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Student Learning Outcomes for Disability Services: 
What Evidence do you Have?

From the Editor

During my tenure in higher education I have 
taught a course each year on the evaluation of educa-
tional programs. A portion of my preparation for the 
course involves reviewing the literature to find new 
resources to share with students. The contemporary 
literature follows a common theme: what evidence 
do you have that demonstrates what you are doing is 
making a difference? Some educators’ focus is back-
wards, focusing on what we do for students, rather 
than what students learn as a result of their interac-
tions with us. Among the clients who use our services, 
programs, and facilities, is there a positive effect on 
their learning, development, success, or other intend-
ed outcomes?

There is a plethora of books and journals that 
focus on the importance of evaluation and assessment 
in contemporary higher education. Since the adminis-
trative home for many disability services offices is in 
academic or student support services, Student Affairs 
Assessment: Theory to Practice, authored by Gavin 
Henning and Darby Roberts (2016), may be a helpful 
resource for disability educators. Banta and Palomba 
(2014), Kuh et al. (2015), and Suskie (2014) are a few 
other prominent higher education authors from whom 
we can learn.

Alexander Astin’s (1991) early model of assessing 
institutional outcomes serves as a reminder that institu-
tional interventions (e.g., programs, services, policies) 
cannot be isolated from other variables which may 
influence outcomes, such as background and entering 
characteristics. His IEO model (input, environment, 
outcomes) serves as a theoretical foundation for how 
precollege characteristics, and institutional effects of 
the academic environment, influence outcomes. Out-
comes are influenced outside of the higher education 
bubble; they do not happen in isolation. 

Educational outcomes provide information on 
how well your educational program or service accom-
plishes its goals. They are a measure of how clients, 
and their circumstances, change, and whether the ed-
ucational programs (treatment) have been a factor in 
the change, and are effective. Outcomes are specifi-
cally about what you want at the end of your efforts. 
The lead article in this issue of the journal examines 
student learning outcomes in postsecondary disabil-
ity offices. Jean Ashmore (Rice University) Ann 
Knettler-Smith (Delaware State University), and 
Sally Scott (Association on Higher Education and 

Disability) suggest that the expectation for defined 
student learning and development outcomes (SLOs) 
has become established in all elements of higher ed-
ucation and is reinforced by external agencies such 
as the Council for the Advancement of Standards in 
Higher Education. Within the realm of student ser-
vices, many different departments link their programs 
to outcomes. Their study reports data from a 2016 
survey of Association on Higher Education and Dis-
ability (AHEAD) members regarding knowledge and 
use of SLOs in disability resource offices.  

In the next article, Maureen Squires, Beverly 
Burnell, Cynthia McCarty, and Heidi Schnacken-
berg (State University of New York at Plattsburgh) 
share a fascinating study on emerging adulthood from 
the perspectives of college students with disabilities. 
In that context, they specifically looked at student 
reasons for not disclosing their disability status or not 
pursuing relevant accommodations. Their findings 
include motivations to assert independence, avoiding 
stigma associated with others’ responses to disclo-
sure and/or use of accommodations, and to develop 
an adult identity that includes, but is not defined by, 
disability. The third article reports on a qualitative in-
vestigation of bullying of individuals with disabilities 
on a college campus. Bridget Green (George Wash-
ington University) found that bullying influenced 
participants’ relationships with peers and interactions 
within the collegiate environment. Some of the partic-
ipants reported that peers provided an important role 
in coping with bullying while attending college, and 
addressed a need to feel safe across different environ-
ments. The study concludes with suggestions for how 
disability student support services can advocate for 
these students.

In the fourth article, Ben Littlepage and Cindy 
Clemson (Murray State University) explore how 
student support service administrators responded to 
the observed transitional challenges of students with 
disabilities during a period of systemic imbalance. 
Their analysis revealed that students with disabilities, 
upon entering college, had unrealized expectations of 
postsecondary education, sought the same individu-
alized attention experienced in secondary school, and 
misunderstood administrative processes, especial-
ly those associated with securing accommodations. 
They had multiple suggestions, including that early 
transitional planning with students be initiated during 
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their senior year of high school. The fifth article looks 
at predictors and trajectories of educational function-
ing in college students with and without attention-defi-
cit/hyperactivity disorder. George DuPaul, Melanie 
Franklin, Brittany Pollack, Kristen Fletcher, Aliza 
Jaffe, Matthew Gormley (Lehigh University), Ar-
thur Anastopoulos (University of North Caroli-
na at Greensboro) and Lisa Weyandt (University 
of Rhode Island) examined the differences between 
ADHD and control participants in academic outcomes 
(i.e., semester GPA, credits attempted, credits earned) 
over the first two years of college, and factors that pre-
dict second year outcomes.  They found that students 
with ADHD experienced more academic difficulties 
that persisted over two years, including motivation to 
study, suggesting the importance of providing services 
as early as possible to support students before they 
begin to struggle. 

In the final article, a practice brief, Kiriko Taka-
hashi, Lisa Uyehara, Hye Jin Park, Robert Stodden 
(University of Hawai’i at Manoa) and Kelly Roberts 
(Northern Arizona University) demonstrate how Pa-
cific Alliance, an internship to improve postsecondary 
persistence for students with disabilities in the science, 
technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) 
pipeline, improved students’ persistence by increasing 
their motivation, self-confidence, social and communi-
cation skills, and organizational and time management 
skills.  The authors describe the project housed at the 
Center on Disability Studies at the University of Ha-
waii at Manoa and the experiences of interns.

The editorial team and review boards associated 
with the Journal of Postsecondary Education and Dis-
ability are proud to assist the disability services com-
munity by providing a forum for disability services 
educators to discuss our evidence for making a differ-
ence in the lives of the students and faculty members 
we serve. 

Roger D. Wessel, Ph.D.
Executive Editor
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Use of Student Learning Outcomes in 
Postsecondary Disability Offices
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Abstract

The expectation for defined student learning and development outcomes has become established in all ele-
ments of higher education and is reinforced by external agencies.  Within the realm of student services, many 
different departments link their programs to these outcomes.  Student learning and development outcomes, 
or more simply student learning outcomes (SLOs), are constructs integral to education put forth by a number 
of professional associations and academics.  The SLOs from the Council for the Advancement of Standards 
in Higher Education (CAS) have been available for many years yet their adoption as part of program review 
and assessment has varied across institutional co-curricular units.  Very little information is available about 
how disability resource and service (DRS) departments develop and use SLOs.  This study reports data from a 
2016 survey of Association on Higher Education and Disability (AHEAD) members about knowledge and use 
of SLOs in DRS offices.  Data reported suggest limited use of SLOs in DRS when compared to other campus 
departments.  Responses reflected divergent development, understanding, and use of SLOs.  Implications for 
training and resource development for DRS professionals are discussed.  

Keywords: Disability services, learning outcomes, student outcomes, member survey, program evaluation

The process of discussing and defining student 
learning and development outcomes has long been as-
sociated with the academic elements of higher educa-
tion.  Regulations from governmental and accrediting 
bodies typically establish expectations for academic 
disciplines and professional programs to define antic-
ipated outcomes at the course level and beyond which 
then constitute core elements of assessment (Ameri-
can Association for Higher Education and Accredita-
tion [AAHEA], 1996; Suskie, 2009).  The expansion 
and use of a learning and development outcomes per-
spective to co-curricular entities on campus has been 
gradual and subject to resistance despite thirty years 
of discussion about assessment in student affairs (El-
kins, 2015; Henning & Roberts 2016; Robbins, 2009).  
Leading professional associations, including the Na-
tional Association of Student Personnel Administra-
tors (NASPA) and the American College Personnel 
Association (ACPA), stated in the groundbreaking 
publication Learning Reconsidered, that, “all areas of 
college engagement provide opportunities for student 
learning” (NASPA, 2004, p. 20).  They further state, 
“both academic and student affairs administrators 

should commit to holding all [emphasis added] cam-
pus educators accountable for the contributions their 
learning experiences make to overall student learning 
outcomes” (p. 28).

Student affairs professional associations have put 
forth various frameworks of student learning and de-
velopment outcomes at divisional and departmental 
levels.  These outcomes, for ease of reference, will 
be referred to as student learning outcomes or SLOs 
throughout this article.  The Essential Learning Out-
comes from the American Association of Colleges and 
Universities (AACU, 2005) presented four domains 
for structuring SLOs: knowledge of human cultures 
and the physical and natural world, intellectual and 
practical skills, personal and social responsibility, 
and integrative and applied learning.  Similarly, the 
American College Personnel Association ([ACPA], 
1996) introduced six categories of learning outcomes: 
complex cognitive skills, knowledge acquisition, in-
trapersonal development, interpersonal development, 
practice competence, and civic responsibility.  Schuh 
and Upcraft (2001), longstanding scholars in assess-
ment practices in student affairs, endorsed the six 
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ACPA broad categories of outcomes while adding 
two they believe to be critical: academic achievement 
and persistence.

As additional professional organizations joined 
NASPA and ACPA to endorse and provide guidance 
on use of SLOs, Learning Reconsidered 2 (Keeling, 
2006) was produced. This now seminal publication 
reflects the endorsement of seven professional orga-
nizations and extends the ideas presented in the earlier 
publication, Learning Reconsidered (NASPA, 2004), 
to report on campus experiences and challenge the 
field to continue to deepen the examination of student 
learning.  This work clearly establishes that student 
learning occurs well beyond traditional classroom ap-
plications of the term and co-curricular entities such 
as student affairs have a role to play in identifying 
and assessing SLOs. 

What are Student Learning Outcomes?
Student learning outcomes (SLOs) are statements, 

typically linked to methods of assessment, that in-
dicate what a student should learn as a result of his 
or her participation in or interaction with a learning 
opportunity (Council for the Advancement of Stan-
dards in Higher Education [CAS], 2015).  Developing 
meaningful learning outcomes requires a strong foun-
dational structure typically achieved by connecting a 
well-developed mission statement with recognized 
program components that are the means through which 
outcomes are assessed.  Schuh (2008) emphasized the 
importance of aligning departmental missions and ac-
tivities with those of the institution for truly meaningful 
learning outcome statements and program assessment.  
To emphasize the importance of curricular, co-curric-
ular, and extracurricular education to overall student 
learning and development, higher education commu-
nities must create and nurture integrated practices that 
allow students to meet SLOs (Robbins, 2014).

The value of learning outcome data is well recog-
nized.  While outcomes help students articulate what 
they are learning, outcomes also help staff to com-
municate to stakeholders what they are doing and the 
impact they are having (Henning, 2016).  Developing 
or modifying program elements based on outcome 
data can lend strength to an appeal for resources.  
For example, evidence of achieved student learning 
outcome(s) linked to a dedicated orientation activi-
ty can justify continued or expanded funding.  In a 
DRS related example, evidence of achieved practical 
competence with adaptive equipment is an outcome 
from a DRS program of training and thus support-
ive of expanding a program’s adaptive equipment 
resources.  SLOs also provide rationale for practic-
es, thus becoming and bolstering evidence-based 

practice.  Ultimately, using SLOs brings the focus 
to student learning rather than student satisfaction, a 
distinct difference identified in Learning Reconsid-
ered (NASPA, 2004). 

The Council for the Advancement of Standards in 
Higher Education

The Council for the Advancement of Standards 
in Higher Education (CAS) provides professional 
standards and guidelines for the development and 
assessment of programs serving students in higher 
education. CAS was established in 1979 as a con-
sortium of professional student affairs organizations.  
Each professional organization appoints a Represen-
tative and Alternate Representative to CAS (2015).  
The Association on Higher Education and Disability 
(AHEAD) has been a member of CAS since 1981.  
CAS Professional Standards and Guidelines are re-
viewed and revised on a recurrent basis with input 
from outside professionals in the respective fields.  
General standards apply to all functional areas, and 
specialty standards address specific areas of student 
services in higher education such as residence life, 
academic advising, and disability resources and ser-
vices (CAS, 2015).  As of 2016 there were 45 differ-
ent CAS Standards and Guidelines covering a broad 
array of programs and services in higher education. 

In 2008 CAS adopted a framework of learning 
and development outcomes.  The model includes 
six broad categories called domains as well as more 
specific outcomes within each domain called di-
mensions.  The domains are knowledge acquisition, 
construction, integration and application; cognitive 
complexity; intrapersonal development; interpersonal 
competence; humanitarianism and civic engagement; 
and, practical competence (CAS, 2015).  The learning 
domains and dimensions are incorporated uniformly 
into the Program section of all CAS functional area 
standards.  With the inclusion of learning and devel-
opment outcomes in all standards, CAS promulgates 
the expectation that developing and assessing SLOs 
is integral to program structure and review.  

Applying this expectation to the area of DRS, 
however, presents some inherent challenges.  For ex-
ample, most DRS offices would describe their role 
as one of supporting and assuring access on campus.  
Promoting an environment that does not discriminate 
against individuals with disabilities is key to com-
pliance with federal laws.  How does a learning out-
comes perspective fit with this campus mandate?  Do 
the typical tasks of reviewing disability documenta-
tion, meeting with students to discuss barriers and ac-
commodations, and facilitating assistive technology 
and services promote student learning?



