
nicians to examine academic impairments through a 
different lense. As this article has shown,  listening 
to what students with ADHD have to say about their 
experiences as learners, leads to better understanding 
and finer appreciation of these experiences and con-
tributes in improving students’ academic success.
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Abstract

As the number of college students with disabilities continues to grow, self-advocacy programs have become 
an increasingly important tool to help students access disability-specific and general student services. Yet, 
few studies have explored processes surrounding the development of self-advocacy for students with dis-
abilities, in particular the role of social support in fostering important knowledge and skills. In this study, 
we conducted semi-structured interviews with 28 students receiving disability services (DS) from a large 
Hispanic serving institution (HSI). Our analysis yielded findings related to four subcomponents of self-ad-
vocacy, (a) knowledge of self, (b) knowledge of rights, (c) communication, and (d) leadership. Students 
attributed formal and informal social support to their progression in each area, distinguishing between 
initial and advanced phases of self-advocacy development. Recommendations for future research and im-
plications for secondary and postsecondary education are provided. 

Keywords: self-advocacy, social support, college students with disabilities, qualitative interviews

Over the past few decades, postsecondary enroll-
ment rates have increased for students with disabili-
ties (Newman et al., 2010). The most recent national 
data show that 19.4% of undergraduate students and 
11.9% of graduate students report having a disability 
(U.S. Department of Education, 2020). Still, gradua-
tion rates, especially at 4-year universities, continue to 
be low (Newman et al., 2009). Among other factors, re-
search has found that both disability-specific services 
(e.g., accommodations) and general student services 
(e.g., tutoring) are associated with higher grades and 
graduation rates (Dupaul et al., 2017; Newman et al., 
2019; Troiano et al., 2010). However, only about 22% 
of students who received disability-related services in 
high school received accommodations at 4-year col-
leges (Newman & Madaus, 2015), and only 53% of 
students with learning disabilities (LD), the largest 
subgroup of college students with disabilities, received 
general student services (Newman et al., 2019). 

Given that the receipt of such services is depen-
dent on students either disclosing their disability or 

actively seeking assistance, researchers have identi-
fied self-advocacy as a critical component of postsec-
ondary success (Gelbar et al., 2020; Getzel & Thoma, 
2008; Ju et al., 2017). To foster self-advocacy, re-
searchers have developed various programs, designed 
for students in secondary (Cuenca-Carlino et al., 2019; 
Doren et al., 2013; Holzberg et al., 2019; Rowe et al., 
2021) and postsecondary settings (Hsiao et al., 2018; 
Parker & Boutelle, 2009; Walker & Test, 2011). How-
ever, more common than direct instruction, students 
tend to develop self-advocacy through trial and error 
with ongoing support from friends, family members, 
and caring professionals (Daly-Cano et al., 2015; Ju 
et al., 2017; Kimball et al., 2016). Additional research 
is needed to better understand how support from oth-
ers influences self-advocacy development for college 
students with disabilities.

Literature Review
Our research is guided by a conceptual frame-

work developed by Test et al. (2005), who identified 
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four subcategories of self-advocacy—(a) knowledge 
of self, (b) knowledge of rights, (c) communication, 
and (d) leadership. Often, self-advocacy is consid-
ered a subset skill under the self-determination um-
brella, which includes other important skills such 
as choice-making, problem-solving, and goal set-
ting (Wehmeyer, 2005). However, we also draw on 
more recent work by Trainor (2017) who argued that 
self-determination is not just a set of skills but “a set 
of ways of knowing and doing” (p. 117), which are 
largely influenced by one’s social and cultural con-
text. Multiple studies support the notion that students 
learn and enact self-determination and self-advocacy 
in different ways depending on their cultural, linguis-
tic, and socioeconomic backgrounds (Banks, 2017; 
Murray & Naranjo, 2008; Yamamoto & Black, 2015). 

Depending on their backgrounds, students also 
have varying access to social support (Stanton-Sala-
zar, 2011), which researchers have identified as an 
important contributor to self-advocacy development 
(Lombardi et al., 2016; Scorgie et al., 2010; Stein, 
2012). Sarason and Sarason (2009) argued that social 
support provides a buffer to stress and the sense of 
attachment necessary for individuals to take the risks 
needed for personal growth. For college students with 
disabilities, social support is not only associated with 
higher levels of self-advocacy but also increased lev-
els of college adjustment and academic performance 
(Lombardi et al., 2016; Murray et al., 2013). Further-
more, qualitative studies have found that supports can 
act as role models for initiating self-advocacy and 
sources of encouragement for persistence in self-ad-
vocating behaviors (Daly-Cano et al., 2015; Getzel & 
Thoma, 2008; Kimball et al., 2016). 

Inversely, through negative interactions, individ-
uals or groups can act as barriers to support, hinder-
ing a student’s development of self-advocacy (Banks, 
2017; Grimes et al., 2020; Hong, 2015; Lightner et 
al., 2012; Mamboleo et al., 2020). Experiences with 
stigmatization, low expectations, or discrimination 
from educators or peers in secondary or postsecond-
ary settings can contribute to a desire to shed disabil-
ity labels and avoid services (Banks, 2017; Grimes 
et al., 2020). Additionally, when students perceive 
college faculty and staff as intimidating or uncaring, 
the process of self-advocacy can become overly bur-
densome (Hong, 2015; Mamboleo et al., 2020). Thus, 
if college students decide to disclose their disability, 
they often wait until they experience a crisis or until 
they identify a supportive individual who can act as 
a facilitator (Lightner et al., 2012). Stanton-Salazar 
(2011) used the term “empowerment agents” to de-
scribe these types of individuals who support indi-
viduals from marginalized backgrounds and use their 
social capital to advocate for systemic change. 

Although social support and the development of 
self-advocacy for college students with disabilities 
are clearly linked (Daly-Cano et al., 2015; Ju et al., 
2017; Lombardi et al., 2016), there is a need for ad-
ditional research clarifying the extent of this relation-
ship. In particular, there is a need to explore the role 
of social support in the development of each of the 
four components of self-advocacy (i.e., knowledge 
of self, knowledge of rights, communication, leader-
ship; Test et al., 2005). Recent work by Pfeifer et al. 
(2020) explored the four components of self-advo-
cacy with college students with attention-deficit/hy-
peractivity disorder (ADHD). Knowledge of self and 
knowledge of rights tended to promote the develop-
ment of skills in communication and leadership with 
agency acting as a moderator (Pfeifer et al., 2020). 
For college students with various disabilities, the cur-
rent study expanded on these findings by detailing the 
way self-advocacy develops over time, considering 
student perspectives on the influence of social sup-
port. The research addressed the following questions:

Research Question 1: How do college students 
with disabilities develop self-advocacy?

Research Question 2: How does social support 
contribute to the development of self-advocacy?

Methods

The focus of our study was to explore the in-
fluence of social support on the development 
of self-advocacy for college students with vari-
ous backgrounds and disabilities. We employed a 
basic qualitative methodology to gain insight into 
key stakeholder experiences (Merriam, 2009). 
Semi-structured interviews (Creswell, 2014) and a 
collaborative coding process (Saldaña, 2016) helped 
isolate four specific components of self-advocacy 
and overarching themes related to their development 
(Test et al., 2005). Using this methodology, we were 
able to highlight the diverse voices and experiences 
of individuals with disabilities, a growing field of 
study in secondary (Gonzalez et al., 2017) and post-
secondary education (Ju et al., 2017). 

Setting
The setting for the research was a large Hispanic 

Serving Institution (HSI) in the Southwest that en-
rolls approximately 25,000 students. Of the overall 
student population, approximately 80% are Hispan-
ic and 50% identify as first-generation college-go-
ing students. The surrounding community has a high 
percentage of bilingual and binational residents. Re-
search activities took place virtually due to safety 
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measures put in place in response to the COVID-19 
pandemic. Our research team, a faculty member and 
two graduate students, communicated with partic-
ipants via email, phone, and video conference (i.e., 
Zoom). We placed consent procedures and a demo-
graphics survey on QuestionPro, an online survey 
tool, and gave students the option of completing inter-
views on the phone or video conference. A little less 
than half (43%, n=12) chose the phone and over half 
(57%, n=16) chose video conference. For video in-
terviews, the interviewers, the first and third authors, 
chose to display the plain walls of their workrooms 
as the background with their faces taking up most of 
the foreground. Participants joined from their offices, 
couches, or dining room tables.  

Participants
Per the university’s disability services (DS) cen-

ter, approximately 1,300 students (i.e., 1,100 under-
graduates and 200 graduates), or 5% of the overall 
student body, receive accommodations or support 
services for a documented disability. All students 
with a documented disability were eligible to partici-
pate in the study. Consulting previous literature (e.g., 
Pfeifer et al., 2020), we sought a purposive sample of 
between 15 and 30 participants with a goal of hav-
ing representation from each college at the universi-
ty, demographics representative of the student body, 
and participants with a wide range of disabilities. Our 
goal was to identify students with diverse knowl-
edge, skills, and experiences related to self-advocacy. 
Through the DS email listserv, students received an 
initial email invitation to join the study. Then, they 
received two follow-up emails about two and four 
weeks after the initial invitation. In total, 33 students 
responded via email to the first author indicating in-
terest or questions about participating, and 28 stu-
dents chose to complete consent procedures and all 
study activities. 

Each item on the demographics survey had a 
“prefer not to answer” option or offered a written re-
sponse that participants could choose to leave blank. 
Although there were more females (75%, n=21) than 
males (25%, n=7), the race/ethnicity of the sample 
was similar to the university as a whole with 71% 
(n=20) identifying as Hispanic/Latinx. There was 
also balanced representation from each college, be-
tween undergraduate and graduate students, and by 
age range. Table 1 provides the specific demographic 
information for each category and additional infor-
mation on identified disabilities. We developed dis-
ability categories with guidance from recent literature 
(e.g., Mamboleo et al., 2020). The largest subgroup 
(35.7%, n=10) identified multiple disabilities from 

multiple categories. For example, one individual 
identified emotional or psychological conditions (i.e., 
post-traumatic stress disorder; PTSD), a hearing im-
pairment, medical conditions (i.e., knee and back in-
juries), and a traumatic brain injury. The second group 
(25%, n=7) identified various medical conditions, in-
cluding Lupus, diabetes, seizure disorders, pregnan-
cy, chronic regional pain syndrome, and knee, back, 
or shoulder injuries. The third group (17.9%, n=5) 
identified various emotional or psychological condi-
tions, including PTSD, schizophrenia, depression, bi-
polar disorder, and anxiety. The fourth group (14.3%, 
n=4) identified a learning disability (LD), with some 
using the term dyslexia, and the fifth group (7.1%, 
n=2) identified ADHD. 

Researchers
The first author participated in all aspects of the 

study. He is a white male with a background in spe-
cial education. Two graduate student researchers as-
sisted with specific components of the study. Both are 
Hispanic females. The second author participated in 
data analysis, assisting with qualitative coding. The 
third author participated in interviews and complet-
ed transcriptions of interview recordings. To reflect 
on our positionality, we had conversations about how 
our personal and academic backgrounds (e.g., special 
education, mental health counseling) might influence 
participants during the interview or the analysis of 
data. These conversations led us to decide to take a 
few minutes to build rapport with participants prior 
to asking the official interview questions, discussing 
our background and reminding them that we were un-
affiliated with DS. We also decided to discuss differ-
ences of opinion during coding. For each interview 
excerpt, at each stage of the coding process, we came 
to a consensus on which code to apply, reflecting on 
our differences of opinion (Harry et al., 2005).

Interviews
Over the course of a month, each participant com-

pleted an individual semi-structured interview (Cre-
swell, 2014). These interviews lasted between 25 min 
and 50 min. The first author conducted all interviews 
with a graduate student present at most, except those 
that took place on weekends or nights. Both took de-
tailed notes throughout the interview and discussed 
them afterward. All participants had the option of 
completing the interview in English or Spanish and 
with or without a recording device. However, all 
chose English and allowed recording. 

The researcher-developed semi-structured in-
terview questions guided the conversation around 
the participant’s (a) personal and educational back-
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Table 1

Participant Demographics

Category Percentage

Gender
Female 75% (n=21)
Male 25% (n=7)

Race/Ethnicity
Hispanic 71% (n=20)
White 25% (n=7)
Black 4% (n=1)

Age Range
18-22 29% (n=8)
23-29 29% (n=8)
30-39 21% (n=6)
40 and over 21% (n=6)

College Level
Undergraduate 57% (n=16)
Graduate 43% (n=12)

Degree Field
Liberal Arts 29% (n=8)
Health Sciences 29% (n=8)
Science 18% (n=5)
Education 11% (n=3)
Business 7% (n=2)
Engineering 7% (n=2)

Disability
Multiple Categories 36% (n=10)
Medical Condition 25% (n=7)
Emotional or Psychological Condition 18% (n=5)
Learning Disability 14% (n=4)
Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder 7% (n=2)
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ground, (b) development of self-advocacy, and (c) 
role of social support. Table 2 lists the guiding ques-
tions. First, participants discussed their backgrounds 
and their experiences learning about their disability 
and interacting with disability-related and general 
student services. Second, participants evaluated what 
self-advocacy meant to them and how they developed 
the ability to self-advocate over time. Third, partici-
pants described their social support, how it developed 
over time, and how it contributed to or deterred their 
ability to self-advocate. We asked follow-up ques-
tions throughout the interview to define key terms 
and obtain additional concrete details. 