Journal of Postsecondary Education and Disability, 31(2) 111

The CAS Disability Resources and Services Stan-
dards and Guidelines are a tool for SLO creation and 
assessment in the area of disability resources.  They 
clearly outline the expectation that, similar to every 
other service area in higher education, DRS profession-
als need to understand and address the means through 
which disability-related services and professional roles 
contribute to students’ transformative educational ex-
periences.  Under the CAS model, all service areas 
need to develop and assess SLOs in order to provide a 
cohesive means of defining and measuring the impact 
of the given service area for students. 

Increased member requests to AHEAD for 
training, workshops, and support shed light on ex-
pectations that SLOs and program assessment be im-
plemented routinely.  A search for disability resource 
specific research or reports on these topics revealed 
a void in this vital area of professional competence.  
Moreover, professional presentations at AHEAD 
conferences and other venues indicated DRS profes-
sionals had considerable interest in these topics and a 
need to know more.

To learn about current understanding and use of 
SLOs in disability resource offices, the authors con-
ducted a survey of AHEAD members in the spring of 
2016.  The purpose of the study was to gather baseline 
data and learn more about how AHEAD members are 
experiencing and responding to national initiatives 
promoting the use of SLOs as part of institutional as-
sessment activities.  The main questions guiding this 
study included: (1) Are DRS offices using SLOs? (2) 
How are SLOs being developed in DRS offices? (3) 
What are examples of SLOs developed by DRS of-
fices? (4) What professional development or training 
do AHEAD members need to respond to this form of 
institutional assessment?

Methods

Participants
Members of AHEAD were the target participants 

of this study.  AHEAD is the “premiere profession-
al association committed to full participation of per-
sons with disabilities in postsecondary education” 
(AHEAD, 2017, para. 1).  A recent survey of AHEAD 
members found that 92% are full time employees and 
94% work in a disability resource office in a postsec-
ondary educational setting (AHEAD, 2016).

Instrument Development
Due to the specific nature of the questions under 

study, there were no existing instruments that met 
the needs of the current research.  The principal au-
thor drafted an initial series of questions based on 

extensive experience interacting with the AHEAD 
membership through professional conference presen-
tations and technical assistance on the topic of CAS 
Standards and SLOs.  The research team developed 
the questions into a survey format consisting of mul-
tiple choice and open response items.  A panel of five 
professionals with extensive experience in disability 
resources, professional development, and program 
assessment reviewed the initial survey instrument.  
Specific feedback was requested in regards to the 
clarity, formatting, and content of survey items.  As 
a result of this feedback, some response options were 
further refined, directions were clarified, and a brief 
list defining key acronyms were added to the intro-
duction to the survey.  The survey was then piloted 
with three professionals to gather additional informa-
tion about time required for completing the survey 
and to receive any additional suggestions for improv-
ing the instrument.

The final survey instrument consisted of five 
parts.  Part 1 requested information about the respon-
dent’s institution and disability resource department.  
The remaining four parts consisted of a total of 20 
questions that paralleled the research questions pre-
sented above. Part 2, familiarity with SLOs and pro-
gram standards; Part 3, use and development of SLOs 
on campus; Part 4, examples of SLOs used in DRS 
departments; and Part 5, professional development 
and training needs.

Procedures
The AHEAD member email distribution list was 

used to reach out to all members and invite them to 
participate in the study.  The email invitation contained 
information that advised potential participants of the 
nature of the study and included a link to the online 
survey instrument.  A follow-up email was sent two 
weeks after initial contact to encourage participation. 

Survey Gizmo, an online survey software tool, 
hosted the survey.  AHEAD had previously vet-
ted this survey tool and found it to be an accessible 
platform compatible with use of a variety of assis-
tive technologies.  Anticipating the access needs of 
the target participants was an essential component of 
supporting response rate and working in alignment 
with AHEAD’s mission.  Participants had access to 
the survey for a three-week period.  Respondents re-
plied anonymously unless they chose to provide their 
name and contact information as an indication they 
were interested in providing the researchers with 
more information.
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Analysis
The researchers used Survey Gizmo to clean the 

data once the survey was closed. Complete respons-
es, defined by Survey Gizmo as respondents who 
reached the final page of the instrument, were then 
examined. Basic descriptive statistics were run for 
each of the survey items including frequency counts, 
as well as mean and median ratings. Open ended re-
sponse items for common themes were reviewed.

Results

Of the 2,916 AHEAD members, 472 responded to 
the survey.  This reflects an approximately 16% par-
ticipation rate.  Respondents to the survey reported 
working at a variety of types of institutions of high-
er education.  Of the 286 participants who reported 
on their employment settings, the large majority of 
respondents indicated they worked at a four-year in-
stitution.  Four-year public (36.7%, n=105) and four-
year private (35%, n=100) campuses were equally 
represented.  Two-year public institutions were indi-
cated by 28% (n=80) of respondents, and one par-
ticipant (.3%) worked at a two-year private campus.  
Campus size ranged from student populations of 600 
to 78,000 (M= 16,960; Mdn= 38,970; mode =3,000).

DRS offices also reflected a variety of settings.  
Participants reported numbers of students with dis-
abilities registered with their campus DRS office rang-
ing from as few as 15, to as many as 3,000 (M=655; 
Mdn=1,492; mode=350).  The number of staff in the 
DRS office, including full- and part-time employees, 
ranged from 1 to 90 (M=5; Mdn=44; mode=1).  Over 
half of respondents indicated their DRS office was 
administratively housed within Student Affairs/Stu-
dent Life (55.5%, n=157).  Other frequent reporting 
lines included Academic Affairs (23.7%, n=67), Stu-
dent and Academic Services (5%, n=16), Diversity 
and Equity (3.2%, n=9), and Counseling and Health 
Services (3.2%, n=9).

Familiarity with Student Learning Outcomes
Respondents to the survey reported that they were 

familiar with SLOs.  Ninety-three percent (n=260) in-
dicated they were “somewhat or very familiar” with 
this concept.  Far fewer respondents indicated they 
were knowledgeable about the CAS Disability Re-
sources and Services Standards and Guidelines, with 
31% (n= 88) reporting very limited knowledge.  A 
slightly greater number of respondents were “very 
familiar or somewhat aware” of AHEAD Program 
Standards (78%, n=217).

When asked if SLOs were being used in the re-
spondent’s DRS office, only 28% (n=78) responded 

affirmatively.  Among the 72% of respondents who 
said they were not currently using SLOs, 6% (n=17) 
indicated they had used SLOs in the DRS office in 
the past.  While numbers are quite small, it is intrigu-
ing to note that of the campuses currently using SLOs 
in their DRS offices, almost half (49%, n=38) were 
public, four-year institutions.  Private four-year insti-
tutions (27%, n=21) and private two-year institutions 
(23%, n=18) in this small sample report using SLOs 
much less frequently.  In contrast to the infrequent use 
of SLOs in DRS offices, 72% (n=200) of respondents 
reported that SLOs are used by other departments on 
their campus. 

Development of Student Learning Outcomes
Campuses that currently use SLOs in the DRS 

office indicated several factors leading to their use.  
The most common reason for adoption of SLOs was 
reported to be compliance with institution or divi-
sion-wide requirements for their use (66%, n=57).  
Other influential factors included accreditation re-
quirements (35%, n=30), departmental initiatives 
(30%, n=26), and program reviews using the CAS 
standards (19%, n=16) (see Figure 1).

When asked about how disability resource office 
SLOs were developed, respondents reported a vari-
ety of approaches (see Figure 2).  The most frequent-
ly reported approach was that SLOs are established 
by the institution (38.5%, n=35).  Other approaches 
included using the SLO structure in the CAS stan-
dards (17.6%, n=16) and developing SLOs for a spe-
cific program component (17.6%, n=16).  Program 
components identified by respondents included such 
areas as academic coaching, transition programs, 
and self-advocacy development.  Over a quarter of 
the respondents (26.4%, n=24) provided “other” ap-
proaches to SLO development.  Frequent responses 
identified development as department driven, basing 
SLOs on DRS mission, and SLOs linking with larger 
division or campus priorities.

SLOs were most frequently reported as being de-
veloped by the department director (42.5%, n=37).  
Almost one third of respondents (28.7%, n=25) indi-
cated departmental committees develop SLOs, with 
committees comprised of disability resource staff, 
ADA advisory group members, or various members 
from Student Affairs teams, for example.  Other fre-
quent responses included a DRS staff member or a 
university administrator such as a dean, vice presi-
dent, or representative from the office of institutional 
effectiveness/research as the individual who devel-
oped SLOs.
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Use of Student Learning Outcomes
The majority of respondents using SLOs reported 

that they currently assess SLOs within the disability 
resource office (55%, n=52) or have used and assessed 
SLOs in the past (9%, n=9).  Many respondents noted 
that their SLOs were currently in development.  Most 
respondents indicated they assess SLOs at a specif-
ic time of the academic year (42.5%, n=31) such as 
the end of each semester or annually.  Others use the 
SLOs and assess them continuously (23.3%, n=17) 
such as when the SLOs are tied to programs, work-
shops, or training modules that are provided.  Less 
frequently, respondents indicated the SLOs are used 
and assessed only during periodic program reviews 
(12.3%, n=9).

The SLOs serve various purposes for disabili-
ty resource offices (see Figure 3).  Most frequently, 
respondents reported using SLOs for assessment of 
program goals (66.3%, n=55), effectiveness of de-
partmental components (42.2%, n=35), and compli-
ance with accreditation requirements (39.8%, n=33).  
However, respondents also described a variety of 
other ways they have found SLOs useful.  Sever-
al noted their usefulness in advocating for resourc-
es or funding.  One respondent described SLOs as a 
means of assessing faculty learning about inclusive 
instruction.  Another respondent noted, “The SLO 
assessment process has provided important guid-
ance toward improving the instruction we provide to 
our students in the areas of: access to curricular and 
co-curricular programs, maintaining health, utilizing 
technology, developing self-awareness, and project-
ing self-confidence.”

Given the different approaches to development of 
SLOs, written by different professionals on campus, 
and serving different assessment purposes, it is not 
surprising that the examples of SLOs provided by 
survey respondents varied extensively in scope and 
clarity.  For example, one respondent’s SLO focused 
on understanding department processes: “As a result 
of participating in the accommodation conference, 
students will demonstrate the ability to describe the 
process involved in requesting disability accommo-
dations.”  Another respondent provided an SLO that 
applied to all individuals attending a program: “By 
attending Ability Awareness Week, students will be 
able to identify three environmental barriers encoun-
tered by students with disabilities.”  A third respondent 
provided an example with three different outcomes 
identified:  “Students will be able to explain/articu-
late how to secure specific accommodations, how to 
communicate with faculty, and where to find specific 
services/supports on campus.” 

AHEAD members almost unanimously (97%, 
n=271) indicated that professional resources on SLOs 
are needed.  Online trainings and face-to-face work-
shops and conferences were the most highly request-
ed format for training options.  

Discussion

The findings of this study describe practices of 
DRS offices and their use of SLOs. Respondents re-
ported they have knowledge of SLOs and are aware 
their peers in departments across campus are using 
SLOs as an aspect of program evaluation.  Yet, DRS 
professionals state they have limited knowledge of 
the CAS Standards, and very few use SLOs as an as-
pect of program evaluation.  

Among those respondents reporting use of SLOs, 
the definition and understanding of learning out-
comes vary considerably.  Many outcome statements 
from the survey refer to program results such as of-
fering educational activities rather than individual 
learning outcomes.  Some identify completion num-
bers such as the percentage of students who recognize 
the importance of effective communication as a result 
of using disability services as evidence of achieving 
learning outcomes.  Given this wide variation, it is 
evident there is limited consistency in the use and 
definition of SLOs among respondents.  

Development of SLOs occurs in different ways on 
different campuses but is most often reported as being 
in response to expectations from within the institu-
tion or from accrediting agencies.  While commonly 
developed by a disability department’s director at the 
behest of the institution, survey results suggest that 
limited guidance is provided.  This reactive use of 
SLOs mirrors the experiences of other areas of stu-
dent services (Elkins, 2015).  The inconsistencies 
in SLOs used by respondents to this survey reveal 
limited understanding of the CAS adopted domains 
and dimensions of student learning and development, 
thus suggesting an area where professional develop-
ment would be extremely beneficial.

To better understand the dynamics influencing the 
limited use of SLOs, it is perhaps instructive to consid-
er the field of disability services.  Professionals enter 
the field from a wide array of backgrounds including 
psychology, education, social work, and counseling 
among others (AHEAD, 2016).  The lack of advanced 
degree programs with a focus on postsecondary dis-
ability issues and services could be posited as a con-
tributing factor.  Limited graduate coursework and 
professional experience that incorporates program 
and student learning outcomes are likely contributors 
to a low level of SLO use in DRS assessment prac-
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tices.  There may even be a philosophical resistance 
to the suggestion that DRS professionals are conduits 
for student learning and development.  Some might 
argue that the role of DRS offices is to promote an in-
clusive campus environment, not teach students.  Ad-
ditionally, does identifying and assessing SLOs such 
as increasing student self-advocacy skills reinforce 
negative “other” or “special” associations with dis-
ability?  These are important questions for the field 
to continue to discuss and address while keeping in 
mind Schuh’s (2008) guidance that, “practitioners de-
livering support services to students cannot afford to 
ignore, obfuscate, or refuse to be engaged in assess-
ment activities” (p. 358).

While survey results indicate the majority of pro-
grams using SLOs do assess them at particular inter-
vals, the preponderance of program review by DRS 
units is not known.  Anecdotal information suggests 
comprehensive program review, with or without use 
of SLOs, is not routine in many DRS departments.  
Higher education institutions often devote time and 
resources to assessment of programs and services in 
a reactive fashion, typically on a periodic basis and in 
preparation for an accreditation evaluation.  The data 
in this study suggest that assessment is approached 
similarly in disability resources.  This practice may 
miss the mark in truly assessing program effective-
ness when student learning and development is not 
the motivating force.  Periodic assessment does not 
allow for consistent improvement or higher level 
curiosity about how, what, when, where, and why 
students learn (Maki, 2002).  In addition to the proac-
tive, regular creation and assessment of SLOs, liberal 
education by nature should be integrative (Robbins, 
2014).  Incorporating SLOs into program design and 
identifying what students will learn from a program 
component leads directly to the means for measur-
ing and assessing program effectiveness.  As stated 
by Bresciani, Zelna, and Anderson (2004) outcomes 
must be meaningful, manageable, and measurable.  

Student learning outcomes can be addressed at 
various levels across the institution.  Maki (2002) pre-
sented a graphic on the interrelatedness of outcomes 
starting from institutional-level outcomes encircling 
program-level outcomes encircling course-based and 
individual service-based outcomes.  From a values 
perspective and applicable to use of SLOs, Schuh 
(2008) stated, “What is important…is that institu-
tions behave in ways that are consistent with what 
they indicate is important; that is, their enacted be-
havior must be aligned with their espoused behavior” 
(p. 359).  These practices must be owned and em-
braced by faculty and staff alike, including disability 
resource professionals.

Implications for Practice
The authors suggest SLOs be thought of on a con-

tinuum. Some pertain to understanding and use of 
processes and services provided by the DRS office 
whereas others can be written such that they are de-
velopmental with periodic assessment reflecting a stu-
dent’s development during their time at the institution.  
Both types of SLOs then become sources of feedback 
for staff with an expectation that the data will be used 
for continuous program improvement.  Outcome data, 
itself, is a tool with which to discuss learning as a pro-
cess with students reinforcing personal development 
and continual learning (Maki, 2010).  

DRS units are often isolated and sometimes in-
sular for reasons mainly focused on their unique 
responsibilities, especially when it comes to confi-
dential services and legal compliance.  However, the 
CAS standards for DRS indicate that institutional du-
ties to advise, consult, and collaborate in creating an 
inclusive and accessible educational environment for 
students who experience disability is as or more im-
portant than provision of individual student services 
(Council for the Advancement of Standards in Higher 
Education, 2015).  Institutional missions and values 
provide frameworks from which individual service 
units address their own missions with collaboration 
implicit or stated.  Additionally, institutionally adopt-
ed SLOs can become lenses through which different 
populations of students’ experience and development 
can be viewed.  Data from global outcomes can there-
fore be very informing for population-specific ser-
vice units such as disability resources.  Beno (2004) 
presented a strong argument for learning outcome 
work at an institutional level that can inform depart-
mental programs with their own respective learning 
outcomes.  An example of an institutional value that 
could very directly shape learning outcomes within 
departments would be the value of social justice.  A 
corresponding SLO could be stated as, students will 
understand diverse philosophies and cultures within 
and across societies (Hawks, 2007).  A DRS SLO, 
then, that is written to capture student understanding/
value of social justice as evidenced by behavior could 
be, students identify physical or attitudinal barriers 
in the institutional environment through verbal report 
or use of an online tool. 

Collaboration with colleagues is an important 
mission of DRS units.  With the emergence of the 
academic discipline of Disability Studies, opportu-
nities are emerging where SLOs may be mutually 
endorsed and shaped.  An example of that would 
be the development of disability identity.  A plau-
sible learning outcome focusing on disability iden-
tity could be whether a student would endorse the 
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following: as a result of interaction with Disability 
Services/Studies I think differently about disability.  
Note that this is not a positive or negative qualifying 
statement, implying that a student’s thinking could 
be affected in either direction.

The authors posit that disability resource profes-
sionals should not consider assessment due to pressure 
from accreditation agencies a process with a discrete 
end point.  Adopting an SLO perspective along with 
regular program review can have ongoing, beneficial 
results for the DRS program.  Erwin (1991) described 
reaction to assessment as occurring in five stages: 
“discovery, questioning, resistance, participation, and 
commitment” (p. 26).  Using these five stages as a 
guide in comparison with the results of this study, the 
field of disability resources can be seen in almost all 
aspects of the spectrum.  Based on the volume and 
variety of response the authors have received when 
offering professional development opportunities cen-
tered around learning outcomes, assessment, and the 
CAS standards, it is apparent some DS professionals 
are moving through discovery toward questioning by 
attending workshops and beginning to raise questions 
about the necessity, or lack thereof, of assessment in 
their practice.  Others are being spurred by accredita-
tion standards and individual institution requirements 
to begin the reactive participation stage.  While few 
in number, there are also disability resource profes-
sionals in the proactive commitment stage who view 
assessment as independently valuable and who are 
working to regularly incorporate the practice, using 
resulting data to guide their work.  An outcome of 
embracing assessment, can be realization that, “eval-
uation and assessment provides real data on which to 
base innovations, justifications, and requests, and, as 
a result, may place an institution in a favorable posi-
tion with external entities” (Robbins, 2009, p. 266).  
The results of this survey provide additional insight 
into the status of the progression of disability resourc-
es within the arena of assessment, particularly the use 
of SLOs.

Limitations
There are limitations of the study that need to 

be considered in using and applying the findings.  
The target population for this work was focused on 
AHEAD members.  While AHEAD is the largest 
professional organization comprised of individuals 
working in DRS offices, the experiences and per-
spectives expressed by these respondents may not be 
reflective of disability resource professionals overall.  
Among the population of AHEAD members, there 
was a fairly small response rate.  While nonprofit or-
ganizations such as AHEAD face inherent challenges 

in survey response rates (Moss, Killam, Skillman, & 
Williams, 2014) the data presented are valuable for 
their descriptive use in exploring a relatively new as-
pect of disability resource work.  The low response 
rate restricted the amount of additional data analysis 
that would result in meaningful findings and limited 
the ability to generalize the findings as reflective of 
the membership overall.

Conclusion

The survey on knowledge and use of SLOs in 
disability resource offices revealed a number of im-
portant results with implications for professional de-
velopment and further research.  Survey results and 
strong member response to professional development 
opportunities underscore interest in knowing about 
and using SLOs yet shows limited current use of out-
comes that are consistent with guidelines put forth by 
CAS or other organizations.  This inconsistency has 
the potential to put DRS units out of step with other 
student affairs units who are developing outcome 
statements aligned with nationally recognized defi-
nitions of SLOs thus creating potential vulnerability 
during internal or external reviews and accreditation.  
Collaborating with other institutional departments as 
review partners can broaden understanding and use 
of an outcomes perspective by disability resource 
professionals.  NACADA, the professional associa-
tion for academic advisors, has long promoted use of 
SLOs and program assessment thereby making advis-
ing staff potential mentors and partners for disability 
resource professionals as they strive to adopt learning 
outcomes along with program assessment and review.

The paucity of literature on SLOs and program 
assessment in the field of disability resources should 
serve as a call for action.  Professionals in this field, 
especially given their varied educational and profes-
sional backgrounds, would benefit from resources and 
research on program review, assessment, and evalua-
tion.  Henning and Roberts (2016) astutely observed 
that fears of change, failure, and punishment can 
contribute to staff resistance to developing and using 
an SLO perspective.  These factors need to be taken 
into consideration as the field develops professional 
training and workshops on SLOs, learning outcome 
foundations, and strategies for proactive utilization.  

When taken broadly, SLOs are but one element of 
comprehensive assessment.  Elkins (2015) stated that 
to prevent our being deemed unnecessary, or at the 
least misunderstood in our mission, “We can begin 
by claiming our responsibility for student learning, 
building relationships with faculty, and taking a ‘just-
do-it’ attitude toward assessment of student learning” 
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(p. 46).  Moving from reactive to proactive assess-
ment further affords access to a continuum of data 
useful in not only daily work but also for shaping a 
department’s strategic mission and vision.  Through 
use of comprehensive data, including achievement of 
identified learning outcomes, the disability resource 
department fulfills its duty to be a good steward of 
time, resources, and influence.  Recognition for 
needed professional development and departmental 
resources to enhance comprehensive and consistent 
assessment practices in DRS is underscored by this 
study.  ACPA (1996) has brought attention to the 
role of professional associations in preparing student 
affairs staff in general to focus on student learning.  
With the growing attention to this arena in the field 
of disability resources, AHEAD, as the premier asso-
ciation for disability resource professionals, is well 
situated to inform and assist its members in this im-
portant area.  

Proactive use of a SLO perspective, rather than 
reactive in response to external pressures, can be dif-
ficult to adopt yet extremely beneficial to students, 
staff, collegial partners, and administrators.  As Hen-
ning stated, “defining outcomes provides staff a road 
map to structuring programs and services as well as 
determining appropriate assessment methods” (2016, 
p. 26).  Data drives decisions at all levels, and when the 
disability professional has a command of assessment 
data including that from meaningful, manageable, and 
measurable SLOs his or her voice is well heard.

References

American Association for Higher Education and Ac-
creditation. (1996). 9 principles of good practice 
for assessing student learning. AAAHE Assess-
ment Forum.

American Association of Colleges and Universities. 
(2005). Essential learning outcomes.  Retrieved 
from http://www.aacu.org/leap/essential-learning 
outcomes 

American College Personnel Association. (1996). 
The student learning imperative: Implications 
for student affairs. Retrieved from http://www.
myacpa.org/sites/default/files/ACPA%27s%20
Student%20Learning%20Imperative.pdf

Association on Higher Education and Disability. 
(2016). The 2016 biennial AHEAD survey of 
disability resource professionals in higher ed-
ucation. Huntersville, NC: The Association on 
Higher Education and Disability.

Association on Higher Education and Disability. 
(2017). About AHEAD. Retrieved from https://
www.ahead.org/about

Beno, B. A. (2004). The role of student learning out-
comes in accreditation quality review. New Di-
rections for Community Colleges, 126, 65-72. 

Bresciani, M., Zelna, C., & Anderson, J. (2004). 
Assessing student development and learning: 
A handbook for practitioners. Washington, DC: 
NASPA - Student Affairs Administrators in High-
er Education.

Council for the Advancement of Standards in Higher 
Education. (2015). CAS professional standards 
for higher education (9th ed.). Washington, DC: 
Author.

Elkins, B. (2015). Looking back and ahead: What we 
must learn from 30 years of student affairs assess-
ment. New Directions for Student Services, 151, 
39-48. 

Erwin, T. D. (1991). Assessing student learning and 
development: A guide to the principles, goals and 
methods of determining college outcomes. San 
Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.

Hawks, S. (Ed.). (2007, May). Outcomes of under-
graduate education at the University of Minne-
sota Twin Cities. Retrieved from http://academic.
umn.edu/provost/teaching/Uslo07.pdf

Henning, G., & Roberts, D. (2016).  Student affairs 
assessment: Theory to practice. Sterling, VA: 
Stylus Publishing.

Keeling, R. P. (Ed.) (2006). Learning reconsidered 
2: Implementing a campus-wide focus on the stu-
dent experience. American College Personnel As-
sociation, Association of College and University 
Housing Officers-International, Association of 
College Unions-International, National Academ-
ic Advising Association, National Association for 
College Activities, National Association of Stu-
dent Personnel Administrators, National Intramu-
ral-Recreational Sports Association.

Maki, P. L. (2002). Developing an assessment plan to 
learn about student learning. The Journal of Aca-
demic Librarianship, 28(1-2), 8-13. 

Maki, P. L. (2010). Assessing for learning: Building 
a sustainable commitment across the institution. 
American Association for Higher Education. 
Sterling, VA: Stylus Publishing.

Moss, S., Killam, C., Skillman, K., & Williams, B. 
(2014). Research and publications policies and 
procedures. Washington, DC: Association Man-
agement Press.

Robbins, R. (2009). Evaluation and assessment in ca-
reer advising. In K. Hughey, D. Burton Nelson, 
J. Damminger, & E. McCalla-Wriggins (Eds.), 
Handbook of career advising (pp. 266-92). San 
Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.



Journal of Postsecondary Education and Disability, 31(2) 117

Robbins, R. (2014). AAC&U’s integrative liberal 
learning and the CAS Standards: Advising for a 
21st century liberal education. NACADA Journal, 
34(2), 26-31. 

Schuh, J. H. (2008). Assessing student learning. In V. 
Gordon, W. Habley, & T. Grites (Eds.), Academic 
advising: A comprehensive handbook (pp. 356-
368). San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.

Schuh, J. H., &  Upcraft, M. L. (2001). Assessment 
practice in student affairs: An applications

 manual. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 
Suskie, L. (2009). Assessing student learning: A com-

mon sense guide. (2nd ed.). San Francisco, CA: 
Jossey-Bass.

About the Authors

Jean Ashmore received her B.S. Degree in Psychol-
ogy from the University of California Los Angeles 
and her M.S. Degree in Counseling with concentra-
tions in Rehabilitation and School Counseling from 
California State University, Los Angeles.  Ashmore 
is Disability Director Emerita from Rice University 
where she began the department of Disability Support 
Services and taught Special Education in the Depart-
ment of Education.  A past president of both AHEAD 
and AHEAD in Texas, and a long term member of 
the AHEAD Board of Directors, she is a represen-
tative for AHEAD to the Council for Advancement 
of Standards in Higher Education.  Ashmore is an 
independent disability consultant interested in pro-
gram review, use of standards in disability services 
and other areas of higher education, student learning, 
and inclusive education and opportunity.  She can be 
reached by email at: jean@ahead.org.