After the completion of the interview, we gave 
participants a gift card via email and uploaded the 
recording to Otter.ai, an online transcription service. 
Then, we listened to all recordings, corrected errors 
in the preliminary transcription, and removed per-
sonally identifiable information (e.g., names, specific 
places or programs, unique descriptions). Finally, we 
emailed a copy of the transcription to each partici-
pant for a member check. Here participants had the 
opportunity to review their responses, make chang-
es, or request the removal of personally identifiable 
information that was overlooked. No participants re-
quested major changes to their responses, but many 
identified a few minor changes to wording. Two par-
ticipants volunteered to review findings after the anal-
ysis of data to ensure the appropriateness of identified 
themes, student descriptions, and selected quotations.  

Analysis
After the completion of member checks, we up-

loaded the deidentified transcripts to Dedoose, an 
online qualitative coding platform. We followed a 
multi-stage team coding process, beginning with a 
priori coding of the four components of self-advocacy 
developed by Test et al. (2005). The first author began 
by line-by-line coding all excerpts (i.e., individual 
statements in interview transcripts that expressed a 
complete idea) into knowledge of self, knowledge 
of rights, communication, and leadership. Given the 
overlap between categories, some excerpts had two 
codes (e.g., knowledge of self and communication). 
Then, to provide researcher triangulation, the grad-
uate student re-coded all unique ideas, using the test 
(i.e., interrater reliability) function in Dedoose. This 
generates a report of all similarities and differences in 
coding. Instead of reporting interrater reliability, we 
decided to discuss all differences and come to a con-
sensus on the appropriate code(s). After a complete 
review, we coded 126 excerpts as knowledge of self, 
98 excerpts as knowledge of rights, 167 excerpts as 
communication, and 52 excerpts as leadership. 

For the next stage, we identified themes through 
process coding (Saldaña, 2016). With this technique, 
we coded individual excerpts from each self-ad-
vocacy category with a phrase that represented the 
action taking place. For example, we coded the ex-
cerpt, “One of my classes last semester, I had to do a 
paper and PowerPoint on accommodations. So, that’s 
where I learned a lot about what actual [DS] was, and 
what was actually available and who all qualified,” as 
learning about accommodations and DS in a college 
course. With this technique, we coded all excerpts to 
consensus. After process coding, we discussed pat-
terns and merged similar codes. Following the same 
example, we identified a pattern of codes related to 
students whose initial experiences learning about 
rights came in college. Then, we merged similar pat-
terns and identified a broader theme, gaining initial 
information about rights through research or knowl-
edgeable individuals. Using this process, we identi-
fied three themes for each self-advocacy category for 
a total of 12 themes.

Findings

Knowledge of Self
Knowledge of self is defined as an individu-

al’s knowledge of their disability, including their 
strengths, preferences, interests, and needs (Test et 
al., 2005). This knowledge is part of an essential first 
step in the process of developing self-advocacy. One 
student, Maya, an undergraduate with an undisclosed 
health condition, described its importance, saying, 
“To me, self-advocacy is being able to find yourself, 
then, doing whatever you need to succeed in your 
classes or with life.” The process of finding oneself, or 
developing knowledge of self, is influenced by a stu-
dent’s personal characteristics, past experiences, and 
support system. In this study, students became well-
versed in their disability and developed self-manage-
ment skills at various stages in their lives. However, 
a few common themes emerged from the data, clari-
fying this process.

Negotiating Stigma and the Decision to Seek Support
In developing knowledge of self, students often 

described an arduous process of negotiating stigma 
and deciding whether or not to seek support. Most 
students experienced an ongoing struggle with stig-
ma at some point in their journey toward acceptance, 
including before they received their initial evaluation 
and after they received services in college. For exam-
ple, Jose, a graduate student with schizophrenia, de-
scribed his negotiation with internalized stigma prior 
to receiving services. 
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Table 2

Semi-Structured Interview Questions

Topic Guiding Question

Background Can you please describe your background, disability 
(if comfortable), and college experience?
Can you please describe your experience seeking 
and receiving disability-related and/or general 
student services in college?

If applicable, can you please describe your 
experience receiving disability-related services in 
grade school or the workplace?

Self-Advocacy What does self-advocacy mean to you (provide 
definition if needed)? 

How has your ability to self-advocate changed over 
time?

What factors have helped or hurt your ability to 
learn and enact self-advocacy?

Social Support What does social support mean to you (provide 
definition if needed)?

Who are your key social supports? How have they 
changed over time?

How have these specific individuals or groups 
supported you?

Combined How have specific individuals or groups influenced 
your ability to self-advocate?

What types of support were most influential for your 
development of self-advocacy?
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I had been dealing with voices in my head for 
about 11 years without treatment…it comes with 
some kind of stigma, and I didn’t want to deal. 
But me not dealing with it has led to many prob-
lems like drug abuse, alcohol consumption.  

Different forms of stigma impacted students’ de-
cisions to seek support such as accommodations in 
college or the workplace, counseling or therapy, or 
guidance from friends and family. When requesting 
accommodations with DS in college, students often 
reported feeling undeserving. For example, Juliet, a 
graduate student with emotional and psychological 
conditions and a seizure disorder, reflected on her 
thought process.

The stigma was too big at the time. And I thought, 
‘No, I don’t need it [DS]. Some people need it, 
and it would just be taking advantage of the sys-
tem.’ I guess I had internalized a certain discourse 
that my family had been feeding me throughout 
my life. 

After receiving services in college, many students 
felt validated. However, others continued to feel un-
easy. Diana, a graduate student with depression and 
anxiety, said, “I still do resist using the accommoda-
tions. I guess I still associated some sort of stigma 
to using them.” 

Becoming Self-Aware and Empowered through 
Research and Reflection

As students negotiated stigma and initial self-ad-
vocacy experiences, they were able to research their 
disability and self-reflect, gaining additional knowl-
edge of self. Some students researched on their own, 
and others did research as part of a college course. 
Having heard about his ADHD at meetings in grade 
school, Justin, now an undergraduate, took it upon 
himself to do independent research. He said, “It 
wasn’t until middle school when I just kind of figured 
it out myself by Googling it.” Others discussed doing 
research later in life, including in college courses 
that addressed the history and science surrounding 
disability. Research and reflection often contributed 
toward feelings of self-awareness and, in some cases, 
empowerment. For instance, Maria, an undergradu-
ate identified with dyslexia, described how learning 
about neurodiversity helped her with acceptance. She 
explained her current viewpoint, saying, “It just takes 
me a little bit longer to read something than it would 
take someone that’s neurotypical.” Others described 
how self-awareness helped them gain confidence in 
their strengths over time. George, who was identified 

with LD and anxiety in grade school, was a successful 
business owner, seeking his second master’s degree 
in science. He reflected, “I’m a stickler for self-im-
provement and development. And I’m always fond 
of learning, even if it doesn’t come easily at times.” 
Students often attributed their empowerment to suc-
ceeding in situations that required self-reliance or 
perseverance, such as entering adolescence or adult-
hood, beginning undergraduate or graduate studies, 
or starting a new job. 

Drawing on Social Support Throughout Process of 
Becoming Self-Aware

Along with research and self-reflection, many 
students drew on social support in their process of 
gaining knowledge of self. Students drew from both 
formal (e.g., counselors, DS staff) and informal (e.g., 
friends, family) supports. Often, personal connections 
with informal supports helped students gain the con-
fidence to seek formal support. For instance, Adriana 
first addressed her bipolar disorder with a professor, 
who became a close advisor and friend. She said, 
“[The professor helped me in] understanding that, 
you know, this is not in your head. This is real.” With 
this type of support, students were able to reach out 
to counselors or other professionals, who guided fur-
ther self-reflection and the development of self-man-
agement strategies. Along with formal support, many 
students expressed that a supportive family environ-
ment, or other informal supports, contributed to their 
ability to gain knowledge of self. For example, Lili-
ana, an undergraduate with ADHD, attributed her de-
velopment of self-esteem to her parents. 

Starting off young, my parents had always in-
tegrated in us the importance of standing up for 
yourself and taking care of yourself and taking 
care of others as well. So, having that at a young 
age really helped me to develop in a way that self-
care matters.  

Inversely, others reflected that their lack of sup-
port from informal sources contributed to a delay in 
gaining knowledge of self. In particular, Andrea, a 
graduate student, said that her negative interactions 
with others hindered her ability to self-reflect on her 
ADHD for years.

I think the lack of support in just understanding 
from peers and even from family early on is why 
it did take me so long to understand more about 
what my condition is and how best to be efficient. 
I think that kind of stunted my growth.  
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Knowledge of Rights
Knowledge of rights is defined as an individual’s 

knowledge of their personal and educational rights, 
along with their knowledge of disability-related poli-
cies, services, and accommodations (Test et al., 2005). 
Along with knowledge of self, knowledge of rights is 
necessary for students to self-advocate for appropri-
ate services in college. In this study, students tended 
to gain knowledge of rights through interactions with 
knowledgeable sources and experiences advocating 
for services. Some became experts in the nuances of 
laws and policies, while others gained just enough 
information to navigate their unique circumstances. 
The following sections discuss common themes relat-
ed to the development of knowledge of rights.  

Gaining Initial Information about Rights Through 
Research or Knowledgeable Individuals

Most students expressed having limited knowl-
edge of rights upon seeking services for the first time, 
gaining initial information from research or knowl-
edgeable individuals. At first, students often did not 
know that they could receive services for emotional 
or psychological conditions or temporary disabili-
ties, such as pregnancy or injuries. Reflecting on her 
initial lack of knowledge, Sharon, an undergraduate, 
said, “I didn't think that I was really covered because 
pregnancy is not a disability…I looked online first, I 
went to the [DS website], and it very clearly says that 
pregnancy is a temporary disability.” Beyond doing 
independent research, students gained initial informa-
tion about rights through knowledgeable individuals, 
including special educators, college professors, and DS 
staff. For instance, Hugo, an undergraduate with LD, 
learned about the process for requesting accommoda-
tions from attending special education meetings with a 
transition specialist in high school. Once in college, stu-
dents tended to learn about their rights from professors, 
who shared information about DS in their syllabi or 
spoke individually with students they mentored. Others 
learned about their rights from individuals at DS, either 
by going to their office or hearing from them at events 
on campus. For example, Andrea described going to 
their office for the first time. She explained, “I walked 
in and was like, okay [name of person at DS], I don’t 
really know what can request, what are the options, and 
so she spelled that out really well.” 

Navigating Rights Violations and Gaining 
Additional Knowledge

Beyond initial information, students tended to 
gain additional knowledge of rights when navigating 
rights violations and inaccessibility. Although many 
students described mainly positive experiences, oth-

ers struggled with frequent resistance to accommoda-
tions, discrimination, and inaccessible contexts. For 
example, Allison reflected on a negative experience 
with a professor. She said, “He [professor] just com-
pletely told me that I would never be successful be-
cause I have a disability.” She reported the incident 
to multiple channels (e.g., DS, department chair), but 
stated the professor did not face any consequences. 
Through negative experiences, students researched 
the nuances of the law and gained strategies to nav-
igate difficult situations. Similarly, Javier, an un-
dergraduate with multiple disabilities including a 
hearing impairment, described a situation where a 
professor refused to use a microphone connected to 
an assistive listening device during lectures. Even 
after reporting the incident, the professor continued 
to be noncompliant. In researching his rights, Javier 
reflected, “If someone really wanted to sue, they’re 
breaking considerable laws…That’s discrimination. 
They just don’t care.” In the community, students 
also gained additional knowledge and strategies to 
manage challenges to their rights. For example, stu-
dents with service dogs, including Mark, Juliet, and 
Daniel, often became well-versed in policy due to 
frequent questions from others. To navigate these 
situations, Mark, a graduate student with multiple 
disabilities, said, “I carry a folder with me most of 
the time to show [dog’s] paperwork, his training, 
and the federal laws.” 

Making Informed Decisions Based on In-Depth 
Knowledge of Rights

Through gaining in-depth knowledge of rights, 
students made informed decisions about services and 
provided recommendations for systems improve-
ment. For example, students who gained knowledge 
of DS policies could make informed decisions about 
their individualized situation. Andrea explained, “I 
request all the accommodations for all the classes 
just so they're there in case I decided I need them. I 
use less than half of what I'm actually granted.” With 
experience, students also formed opinions about new 
policies and the limitations of current legal systems. 
Policy change suggestions included the need for ad-
ditional accessible parking, more online course offer-
ings, and increased flexibility in taking tests. Even 
with a detailed knowledge of rights, many students 
believed that they still had to be cautious about dis-
closing their disability due to a lack of enforcement, 
especially in the workplace. Often, students with 
emotional or psychological conditions expressed 
these concerns about accountability in the legal sys-
tem. George explained his thoughts regarding limita-
tions in current workplace policies. 
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While accommodations are provided, there are 
sneaky managers and sneaky companies out there 
that may loop around it and get rid of you if you're 
not able to compete with the rest of their staff.  

Beyond disability-related policies, many students 
also discussed a knowledge and passion for address-
ing other topics, including immigration, health care, 
and veterans’ rights. 

Communication
Communication is defined as an individual’s abil-

ity to express themselves, including their disability 
and rights, to others with an effective level of as-
sertiveness (Test et al., 2005). Communication for 
self-advocacy relies on having a strong knowledge of 
self and rights. Although all students in the current 
study had the communication skills to receive an offi-
cial evaluation for a disability and register for accom-
modations, they had differing experiences learning to 
communicate and differing preferences. Many gained 
initial and more advanced skills through encourage-
ment from formal and informal supports, honing 
skills through experience self-advocating. The fol-
lowing sections describe common themes related to 
the development of communication. 

Initiating Communication with Encouragement 
from Others

Although a few students expressed having nat-
urally strong communication skills, most attributed 
their development to encouragement from others. 
Often, students mentioned a specific individual who 
supported them through their first experience self-ad-
vocating. For some, this was a professional, such as 
a teacher, librarian, counselor, or professor. Adriana 
described how a high school teacher influenced her.