Ann Knettler-Smith is the Coordinator of Student Ac-
cessibility Services (SAS) at Delaware State Univer-
sity. A member of the Association for Higher Educa-
tion and Disability (AHEAD), Ann currently serves 
on the Standing Committee for Professional Devel-
opment and represents the Association as a member 
of the Council of Representatives for the Council for 
the Advancement of Standards in Higher Education 
(CAS). She has been in the Disability Services field 
for over 10 years and is an experienced presenter, 
and educator. Her passions include student empow-
erment, education, online accessibility, fostering in-
clusion and collaboration, the college to career tran-
sition for students with disabilities, and promoting a 
campus culture that embraces disability as another 
aspect of diversity. Ann received a Masters of Arts in 
Counseling in Higher Education with an emphasis in 
Mental Health from the University of Delaware and 

is currently pursuing a Doctor of Education in Edu-
cational Leadership in Higher Education from Dela-
ware State University.

Sally S. Scott, Ph.D., is Senior Research Associate for 
the Association on Higher Education and Disability 
and the National Center on College Students with Dis-
abilities. Her experience includes working as director 
of disability resources and faculty member on multiple 
campuses including the University of Georgia, the Uni-
versity of Connecticut, and Longwood University. She 
is former editor of the Journal of Postsecondary Edu-
cation and Disability, and has published and presented 
extensively on topics related to Universal Design and 
postsecondary disability program development. She 
currently leads AHEAD’s initiative to promote the use 
of evidence-based practices and research in the field of 
postsecondary disability.



Ashmore et al.; Student Learning Outcomes118     

Figure 1. What Prompted Disability Resource Use of Student Learning Outcomes? 
Respondents could indicate more than one response.

 Figure 2. How were Disability Resource Office Student Learning Outcomes Developed? 
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Figure 3. What Purpose do SLOs Serve for the Disability Resource Department? 
Respondents could indicate more than one response.
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Abstract

Qualitative data were gathered, via surveys and interviews, from students with disabilities enrolled in under-
graduate and graduate professional preparation programs, with the intention to learn about their reasons for 
not disclosing their disability status or not pursuing relevant accommodations. Findings indicate their primary 
motivations are to assert independence, to avoid stigma associated with others’ responses to disclosure and/or 
use of accommodations, and to develop an adult identity that includes but is not defined by disability. Recom-
mendations for higher education practice and further research are provided.

Keywords: College students, higher education, disability, identity development

Individuals with disabilities are increasingly pur-
suing degrees in higher education.  According to one 
U.S. Department of Education study, during the 2008-
2009 academic year, the most recent year for which 
data are available, “88% of 2-year and 4-year Title IV 
degree-granting postsecondary institutions reported 
enrolling students with disabilities” (Raue & Lewis, 
2011, p. 3). During this same period, these institu-
tions reported enrolling nearly 707,000 students with 
disabilities. To be eligible to receive accommodations 
at college or university, students with disabilities first 
have to disclose their disability to the disability ser-
vices office.

The eligibility process is markedly different at 
the postsecondary level compared to the secondary 
level. In P-12 institutions, parents and teachers can 
advocate for students to receive the support services 
and accommodations to which students are legally 
entitled.  In postsecondary institutions, students with 
disabilities are on their own. Authority for one’s ed-
ucation transfers from legal guardians to students 
themselves, which is often a confusing and challeng-
ing shift (Barnard-Brak, Sulak, Tate, & Lechtenberg-
er, 2010; Cawthon & Cole, 2010; Field, Sarver, & 
Saw, 2003). Legally, students must self-identify as a 
person with a disability, self-disclose to the institu-
tion, request support, and communicate their needs 
to professors. Having reached the age of majority, 

these 18-year-olds (and older) are legally considered 
adults, capable of and responsible for governing their 
own lives, including their education. Myriad skills 
underlie a person’s ability to successfully be autono-
mous or independent. 

As faculty in Teacher Education and Counselor 
Education programs, we have taught college students 
with disabilities. Some of these students openly dis-
cussed their disabilities, struggles, and successes 
during class sessions and/or office hours. Others 
chose not to self-disclose until they were failing a 
course, or they completed a course. These experi-
ences served as the basis for this study. The current 
study focused on college students in pre-profession-
al programs who self-identify as having a disability 
(through an IEP or a 504 plan) and who are eligible 
for specialized services from our small public college 
in New York. The purpose of this paper is to present 
results from a subset of a larger study regarding per-
spectives and experiences of those who decided not 
to pursue services in college. Our research question, 
specifically, for this subset was “What are the expe-
riences of students with disabilities in the college’s 
professional preparation programs?” In this paper, 
we present implications for understanding and pro-
viding services and accommodations for students 
with disabilities. 
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Literature Review 

Disability in higher education is a growing field 
of study. Our perspectives of relevant literature have 
been strongly influenced by the voices of our study 
participants. We present material that asks readers 
to consider students with disabilities as college stu-
dents undergoing developmental (e.g., maturation-
al) processes parallel to those undertaken by college 
students without disabilities, as well as literature that 
acknowledges the significant, but not defining, influ-
ence disability contributes to those processes. 

Emerging Adulthood
Emerging adulthood is the developmental transi-

tion period, generally, that occurs between ages 18 
and 25, and is different from adolescence and adult-
hood. “Emerging adults do not see themselves as ado-
lescents, but many of them also do not see themselves 
entirely as adults” (Arnett, 2000, p. 471).  Emerging 
adults do not define adulthood by major life events 
(e.g., earning a degree, establishing a career, or em-
barking on marriage or parenthood) but rather by par-
ticular personal qualities or characteristics, reflecting 
“emphasis in emerging adulthood on becoming a 
self-sufficient person” (pp. 472-473).

Schneider, Klager, Chen, and Burns (2016) noted 
today’s young people receive complex and conflict-
ing messages regarding when others consider them 
as adults, as well as the shifts in indicators of adult-
hood from those of earlier generations. In addition, 
young adults entering higher education are often aca-
demically underprepared, and have few supports and 
decreased financial resources, resulting in increased 
time to completion of degree and entry into the work-
force, which often can only provide underemploy-
ment for those with bachelor’s degrees. Nevertheless, 

the social experiences, the intellectual experi-
ences, and the experience of being on their own 
and learning to take responsibility for the day-to-
day tasks of life combine to transform the green 
emerging adults who entered as freshmen into 
graduating seniors who have taken great steps to-
ward becoming an adult. (Arnett, 2015, p. 1)

Identity Development among College Students 
College students are understood to be in the pro-

cess of identity development, formation, or creation 
(depending on one’s theoretical lens); this process 
is further understood to be fluid and recursive, with 
identity “socially constructed … through interac-
tions with the broader social context in which domi-
nant values dictate norms and expectations” (Torres, 

Jones, & Renn, 2009, p. 577). This broader social 
context includes institutions such as education, work, 
family, and economics “patterned by intersections of 
race, class, gender, sexuality, age, ethnicity, and dis-
ability (among others)” (Anderson & Collins, 2004, 
p. 216).  Further, contemporary theories (e.g., critical 
race theory, queer theory, cited in Torres et al., 2009) 
argue that identity is characterized by intersectional-
ity of a variety of identity dimensions (e.g., gender, 
race, ethnicity, sexual orientation). To these lists of 
identity dimensions and systems of power and in-
equality within which students are coming to define 
who they are, we would add ability.  

[M]any persons with disabilities have internal-
ized society’s perceptions of being “less than” 
and often have created an image of being “Super 
Human” in order to combat their feelings of in-
adequacy. Persons with disabilities often believe 
that they need to prove that they belong as mem-
bers of society and overcompensate by portraying 
that they do not need support in any way. (Gib-
son, 2006, p. 5, emphasis added)

While enrolled in institutions of higher education, 
college students with disabilities are participating in 
the same processes of identity development as are their 
peers without disability. They are identifying who they 
are with regard to gender, race, ethnicity, and sexual 
orientation, while also defining who they are with re-
gard to their disability. The disability literature presents 
this self-defining identity process as requiring self-de-
termination, another term for independence.

Disability Law
Three federal laws directly pertain to the rights 

of individuals with disabilities.  These include the In-
dividuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) of 
2004, Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, 
and the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) of 
1990. In P-12 settings, IDEA (2004) governs which 
students receive special education services and out-
lines the procedures by which these services are con-
ferred. IDEA is composed of four sections. Parts A 
and D outline the foundation for the Act and overar-
ching steps to be taken to enhance the education of 
children and youth with disabilities. Part B delineates 
guidelines for school children ages three to 21. This 
includes principles such as zero-reject, non-discrimi-
natory evaluation, appropriate education, least restric-
tive environment, procedural due process, and parent 
participation (Turnbull, Huerta & Stowe, 2009). Part 
C provides guidelines regarding funding and services 
for children ages birth through two years. 
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Until its last reauthorization, IDEA outlined pro-
cesses for schools and parents. With the addition of 
transition services, students were expected to take a 
more active role in their education “to facilitate the 
child’s movement from school to post-school activ-
ities, including postsecondary education” (IDEA, 
2004). Yet even with recent amendments to IDEA, 
student involvement in the Individualized Education 
Plan tends to be limited at the secondary level and 
transition services tend to fall short overall (Caw-
thon & Cole, 2010; Barnard-Brak et al., 2010; Field 
et al., 2003; Lightner, Kipps-Vaughan, Schulte & 
Trice, 2012). Under-preparation of transition from 
secondary to postsecondary activities can leave stu-
dents with limited self-awareness, self-regulation, 
and self-advocacy skills. This is a concern because 
college students with disabilities no longer qualify for 
services under IDEA and must, of their own accord, 
seek services under Section 504 and/or the ADA.

Subpart E of Section 504 of the Rehabilitation 
Act of 1973 and the Americans with Disabilities Act 
(ADA) of 1990 pertain to institutions of higher edu-
cation. These are civil rights legislation that prohib-
its the discrimination of individuals with disabilities. 
Specifically, Section 504 states that: 

No otherwise qualified person with a disability…
shall, solely on the basis of disability, be denied 
access to, or the benefits of, or be subjected to 
discrimination under any program or activity pro-
vided by an entity/institution that receives federal 
financial assistance. (P.L. 93–112)

Regarding postsecondary education, this pertains to 
recruitment and admission procedures and academic 
adjustments that do not fundamentally alter program 
standards or requirements (Squires, 2015).  

ADA expands the rights of individuals with dis-
abilities to private organizations. Its purpose is to 
create a “fair and level playing field” for qualifying 
persons who can “perform the most fundamental du-
ties of the position (held or desired) with or without 
reasonable accommodation” (Gilbert, 1998, p. 323). 
For colleges and universities, this means providing 
reasonable and effective accommodations on an in-
dividual basis. Similar to Section 504, the accommo-
dations granted under ADA should “permit students 
with disabilities the opportunity to learn by removing 
barriers that do not compromise academic standards” 
(Ferris State University, 2016). As previously stat-
ed, these laws differ from the IDEA of 2004 because 
they stipulate that college students with disabilities 
must initiate the process of obtaining services. The 
“responsibility for identification, documentation, and 

requesting accommodations [lies] solely in the hands 
of the student” (Field et al., 2003, p. 340).   

College Students with Disabilities 
Increasing enrollment numbers do not paint a full 

picture. Numerous studies report that significantly 
higher numbers of students with disabilities are at-
tending U.S. colleges and universities (Barnard-Brak 
et al., 2010; Cawthon & Cole, 2010; Hong, 2015; 
Lightner et al., 2012; Sniatecki, Perry, & Snell, 2015; 
Summers, White, Zhang & Gordon, 2014). Yet even 
with such increase in enrollment, college students 
with disabilities typically under-perform their non-
disabled peers in several ways.  For example, they 
attend college at lower rates than students without 
disabilities (Barnard-Brak et al., 2010), earn bache-
lor’s degrees at significantly lower rates than those 
without disabilities (Summers et al., 2014), and take 
twice as long to complete their degrees as those with-
out disabilities (Hong, 2015). Furthermore, compared 
to peers without disabilities, college students with 
disabilities “obtain lower GPAs, are more likely to 
take leaves of absence, and tend to change to easier 
programs that prepare them for less lucrative careers” 
(Lightner et al., 2012, p. 145). As these statistics sug-
gest, postsecondary outcomes for students with dis-
abilities are far less favorable than those of students 
without disabilities.

Researchers in the field have identified both in-
ternal and external challenges that affect the experi-
ence of college students with disabilities. The most 
frequently cited barriers include lack of awareness 
of faculty or staff (Agarwal, Moya, Yasui & Sey-
mour, 2015; Cole & Cawthon, 2015; Denhart, 2008; 
Hong, 2015; Marshak, Van Wieren, Ferrell, Swiss, & 
Dugan, 2010; Sniatecki et al., 2015), student lack of 
self-awareness or self-advocacy (Cawthon & Cole, 
2010; Cole & Cawthon, 2015; Lightner et al., 2012; 
Marshak et al., 2010), perceived stigma (Agarwal et 
al., 2015; Denhart, 2008; Hong, 2015; Lightner et al., 
2012; Marshak et al., 2010), perceived usefulness 
or quality of services (Hong, 2015; Marshak et al., 
2010), and academic difficulties (Cole & Cawthon, 
2015; Hong, 2015). A combination of these barriers 
influence students’ decisions whether to access ser-
vices and accommodations on campus. 

The experiences of college students with disabil-
ities are rich and complex. Research in this emergent 
field has mostly comprised of quantitative studies and 
focused on students with specific learning disabilities. 
The current study contributes to the literature in that 
it uses qualitative methods to capture the experience 
of college students with various disabilities in profes-
sional preparation programs. These voices, in and of 
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themselves, are important to document. Additionally, 
they are notable because the participants represent in-
dividuals preparing to work with patients, clients, and 
students who potentially will have disabilities.     

Self-Determination
Self-determination has repeatedly been shown 

to be an essential skill set critical to success for stu-
dents with disabilities in higher education (Field et 
al., 2003; Finn, Getzel, & McManus, 2008; Garri-
son-Wade, 2012; Sarver, 2000; Summers et al., 2014).

Turnbull and Turnbull (2001) defined self-deter-
mination as “the means for experiencing quality of 
life consistent with one’s own values, preferences, 
strengths, and needs” (p. 58). Field et al. (2003) ad-
opted the 1998 definition from Field, Martin, Mill-
er, Ward, and Wehmeyer, who emphasized skills and 
dispositions in their definition:

Self-determination is a combination of skills, 
knowledge, and beliefs that enable a person to en-
gage in goal-directed, self-regulated, autonomous 
behavior.  An understanding of one’s strengths 
and limitations together with a belief in oneself as 
capable and effective are essential to self-deter-
mination. When acting on the basis of these skills 
and attitudes, individuals have greater ability to 
take control of their lives and assume the role of 
adults in our society. (pp. 339-340)

Wehmeyer, Agran, and Hughes (1998) identify 12 
component skills that constitute self-determination. 
These skills include: 

choice-making; decision-making; problem-solv-
ing; goal setting and attainment;independence, 
risk-taking, and safety skills; self-observation, 
evaluation, and reinforcement skills; self-instruc-
tion; self-advocacy and leadership skills; internal 
locus of control; positive attributes of efficacy 
and outcome expectancy; self-awareness; and 
self-knowledge. (p. 11)

Getzel and Thoma (2008), in summarizing relevant 
literature, described self-determination as 

a set of personal or interpersonal skills that in-
clude acceptance of a disability and how it affects 
learning, understanding which support services 
are needed, knowing how to describe one’s dis-
ability and the need for certain supports to service 
providers, and having the determination to over-
come obstacles that may be presented. (p. 78)

These definitions of self-determination have several 
elements in common. Agency: an individual with a 
disability can, and should, make his/her own deci-
sions and actualize those decisions. The combination 
of knowledge, skills, and dispositions: being self-de-
termined requires an asset-based mindset, draws on 
both understandings of self and systems, and utilizes 
learned abilities. Intersectionality: to be self-deter-
mined is to act in a social-cultural-historical environ-
ment influenced by numerous internal and external 
factors. Interestingly, none of these definitions sug-
gests that individuals with disabilities must act alone. 
To be self-determined is not to be an island. Yet this 
may not be the message received by students with 
disabilities from college faculty or staff. 

The Influence of Stigma on Adulthood, Identity, 
and Independence of Students with Disabilities

Thomas, Curtis, and Shippen (2011) posited that 
individuals with disabilities are perceived as possess-
ing more challenges than actually exist due to others’ 
lack of ability to comfortably interact with them. This 
discomfort of individuals without disabilities often 
increases as interaction with people with disabilities 
decreases, including fewer conversations and less 
physical and eye contact. Aggravating this increasing 
discomfort is the “hierarchy of stigma” (Smart, 2009, 
p. 34) associated with four primary categories of dis-
abilities (in ascending order of amount of stigma):

Individuals with physical disabilities have the 
least amount of stigma directed toward them; in-
dividuals with cognitive disabilities have more 
stigma; individuals with intellectual disabilities 
experience even more stigma; and, finally, those 
with psychiatric disabilities experience the great-
est degree of stigma. (pp. 197-198)

Park, Roberts, and Stodden (2012) investigated facul-
ty attitudes regarding students with disabilities. They 
found that instructor misconceptions about the needs 
and characteristics of students with disabilities often 
prohibited these same students from disclosing their 
challenges and asking for needed services and accom-
modations. Noble and Childers (2008) revealed the 
same result in their study with regard to college fac-
ulty and students requesting accommodations. Black, 
Weinberg, and Brodwin (2015) explored the perspec-
tives of college students with disabilities on effective 
teaching methods/strategies. Students “expressed dis-
comfort in discussing accommodations or disclosing 
their disabilities with professors” (p. 17). This was 
associated with perceived stigma of disability (partic-
ularly for individuals with invisible disabilities like 
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Specific Learning Disabilities or Emotional-Behav-
ioral Disorders) and was an important factor influenc-
ing students’ decisions not to disclose.  

Related to the notion of stigma is the assumption 
held by some, particularly individuals without dis-
abilities, that individuals with disabilities are “less 
than” or “not normal.”  This is a misconception that 
many individuals with disabilities actively try to dis-
prove. Denhart (2008) indicated that college students 
with disabilities may elect not to pursue disability 
services because they perceive using accommoda-
tions as cheating. Interestingly, another finding from 
Noble and Childers’ (2008) study involved students’ 
reticence to disclose or ask for assistance as attributed 
to the students’ desire to be perceived as “normal” 
and “independent.” Similarly, Cole and Cawthon 
(2015) found that many college students with disabil-
ities chose not to disclose the disability because they 
wanted to “maintain a ‘typical’ identity and avoid 
negative reactions/comments from peers” (pp. 170 & 
172).  Herbert, Welsh, Hong, Kurz, Byun, and Atkin-
son (2014) used the phrase “anxious for a new begin-
ning” (p. 23) to characterize students with disabilities 
who choose not to self-identify due to the impact of 
the stigma of having a disability. 

Methodology

Philosophical and Theoretical Underpinnings
We, the researchers, believe that all students can 

learn, that teaching and learning should be individ-
ualized to meet students’ developmental needs, and 
that an asset-based model best serves students. Such a 
model discovers, utilizes, and enhances students’ abil-
ities. Correspondingly, viewing students as different, 
rather than deficient, positions individuals as unique 
beings with strengths; individuals who can contribute 
to and benefit from education. We believe that histori-
cally marginalized people, including individuals with 
disabilities, have been ignored and underserved. Ed-
ucation systems have played a role in this disempow-
erment, yet that does not have to continue. Education 
systems can always be renewed and improved.   

Method
We designed a qualitative study using a phenome-

nological approach. Our primary goal was to under-
stand the lived experiences of college students with 
disabilities in professional preparation programs.  In 
answering our research question, “What are the ex-
periences of students with disabilities in the college’s 
professional preparation program,” we explored 
and described “what” individuals experienced and 
“how” they experienced it. We believe that mean-

ing is subjective and that individuals enter contexts 
with preconceptions. Therefore, our goal was not 
to “bracket” ourselves from the research but to ac-
knowledge our biases, monitor ourselves throughout 
the study, and to elucidate how we derived our inter-
pretations. Our intent was to document the “emic” 
perspective so as to (1) better understand the indi-
vidual’s experiences and perspectives, and (2) pres-
ent ways to facilitate students’ success in college as 
identified by the participants. 

This study is naturalistic or situational in that it 
explored students’ experiences in their natural set-
ting: the college campus, specifically in classes and 
through interactions with professors, advisors, and 
peers. It includes descriptive empirical data, col-
lected from interviews and open-ended surveys. We 
utilized inductive methods where codes, categories, 
and themes emerged (bottom up) from data (Bogdan 
& Biklen, 1998; Stake, 2010). Data were analyzed, 
producing textural and structural descriptions, which 
revealed meaning about the essence of the phenome-
non (Creswell, 2014).  As with qualitative research, a 
recursive process, data were analyzed multiple times 
with myriad frameworks.  Specific additional theo-
ries were used during these subsequent analyses and 
will be discussed later.

Participants. During the 2014-2015 academ-
ic year, participants were purposefully selected 
(Glesne, 2006) from eight professional preparation 
degree programs, including nutrition, nursing, com-
munication disorders and sciences, social work, 
human development and family relations, school 
psychology, counselor education, and teacher ed-
ucation. (The researchers were faculty in some of 
those programs.) Participants were at least 18 years 
old, males and females, from diverse backgrounds, 
enrolled as undergraduate or graduate students, part-
time and full-time. In total, 541 participants com-
pleted the open-ended survey. 

In this subset of the larger study, participants 
included forty-five students who self-identified as 
having a documented disability. Participants were 
instructed to identify and describe their disability, 
then select the IDEA disability category to which it 
pertained. Disabilities represented in this sub-study 
include nine of the 13 categories listed in the Indi-
viduals with Disabilities Education Act of 2004. 
Specifically, these are Specific Learning Disability 
(28%), Other Health Impairment (28%), Emotional 
Disorder (16%), Autism Spectrum Disorder (7%), 
Physical Impairment (7%), Visual Impairment (4%), 
Speech-Language Impairment (4%), Hearing Impair-
ment (4%), and Traumatic Brain Injury (2%). Seven 
participants indicated they had more than one disabil-
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ity; three participants indicated they did not know 
their disability; and three participants left this ques-
tion blank.

Additional demographic information regarding 
the 45 participants follows. The majority (76%) of 
participants were female, between the ages of 18 and 
26 (91%), of White/Non-Hispanic ethnicity (89%). 
Approximately two-thirds of participants were under-
graduate students, and nearly one-half of participants 
were enrolled in a Teacher Education academic de-
gree program.  Of these 45 participants, twelve agreed 
to be interviewed as follow-up to their surveys.   

Instrument design. In this section, we will de-
scribe the original survey as well as the interview pro-
tocol.  The final survey, comprised of three sections, 
emerged after a series of pilot surveys were conduct-
ed and analyzed. Results from pilot surveys, and 
focus group discussions with participants who com-
pleted the pilot surveys, led to revision of the docu-
ment. Revisions enhanced the clarity of questions and 
elicited more elaborate responses from participants. 
In the final survey, all participants completed Part A 
(nine demographic items), participants who disclosed 
disabilities completed Part B (nine open-ended and 
limited choice questions), and participants without 
disabilities completed Part C (nine open-ended and 
limited choice questions). Part B included questions 
like “Please identify and describe your disability.” 
“Describe your strengths.” “Have you disclosed that 
you have a disability to any individuals or offices on 
campus? If yes, to whom? What response did you re-
ceive? If no, why did you choose not to disclose that 
you have a disability?” “What accommodations or 
services have you or do you currently receive at this 
Institution? If none, why do you choose not to pur-
sue any accommodations or services?” “Describe the 
steps you took to get these accommodations or ser-
vices.” “What challenges do you face as a student in 
a professional preparation program?” “Is there any-
thing else about your college experience as a student 
with a disability that you would like us to know?” 
Findings from Parts A and B are presented and an-
alyzed in this paper. Additional data were gathered 
through an interview protocol. 

The interview protocol included two compo-
nents: analysis of the participants’ completed surveys 
for follow-up and an interview record. The first step 
involved researchers probing open-ended survey re-
sponses, asking questions like “Can you tell me more 
about…” or “What did you mean by…” or “Could 
you describe/clarify…” This required co-researchers 
to read individual survey responses, mark areas for 
follow-up, and agree on probing questions prior to 
each interview. The second step, using the semi-struc-

tured interview record, entailed asking questions in 
three areas: supports, challenges, and self-awareness. 
A sample of interview questions follows: 

• What services/supports are available to use 
as a student in a professional preparation pro-
gram? How do you access those supports? 
Why do you use those supports? How are the 
supports helpful or not? To what degree are 
the supports effective? 

• What challenges do you face as a student in 
your professional preparation program? How 
do these challenges affect you? How have you 
overcome these challenges to be successful in 
your program? What would you have done 
differently to maximize your success in the 
Program? What could people and organiza-
tions on campus do differently do support you 
in maximizing your success in the Program?

• What do you know about your disability and 
how it affects you as a student in a profession-
al preparation program? What do you know 
about your rights and responsibilities as a stu-
dent with a disability in a professional prepa-
ration program?

Data collection and analysis. Surveys were 
conducted in 24 classes on campus after obtaining 
participants’ consent. Data collection was carefully 
designed so that researchers did not collect data from 
any students for whom they were a current instructor. 
These data were entered, verbatim, into computer da-
tabases and double checked for accuracy before anal-
ysis began. 

Co-researchers engaged in a rigorous process 
to reach inter-rater reliability. This entailed inde-
pendently reading, coding, and categorizing six sur-
veys then coming together to discuss our analyses 
of Part B responses. As co-researchers shared anal-
yses round-robin (one survey at a time, question by 
question), their codes and categories were recorded 
in a Word document. Verbatim key phrases from par-
ticipants were written on this document with co-re-
searchers’ ponderings, questions, ideas, etc. included 
in brackets. Then, we examined the comprehensive 
record and decided which codes to adopt, eliminate, 
or revise. We also created definitions for our codes, 
detailing what data “counted” or “did not count” 
in particular categories. The coding scheme went 
through several drafts. Before it was used in the final 
analysis of data, we piloted the coding scheme on 
two more surveys. Finding that the coding scheme 
captured the data we wanted, and that co-researchers 
were consistent in their use of codes, we began to use 
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the coding scheme in actual analysis. Surveys were 
coded by at least two researchers independently. 