Having a teacher that advocated for me before I 
even started advocating for myself, proved to me 
that it’s a normal conversation and that people no-
tice. If she hadn’t done that, I probably wouldn’t 
have initiated conversations with a lot of people. 

For others, a family member or close friend helped 
initiate communication. Conversations with informal 
supports often gave students the confidence to speak 
with others and seek services for the first time. For Lil-
iana, her sister provided the emotional support neces-
sary to communicate her needs with professionals.  

When I first went to [the evaluation center], I 
didn’t really want to admit that I needed, like, 
help talking things through. And so, she [sister] 

went to the office with me for the first time. She 
sat there while I filled out the forms 

Developing Confidence and Preferences with 
Communication 

As students developed communication skills by 
interacting with formal and informal supports, they 
began to express confidence in their abilities and 
preferences. Confidence often came from positive 
experiences and practice. For example, Guadalupe 
attributed it to practice in her undergraduate studies. 
She said, “Once I got into graduate school, I was not 
afraid to advocate for myself and went straight to [DS] 
and was able to request the accommodations that I 
was needing.” Over time, students also developed a 
wide range of preferences, from being very selective 
to being very open. Many felt that discussing disabil-
ity was private. For example, Javier explained that 
he only brought up his PTSD when absolutely neces-
sary, saying, “I tell the counseling department but it’s 
on a need-to-know basis, right? I don't think anyone 
should disclose that information unless there’s risk of 
life.” In some cases, students were selective in their 
communication due to past negative experiences. For 
example, Maya chose not to disclose the name of her 
health condition to professors or peers.

I don’t tell people [about disability] because some 
people have compassion, and some people say, 
"You are weak. You are a person who only wants 
to be a victim. You want more time to do assign-
ments or you want this, and you want that."  

Alternatively, many students stated that they began 
talking openly about their disability upon meeting 
others in similar situations or having positive experi-
ences self-advocating. For example, Diana opened up 
about her experiences going to counseling to manage 
her depression and anxiety, saying, “I’m a big mental 
health advocate. So, I tried to normalize talking about 
those sorts of things.” 

Gaining Tactful Communication Strategies for 
Challenging Situations

In facing challenging situations that required 
self-advocacy, students developed strategies for 
tactful communication, such as being proactive and 
persistent. Proactive communication included speak-
ing to professors at the beginning of the semester or 
going to the DS office or another professional as soon 
as a new issue arose rather than waiting for an emer-
gency. Persistent communication included reaching 
out to professors and DS multiple times, rather than 
just once, to ensure adequate services. For example, 
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Tammy described being tactful, letting others know 
about her accommodations early, to avoid crises with 
her diabetes. 

I don’t want there to be a problem in the future. 
And so, I try to be prepared not only by making 
sure I always have snacks and drinks with me. 
But also making sure that other people are aware 
in case something happens.  

Even with strong communication, students expe-
rienced continued challenges, including burden-
some paperwork, unsupportive individuals, and 
inaccessibility. Alice described the lengthy process of 
requesting appropriate services that strained her com-
munication efforts. 

It was kind of pulling teeth to get there initially. 
I had to request multiple times. Because I would 
request for say three different accommodations, 
and I’d only get one on the record… so it’s been 
kind of a process of addition.  

Similarly, Jose explained the burden of constant com-
munication with university, medical, and government 
systems to receive services. He said, “I try [to com-
municate]. I think it’s really costly too, and it’s hor-
rible sometimes. It just seems like I’m fighting with 
the world. You have no idea how it is to constantly 
just tell someone [about disability and needs].” Fac-
ing challenges, students were forced to communicate 
with professors, department chairs, deans, and DS to 
receive appropriate services. Some had success re-
solving inaccessibility, while others continued to face 
barriers that did not seem to have solutions. For ex-
ample, Justin explained that his specific department 
had a history of not following accommodations de-
spite self-advocacy from students with disabilities. 
He said, “The teachers have been reported before to 
the higher ups and it does nothing except for make 
them mad at that student.” 

Leadership
Leadership is defined as an individual’s ability to 

advocate for others through individual or collective 
action (Test et al., 2005). Although all students in this 
study expressed knowledge of self, knowledge of 
rights, and communication, only some expressed in-
terest in or experience with leadership. The students 
who discussed leadership tended to have the most 
confidence communicating their knowledge of self 
and rights with others. They were also the ones who 
expressed positive relationships with others, access 
to supportive communities, and time to participate in 

organizations. Although leadership is most associated 
with advocating for others, students who expressed 
leadership said they benefited from it, too. The fol-
lowing sections describe themes related to the pro-
cess of developing leadership.

Learning to Act as an Informal Support to Others
Many students began their development of lead-

ership by supporting those around them. Most start-
ed by assisting people that they knew such as family 
members and friends. For example, after becoming 
comfortable sharing her experiences with PTSD and 
depression with her sister, Gabriela began offering 
support to others in her family. She said, “People 
reach out, so I encourage them to get help. My mom 
started seeking therapy as well because of my sister 
and I advocating for her.” Then, students discussed 
becoming leaders for people who they did not know 
well, including classmates and other students at DS. 
Mark, a veteran, wanted to help others in similar 
circumstances. He said, “Anytime I see a veteran, I 
always ask them if they’re registered with [DS]…be-
cause if they have a disability, they qualify.” Often by 
sharing their story, others came to them for support. 
For example, Alison made the decision to be a leader 
by telling her classmates about her accommodations 
and answering their questions about them. 

I decided to be very vocal about needing those 
accommodations, and I've had multiple people in 
my class reach out to me and ask about the pro-
cess of getting accommodations and how bene-
ficial it was for me going and seeing counseling.  

Others even decided to join DS and provide accom-
modations to give back. Sharon said, “I’ve helped 
other students. I’ve been a note taker, and I’ve done 
that for two or three of my classes.” 

Broadening Leadership Impact through Career Path
Beyond helping family members, friends, and 

classmates, many students desired or enacted lead-
ership through a career path. To help others with 
disabilities or similar backgrounds, many students 
sought careers in fields such as education, counsel-
ing, and health care. For example, Gabriela wanted 
to broaden her impact to help people going through 
health challenges. 

Both my parents have struggled with their health 
their whole lives. It's difficult for them to have ac-
cess to health care. I was like, "What if I could be 
someone who can provide that access to people 
like my parents?" 
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Once in the career, students were able to apply life 
lessons to their work. Juliet explained that her expe-
riences in special education as a child helped her be-
come a more understanding teacher.    

My personal experience has helped me empa-
thize and listen better to other people. And I’m 
here to help my students. I’m not here to impose 
or threaten any type of power, I’m here to guide 
them, and they are all individuals. Everyone 
works differently. 

Similarly, as a speech therapist, Guadalupe shared her 
disability with the children and parents she worked 
with, hoping to teach self-advocacy and be a positive 
role model.

I worked a lot with children with dyslexia. Some-
thing I was always pushing is that you’re smart… 
it’s okay to raise your hand. It’s okay to tell the 
teacher to repeat what she said. It’s okay to sit in 
the front…I tried to break those walls. 

Addressing Societal Issues Through Leadership in 
Organizations

Lastly, through work in local, state, and nation-
al organizations, students developed the leadership 
skills to advocate for larger societal issues. Students 
volunteered with a variety of organizations related 
to their disability or other topics important to them. 
Through involvement in these groups, students pro-
moted changes in policy and became leaders in their 
community. For example, Javier joined a veteran’s 
organization to help support other veterans and ad-
dress issues in the local government. 

I joined a group, so it’s kind of like a union, so to 
speak. So, we could address issues as a consensus 
rather than individually to kind of get more of a 
voice in the community and in the local government. 

By joining advocacy groups, students were able to 
broaden their leadership efforts and connect with oth-
ers to further develop their own self-advocacy skills. 
Juliet explained how involvement in a mental health 
organization helped her negotiate stigma at a personal 
and societal level. 

The fact that I’m very involved with [mental 
health organization] at the state level is helping 
me with that stigma because I think that even un-
consciously it’s still affecting me, and I’m some-
times afraid of what people will think, in terms of 
other classmates or instructors, or even friends, 
but I try because I see that it’s bigger than me. 

Discussion

Semi-structured interviews revealed the diverse 
perspectives of 28 college students with disabilities 
at an HSI. To address our first research question, our 
analysis revealed 12 process-oriented themes on the 
development of self-advocacy (i.e., knowledge of 
self, knowledge of rights, communication, leadership; 
Test et al., 2005). Most importantly, we identified 
processes associated with initial and more advanced 
self-advocacy development. Initial phases included 
gaining disability-awareness, learning about specific 
rights and policies, and developing communication 
skills through seeking an evaluation, disclosing one’s 
disability to others, and requesting access to services. 
Advanced phases of self-advocacy development in-
cluded gaining a sense of empowerment, learning the 
nuances of policies, and excelling in communication 
and leadership skills aimed at navigating complex sit-
uations, offering help to others, and advocating for 
improved systems. Our findings help contextualize 
self-advocacy, highlighting the way students learn 
and perform self-advocacy differently depending on 
their unique backgrounds and experiences (Trainor, 
2017). Like Pfeifer et al. (2020), we found that agen-
cy and views on disability impacted self-advoca-
cy development. Some students preferred gaining 
knowledge and skills independently, while others re-
lied more on formal and informal supports. Similarly, 
some students felt comfortable discussing disability 
with others, while others were more private. By con-
sidering these contextual factors, practitioners can 
adapt current self-determination and self-advocacy 
programs (e.g., Ju et al., 2017; Rowe et al., 2021) to 
be more personalized and culturally responsive.

To address our second research question, we iden-
tified specific themes related to the influence of social 
support on self-advocacy development. Our findings 
extend prior research on the interconnectedness of 
self-advocacy, social support, college experiences, 
and postsecondary outcomes (Daly-Cano et al., 2015; 
Kimball et al., 2016; Lombardi et al., 2016). Con-
firming prior literature, our study found that students 
benefited from both formal and informal social sup-
port (Bromley et al., 2020; Stein et al., 2012). Early 
socialization from friends, family members, and ed-
ucators tended to shape students’ experiences learn-
ing self-advocacy (Daly-Cano et al., 2015; Kimball 
et al., 2016). This finding confirms the importance of 
early self-advocacy instruction (Rowe et al., 2021), 
especially for students who lack social support. For 
more advanced self-advocacy development, students 
benefited from engagement with various social net-
works (Kimball et al., 2016; Pfiefer et al., 2020; Stein 
et al., 2012). Having a diverse and comprehensive set 
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of supports helped students develop the self-advoca-
cy necessary to navigate challenging situations and 
systemic barriers (e.g., multiple forms of stigma, in-
accessible contexts, burdensome policies; Grimes et 
al., 2020; Hong, 2015; Mamboleo et al., 2020). 

Importantly, we identified multiple students who 
received support from empowerment agents (Stan-
ton-Salazar, 2011), such as teachers or professors 
who went above and beyond their typical duties to ad-
vocate for students from marginalized backgrounds. 
Participants who were first-generation college-going 
students especially benefitted from this support in ac-
cessing DS, counseling, or other general student ser-
vices. Often, these students stated that their informal 
support networks lacked the social capital to access 
these services. Furthermore, although not all students 
identified leadership as part of their self-advocacy 
development (Pfeifer et al., 2020; Test et al., 2005), 
many became leaders and worked as empowerment 
agents for others. They believed that helping mem-
bers of their community and working with organiza-
tions to address societal issues was intertwined with 
their own self-advocacy development. These students 
saw self-advocacy as “bigger than me,” blurring 
the distinction between self-advocacy and activism 
(Kimball et al., 2016). This finding strengthens the 
need to develop self-advocacy programs that incor-
porate authentic support and connections to social 
and political organizations on campus. 

Implications for Practice
Self-advocacy and self-determination are consid-

ered evidence-based predictors of postsecondary at-
tainment for students with disabilities (Mazzotti et al., 
2016). For secondary educators, Rowe et al. (2021) 
detailed multiple evidence- and research-based pro-
grams that are effective in increasing self-determina-
tion and self-advocacy skills (e.g., Self-Determined 
Learning Model of Instruction, Self-Advocacy Strat-
egy, Take Charge curriculum). Specifically, to teach 
knowledge of rights and communication, we rec-
ommend that educators consider implementing pro-
grams, such as the Self-Directed IEP, that prepare 
students to lead formal special education meetings 
(Sanderson & Goldman, 2020). In our current study, 
students who attended special education and tran-
sition planning meetings in grade school expressed 
confidence in accessing DS in college. When imple-
menting these programs, educators should collabo-
rate with students’ families and other key supports 
to identify cultural and community assets to lever-
age during the transition to postsecondary education 
(Achola & Greene, 2016).    

For college students with disabilities, a literature 
review by Ju et al. (2017) found that the self-deter-
mination programs with the most research support 
included self-advocacy training models, the personal 
strengths program, and peer-based coaching services. 
Our findings support the use of these programs, as 
many students expressed benefitting from interac-
tions with DS, professionals, and peers. Park and 
Boutelle (2009) found that peer-coaches provided 
students the encouragement needed to become auton-
omous. To implement such a program, DS can recruit 
students with disabilities, like many in our study, who 
possess leadership skills and a desire to advocate for 
others. DS can also encourage these students to col-
laborate with activist groups on campus to address 
stigmatization and other inequities facing individuals 
with disabilities (Kimball et al., 2016). However, many 
students in our study expressed feeling uncomfortable 
discussing their disability with peers and may benefit 
more from a professional-led or family-led approach. 
Achola and Greene (2016) described a person-family 
centered approach for assets-based and culturally re-
sponsive transition planning with students from cultur-
ally and linguistically diverse backgrounds. With such 
a model, professionals act as facilitators who convene a 
diverse team of formal and informal supports to deter-
mine how best to deliver services. For a person-family 
centered approach to self-advocacy in postsecondary 
settings, DS can develop first-year experiences, work-
shops, or support groups that incorporate students, 
their families, friends, and other key supports. 

Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research
Our findings are limited in several ways. First, 

although the sample included students with a di-
verse range of disabilities, it included few students 
with physical or sensory disabilities and no students 
with intellectual or developmental disabilities (e.g., 
autism spectrum disorder). Further research is neces-
sary to better understand self-advocacy development 
for these students, especially students with intellec-
tual or developmental disabilities who are attending 
college at increasing rates (Gilson et al., 2020). Our 
sample also skewed toward students identified with 
multiple categories or emotional or psychological 
conditions. We interviewed fewer students with LD 
or ADHD despite those categories being some of the 
most prevalent. Second, our findings are limited to 
students at a single HSI who were registered with 
DS. Although many students discussed their cultur-
al and linguistic backgrounds, future research should 
specifically examine these influences on self-advo-
cacy development. Furthermore, many students do 
not self-disclose their disability in college for vari-
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ous reasons. Although many participants in our study 
shared their experience of not self-disclosing, often 
for years, the perspectives of students who never dis-
closed were not captured by this study. Additional 
research should address these perspectives, perhaps 
through longitudinal studies with students who re-
ceived disability-related services in grade school. 
Third, our findings may be limited due to the use of 
phone and video conference interviews rather than 
in-person methods. Although we suspect that there 
may be value to conducting qualitative interviews re-
motely, especially with individuals with disabilities, 
that should be studied further (e.g., ease of schedul-
ing, increased accessibility, comfort in participating 
from home), we acknowledge that some individuals 
may prefer in-person interviews and may have been 
more open in interviews if they had been able to meet 
the researchers in-person.

Conclusion

Interviews with 28 college students with disabil-
ities revealed process-oriented themes related to the 
development of self-advocacy. Findings detail the 
influence of social support in students’ initial expe-
riences self-advocating and later experiences learn-
ing more advanced knowledge and skills. By better 
understanding the unique experiences of college stu-
dents with disabilities and the barriers they face, key 
stakeholders can design more responsive systems 
with increased accessibility and accountability. By 
promoting self-advocacy and reducing stigma, we 
can improve students’ experiences in college and in-
crease the likelihood of smooth adjustment, academic 
success, and overall positive outcomes.
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Abstract

Various education laws in China clearly state that students with disabilities should be provided with the 
opportunities to fully participate in all activities in society, including studying at higher education institu-
tions (HEIs). The present descriptive study examines physical accessibility of three university campuses 
in China. A checklist for data collection was developed based on the 2012 Codes for Accessibility Design 
(Codes) that was released by the Chinese government. The study reveals that facilities are inadequate in 
providing physical access to people with mobility impairments across all three universities’ campuses. 
Poor government oversight, lack of university commitment, and invisibility of students with disabilities 
on university campuses are the probable reasons for the lack of accessible facilities across the university 
campuses. Three recommendations are made: (1) advocating to make amendments to current legislation, 
(2) addressing the importance of government enforcement and communication, and (3) committing to sup-
porting an inclusive environment on campus. 

Keywords: university students, mobility impairments, physical accessibility, university campus, China

The 2008 Summer Paralympic Games (Games) 
that took place in Beijing, China marked an important 
milestone for individuals with disabilities in China. 
About 4,000 athletes from 146 countries took part. 
The Games significantly raised awareness of disabil-
ity and made transportation and other public services 
more accessible for persons with disabilities in China 
(EurActiv, 2008). Beijing, the host city, invested ap-
proximately 70 to 80 million U.S. dollars in organiz-
ing public awareness campaigns and in installing and 
improving accessible facilities in public transporta-
tion (e.g., subway routes to sporting venues, buses, 
taxis) to popular tourist attractions and places of in-
terest, and other venues such as hospitals, museums, 
hotels, restaurants, and banks (EurActiv, 2008; Peo-
ple’s Daily Online, 2008). The Games also provided 
the participating athletes and people with disabilities 
who attended the sports events with wireless hearing 

devices and video sign language translation software. 
Because of the Beijing Olympics and Paralympics, 
the level of accessibility related to inner-city trans-
portation in other major cities in China (e.g., Shang-
hai, Shenzhen) also improved significantly. Bus and 
subway lines provided in major cities and airports 
as well as train stations in China are now accessi-
ble (Paralympic Org, 2014; People’s Daily Online, 
2008). The Beijing Olympics and the Paralympics 
have brought attention to the importance of accessi-
ble facilities for individuals with disabilities in China. 
Since then, the Chinese government has recognized 
the need for and mandated the construction of acces-
sible facilities in public and private places, including 
school campuses and buildings.
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Legislation on Disability in China
Similar to the Americans with Disabilities Act 

(ADA) of 1990 in the United States, the Law on the 
Protection of Disabled Persons (National People’s 
Congress, 1990) and its 2008 revision (National Peo-
ple’s Congress, 2008) has been enacted in China to 
safeguard the lawful rights and interests of persons 
with disabilities, including the rights to education. 
The Law on the Protection of Disabled Persons states 
that a person with disabilities refers to “one who suf-
fers from abnormalities or loss of a certain organ or 
function, psychologically or physiologically, or in ana-
tomical structure and who has lost wholly or in part the 
ability to engage in activities in a normal way” (Article 
2, National People’s Congress, 2008). This definition 
includes individuals with "visual, hearing, speech or 
physical disabilities, intellectual disabilities, psychi-
atric disabilities, multiple disabilities and/or other 
disabilities" (Article 2, National People’s Congress, 
2008). Prior to the 2008 revision of the Law on the 
Protection of Disabled Persons, the Law of People’s 
Republic of China on Higher Education (National Peo-
ple’s Congress, 1999) asserted “higher education in-
stitutions must accept the enrollment of students with 
disabilities if they meet the entrance standards set by 
the State and shall not refuse students with disabilities 
based on their disability” (Article 9, para 3).

On May 15, 2015, the Ministry of Education of 
China and the China Disabled Persons’ Federation 
jointly issued Administrative Regulations for Persons 
with Disabilities to Participate in the Unified Nation-
al College Entrance Examination and Enrollment of 
Higher Education Institutions (Provisional) (Ministry 
of Education, 2015) to further support and encourage 
students with disabilities to participate in the unified 
college entrance examination. These administrative 
regulations require examination centers or venues to 
provide necessary and reasonable accommodations 
for persons with disabilities, including Braille and/
or large font-size examination papers, being the first 
to enter examination venues, and an extension of the 
prescribed time for examination completion (Zhao, 
2015). Candidates with visual impairments are al-
lowed to bring auxiliary apparatus and equipment 
(e.g., Braille pen, Braille writing pad, Braille draw-
ing tools, rubber pad, non-storage Braille typewriter, 
desk lamp, optical magnifier, tactile stick) to answer 
examination questions. Candidates who are hearing 
impaired are permitted to carry hearing aid equip-
ment and auxiliary listening devices such as hearing 
aids and artificial cochlea. Candidates who have mo-
bility impairments can use wheelchairs and crutch-
es and bring, if needed, their own special tables and 
chairs to participate in the examination (Zhao, 2015).

Although the Law on the Protection of Disabled 
Persons of 2008 (Revision) (National People’s Con-
gress, 2008) addressed the importance of accessible 
environments for persons with disabilities, the Bar-
rier-Free Environment Construction Regulations 
(Regulations) (The State Council, 2012) mandated 
public and private places in China to include accessi-
ble facilities. Article 9 of the Regulations states that 
“new urban construction, reconstruction, expansion 
of roads, public buildings, public transport facilities, 
residential construction and residential areas should 
meet the construction standards for the barrier-free 
facilities” (para 1). Any buildings “that are not in 
conformity with the barrier-free facility construc-
tion standards, the government agency responsible 
for housing and urban and rural construction should 
order the responsible party to make amends and im-
pose penalties according to the laws, if amendments 
have not been made” (Article 31).

Students with Disabilities in Higher Education in 
China

Two large-scale nationwide household surveys on 
disability have been conducted in China since 1949: 
(1) First National Sampling Survey on Disability in 
1987 (First China National Sample Survey on Dis-
ability & National Bureau of Statistics of the People’s 
Republic of China, 1987) and (2) Second Nation-
al Sampling Survey on Disability in 2006 (Second 
China National Sample Survey on Disability & Na-
tional Bureau of Statistics of the People’s Republic 
of China, 2006). In the first survey, it was estimated 
that a total of 51.64 million people experienced some 
form of disability which accounted for 4.9% of the 
total national population. In the second survey, an es-
timated 82.96 million persons with different types of 
disabilities were reported, which constituted 6.34% 
of the total national population. According to About 
the Aim of Fairness for Candidates with Disabilities 
(China Education News, 2016), there are 85 million 
Chinese who have at least one disability.

China has approximately 3,000 colleges and uni-
versities. The total undergraduate enrollment was 
28.31 million in 2018 (Ministry of Education, 2019). 
The China Disabled Persons’ Federation reported 
more than 11,154 students with disabilities were ac-
cepted in regular higher education institutions (HEIs) 
in 2018 (Xinhua Net, 2019), less than one percent of 
the overall university student population. In addition, 
2,053 students with disabilities were enrolled in one 
of the 18 special HEIs in China. These institutions 
specifically admit students with disabilities including 
physical disabilities, visual impairments, and hear-
ing impairments (Ma & Sun, 2012). Approved by 
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the Ministry of Education and regional examination 
authorities, these 18 universities conduct their own 
university entrance examinations and have their own 
admissions criteria (China Disabled Persons’ Federa-
tion, 2016). 

Since the promulgation of the Law on the Protec-
tion of Disabled Persons in 1990 (National People’s 
Congress, 1990), the overall social status and living 
conditions of people with disabilities in China have 
improved to a great degree as a result of the construc-
tive work of local governments and non-government 
agencies (Wang, 2016). The rights of university stu-
dents with disabilities and their full participation in 
academic, social, and cultural activities have been 
brought to public attention since the enactment of the 
Law of People’s Republic of China on Higher Educa-
tion (National People’s Congress, 1999). It has been 
anticipated that the Administrative Regulations for 
Persons with Disabilities to Participate in the Unified 
National College Entrance Examination and Enroll-
ment of Higher Education Institutions (Provisional) 
(Ministry of Education, 2015) is going to encourage 
more students with disabilities to enroll in regular 
universities in China. However, the key question is 
if China is ready to enroll more students with mo-
bility impairments, as it has been reported that many 
universities are not equipped with accessible facilities 
(Fang et al., 2005; Li, 2013; Ma, 2012; Wang, 2013; 
Yu et al., 2010; Zhang, 2014; Zhao, 2007).

Literature Review

Campus Disability Access in North America
China is now addressing the issue of providing 

physically accessible campuses for university students 
with disabilities, similar to what the United States and 
Canada experienced in the 1990s. Research literature 
in these two countries provides a historical narrative; 
therefore, a comparison on the development of phys-
ically accessible university campuses between North 
America and China is useful. 

Descriptors used to identify relevant English lit-
erature were “accessibility,” “university/college,” 
and “students with disabilities.” Research studies 
found are presented chronologically to narrate the de-
velopment of physically accessible campuses in both 
Canada and the United States. Hill (1992) examined 
the level of accessibility for students with disabilities 
in 27 universities across Canada to identify specif-
ic problematic areas, in particular physical barriers, 
that might prevent students from pursuing universi-
ty studies. A questionnaire was mailed to either the 
coordinator of services for students with disabilities 
or dean of students at each university. The findings 

showed that accessibility was a problem at both small 
and large universities and that wide variation of barri-
ers was found for different disability groups. 

A subsequent study explored the experiences of 
nine students with disabilities in one Canadian uni-
versity (Low, 1996). While some of the buildings 
on campus were equipped with ramps and elevators, 
some older buildings were equipped only with freight 
elevators or no elevators at all. Freight elevator doors 
were so heavy that patrons with disabilities could be 
crushed if they let the doors go quickly. Moreover, 
no accessible toilets were available in those build-
ings. Other problems included objects left obstructing 
corridors and steep ramps making wheelchair users 
unsafe. There was also an issue with the amount of 
time and energy climbing and walking required. Stu-
dents who relied on braces and crutches could not run 
to make their next classes. One interesting observa-
tion reported by the students was that the university 
slapped a disabled sticker on a freight elevator and 
called the building accessible.

The findings reported in Canadian studies are also 
found in a number of U.S. university campuses. A 
large-scale study examined the extent to which HEIs 
in the United States offer structural accessibility to 
students with orthopedic disabilities (Singh, 2003). A 
survey was sent to the directors of services for stu-
dents with disabilities at 137 universities across the 
United States to accrue data describing the selected 
facilities and services for students with disabilities. 
The results showed that only 10% of the universities 
in the study offered structural accessibility to the stu-
dents who have orthopedic disabilities. Moreover, 
public universities offered more accessibility than 
private HEIs except the accessibility of dorm liv-
ing. However, there were no differences in structural 
accessibility of institutions according to size. Sev-
eral studies on accessibility of university’s campus 
showed that ADA compliant implementations were 
uneven across campuses of respective universities 
(Knapp, 2008; Simonson et al., 2013; Stumbo et al., 
2010/2011). Although the campuses in these studies 
were found to be ADA compliant, there were places 
where it was difficult or impossible for people with 
disabilities to access programs or facilities, especially 
those programs or facilities housed in older buildings. 