As noted, of the 45 participants who disclosed a 
disability, twelve agreed to participate in a follow-up 
interview. Two co-researchers (not currently instruc-
tors of the participants) conducted each individual 
semi-structured interview. Interviews were held in pri-
vate rooms on campus and ranged in length from 30 
minutes to 75 minutes. Interviews were documented 
by notes and audio recordings, and then transcribed 
verbatim. Before interviews were analyzed, a copy 
of the transcript was emailed to each participant for 
member-checking (Glesne, 2006). Eight of the 12 par-
ticipants responded affirmatively, indicating that the 
transcript adequately captured his/her voice; three par-
ticipants did not respond; one email was undeliverable. 

As with survey data, co-researchers worked to 
establish inter-rater reliability of interview data. Two 
co-researchers with extensive qualitative research ex-
perience manually coded all transcripts several times, 
initially using descriptive-emergent codes then using 
analytic codes. Codes were categorized and organized 
into a hierarchical coding scheme, which was revised 
as analysis progressed. Two co-researchers with ex-
tensive quantitative research experience then read 
and shared comments on transcripts to provide fresh 
perspectives and to challenge investigators “whose 
closeness to the project frequently inhibits his or her 
ability to view it with real detachment” (Shenton, 
2004, p. 67). 

Additionally, the following strategies were used to 
enhance the trustworthiness of this study: peer scru-
tiny (when data and interpretations were shared with 
a person not affiliated with the project and feedback 
solicited); iterative questioning in survey and inter-
view construction; frequent debriefing among co-re-
searchers; memos (of process, content, interpretations, 
and researcher-subjectivity); and steps to help ensure 
honesty in informants (e.g., building rapport, explain-
ing participants’ right to withdraw from the study, em-
phasizing that researchers are not looking for a single 
“right” answer to questions) (Shenton, 2004).

Findings

Why Students Chose Not to Pursue Accommoda-
tions or Supports

Twenty-eight students indicated and then de-
scribed in open-ended survey responses why they 
did not choose to pursue any accommodations or 
supports. Twelve students elaborated on their survey 
responses in the interviews. Responses included an 
array of internal and external factors, both positive 
and negative.  The findings related to challenges and 

barriers will be discussed elsewhere.  In this paper, 
we discuss factors related to identity development, 
including independence, challenging one’s self, ac-
cepting one’s self, and stigma.

Wanting to be independent: dealing with it on 
my own. The most frequent explanation provided 
in surveys and interviews for not pursing services 
was independence.  Survey participant #89 wrote, 
“I want to go through college and succeed without 
Disability Services.” According to survey partici-
pant #204, “I can succeed without the help.” Inter-
view participant #76 remarked, “I’m kind of used 
to just figuring it out on my own and advocating 
for myself, so in that sense I’m less dependent on 
others.” In her interview, participant #541 explained 
that she did not seek supports from the disabilities 
office or student health services “because I wanted 
to be more independent about taking care of it.” In-
terview participant #50 stated that he “was raised to 
take ownership.” And survey participant #292 sim-
ply wrote, “I can deal with it on my own.”

Other participants elaborated, offering reasons for 
wanting to be self-sufficient. For example, one sur-
vey participant mentioned the life-long implications 
of having a disability. She explained, “I need to work 
on taking care of my own health, as I will through-
out the rest of my life” (participant #541). A different 
participant wrote about having high self-expectations 
and being solely responsible for the disability. She 
wrote, “I will not hold myself to a different standard 
than my peers. I will either learn to be more efficient 
or I will not graduate” (participant #308).

For other participants, dealing with it on their 
own did not mean absence of supports, it meant using 
self-employed supports. For example, one survey par-
ticipant wrote, “The accommodations on my 504 plan 
(preferential seating, for example) are self-directed. I 
found and could independently do accommodations 
on my own” (participant #74). In her interview, par-
ticipant #74 revealed an extensive array of strategies 
she had researched and said her reason for forgoing 
supports was a “sense of wanting to do it myself, inde-
pendence. I knew I could ask for help if needed, not to 
ignore the condition I have [but] I want to find a way 
to do it.” Another survey participant stated, “I have 
developed cognitive/behavioral strategies to cope” 
(participant #456).  Interview participant #11 “read 
up on” her condition, learning the expected trajectory 
of her condition and that it went “hand in hand” with 
anxiety. Interview participant #207 described having 
taught herself an array of supports that included orga-
nization of materials and space, using to-do-lists and 
post-its, reading material multiple times, and structur-
ing her environment so she has silence and can focus. 
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She gave an example that illustrated her strategy:  

If I chew a certain flavor gum while I’m study-
ing and then bring that gum with me and I chew 
it during the test, there’s a connection there… It 
does work, and no one knows.  I can do it very 
discretely. 

Interview participant #272 noted that because no one 
had explained to her what dysgraphia is, she had to 
look it up, and “to this day, I will still look up infor-
mation about it because there is a lot that’s not known 
about it. I look at it quite frequently.” 

Wanting to challenge myself: growing and 
overcoming my disability. Other participants in-
dicated that not using supports would help them 
manage their disability. As one survey participant 
believed, refusing to use note taking services, which 
he was permitted, would “assist myself in note tak-
ing skills” (participant #52). Similarly, another sur-
vey participant wrote, “I don’t take extended testing 
time because I want to challenge myself to develop 
and sharpen my skills” (participant #207). In her fol-
low-up interview, participant #207, a non-traditional 
student who had dropped out of high school and had 
been on her own since age 16, revealed that she was 
not assessed/diagnosed until college, after having 
achieved her GED on her own. She said that in middle 
and high school “teachers pushed me through” and 
that she had “no advocates in school or at home.” As 
a result, she developed her own strategies for learning 
and success, resulting in a 3.92 GPA. After her diag-
nosis, she had “opportunity for extended time” but:

my worry is if I take that time, I’m going to know 
I have that time, and I won’t be challenged … I 
don’t want my sense to dull … I just want to keep 
that challenge there, so I’m on my toes and I’m 
being challenged.    

Participant #44 stated in his interview that he had 
used support services while in community college, 
but does not use them now because: 

I feel like I’ve just adapted and grown. I think I do 
as well as anyone else; better regular study habits, 
better time management, I write notes … I really 
think I don’t need them [adjustments] anymore … 
I learned that my disabilities are all my responsi-
bility. It’s no one’s absolute responsibility to do 
things for me. The bottom line is that it’s my re-
sponsibility to do anything for myself and to seek 
out help that I need and things like that.

Survey participant #218, simply wrote that he did not 
use services because he “wants to grow out of the aids.” 

Accepting self and acknowledging their evolv-
ing self-perceptions. Related to the theme of in-
dependence is the theme of identity development, 
as these students with disabilities learn to navigate 
college and build their repertoires of college suc-
cess strategies aside from or in addition to external 
accommodations for which they are eligible. Eight 
participants discussed this in their open-ended survey 
responses. Survey participants wrote, “I don’t need 
them [accommodations]” (participant #204) and “I 
don’t think it [supports] is necessary” (participant 
#141). Several survey participants indicated specific 
accommodations (e.g., extended testing time, lectures 
recorded, or notes provided) that they could have 
used but did not. Four survey participants compared 
their current need with past need, stating they did not 
need support “anymore” (participant #44), that “in 
high school I had extra time on tests; I don’t need ac-
commodations/supports in college” (participant #17), 
that “since I did not really use the accommodations in 
school, why would I need them in college?” (partici-
pant #11), or “I feel that I was able to manage my con-
dition in undergrad and didn’t need to use the services 
there, so I figure I would be good to go without them 
[as a graduate student]” (participant #156). In his inter-
view, Participant #44 elaborated on this theme of not 
needing services: “I guess I like to be the person I am 
now and not always have to bring that up.” Participant 
#206 wrote, “I am at the same pace as everyone else so 
I do not need extra help.” Participant #44 wrote, “I am 
proud of my accomplishments and feel good about not 
having help … I feel like I’ve just adapted and grown. 
I think I do as well as anyone else.”

Participant #207 demonstrates the evolution to-
ward self-acceptance: 

I basically have accepted it [her disability] be-
cause I tried so hard to change it and I just have 
accepted that that’s the way God made me … I 
[felt it was a weakness]. I was really upset. I got 
the papers back from all the testing [evaluation] 
and I cried. I saw it on the paper and it was like 
I knew there was something wrong. I just had to 
process it. I had to absorb it and be like “Ok, how 
can we fix this?  How can we deal with this?”

Two other participants illustrate this evolution.  Par-
ticipant #272 discusses self-compassion.

I’ve learned to be really patient with myself and 
realize that things are going to take me longer 
than it’s going to take someone else. Just like ac-
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cept. I’ve learned to accept the fact that it’s going 
to take me twice as long to do something.

Participant #325 explains that it is alright to ask for 
assistance.

Everything with this is just you have to be aware 
of it and okay with yourself. It took me a long 
time to get there. But since I’ve been like this as 
long as I can remember, I had time to get there … 
As I’m getting older, I’m realizing more and more 
that it’s okay to ask for help. It’s like a private 
thing that I’m very, I like to be self-sufficient and 
independent.  I don’t like to bother other people 
with my problems. I think as I’m getting older, 
I’m kind of realizing that it’s okay to need help.

Wanting to avoid the stigma of having a disability. 
Some participants identified perceptions that result-
ed in not disclosing and/or seeking services, such as 
embarrassment. Several participants identified stig-
ma directly as a factor in their decisions to access 
services: “I don’t like the stigma” (participant #218); 
interview participant #272 gave up using assistive 
technology in the classroom because “there was too 
much stigma attached to it;” and interview participant 
#50 expressed his belief that “society sees ADHD as 
negative with a stigma attached.” 

Other participants identified specific concerns 
that demonstrate stigma was a factor in their decisions 
to not access services. For example, several discussed 
feelings of embarrassment about being singled out. “I 
would ask not to be taken out of the classroom. One, 
because it’s embarrassing to have to leave when other 
kids are staying. Everyone sees you get up and leave 
with another teacher. That was always embarrassing” 
(participant #76). Participant #272 concurred:

when [professors] state that there’s no computers 
in the classroom, I don’t want to go ask for their 
permission to use it because ‘Why is she using 
a computer?’ kind of thing. I feel like somehow 
there will be a stigma attached if I’m the only one 
in the classroom using a computer. 

The theme of embarrassment arose and was ex-
pressed in other ways, particularly when a partici-
pant did not know a professor well. “It’s awkward if I 
don’t know a professor well and they don’t know that 
I have diabetes, having to be like ‘Oh, can I take this 
test later?’” (participant #541). “It’s not so much a se-
cret, it’s just that I don’t go into classes thinking that 
or making it known for the purpose of getting any-
thing out of it. I don’t tell people to get adjustments or 

things like that” (participant #44).  Survey participant 
#138 stated, “I feel belittled if people know I need 
accommodations.”  

Several participants noted that their awareness of 
the stigma was imposed on them by others’ percep-
tions that they could not do what they wanted to do or 
were told they were limited, when maybe they were 
not (paraphrased from participant #74). 

I was actually told by my advisor in the Depart-
ment that maybe college wasn’t cut out for me 
and that I need to figure out personal problems 
before I could continue in this track. So I basical-
ly had no choice but to switch [majors] (partici-
pant #272). 

Not that I need special exceptions made, but just…I 
have a professor who one time told me I should 
maybe think about switching my major because I 
forget to hand things in. That, to this day, makes 
me so angry because I know I’m going to be a dang 
good teacher. I’m 100% sure of that. It just made 
me so mad because depression can actually make 
you lose your memory (participant #325). 

Sometimes disclosing isn’t always the best idea.  
It’s backfired on me…In college when I disclosed 
that I had a learning disability, it was suggested 
that I probably shouldn’t be going to college – 
that I definitely shouldn’t be in the field of special 
education (participant #76). 

These findings are consistent with and add to previous 
research. Several studies present similar outcomes 
related to reluctance to disclose one’s disability and 
attitudes toward requesting accommodations. These 
include students’ desire to exert independence, avoid 
sigma, and be normal (Barnard-Brak et al., 2010; 
Black et al., 2015; Cole & Cawthon, 2015).

Discussion

The participants in this study present themselves 
as doing the developmental work of emerging adult-
hood, that is “accepting responsibility for one’s self 
and making independent decisions” (Arnett, 2000, p. 
473). Our informants further place this developmental 
work in a context in which other domains of identity 
are developing concurrently, such as development of 
emotional and interpersonal competence, intellectual 
competence, and instrumental independence (Chick-
ering & Reisser, 1993). These co-occurring processes 
are critical in moving an individual toward devel-
oping interdependence, understood on one level as 
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knowing when to rely solely on oneself and when to 
ask for help. As our study participants demonstrate, 
their understanding of themselves as capable college 
students, emerging professionals, and adults in devel-
opment are at various stages.  Moreover, these under-
standings co-occur with their deepening acceptance 
of themselves as persons with disabilities that are 
“‘part’ of who they are - not entirely who they are” 
(Gibson, 2006, p. 6).  

The psychosocial development of students with 
disabilities is typical.  Many of our participants said 
they want to “be normal” and their experiences sug-
gest that they are “normal.”  Their struggles are sim-
ilar to the struggles of any college student.  Yet, they 
feel that they are different. Moreover, many partic-
ipants imply that being different than their typical 
peers implies that they are deficient. They often de-
scribe their disability as a hindrance, something that 
could be outgrown or should be overcome. Such 
thinking is dualistic, positioning disability and non- 
disability as antithetical.

This deficit-based misperception likely emerg-
es from the way that students with disabilities, and 
those without, are socialized. Our educational sys-
tems, secondary and postsecondary, support a culture 
where categorization is rampant, and being “normal” 
is perceived as the goal of development. This creates 
groups that are considered “the other,” and students 
expend a great deal of effort to not be perceived as a 
member of those “other” groups. Moreover, the find-
ings in this study reveal that most college students 
with disabilities are directly influenced by stigma, ei-
ther actual or perceived. Here, participants reported 
perceptions about individuals with disabilities being 
negative and limiting. This, too, likely contributes to 
deficit-based thinking.  

Additionally, college students with disabilities 
are saying that they want to be independent. They de-
scribe independence as acting in autonomous ways. 
More specifically, participants associate indepen-
dence with individual effort. They discussed wanting 
to deal with their disabilities on their own and not 
wanting to rely on others. Some participants have 
experienced academic success when using “self-em-
ployed” and “self-directed” strategies. Others have 
not and are willing to sacrifice their degree rather 
than depend on outside services that they deem un-
earned because they provide an unfair advantage over 
individuals without disabilities.  Participants appear 
to mis-perceive students without disabilities as being 
successful academically without receiving help from 
others or utilizing campus resources.

Interestingly, not all participants were focused on 
how society defined “being normal” or “being inde-

pendent.” Some were coming to understand them-
selves as complex human beings with disabilities, 
and who constantly evolve. They described their ex-
periences as opportunities for growth and adaptation. 
They also shared about how they have come to ac-
cept themselves, indicating that having patience with 
one’s self and asking for help were assets. As these 
examples indicate, development is not linear and does 
not happen in isolation. Nor does it occur in only one 
domain to the exclusion of all others while attaining 
some level of “completion.”  

Disability Identity Development
Gibson (2006) presented her Disability Identity 

Development Model as a means of helping service 
providers understand people with lifelong disabil-
ities. Gibson frames disability as one dimension of 
identity (as are ethnicity, gender, and sexual orienta-
tion), and notes that disability identity development is 
a fluid process; though presented as three stages, her 
model is consistent with the recognition among other 
contemporary identity theories that “disequilibrium,” 
“life changes,” or “dissonance” (Torres et al., 2009, p. 
582) can lead an individual to view oneself in a man-
ner thought to have been discarded in an earlier stage. 
In Gibson’s three-stage model, the second stage – 
Realization – is posited as occurring in adolescence/
early adulthood. In this stage one sees oneself as hav-
ing a disability, feels self-hate, asks “Why me?,” is 
concerned with one’s appearance and how others see 
one, and exhibits the “Superman/Superwoman” com-
plex (2006, p. 8). As the individual moves from this 
stage to the third stage – Acceptance – conceptualized 
as occurring in adulthood, the focus shifts to embrac-
ing self, seeing self as relevant, incorporating others 
with disabilities into one’s life, becoming involved in 
advocacy, and integration into the world of the major-
ity those without disabilities. 

Intersectionality of Identity
Torres et al., (2009) noted that:

intersectionality is described [by Dill & Zambra-
na, 2009, p. 1] as “an innovative and emerging 
field of study that provides a critical analytic lens 
to interrogate racial, ethnic, class, physical abil-
ity, age, sexuality, and gender disparities and to 
contest existing ways of looking at these struc-
tures of inequality” (p. 588), 

and that “intersectionality is also squarely focused on 
praxis…the intent and outcomes of an intersectional 
approach and analysis is the transformation of practice 
to address inequalities and promote social change” (p. 
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588). The responsibility for success in college does not 
belong solely to the person with the disability. 

Whether students with disabilities are physically 
on campuses, at satellite campuses, or enrolled in 
online classes, it is their responsibility to self-advo-
cate. At the same time, it is a shared responsibility 
to provide equitable experiences, which potentially 
lead to their success.  Every member of the high-
er education community is their ally for inclusion. 
(Myers, Lindberg, & Nied, 2013, p. ix)

Limitations 
As with much of social science research, we re-

alize that our investigation was limited in scope. 
We investigated the stories and journeys of individ-
uals at only one institution of higher education and 
documented their experiences. Moreover, inclusion 
criteria required participants to be enrolled in a pro-
fessional preparation program, which excludes a large 
portion of student enrollment. Conclusions about par-
ticipants’ perceptions and experiences are compelling 
and important, yet not generalizable to the broader 
population of students with disabilities attending col-
lege. In order to add more depth to the current study, a 
broader investigation, on a larger scale, would need to 
be conducted to find out the more global experiences 
of college students with disabilities. Additionally, it 
would be important to explore why and how college 
students with disabilities succeed, with or without ser-
vices and accommodations. With more research and 
data to examine the collegiate experiences of students 
with disabilities, institutions of higher education may 
be willing to make substantive changes to serve this 
population and college communities in general. 

Implications for Practice and Future Research

As noted above, our research revealed several im-
portant observations, and prompted more questions 
related to services for students with disabilities in col-
lege.  Offering services to individuals with disabilities 
is required by law, but are these services that colleges 
and universities offer the wrong type, or are they per-
haps offered in the wrong way? Are the perspectives 
and successful strategies that students with disabili-
ties determine for themselves elicited and taken into 
account by student affairs professionals and/or facul-
ty?  Do students with disabilities take advantage of 
services that are already offered to all students (ac-
ademic advising, career counseling, student health)? 
How are students made aware of the procedures to 
access accommodative and student services offered 
to all students? At present, institutional support sys-

tems exist that appear to be ill-fitted to the needs and 
desires of college students with disabilities.  Through 
painful trial and error, participants came to self-iden-
tify supports and resources for academic success. 
This often occurred without the help of institutional 
support systems.  

More inquiry is needed to deepen our understand-
ing and rectify this situation. For example: What are 
the transition experiences of college students with 
disabilities? How are the experiences of college stu-
dents with disabilities the same or different based 
on disability category, visible or invisible status, or 
prevalence? How are college students with disabili-
ties acculturated to college? What additional services 
could be provided to all college students to assist their 
healthy development of self-determined adulthood?

Perhaps we (college faculty and professionals) 
need to redefine independence. Similar to the con-
cept of normalcy, the idea of independence is likely 
socially constructed. Western societies, particularly 
the United States, prize autonomy and individuali-
ty. Such notions surface in schools as competition 
among students and ranking of students. In tradi-
tional schools, students have been trained to prize 
individual effort and knowledge over collective 
work and wisdom. For years, American society has 
proclaimed that to be independent, one of the great-
est aspirations, is to stand on one’s own two feet. 
Such a posture disregards that we also stand on the 
shoulders of those who came before us. To be clear, 
we, the authors, believe that independence is not 
one person doing everything on one’s own. Rather, 
we believe that independence is using skills such as 
self-determination to achieve desired outcomes, and 
that independence occurs within an environmental 
context populated by helpers, mentors, or veterans 
of the processes. As such, we argue for a conceptual 
shift from independence to interdependence.

College faculty and professionals must examine 
their own preconceived notions of college students 
with disabilities and apply inclusive educational 
philosophies. College faculty and professionals can 
become more knowledgeable about identity devel-
opment as a process, more aware of the services on 
campus and, most critically, use this information to 
modify the structure of their classes or interactions 
with individual students. As mentors, college facul-
ty and professionals can be more explicit about the 
strategies and services they use, and have used, to be 
successful students and in defining who they are as 
individuals.  College faculty and professionals can 
identify and implement processes that make disclos-
ing disability and using services less stigmatizing.  

For example, a student with a disability typically 
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must self-identify to college professionals in the ac-
commodative services office, which then notifies the 
student’s faculty of the presence of a student with a 
disability in the faculty member’s classroom, as well 
as the need for particular accommodations. The fac-
ulty member is not considered a partner in this pro-
cess, nor is the student encouraged to self-advocate 
directly with the faculty member. The two key mem-
bers of this learning environment, the student and the 
faculty member, are disempowered by a process that 
treats the student’s disability as something shameful 
that must not be openly discussed, and the faculty 
member’s contribution as simply carrying out a legal-
ly required accommodation. It would seem that the 
expertise of the professionals in the accommodative 
services office would be better applied to educating 
faculty and students about disability, student and fac-
ulty rights and responsibilities, and preparing both for 
meaningful conversations about what best works for 
this student and how that accommodation can best be 
provided in this learning environment. 

In sum, what we have learned from our participants 
leads us to believe that college faculty and profession-
als, and students with disabilities themselves, would 
benefit from identifying and building on the assets the 
students possess and have utilized throughout their ed-
ucational journey. This would require open dialogue 
with a clear search for and focus on student strengths.  
The processes of asset-identification, self-advocacy, 
and collaboration can build self-confidence, interde-
pendence, and a concomitant sense of “normalcy” for 
college students with disabilities. 
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Abstract

The purpose of this study was to understand how individuals with disabilities experience bullying at a large 
university.  This research consisted of a pilot study of two participants and the main study of seven partici-
pants. Each person participated in three semi-structured interviews that lasted between 10-60 minutes.  The re-
sults of the study found that each participant experienced bullying in elementary school or high school. Every 
participant experienced bullying in college, with five of the seven participants experiencing bullying directly 
related to their disabilities. Past and current experiences of bullying influenced participants’ relationships with 
peers and interactions within the collegiate environment.  Some of the participants reported that peers provid-
ed an important role in coping with bullying while attending college, and addressed a need to feel safe across 
different environments. The results of this study reinforced a need to understand how minorities, specifically 
people with disabilities, experience bullying on college campuses. Colleges need to begin to create and im-
plement bullying prevention programs that clearly outline supports at their respective institutions. Finally, 
disability student support services need to collaborate to ensure students feel comfortable reporting bullying 
in a safe, anonymous manner that provides the victim with opportunities to cope with the aggressive events.

Keywords: Bullying, people with disabilities, college

They would talk about bullying and they would 
talk about how to behave really, but they did it 
through these really bad black and white foam 
board pictures that you passed around and these 
incredibly stupid stories that you would read in 
a standardized test…I knew about bullying, the 
term and great examples of larger boys in striped 
shirts pushing smaller children in the mud. That 
was my understanding of it because that’s the cul-
tural stereotype. So I really didn’t understand it 
was happening to me or it was happening to my 
friends and I just interpreted it as people being 
mean which is what it was. But there’s kind of 
another level to it and so I didn’t like it, I didn’t 
enjoy but I also didn’t really understand it. (Par-
ticipant in Study)  

Bullying is a prevalent behavior in our school sys-
tems (U.S. Department of Education, 2015), and has 
been the subject of much research (Chapell et al., 
2004; Chapell et al., 2006; Nansel et al., 2001). For 
this study, bullying is defined as occurrences between 
two or more individuals causing one person to be “ex-
posed, repeatedly and over time, to negative actions 
and the individual is perceived to have lower social 

status, or is viewed as inferior to others” (Olweus, 
1993, p. 9). Over the past decade, researchers have 
challenged earlier definitions of bullying, described 
various types of bullying (e.g., physical, verbal, re-
lational), and examined the psychological and social 
impacts of being the bully, victim, and bully-victim 
as it relates to individuals with disabilities (Nansel et 
al., 2001; Rose, Monda-Amaya, & Espelage, 2011). 
An emerging body of research is examining trends 
in bullying incidents that occur outside of school 
campuses and on the Internet (Kowalski, Giumetti, 
Schroeder, & Lattanner, 2014; Kowalski, Limber, & 
Agatston, 2012).  The latter form, commonly referred 
to as cyberbullying, involves verbal bullying through 
the use of computers, cell phones, tablets, and other 
electronic devices (Hinduja & Patchin, 2015; Kowal-
ski & Limber 2013).

In light of research at the elementary and second-
ary levels (Rose, Espelage, & Monda-Amaya, 2009; 
Swearer, Wang, Maag, Siebecker, & Frerichs, 2012), 
there is growing interest and concern surrounding 
bullying of students with disabilities on college cam-
puses. The increasing number of students with dis-
abilities attending college (11.1% of college students 
have a disability), coupled with the general lack of 
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research on this issue intensifies this attention (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2016).  To better under-
stand the prevalence and nature of bullying involv-
ing students with disabilities at college, a literature 
review was conducted.

Conceptual Framework for Literature Review 
and Analysis

The conceptual framework for this literature re-
view was based upon Vygotsky’s (1978) social devel-
opment theory and Steinberg’s (2007) neuro-scientific 
theory of peer influences on decision-making and 
risk-taking. Using social constructionism, Vygotsky’s 
theory of social development was used to observe 
how higher psychological processes, such as social 
norms that evolve from college students, and how the 
culture of the college plays a role in the development 
of social skills and interactions. Through the use of 
communication tools, (e.g., smartphones, tablets, or 
computers), and identification of signs, that is, phys-
ical or observed behaviors that assist in navigating 
a culture (e.g., repeatedly posting an unflattering 
picture of a peer, Facebook groups providing infor-
mation about campus activities), individuals learn 
how to communicate effectively with peers. As the 
students repeatedly observed and internalized certain 
behaviors that occurred in college, they begin to view 
said actions as cultural and social norms (Vygotsky, 
1978). Tonkunaga (2010) argued through use of the 
lens of Vygotsky’s theory that cyberspace reinforces 
maladaptive behaviors that are prevalent on blogs or 
forums. This provides the idea that common, observed 
behaviors on campuses are socially acceptable. 