In one study, 325 students with disabilities com-
pleted a survey including questions about campus 
climate, satisfaction with the university, and use of 
campus services and resources (Fleming et al., 2017). 
The students largely described accessibility negative-
ly by using words such as inadequate, completely in-
accessible, and without equal access to the campus 
and its laboratories. Specific complaints from stu-
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dents included entry push buttons and ramps to build-
ings on campus, inaccessibility related to the on-site 
facilities, and the danger imposed by heavy exterior 
doors of freight elevators. 

Similar results were reported in another study 
using photovoice research methodology (Aamlid & 
Brownfield, 2019). The photographs taken by stu-
dents with disabilities that were perceived negatively 
included high water fountains, wall soap dispensers 
in the bathrooms that were unreachable from wheel-
chair users, and elevators that did not accommodate 
more than one or two wheelchairs at a time. Moreover, 
most students spoke about difficulty maneuvering 
around campus and the challenge of using elevators. 
Other problems included elevators and sidewalks 
that were not in good repair or working properly and 
holes in sidewalks.

Even with the presence of legislations and rele-
vant building codes protecting the rights of university 
students with disabilities, these U.S. and Canadian 
studies reported that there were still university cam-
puses where it was difficult for students with disabil-
ities to access facilities today. 

Campus Disability Access in China
Chinese descriptors used to identify relevant lit-

erature were “accessibility,” “university/college,” 
and “students with disabilities.” Since 2015, after the 
passage of Administrative Regulations for Persons 
with Disabilities to Participate in the Unified Nation-
al College Entrance Examination and Enrollment of 
Higher Education Institutions (Provisional) (Ministry 
of Education, 2015), more students with disabilities 
have begun to be admitted to regular universities via 
college entrance examination (Li, 2018). Thus, only 
journal articles that focus on university accessibil-
ity in China from 2005 to 2019 were included. Of 
20 articles found, 18 were opinion papers, and only 
two were research articles. Most opinion articles 
addressed the general concerns over students with 
disabilities in higher education in China, such as the 
shortage of investment in education, insufficient pol-
icy support and legal protection, imperfect policies 
involving both entrance examinations and financial 
assistance, and great difficulty in employment and 
further studies after graduation, with brief mentions 
of the importance of accessible facilities on university 
campuses (Fang et al., 2005; Huang, 2011; Li, 2013; 
Ma, 2012; Meng, 2005; Zhao, 2007). One opinion 
paper specifically addressed the importance of bar-
rier-free university libraries in China and provided 
suggestions on specific areas for university libraries 
to meet the barrier-free standards (Zhang, 2014). A 
computer teacher in a technical institute of special 

education made recommendations to construct a bar-
rier-free computer room for students with disabilities 
by modifying input and output devices of computers 
and using related software to support inclusive edu-
cation (He, 2012). Two articles provided ideas and 
methods based on general architectural design con-
cepts to construct a barrier-free campus environment 
(Han & Wang, 2015; Wang, n.d.).

Using participant observation and semi-structured 
interviews, a research study examined the barriers 
and their impacts to postsecondary education experi-
enced by six students with disabilities in Hong Kong, 
China (Gilson & Dymond, 2010). The respondents 
did not report that physical accessibility on campus 
was a common concern. Nonetheless, environmen-
tal barriers, such as noise level outside the classroom 
and slippery paths during rainy weather, often posed 
challenges for students with disabilities. The authors 
highlighted the importance of legislation to eliminate 
barriers for people with disabilities in employment, 
education, and public accommodation. 

Yu and Wang (2008) investigated the support 
service needs of 253 university students with visual 
impairments. Of the four needs reported by the par-
ticipants, barrier-free environment was ranked as the 
third most important need after career planning and 
development and campus life, and before learning and 
examination. The more severe the visual impairment, 
the more the need for a barrier-free environment. Stu-
dents who attended special high schools before enter-
ing universities were in greater need for barrier-free 
environments than those from mainstream schools. 

Given the relevant findings from research studies 
reported in this literature review, it could be conclud-
ed that the presence of students with disabilities on 
campus, human rights legislation and local building 
codes have mandated university campuses to pro-
vide accessible facilities for students with disabilities 
(Gilson & Dymond, 2010; Hill, 1992). The lack of 
Chinese literature is especially disturbing, since such 
literature could help convince academics in China 
to work towards admitting more students with dis-
abilities to universities. The present study is the first 
research endeavor to provide empirical data to fill 
the void in the paucity of information on university 
campus accessibility in China. The research aim is to 
examine if the campuses of three universities in this 
study are equipped with physically accessible facili-
ties for students with mobility impairments.
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Methods

Setting
This study used convenience sampling proce-

dures to select three regular universities in China for 
the study (Johnson & Christensen, 2016), as these 
universities are all located in the same metropolis of 
the same province, along the southeastern coast of 
China, and their campuses are easy to reach. Univer-
sity A has a full-time student population of 21,000. 
The university has three campuses; the main campus 
was the focus in this investigation. University B has 
a total full-time student enrollment of 27,000. The 
main campus received accolades as one of the classic 
and high-quality construction projects in China. Uni-
versity C has three campuses with a full-time student 
population of 40,000. Two campuses from University 
C were investigated in this study. 

The campuses and buildings of Universities A, 
B, and C1 were constructed before the 2012 Regu-
lations. However, there have been new construc-
tions, alterations, and additions in all three campuses 
since 2012. University C2 campus started to operate 
in September 2012 (i.e., commencement of lecture). 
University A moved into the current campus in Octo-
ber 2005. University B was completed in May 2008. 
University C1 campus and its buildings were con-
structed in the 1920s.

Instrument
The researchers developed a checklist for data 

collection based on the Codes for Accessibility De-
sign (Codes) (The Standardization Administration 
of the People's Republic of China, 2012) which was 
jointly released on March 20, 2012 by the Ministry 
of Housing and Urban-Rural Development and the 
General Administration of Quality Supervision, In-
spection, and Quarantine. The Codes are the manda-
tory standards in China that are enforced by laws and 
administrative regulations with the purpose of protec-
tion of human health, personal property, and safety. 
The date of implementing the Codes in China was 
September 1, 2012. 

Based on the Codes, 13 accessible facilities were 
included in the checklist addressing (1) curb ramps; 
(2) tactile ground surface indicators; (3) accessi-
ble entrances; (4) wheelchair ramps; (5) accessible 
routes and doors; (6) accessible stairs and steps; (7) 
wheelchair accessible elevators; (8) public toilets 
and individual washrooms for wheelchair users; (9) 
wheelchair accessible seats; (10) accessible vehicle 
parking lots; (11) low-height service facilities (in-
cluding drinking facilities and emergency phones); 
(12) reminders (accessible signs, braille, and voice 

prompts); and (13) handrails. The content of the 
checklist contained check boxes for the absence or 
presence of each of the 13 accessible facilities, yes or 
no check boxes for meeting the requirements if an ac-
cessible facility was present, and space to take note of 
the condition of an accessible facility. Sample items 
from the checklist included the absence or presence 
of an accessible entrance, wheelchair user’s rotation 
space, slip resistance or slope flatness of a curb ramp, 
width and height of a wheelchair accessible elevator, 
absence or presence of automatic doors, and absence 
or presence of obstacles, among others.  

Procedures
Public areas on each of these campuses were as-

sessed for accessibility (present or not present) in the 
following five areas: (1) campus pavement/sidewalk; 
(2) public toilet for wheelchair users; (3) accessible 
vehicle parking lot; (4) signage; and (5) low-height 
service facilities (see Table 1). The cafeterias and li-
braries on each of the four campuses were reviewed 
in six areas: (1) accessible entrance; (2) wheelchair 
ramp/handrail; (3) accessible route/door; (4) accessi-
ble stair/step; (5) wheelchair accessible elevator; and 
(6) toilet for wheelchair users (see Table 2). The same 
areas addressed in the cafeteria and library were also 
checked for accessibility in 18 buildings on Campus 
A, eight buildings on Campus B, 22 buildings on 
Campus C1, and nine buildings on Campus C2 (see 
Table 3).

The four campuses of the three universities are 
open to the public. However, the administration build-
ings of all three universities required researchers to 
present their ID cards, register personal information, 
and state the purpose of the visit. The researchers 
were unable to visit student housing in each campus 
for security reasons. Two researchers involved in the 
current investigation visited the campuses of Univer-
sity A, B, and C2. The same two researchers and one 
additional researcher visited University C1 campus. 
On each campus visit, a checklist as previously de-
scribed was used to measure if a physically accessible 
facility was available and met the required standards 
as stated in the Codes. The researchers walked around 
the campuses together and entered each building to 
examine physical accessibility. 

When the researchers independently observed a 
physically accessible facility that was not available 
in the building, they ticked ‘NO’ on their respec-
tive checklists. When the researchers independent-
ly observed a physically accessible facility that was 
present, they first ticked ‘YES’ on their respective 
checklists, then checked if the facility met the required 
measurement (e.g., the width of the elevator car). If 
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Table 1

Accessible Facilities Campus Public Areas

Accessible Facilities University Campus
A B C1 C2

Campus Pavement/Sidewalk:
              Tactile Ground Indicator (TGI)       
               Curb Ramp

X
X

X
X

X
X

√a

√

Public Toilet for Wheelchair User X X √b X

Accessible Vehicle Parking Lot X X X X

Accessible Signs Reminder X X X X

Low-Height Service Facilities (emergen-
cy phones, accessible drinking facilities,)

X X X X

Note. X = Not Present; √ = Present. aCampus C2: colorless TGI; too close to trees/
bushes; no warning indicator; no audible pedestrian signal; rough and bumpy road sur-
face. bCampus C1: only 1 public toilet for wheelchair users was found; an accessible 
sign was shown; no automatic door; the width of door entrance less than 0.8 m as re-
quired; the total area of interior less than 1.8 m x 1 m as required; no accessible urinal.
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Note. X = Not Present; √ = Present. aCampus A Library: 1 side of the wheel-
chair ramp had a row of steel shelves for placing umbrellas, limiting space 
to pass through; only 1 elevator (not designated as wheelchair accessible) 
found big enough for one wheelchair to use at a time; braille number and 
alphabet buttons provided. bCampus B Cafeteria: the wheelchair ramp with 
handrails not located at the main entrance but at the side-door; the ramp was 
in poor condition as tiny loose rock fragments found on the surface; grass 
grew tall along the handrails. cCampus C2 Library: a sign of ‘wheelchair 
accessible’ with a phone number posted on the wall at the sub-level of the 
library building; elevators were available, big enough to accommodate a 
wheelchair user to enter; no elevator displayed an accessible sign; no voice 
prompt or handrails inside each elevator; braille number and alphabet but-
tons provided; all toilets for wheelchair users were locked at the time when 
the study was conducted.

Table 2

Accessible Facilities in Cafeteria (C) and Library (L)

Accessible Facilities University Campus

A
C/L

B
C/L

C1
C/L

C2
C/L

Accessible Entrance X/ √a X/X X/X X/X

Wheelchair Ramp/Handrail X/ √a √b/X X/X X/X

Accessible Route/Door X/X X/X X/X X/X

Accessible Stair/Step X/X X/X X/X X/X

Wheelchair-Accessible Elevator X/ √a X/X X/X X/ √c

Toilet for Wheelchair Users X/X X/X X/X X/ √c
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Note. X = Not Present; √ = Present. aCampus A: wheelchair ramp/handrail 
were found in all buildings; 1 elevator present for 1 building, braille num-
bers were found; all toilets for wheelchair user were locked/used for storage; 
2 elevators in another building but not wheelchair accessible; doors of all 
toilets for wheelchair user were removed/a water boiler was found inside 
each one. bCampus B: 2 toilets for wheelchair users were found but both 
doors were locked; no accessible facilities were found in large stadium. 
cCampus C1: a wheelchair ramp with handrail was found in 3 buildings 
but only 2 had accessible entrances, route and door; wheelchair accessible 
elevators found in 2 of the buildings; automatic doors at the ground level in 
the convention center but no accessible stairs, steps and wheelchair-accessi-
ble elevators to the 2nd or above floor; an accessible urinal (men) and wash 
basin were available; no automatic door for each public toilet was found. 
dCampus C2: no physically accessible facilities were found on 4 U-shaped 
buildings; ramps with handrails were found in 5 M-shaped buildings; no au-
tomatic doors connected to the ramp; each door required a key card to open; 
of the 4 buildings 2 toilets for wheelchair user were found but one was used 
for storage. 

Table 3

Accessible Facilities in Campus Buildings

Accessible Facilities University Campus

A
(n=18)

B
(n=8)

C1
(n=22)

C2
(n=9)

Accessible Entrance √a X √c √d

Wheelchair Ramp/Handrail √a X √c √d

Accessible Route/Door X X √c X

Accessible Stair/Step X X X X

Wheelchair-Accessible Elevator X X √c X

Toilet for Wheelchair Users √a √b X √d

Wheelchair Accessible Seat X X X X
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the facility met the required standards, the research-
ers independently recorded meeting the requirement 
on their checklists.  If the facility did not meet the 
required standards, the researchers independently re-
corded not meeting the requirement. When the visit to 
one building was complete, the researchers compared 
the information recorded on their checklists to ascer-
tain if there was any discrepancy between the two 
researchers’ recordings (three recordings on Campus 
C1). Visual inspections were also conducted to exam-
ine if an accessible facility lacked maintenance such as 
loose, broken, or worn-out items and any trip and fall 
hazards. If any of these items were observed, it was 
documented as a facility in poor condition. Through-
out the data collection process, all the researchers were 
able to agree whether or not areas of physical accessi-
bility were present or not present on each campus. Re-
searchers also agreed upon whether or not the available 
physically accessible facilities met or did not meet the 
required standards set by the Codes. 

Limitations
There are two limitations in this study. First, only 

three universities in one province were included, al-
though they largely represent three common types of 
universities in China. Our findings on three universi-
ties’ campuses cannot be overly generalized to other 
university campuses in other provinces of China, 
as this study is the first and only research study in 
China examining and reporting physical accessibility 
on university campuses for students with disabilities. 
Second, to investigate if a physically accessible facil-
ity meets the required standard(s) set by the Codes, 
the researchers used measurement tapes to measure 
the height, width and breadth of and plastic protrac-
tors to measure the angles of an available physically 
accessible facility. Therefore, the researchers could 
not confidently report that all the measurements re-
corded were the exact measurements of the facilities, 
as only low-tech measurement tools were used. 

Results

Tables 1, 2, and 3 present the results of the inves-
tigation. The accessibility of campus public areas is 
summarized in Table 1. Three out of four campuses 
had no tactile ground indicators or curb ramps. No 
accessible public toilets for persons with disabilities 
were found on three out of four campuses. Four out 
of four campuses had no accessible vehicle parking 
lots. Likewise, no accessible signs reminder or low-
height service facilities were found on any of the 
four campuses. 

Table 2 (cafeteria and library accessibility) indi-
cates that none of the cafeterias on campuses provid-
ed accessible entrances, accessible routes and doors, 
accessible stairs and steps, wheel-chair accessible 
elevators, and accessible toilets for people who use 
wheelchairs. Only one of the four campus cafeterias 
provided a wheelchair ramp with handrails. Three 
out of the four campuses had no accessible entrances 
or wheelchair ramps to the library and no accessible 
toilets in the library. None of the four campuses had 
libraries with accessible routes/doors or stairs/steps, 
but two of the four campuses provided wheelchair-ac-
cessible elevators in the libraries.

The results of campus buildings accessibility are 
shown in Table 3. Three out of the four campuses 
had at least one building with an accessible entrance, 
wheelchair ramp, or accessible toilet for a person 
using a wheelchair. One campus out of four had a 
building that provided an accessible route/door, and 
one campus out of four had accessible elevators in 
two different buildings. None of the four campuses 
had buildings that provided accessible stairs/steps, or 
wheelchair accessible seats. 

Discussion

The present study investigated the physical acces-
sibility on campuses of three universities in China. 
Findings show a lack of physically accessible facil-
ities on the four university campuses. Similar to the 
findings of some U.S. studies (Aamlid & Brownfield, 
2019; Fleming et al., 2017; Stumbo et al., 2010/2011), 
a number of accessible facilities found on campus 
were in poor condition and lacked regular mainte-
nance (e.g., spalling and cracking on the curb ramp; 
weeds and other vegetation growing in curb sections). 
Some had not been used or used for other purpos-
es (e.g., wheelchair accessible toilets were locked or 
used as storage rooms). None of the four campuses 
meet all the standards set by the Codes (e.g., no ele-
vator displaying an accessible sign; no voice prompt 
or handrails inside each elevator). These findings cor-
roborate the concerns raised by a number of Chinese 
academics who reported the non-existence or a lack 
of physically accessible facilities on university cam-
puses in mainland China (Fang et al., 2005; Li, 2013; 
Ma, 2012; Wang, 2013; Yu et al., 2010; Zhang, 2014; 
Zhao, 2007). 

Also, our findings are similar to the results of 
some studies that were conducted in the United 
States. and Canada in the 1990s which reported that 
accessibility was a serious problem at both small 
and large universities and at both public and private 
universities (Hill, 1992; Low, 1996; Singh, 2003). It 



Tam et al.; Examining Physical Accessibility170     

should be noted that these U.S. and Canadian studies 
were conducted over 20 years ago. Today’s accessi-
ble campus development in China is similar to the 
then accessible campus development in the United 
States and Canada in the 1990s. The U.S. studies pre-
sented in this paper were conducted at least 30 years 
after the passage of two major pieces of legislation, 
Public Law 93-112, Section 504 of the Rehabilitation 
Act of 1973 and Public Law 94-142, The Education 
of all Handicapped Children Act of 1975, mandating 
the integration of both children and adults into the 
“mainstream” of society. That is, preceding the pas-
sage of legislation protecting the rights of individuals 
with disabilities, HEIs in the United States were not 
friendly toward individuals with disabilities. 

Moreover, some recent studies reported that ADA 
compliant implementations are uneven across in-
dividual campuses (Simonson et al., 2013; Stumbo 
et al., 2010/2011). There are still places, especially 
older buildings, where physical accessibility is limit-
ed for students with disabilities. The Canadian stud-
ies (Hill, 1992; Low, 1996) were conducted 10 years 
after the proclamation of Ontario's Bill 82, An Act to 
Amend the Education Act of 1980 (Ontario Ministry 
of Education, 1980), and 1985 enactment of Section 
15 of the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms 
in The Constitution Act of 1982. Even with the leg-
islation mandate, it has taken years for IHEs in the 
United States and Canada to provide an accessible 
campus for students with disabilities. Therefore, it is 
no surprise to observe that, at present time, most uni-
versities in China lack an accessible or a barrier-free 
campus, and that it will take an unforeseeable amount 
of time for universities in China to comply fully with 
the 2012 Regulations.

It appears that administrators at the three univer-
sities in our study are aware of the issues related to 
students with disabilities, as there is the existence of 
a small number of accessible facilities on campus. 
Also, a few major universities in China have begun to 
conduct research on barrier-free facilities (e.g., a Bar-
rier-free Construction Projects Joint Research Center 
was established in Tongji University in May 2011). 
Our findings, nonetheless, suggest that an accessible 
or a barrier-free campus environment has not been 
considered as an important, urgent matter by the uni-
versity administrators as compared to other campus 
issues, such as energy efficiency and conservation, 
green campus, and the use of ecological materials. 
We speculate that the lack of accessible facilities for 
students with disabilities across all four university 
campuses may be attributed to three reasons: poor 
government oversight, lack of university commit-
ment, and invisibility of students with disabilities on 

university campuses. However, future research must 
ascertain why the universities in this study are not in 
compliance with China’s legislation on disability re-
garding accessible campuses. 

Poor Government Oversight
The municipal government of the city where the 

three universities in our study are located is responsi-
ble for enforcing the 2012 Regulations. However, it is 
unclear how the municipal government enforces the 
2012 Regulations. Our findings show that as of 2016, 
the number of accessible facilities on all four cam-
puses is still small. There have been new construc-
tions, alterations, and additions on all campuses in 
our study, in particular, on University Campus A and 
C1. Yet, no accessible facilities were found in these 
new constructions, alterations, and additions which 
raises an important question as to whether the gov-
ernment agency has done an adequate job to enforce 
the 2012 Regulations. 

Lack of University Commitment
Each universities’ buildings and grounds depart-

ment’s web page in our study contained no informa-
tion on physical accessibility. There was no disability 
office for students at any of the universities. The 
three universities’ websites do not contain any infor-
mation on disability policies, services available for 
students with disabilities, or accessible facilities on 
campus. Also, no information on the designated per-
son(s) overseeing disability services was provided. 
We assume that the department of student services 
of each university is responsible for the welfare of 
students with disabilities on campus. However, when 
we reviewed the department’s web pages of each uni-
versity, no information on services for students with 
disabilities was found. This discovery leads us to 
question whether the department’s student counsel-
ors in each university have received proper training 
in special education, including knowledge of current 
legislation, direct counseling services, facilitation of 
communication, awareness of community resources, 
among others - an important topic for future research.

Invisibility of Students with Disability on Campus
One reason why universities in China lack com-

mitment to providing accessible facilities may be 
attributed to the very small number of students with 
disabilities on campus. It is rare to see students with 
mobility impairments at any of the three universities’ 
campuses. These students remain somewhat invisible 
on campus (Zhang, 2020). Although the Law of Peo-
ple’s Republic of China on Higher Education (Na-
tional People’s Congress, 1999) protects the rights 
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of students with disabilities to enroll in regular uni-
versities, it has been reported that some universities 
have imposed restrictions to deny the admissions of 
students with disabilities (e.g., Huang, 2011; Wang, 
2013; Wang, 2016; Yu et al., 2010), as the Chinese 
government has given individual universities the 
authority to make their own rules and decisions on 
admission to candidates with disabilities. Moreover, 
most colleges and universities in China do not have 
the proper teaching conditions and living facilities 
available for students with disabilities. Lack of spe-
cialized, trained staff further discourages students 
with disabilities from applying to regular universities 
(Yu et al., 2010). 

Unlike the United States and Canada, there are 
18 universities in China that have a special education 
college for students with disabilities which have a 
total annual student enrollment of about 2,000. These 
universities have their own entrance examinations 
and admissions requirements. The campuses of these 
universities have installed accessible facilities for 
students, including accessible classrooms, accessible 
housings and telecommunication devices. In addition, 
the administrative and teaching staff have credentials 
and experiences in special education to provide as-
sistance for students with disabilities. Students with 
disabilities may, therefore, opt to go to universities 
with a special education college, although they are 
qualified to attend regular universities. As only a very 
small number of students with physical disabilities 
attend regular universities, the management of these 
universities may be led to believe that accessible fa-
cilities on campus are not necessary. This oversight 
by the university management may also explain why 
some of the accessible facilities on campus have not 
been well maintained or been used for other purposes. 

Recommendations

Advocate to Make Amendments to Current 
Legislation

The 2008 revision of the Law on the Protection 
of Disabled Persons has been the legal mandate 
protecting the rights of people with disabilities in 
China for over a decade, yet there are still no lia-
bility issues for non-compliance in serving the 
needs of people with disabilities. Therefore, conse-
quences for non-compliance or government actions 
for non-compliance must be included in the future 
amendments of the legislation. Compliance with the 
legislation can be costly to universities in China, 
government at various levels can provide funding to 
support the effort of constructing the necessary ac-
cessible facilities on university campuses. 

Address the Importance of Government 
Enforcement and Communication

In China, government at various levels is the pri-
mary enforcer of the laws and regulations. University 
management is not going to fulfill its responsibilities 
if there are no penalties for failing to comply with the 
2012 Regulations. Government must actively promote 
accessible university campuses via mass communica-
tion to gain support from the public and the whole uni-
versity community. Government should also encourage 
students with disabilities to let their voices be heard by 
reporting universities that fail to comply with the 2012 
Regulations. Government must meet with the universi-
ty administration to provide specific suggestions, with 
specific timelines, as to what should be done to comply 
with the 2012 Regulations.  

Commit to Supporting an Inclusive Environment 
on Campus

As more and more students with disabilities are 
admitted to mainstream universities in China, it is 
imperative for universities to establish an office of 
disability services on campus with trained staff mem-
bers who have a working knowledge of students with 
disabilities. Disability service providers must ensure 
that institutions meet their obligation to provide stu-
dents with disabilities with greater opportunities for 
increased social support, integration into campus 
life, and more access to available resources. A uni-
versity’s office of disability services should provide 
training/workshops for its student counselors and 
university instructors to better understand the various 
types of issues students may encounter due to their 
impairment(s) and to provide support. Furthermore, 
disability service providers must work in collabora-
tion with other university departments (e.g., Facilities 
Management, Office of Student Affairs, etc.) to cre-
ate a holistic, inclusive environment for students with 
disabilities. Funds should be appropriated to provide 
appropriate services for students with disabilities and 
to lawfully comply with the building regulations. 

Conclusion

Universities in China might argue that providing 
an accessible campus for students with disabilities 
is not necessary as it is not worth spending so much 
money for so few students (or no students). They 
might further argue that the money should be spent 
on the priorities that are important to the welfare 
and needs of the majority of students on campus. Al-
though students with disabilities have been and will 
likely be the “invisible” group on college campuses 
in China for some years to come, they are nonethe-
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less entitled to the same services as their non-disabled 
peers. Most importantly, various laws in education in 
China have clearly stated that students with disabili-
ties should be provided with the opportunities to par-
ticipate fully in all activities in society. China today 
has the will, money, and resources to care for individ-
uals with disabilities, as is evident by the establish-
ment and enactment of legislations and regulations, 
and as demonstrated by its willingness to be the host 
country of the Paralympic Games in 2008. Universi-
ty students with disabilities are a minority group on 
campus across the globe. The presence of students 
with disabilities on campus, human rights legislation, 
and local building codes are the forces for the uni-
versities to modify existing buildings (Hill, 1992). 
These forces exist today in China. It entirely depends 
on whether the government and the university com-
munity have the commitment to enforce the laws to 
provide accessible facilities for university students 
with disabilities. It is our sincere hope that there will 
be more accessible campuses for students with dis-
abilities in China. We also hope that our findings will 
open the door for more detailed research on the areas 
of accessibility for university students with disabili-
ties in China as well as in other developing countries.
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Abstract

Limited research explores postsecondary disability resource professionals’ (DRPs) perceptions and expe-
riences supporting students during the COVID-19 pandemic. As part of a larger study utilizing national 
survey and interview data, this paper explores DRPs’ experiences and observations related to student men-
tal health during the pandemic-related lockdowns and subsequent transitions back to in-person campus 
settings. The findings of this study reveal DRPs are grappling with increasing student numbers, continuing 
need for expanded mental health accommodations and supports, and a persisting urgency to re-examine the 
role of the disability resource office (DRO) on campus related to student mental health. Implications and 
strategies for practice. 

Keywords: disability resource professionals, mental health, higher education

Summary of Relevant Literature

The COVID-19 pandemic has negatively influ-
enced postsecondary community members’ mental 
health because of the disruption of daily routines, ac-
cess to life necessities, and other associated factors 
(Caron, 2021; Flaherty, 2020; Petty, 2021; Scott & 
Aquino, 2020, 2021). Postsecondary students are ex-
periencing additional stress and anxiety (Son et al., 
2020), with a large proportion of young adults im-
pacted by mental health problems associated with 
the COVID-19 pandemic (Anderson, 2020; Center 
for Postsecondary Research, 2021; Sontag-Padilla, 
2020; Wood, 2021). Educators and other members 
of the higher education community have also experi-
enced pressures impacting their overall mental health 
(Docka-Filipek & Stone, 2021; Zhai & Du, 2020). 
As research continues to document the changing and 
developing impact of the pandemic on mental health 
(Grubic et al. 2020; Madaus et al., 2021; Savage et 
al., 2020; Weissman, 2021), there is growing recogni-
tion of the long-term need to pay increased attention 

to mental health of students and the broader campus 
community (Carrasco, 2022). This brief explores the 
practice of disability resource professionals (DRPs) 
supporting mental health needs during the pandemic. 

Participants

Data for this paper were collected from a national 
project exploring the experiences and perceptions of 
DRPs during the COVID-19 pandemic. Specifically, 
three distinct data collections —two survey data col-
lections in May and December 2020 and one round 
of interviews in July 2021—explored postsecondary 
disability support services, including how disability 
resource offices (DROs) supported student mental 
health, within the higher education environment. The 
first wave of data included 535 AHEAD members 
and the second wave of data included 631 AHEAD 
members. Detailed information on the first two waves 
of participants can be found in AHEAD whitepapers 
(Scott & Aquino, 2020, 2021). The last phase of 
this project, semi-structured interviews, included 11 



Aquino & Scott; Practice Brief176     

DRPs recruited from the AHEAD listserv. Their pro-
fessional roles included directors, coordinators, and 
specialists employed within postsecondary institu-
tions’ DROs.  The practices described below reveal 
their experiences and observations supporting student 
mental health during the pandemic. All participant 
names are pseudonyms.

Depiction of the Problem: Trends in Practice 
Related to Student Mental Health 

As members of the postsecondary community, 
DRPs provide a unique perspective on pandemic-re-
lated changes in student mental health. Observations 
and data related to student support and accommoda-
tion development throughout the pandemic provide 
insight into emerging barriers, student mental health 
needs, and DRO practices.

In the first few months of the COVID-19 pan-
demic, when postsecondary coursework and student 
support shifted to an online modality, students were 
required to access services remotely that were once 
typically available within an in-person setting. When 
asked about the barriers they were observing in the 
new remote environment, DRPs indicated that dis-
abled students were having more difficulty access-
ing counseling and mental health services than their 
nondisabled student counterparts (60.7% to 56.1%, 
respectively; Scott & Aquino, 2020). 

Nine months into the pandemic, nearly half 
(44.9%) of all DRP participants noted an improve-
ment in disabled student access to counseling and 
mental health services. While this improvement is a 
positive indicator for disabled students’ access and 
use of student support services, 13.7% of surveyed 
DRO professionals indicated no improvement and 
15.7% indicated a worsening for disabled students’ 
access to mental health services (Table 1; Scott & 
Aquino, 2021). 

When surveyed participants compared DRO reg-
istration trends between the fall 2019 (pre-pandem-
ic) and fall 2020 semesters, over half (59.4%) noted 
an overall increase in student registration specific to 
psychological disabilities related to mental and emo-
tional health. Nearly eight percent of surveyed DRO 
professionals (7.7%) indicated that their offices did 
not track requests disaggregating by disability type 
(Table 2; Scott & Aquino, 2021).

Within the first nine months of the pandemic, 
DRPs reported notable patterns and shifts in practices 
related to student mental health. To learn more about 
these changes, we conducted individual interviews to 
further explore what the perspectives of DRPs reveal 
about mental health on campus. The following sec-

tion addresses how DRPs perceive the overall impact 
of COVID-19 on campus mental health, a year and a 
half following the start of the pandemic. 

Picture of Mental Health in Higher Education: 
DRP Perceptions of Student Mental Health 

Practices

Eighteen months into the COVID-19 pandemic, 
DRPs had experienced numerous obstacles and shift-
ing professional obligations in their continued work 
to support student accommodation needs. DRP inter-
views revealed the significant influx of student re-
quests, as well as the varied responses in establishing 
institution-wide support for overall student mental 
health needs. Lastly, findings highlighted how DRP 
mental health was also impacted in their ongoing 
work to engage and support disabled students within 
their institutional environments.

The Exponential Growth of an Existing Crisis
Although the COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated 

mental health issues for individuals throughout the 
postsecondary environment, mental health was al-
ready a concern before the onset of the pandemic. 
Melissa, a DRO director within a four-year private in-
stitution whose office serves approximately 300 stu-
dents on an annual basis noted the following: “Mental 
health needs are exploding, and I know that that’s na-
tionwide. I know that’s global... but it was exploding 
in our campus before.” 

However, the COVID-19 pandemic increased 
mental health concerns within the postsecondary 
community. As one DRP observed about students, 
“They have mental health issues because by the way, 
we’re in a pandemic and also people are being under-
paid and undervalued. And so, there’s a lot of stress 
at home. So, there’s a whole bunch of stuff going on 
and they’re coming in pretty defeated already.” Me-
lissa, whose office has a staff of two DRPs and who 
has worked for less than five years within the higher 
education environment emphasized: 

I think that that is a fight, unfortunately, a chal-
lenge that needs to be addressed, probably not 
just in my little microcosm, but more globally be-
cause it’s like…they have this, they have that. It’s 
knowing what’s going on and still saying, “Hey, 
you’re capable.”

The Relationship with the Institution’s Counseling 
Center 

The interviews illuminated the varied organi-
zational placement for their institutions’ DROs and 
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Table 1

Change in Access to Counseling and Mental Health Services for Disabled Students, December 2020, By 
Percent

DRP Perceptions of Change
Improvement 44.9

No Improvement 13.7
Gotten Worse 15.7

Never a Barrier 9.4
Do Not Know 16.3

Table 2

Change in Students Registering with DRO for Psychological Disabilities Related to Mental and Emotional 
Health, Fall ‘19 to Fall ‘20, By Percent

Trends in DRO Data
Increase Reported 59.4

No Increase Reported 9.2
Office Does Not Track 7.7

Not Applicable 3.7
Do Not Know 20.0
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counseling centers. This often contributed to the re-
lationship the DRO and counseling center had going 
into the COVID-19 pandemic. As Theresa, a DRO 
director of a suburban, private four-year institution, 
whose office serves approximately 100 students an-
nually, noted, “Just the way that we’re structured 
there’s always that collaboration, ... that synergy be-
tween those two offices is always there.” Thomas, a 
DRO director whose office supports approximately 
65 students annually, shares the vague yet supportive 
working environment with his institution’s counsel-
ing center:

I guess we haven’t defined our relationship, but 
we definitely work together. We know one anoth-
er, we’ll check in. If, you know, there’s a high-lev-
el student issue and nine times out of 10, I trust 
them to do what they do and it’s the same [with 
the counseling center].

Although all participants noted the importance of col-
laborating with their institutions’ counseling center, 
participants either noted existing alliances or limit-
ed interactions which either promoted or hindered 
student mental health initiatives intensified by the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Claire, a DRO director in an 
urban, private four-year institution located in the 
Northeast whose office serves approximately 500 
students, noted, “I can always just call him up and 
talk to him and he can do the same for me…We just 
have that relationship with one another.” Melissa ex-
plained, despite the placement of the offices, there is 
a need to better collaborate with the counseling center 
for better student support: 

I have said...it would be awesome for the two of 
us to be under the same umbrella where we really 
know when it’s honestly disability or not, because 
like she has people with diagnoses, but they’re 
not registered in my office...so that’s the problem.

With the increased mental health requests, DROs and 
counseling centers are still trying to clearly identify 
their roles and placement in student mental health 
needs. For Claire, creating partnerships and defining 
roles are essential for successful student support: 

Creating a good community partnership is im-
portant…Our office has a lot of touch points with 
students and programs...so I think those are im-
portant. And so those will continue to include 
mental health check-ins. So, when you start being 
a disability resource officer...you recognize that...
it’s like, what should you do? And what shouldn’t 

you do? Because we’re not counselors. We 
shouldn’t be counselors.

Additionally, Melissa emphasized:

My office... and counseling...we all kind of 
come in and support each other. I think what we 
have learned is that looking at the whole person 
is incredibly important. We knew it before, but 
it has kind of cemented that again, we have a lot 
of people that are struggling financially. Mental 
health is crazy, and COVID just highlighted it to 
a huge degree.

Amidst the increasing student needs and growing 
student numbers, DRPs are seeking connections with 
campus counseling services in different ways.

Supporting Students with Mental Health Concerns 
Who Do Not Formally Disclose 

Another theme emerging from the interviews was 
the need to better support and create outreach strate-
gies for student mental health needs, even when the 
students were not formally disclosing with the DRO. 
For DRPs, it was important to still engage with stu-
dents, even if not through the typical intake process. 
For Amanda, an accommodations coordinator in a 
public four-year institution, it was always important 
to ask students, “What's your  experience without ac-
tually disclosing?” She noted it is important to support 
student mental health within the higher education en-
vironment, even if they are not formally disclosing a 
disability or seeking accommodations. Amanda, who 
works in an office of six DRPs that supports approxi-
mately 1,000 students annually, emphasizes with stu-
dents that mental health is an ongoing journey and 
that some days are better than others:

It's okay [for the students] not to be great. And 
I’m not a counselor by any means, but this is a 
community on campus who wants to support you 
and wants to help [you] through these things. 
That said, I think we have a real peak right now 
on [student] anxiety. We have a real peak right 
now on [student] depression.

Helen, an access specialist and counselor in an urban, 
public four-year institution in the west, indicated how 
institutions can do a better job supporting student 
mental health before it negatively impinges on vari-
ous aspects of their lives:

I definitely think that because of a pandemic…
there was a lot more opportunity for students to 
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kind of see what was going on with their mental 
health and figure out okay, this is something that 
they’ve struggled with, or maybe something devel-
oped because of the pandemic for some students. 
So, I think that it is going to be really important 
that universities keep tabs on students’ wellbeing.

Thomas, a DRP in a rural, private four-year institution 
with less than 1,000 students in overall enrollment, 
has tried to find creative outreach approaches to sup-
port students’ mental health. Through collaborations 
with other administrative areas, he is committed to 
support student mental health before accommoda-
tions are needed:

I’ve been working with the dean’s office. I've 
been working with the director of athletics to 
create these morning programs, having morning 
yoga, breathing exercises and breathing tech-
niques, just those small things that I feel like can 
help our students cope a little bit more...it’s those 
students who I see more often, they’re struggling 
with just everyday coping. So, it was just always 
kind of, okay, let’s talk about it, let’s get it out. 
Now, let’s work on strategies for success. They 
needed this kind of every day, checking in with 
themselves type of help. And so I feel like that we 
need to just have, whether it’s flyers all through-
out their dorms, or, like I said, the morning yoga...
these wellness classes to help develop the student 
holistically, instead of just kind of looking at, they 
need accommodations.

While DROs may not always have the capacity to sup-
port mental health outreach, some participants noted 
that their institutions bring in other administrative 
areas to better support this work. For Tim, an accom-
modations specialist in a private urban four-year insti-
tution, student mental health can be an institution-wide 
collaboration before formal self-disclosure occurs:

I would say I know that the university as a whole 
is definitely focusing more on those things. 
We’ve got extensive outreach, especially for stu-
dents who were online only last year, whether 
they were living close to campus or living liter-
ally anywhere around the world. So I would say 
that our office has not, we’re not necessarily in-
creasing anything, anything in those areas, but the 
university as a whole certainly is.

Although pre-disclosure may be an area beyond the 
traditional scope of DROs, many participants noted 
that student mental health is still important to be 

aware of and support well in advance of students’ 
self-identification and request for accommodations. 

Disability Resource Professionals’ Mental Health 
DRPs work to support student needs, including 

mental health-related accommodations. In order 
to do this important work, participant comments 
revealed that a new type of mental health support 
was needed—their own. Within the interviews, par-
ticipants indicated two emerging themes related to 
DRP mental health: (1) factors impacting their own 
mental health during the COVID-19 pandemic and 
(2) the need to create work environments to support 
colleagues’ mental health. For Yvonne, an assistant 
director at a public two-year institution whose of-
fice serves approximately 1,000 students annually, it 
was important for her to make intentional changes to 
better safeguard their own mental health during the 
COVID-19 pandemic:

I’ve had to work on being able to separate myself 
because it’s taken a lot…it also takes a toll on you. 
I hear the desperation and the worry [from the stu-
dents] and it's me, myself, I'm trying to help them. 
But on the flip side, on the personal side, I have 
those same concerns and those same worries and 
that self-care, that has been a big challenge be-
cause I’m so focused on work. And then my fam-
ily. At times, I'm like, well, I need a minute. You 
know, I need to think about me, because if I can’t, 
if I'm not good, how productive am I going to be 
for my students or for my family?

And while institutions may not have anticipated the 
need to safeguard employee mental health throughout 
the COVID-19 pandemic, administrators in leadership 
positions can still create supportive environments to 
support colleague mental health. Claire, with approx-
imately 10 years of experience in the higher educa-
tion environment, stressed the need to create positive 
work environments for her team:

I think that they all know that I am extremely 
supportive of their own mental health and …tak-
ing time off, if they need to take care of it, go 
to the doctors, see a therapist, but also making 
arrangements so that they feel comfortable and 
are supported within the office. So, of course, the 
university does absolutely nothing, but hopefully 
I, as a boss and as their supervisor, can provide a 
good place to work. Just being able to talk about 
that, I’m not a therapist and none of that was ther-
apy, but just being able to talk about that is I think 
a good thing for a community to create.
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In the constantly changing institutional return-to-cam-
pus plans, many members of the institutional commu-
nity may feel left out in the process. Throughout the 
pandemic, administrative roles changed, and work 
may have increased. As the shift to remote learning 
impacted not only students and faculty, but DRP ad-
ministrators as well, being more aware and supportive 
about the mental health of all institutional members 
will continue to be important in this post-lockdown 
transition for the higher education environment.

Implications and Recommendations

The findings of this study reveal DRPs are grap-
pling with increasing student numbers, continuing 
need for expanded mental health accommodations 
and supports, and a persisting need to re-examine the 
role of the DRO on campus related to student mental 
health. DRPs themselves are experiencing personal 
and professional stressors in the wake of the pandem-
ic which is a necessary aspect to address if DRPs are 
going to be able to appropriately serve students. Trau-
ma experts note that the mental health ramifications 
of the pandemic will persist long after the physical 
threat of COVID-19 declines (Yong, 2021). These 
findings have important implications and suggest the 
following recommendations for practice. 

Enhance Virtual Options and Flexibility to 
Support Access to DRO Services

Many students with mental health concerns will 
be unfamiliar with the supports available across cam-
pus or even aware they may be eligible for disabil-
ity services. With a recently acquired or intensified 
mental health concern, a student may have little or 
no understanding of accommodations and how they 
may support access and learning. DRPs now more 
than ever need to ensure that simple and straightfor-
ward information about campus supports and poten-
tial accommodations are widely available. Innovative 
practices that were quickly generated out of necessity 
at the onset of the pandemic provide insights to new 
approaches to traditional DRO outreach to students. 
Expanding information and access through such 
means as providing a virtual front desk for making 
appointments and asking questions, a chat feature 
on the DRO website, online office hours for “walk-
in” appointments, and instructional videos about 
accommodation procedures are emerging practices 
(Scott & Aquino, 2020). The initial transition to re-
mote services also challenged DRPs to think about 
disability documentation in new ways. Telehealth 
and teleassessments, as well as student self-report, 
are increasingly recognized as valuable sources of 

documentation needed to undergird accommodation 
decision-making with this population (Krentz et al., 
2021). Emerging DRO practices reveal that expand-
ing outreach strategies that provide students with 
enhanced virtual options and flexibility are essential 
going forward.

Lead Campus Decision-Makers to Reexamine 
Mental Health Accommodations

During the pandemic-induced transitions of the 
last two years, some of the bastions of higher educa-
tion (including instructional delivery and classroom 
policies) have been subjected to unprecedented flex-
ibility. Krentz et al. (2021) observed that what was 
once considered “a firm no” related to classroom ac-
commodation requests, such as flexible attendance 
policies, now need to be reconsidered. Other poten-
tial accommodations related to mental health that are 
the topic of ongoing dialogue in professional listservs 
such as the AHEAD Community and the DSSHE in-
clude requests for remote class participation, extended 
deadlines for projects and papers, and the availability 
of online sections of required courses. DROs will be 
well-served to lead campus decision-makers in re-ex-
amining existing practices and policies in these areas. 
Precedents that were set during the pandemic suggest 
that a broader range of classroom accommodations 
may now be considered feasible (Krentz et al., 2021).

Contribute DRP Expertise to Strategic Campaigns 
for Mental Health

Beyond accommodations, the findings of this study 
reveal that DRPs are exploring connections with cam-
pus counseling services to clarify roles and fill gaps 
in student supports. Some DRPS are finding that shar-
ing administrative reporting lines and working with 
mutual students has resulted in synchrony across of-
fices. Others report ambiguity in roles and challenges 
of defining what mental health concerns reach a level 
of “disability.” Given the predictable continuation of 
a mental health crisis on campus in the years ahead, 
it behooves DRPs to reach out to these campus col-
leagues to explore and clarify roles and services that 
best meet the needs of the campus community. 

The time is right for DRPs to also explore new 
partnerships in campus-wide efforts to support men-
tal health. As proactive supports and a holistic frame 
for viewing student health and well-being are be-
coming institutional priorities (Moody, 2022), there 
is opportunity for DRPs to participate. National re-
sources such as those offered by Mental Health First 
Aid (n.d.) and the JED Foundation (n.d.) offer a vari-
ety of strategies and supports targeted to colleges that 
work to educate community members, increase the 
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network of support, and promote strategic campaigns 
for overall mental health and equity (JED, n.d.). As 
campus initiatives (including, for example,  men-
tal health summits, awareness campaigns, listening 
sessions, town halls, and task forces) bring together 
campus constituents to share expertise and problem 
solving, DRPs have a valuable perspective to share. 
DRP knowledge and skill sets in the areas of promot-
ing equity, destigmatizing disability, and supporting 
inclusive design strategies have great potential for 
informing the conversation about proactive mental 
health support on campus. 

Recognize and Support Professional Mental 
Health Needs

An incidental but important finding emerging 
from the interviews with DRPs was the candid report 
of mental health strain.  Working to support the grow-
ing number of student requests and within the rapid-
ly changing working conditions, DRPs experienced 
their own personal challenges to health and wellbeing 
while also supporting their institutions. Eikenberry 
(2022) described “leadership fatigue” (para. 1) as a 
current hazard in the workplace that requires  moving 
past an achiever mindset, to recognize personal lev-
els of strain and fatigue that may impact work perfor-
mance. Emerging resources such as those generated 
by the American College Health (ACHA) Co-VAC 
initiative (ACHA, n.d.) highlight the importance of 
campus personnel strategies. Practices such as virtu-
al drop-in groups supported by a mental health pro-
fessional are needed to ameliorate individual-level 
symptoms of burnout (H. Zesiger, personal commu-
nication, February 9, 2022).

DRP supervisors are encouraged to extend flexi-
bility and new capacities for remote work where pos-
sible. Strategies to reduce some forms of work load 
such as acquiring a DRO data management system 
take on new importance in alleviating DRP role strain. 
On a personal level, DRPs are reminded it is more 
important than ever to take advantage of the vibrant 
community of DRO professionals available to prob-
lem solve dilemmas, vent frustrations, and celebrate 
successes. Whether colleagues on campus, online list 
servs, or state and national level professional gather-
ings, sharing experiences and brainstorming solutions 
has never been more important for supporting the im-
portant work of DRPs.
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these specific guidelines:

• Submit one complete Word document (.doc or 
.docx) that contains all manuscript components 
(i.e., title page, abstract, body, references, tables/
figures).

• Provide a separate cover letter (APA 12.11) 
asking that the manuscript be considered for 
publication and stating that it has not been pub-
lished, or is not being reviewed for publication, 
elsewhere. 

• Manuscripts should have one-inch margins in 
12-point Times New Roman font. Double space 
the abstract, body, and references; single space 
the title page and tables/figures. 

• The title (APA 2.4) should not exceed 12 words. 
• Place the abstract (maximum 250 words, APA 

2.9) on page two (following the title page). 
Include three to five keywords (APA 2.10) below 
the abstract (does not apply to book reviews). 

• Use APA Section 1, Scholarly Writing and Pub-
lishing Principles, related to types of articles and 
papers; ethical, legal, and professional standards 
in publishing; ensuring the accuracy of scientif-
ic findings; protecting the rights and welfare of 
research participants and subjects; and protecting 
intellectual property rights. 

• Use APA Section 2, Paper Elements and Format, 
to align paper elements, format, and organiza-
tion. Indent paragraphs (APA 2.24), and adhere 
to heading levels (APA 2.27) to organize the 
manuscript. 

• Content and method are important. Use APA 
Section 3, Journal Article Reporting Standards, 
related to overview of reporting standards; com-
mon reporting standards across research designs; 
and reporting standards for quantitative, qualita-
tive, and mixed methods research. Please refer to 
Madaus et al. (2020) for research guidelines for 
higher education and disability where instruc-
tions are provided for describing samples and 
study locations, and appropriately selecting and 
describing the methodologies employed. 

• Writing is important, carefully edit and proofread 
the manuscript.. 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, capitalization, italics, abbreviations, 
numbers, statistical and mathematical copy, 
presentation of equations, and lists. Refer to APA 
6.32-6.39 to properly report numbers expressed 
as numerals or in words.

• APA Section 5, Bias-Free Language and Guide-
lines provides guidance for writing about people, 
identity, and other topics wherein bias in writ-
ing is common. Although generally useful, this 
section’s discussion of disability is reductive. 
Authors should follow their best judgment in this 
regard. Additional guidance is provided below. 

• Regarding language related to disability, au-
thors must determine the type of wording that is 
best for their given study - typically person-first 
or identity-first language. (See the “AHEAD 
Statement on Language” for details about 
these options and for additional resources on 
the topic.) We encourage authors to be explicit 
about their choices in the manuscript, informing 
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readers about the rationale for their choice of 
language. 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 re-
searcher or practitioner decisions. Additionally, 
aligned with the AHEAD statement in terms of 
outdated language use, we discourage “the use of 
outmoded euphemisms such as ‘special needs,’ 
‘physically or mentally challenged,’ different-
ly- or alternatively-abled, etc.” unless there is an 
explicit reason, such as referring to past practices 
or terminology to learn something valuable from 
it for current practice.

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

• Provide a complete reference list (APA 2.12) 
rather than a bibliography  following the man-
uscript. References should be formatted consis-
tently, following APA examples in sections 9-11. 
Please be sure to carefully edit references as 
manuscripts will not be sent out for review until 
they conform to APA guidelines and references 
represent the most common challenge point for 
submitted manuscripts. 

•  Mask any information that could reasonably re-
veal the identity of the authors to the reviewers. 
For example, citations that would identify an au-
thor should be replaced with “citation omitted” 
and the corresponding reference removed from 
the reference list (APA 8.3). This does not mean 
that all author citations must be removed, only 
those that are likely to reveal an author identity 
by being self-referential. Those which are “in 
press” or “under review” should also be removed 
as they are typically from an author. Mask insti-
tutional identities in manuscripts if they are like-
ly to reveal the institution of an author. Please 
do not use a title that can be searched in order 
to find a previous iteration of the work (e.g., a 
conference presentation, a dissertation). We will 
ask you to unmask these elements of your manu-
script subsequent to acceptance. These examples 
are not exhaustive, but it is the author’s job to 
minimize any information that can reveal author 
identity.

• Tables and/or figures, following references, are 
in black and white only, and must conform to 

APA standards in APA Section 7. Follow ex-
amples 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 description of the 
information depicted in the table/figure. This will 
be provided as an alternate format in the elec-
tronic version of the JPED, making tables/figures 
accessible for screen readers. 

• In submitted manuscripts, all tables and figures 
should be placed at the end of the manuscript 
with a corresponding indication in the text, “< 
Place Table/Figure X approximately here>”. 
During layout editing, tables and/or figures 
should will be embedded in the text either as 
noted in the manuscript or after its first mention 
in text (APA 7.6)

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

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

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

 ○ Sample papers (end of Section 2, pp. 50-67).
 ○ Strategies to improve your writing (APA 

4.25-4.30). 
 ○ Tables checklist (APA 7.20).
 ○ Figure checklist (APA 7.35).
 ○ 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, 
authors are encouraged to read past articles in the 
JPED (available at https://www.ahead.org/profes-
sional-resources/publications/jped) to better under-
stand the types of submissions we print.  A man-
uscript 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 
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that you are submitting a manuscript for con-
sideration for the JPED. Include the title of the 
manuscript and the full contact information 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 confirm 
receipt of your submission within seven business 
days. 

• Manuscript submissions by AHEAD members 
are especially welcome. 

Upon Acceptance for Publication

For manuscripts that are accepted for publication, 
we will request additional information at two sepa-
rate intervals:

• First, corresponding authors will be asked to 
respond to copyediting suggestions shortly 
after acceptance. As part of this process, Cassie 
Sanchez (Copyeditor) will contact you with a 
proposed copyedited draft of your submitted 
manuscript and/or specific questions requiring 
your response. 

• Second, once your manuscript has been assigned 
to a future issue, Valerie Spears (JPED Editorial 
Assistant) will contact the corresponding author 
to request: 1) a 40-50 word bibliographic de-
scription for each author; 2) and a signed copy-
right transfer form (Valerie will send templates 
for both); and 3) approval of galley proofs of the 
article ready for publication. 

Although JPED reserves the right to edit all material 
for space and style, corresponding 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 
formatted as a collection of articles related to a par-
ticular topic or as a central position paper followed 
by a series of commentaries (a modified point/count-
er point). If the issue has the potential to be valuable 
to the readership of the JPED, modification to the 
journal’s content or format may be possible. Authors 
who wish to discuss a special issue should contact 
the editorial team at jped@ahead.org.  

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 nearly 
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, 
accepting approximately 20% of all submitted 
manuscripts during the last calendar year. JPED is 
indexed in EBSCO, ERIC and Emerging Sources 
Citation Index. At present, JPED does not have an 
impact factor but is working with Clarivate Analyt-
ics’ Social Sciences Citation Index to obtain one.

Editorial and Review Teams

The editorial team is composed of Ezekiel Kimball, 
Ryan Wells, Valerie Spears, Richard Allegra, and 
Cassie Sanchez. The review board is composed of 
more than 70 international disability scholars and 
disability services educators with expertise on dis-
abled college students, disability services, disability 
studies, and research methodologies. 
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