Vygotsky’s (1978) theory of social development 
and higher processing and Steinberg’s (2007) theory 
of understanding adolescent brain development help 
explain the influence of peers’ words and actions on 
an individual’s social development and decision-mak-
ing in high-risk environments. Steinberg (2007) main-
tained that there are two major networks within the 
brain which influence the decision-making process: so-
cio-emotional and cognitive-control. The socio-emo-
tional network is stimulated when the environment 
triggers an impulsive social or emotional response 
from the individual. This network is more sensitive in 
the individual’s teenage years (Gardner & Steinberg, 
2005). As an individual matures closer to his or her 
mid-twenties, the cognitive-control network will more 
likely provide the primary response to the triggers in 
the environment.  The researchers contend that the role 
of peers within the environment influences the severity 
of risk-related behaviors, particularly when controlling 
for age. The work of Vygotsky (1978) and Steinberg 
(2008) influenced the understanding of risk associat-

ed with various bullying behaviors, and the potential 
impact peers may have on social interactions.  For ex-
ample, an individual may learn from observations of 
interactions within various collegiate environments, 
that the only way to feel safe at college is to completely 
avoid places where he or she does not feel safe, or be-
haviors that are appropriate for different environments 
(e.g., social interactions in class versus at a fraternity). 
The individual can circumvent these hostile circum-
stances through the use of tools (e.g., smartphones) 
and signs (e.g., posts on Twitter), as defined by Vy-
gotsky, to avoid environments where the aggressor 
may be present or where there may be a party. Finally, 
the individual will use his or her cognitive control net-
works to implement decision making skills to decide if 
it is safe to attend the activity, or cope with the event 
with peers. 

Figure 1 provides insight to the conceptual frame-
work.  The center of this figure exhibits the commu-
nication between the individual’s socioemotional 
network and cognitive network while interacting with 
people at college. These networks can be activated 
through peer activities, such as school clubs, social 
functions, and classes. Observation and interaction 
within these environments can assist the individual 
in understanding social norms of each environment. 
Students at college can begin to make meaning of 
social expectations, peer interactions, and perceived 
norms within the college environment as a person 
with a disability. 

Findings from the Literature

Recent, life-threatening events have raised inter-
est in research regarding the prevalence and occur-
rences of bullying on college campuses. For example, 
a Rutgers University student committed suicide after 
his roommate videotaped him with another man and 
posted the link on Twitter (Ashburn, 2010).  Bullying 
in this setting frequently occurs online, as evidenced 
by the proliferation of blogs and websites dedicated 
to anonymous postings about students on various 
campuses (e.g., http://thedirty.com, http://campus-
gossip.com, http://collegeconvo.com).  To more fully 
understand the extent of bullying on college campus-
es, a literature review was conducted to examine its 
prevalence, the forms it takes (e.g., cyberbullying), 
and the potential impacts collegiate bullying can have 
on the social, academic, and emotional development 
of students, including those with disabilities. The first 
section of the literature review analyzes research re-
lating to bullying on U.S. college campuses; the sec-
ond section focuses on cyberbullying occurring on 
college campuses. 
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Traditional Bullying
Within the past ten years, researchers have begun 

to investigate the prevalence of bullying at college 
campuses.  Chapell et al. (2004) surveyed 1,025 un-
dergraduate students at a northeastern university in 
the United States to determine whether the college 
students had observed peers bullying peers, had been 
victims of the bullying by peers, had witnessed teach-
ers bullying students, had been bullied by a teacher, 
and had been bullied themselves. Using an adapted 
version of Olweus Bully/Victim Questionnaire, the re-
searchers discovered that of the 1,025 students who 
responded, 18.5% reported being a victim of bullying 
by a peer more than once, 5% of the participants stat-
ed they occasionally experienced being the victims of 
bullying, and 1.1% reported that they frequently ex-
perienced bullying at college by peers.  Furthermore, 
29.4% of the participants observed a teacher bullying 
a student and 14.5% noted that they were victims of 
bullying by a teacher. 

Chapell et al. (2006) conducted another study to 
examine the relationship between bullying in elemen-
tary school and high school, and the participation of 
bullying on a college campus. The researchers sur-
veyed 119 undergraduate students. While bullying 
decreased as the participants aged, the researchers 
discovered that individuals who experienced bullying 
in elementary school were likely to experience bully-
ing in high school.  Furthermore, individuals who re-
ported that they participated in bullying in high school 
were likely to participate in bullying in college. 

Cyberbullying on College Campuses
Although there is a paucity of research regarding 

cyberbullying at two- and four-year college cam-
puses, researchers are beginning to investigate and 
understand the foundation of cyberbullying in these 
settings. Koata, Schoohs, Benson, and Moreno (2014) 
interviewed 42 students from a Midwestern university 
who participated in six focus groups. The participants 
agreed that there is a difference between traditional 
bullying and cyberbullying on campus.  However, 
they had a difficult time defining cyberbullying be-
cause the intent to harm is much clearer in tradition-
al bullying.  Crosslin and Golman (2014) echoed the 
difficulty of defining cyberbullying, noting that the 
definitions used at colleges are outdated, and that cy-
berbullying activities vary from campus to campus 
based on the culture of the schools.  These findings 
corroborate previous research conducted by Brewer, 
Cave, Massey, Vurdelja, and Freeman (2012), who 
reported that18 females participated in 3 focus group 
sessions and had a difficult time defining cyberbul-
lying because it varied among people, peer groups, 

and age groups.  Seventeen of the participants agreed 
that cyberbullying was perceived as a new term and 
therefore, it was difficult to arrive at a clear definition 
that accounted for factors such as age and race.  Re-
search by Koata et al. (2014), however, indicated that 
there were distinctions between high school cyber-
bullying and college cyberbullying.  College students 
involved in this study noted that cyberbullying at col-
lege involved hacking social media profiles, discuss-
ing personal information that may damage another’s 
reputation on social media, and public shaming.

Gauging the prevalence of cyberbullying on col-
lege campuses remains challenging.  In a 2011 survey 
of 170 U.S. undergraduate students, ages 18-24, 54% 
of the participants knew a peer who was cyberbullied 
by another individual at college, and 11% of the par-
ticipants reported being the victim of cyberbullying 
(Walker, Sockman, & Koehn, 2011). Selkie, Kota, 
Chan, and Moreno (2015) surveyed 265 female col-
lege students and found that 27.2% reported partici-
pating in cyberbullying.  The variation in results of 
these two studies reflect the differences in survey in-
struments, and the range of ways in which researchers 
and participants defined cyberbullying.

Cyberbullying of individuals with disabilities.  
Only one study addressed cyberbullying of individu-
als with disabilities on a college campus.  Kowalski, 
Morgan, Drake-Lavelle, and Allison (2016) surveyed 
205 participants about bullying and cyberbullying 
on a college campus. Approximately 40% of the par-
ticipants were students with disabilities; 60% of re-
spondents were students with no known disability. 
Students with disabilities reported being the victim of 
bullying twice as often as students without disabili-
ties (28% v. 12.2%). They were also more likely to be 
the victim of cyberbullying when compared to peers 
without disabilities. Individuals with visible disabili-
ties were more likely to be involved in cyberbullying 
as both the bully and victim. Individuals with disabil-
ities also reported higher rates of depression, lower 
self-esteem, greater self-reports of ostracism, and 
physical responses to bullying and cyberbullying.

Causes and effects of participation in cyber-
bullying behaviors. In studying the prevalence of 
cyberbullying on college campuses, some research-
ers are also attempting to understand why individ-
uals engage in such behavior. Crosslin and Golman 
(2014) conducted six focus groups consisting of 54 
total participants to understand the occurrence of cy-
berbullying on a Southern university campus. All of 
the participants disclosed that they had experienced 
cyberbullying.  When questioned about the causes of 
cyberbullying behaviors, the participants said it was 
a way to “sabotage” another person’s reputation (p. 
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16).  This sentiment of causing harm to another’s rep-
utation was echoed in Koata et al.’s (2014) study in 
which one participant commented that cyberbullying 
gives the bully a different sense of power to ruin the 
bullied person’s reputation at the college. Juvonen 
and Gross (2008) noted that the anonymity of cyber-
bullying potentially creates an added layer of stress in 
the bullying event.

Recent research has examined some of the un-
derlying social and emotional roots and consequenc-
es of cyberbullying behaviors. Brewer et al. (2012) 
conducted focus groups with 18 females at a Pacific 
Northwest university. Eleven of the 18 participants 
admitted to having lower self-esteem after the cyber-
bullying incident. Five of the participants who expe-
rienced cyberbullying tried to “roll with the punches” 
(p. 46), but admitted to feeling alone.  In a survey 
of undergraduate students, individuals who disclosed 
they cyberbullied others had higher rates of depres-
sion, anxiety, paranoia, depression-like symptoms, 
and emotional sensitivity.  Additionally, they were 
more likely to respond with anger, revenge, and/
or jealousy toward peers.  Finally, the cyberbullies 
were more likely to participate in illegal behaviors 
as means to cope when compared to their peers who 
did not engage in cyberbullying behaviors (Schenk, 
Fremouw, & Keelan, 2013).  

Research by Selkie et al. (2015) yielded similar 
results on depression-like symptoms observed in fe-
male college students who participated in cyberbul-
lying. Selkie et al. conducted a study on 265 college 
females from 32 Midwest and Western universities 
in the United States. The participants were given 
cyberbullying questions, the Patient Health Ques-
tionnaire, and the Alcohol Use Disorder Identifica-
tion Test. While there was no specific cyberbullying 
survey provided, three participants identified as cy-
berbullies, 45 as cyber victims, and 19 as cyberbul-
ly-victims.  The three individuals who identified as 
cyberbullies were four times more likely to be diag-
nosed with depression than the participants who have 
not experienced cyberbullying in any way.  Although 
there was no significant relationship between cyber 
victims and depression when compared to the other 
participants, cyber victims were more likely to have 
problems with alcohol.

Students who participated in research on bullying 
have recommended the need to address cyberbullying 
on college campuses, especially at the administrative 
level (Brewer et al., 2012; Crosslin & Golman, 2014).  
Undergraduates have also communicated a need to 
bring awareness and support for those who experi-
enced cyberbullying (Crosslin & Golman, 2014). 
Students have also identified social acceptability as 

a barrier to combatting bullying. For example, Brew-
er et al. (2012) found that the majority of the par-
ticipants in their study would not speak to anyone 
on campus about cyberbullying because the student 
body perceived such behavior as socially acceptable. 
The purpose of this study is to better understand the 
bullying-related experiences of individuals with dis-
abilities and the consequences of bullying and cyber-
bullying at a college campus. 

Methodology

Participant Selection
Participants attended a large, metropolitan uni-

versity campus and were selected using purposeful 
sampling. An inquiry was sent through the universi-
ty’s Disability Support Services (DSS) listserv. The 
students who were interested responded to the direc-
tor of DSS. After the researcher obtained the emails 
of interested students, a follow-up email was sent to 
those students inviting them to a one-on-one meeting 
with the researcher to review the goals of the study. 
After the initial meetings, nine respondents expressed 
interest. The first two respondents were used for 
the pilot study, and both participants recommended 
changing the wording of a question due to confusion. 
The remaining seven students participated in the 
qualitative research study; this study was approved 
by the university’s Institutional Review Board.

Following Seidman’s (2006) recommendation of 
a three-interview process, each participant was inter-
viewed three times over the course of five weeks, with 
each interview lasting between 15 and 60 minutes.  The 
first interview explored each individual’s history of 
bullying, disability diagnosis, and any previous inter-
actions between the former and the latter. The second 
interview examined present experiences of bullying at 
college and how those experiences were influenced by 
previous bullying episodes. The third interview pro-
vided participants with opportunities to reflect on their 
previous and present experiences with bullying, with a 
specific focus on social media and college peers. 

Data Analysis
Each interview was recorded by the research-

er and transcribed. To prevent potential bias of the 
data obtained from interviews, targeted steps to en-
sure trustworthiness were implemented throughout 
the study.  The researcher triangulated data obtained 
from the following methods: allowing participants 
to review and correct interviews through member 
checks, conducting interrater reliability interviews, 
and practicing reflexivity after each interview to be 
cognizant of the interpretation as a person with a dis-
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ability. Using Vygotsky’s (1978) social processing 
theory, patterns across the various forms of data were 
observed for initial coding, and a second time for ana-
lytical coding to explain the participants’ experiences 
(Merriam, 2009). A deductive mode of analysis was 
also used when comparing the reflections in the par-
ticipants’ interviews to experiences iterated in the lit-
erature on bullying and people with disabilities, and 
on bullying on college campuses. 

Results

The identities of all nine respondents were pro-
tected by the application of pseudonyms. As noted 
above, a pilot study was conducted with the first two 
respondents of the DSS inquiry for the study. Sunny, 
an individual with epilepsy, and Michael, an individ-
ual who is hard of hearing, provided general insight 
into higher education, social media, and cyberbully-
ing.  Sunny stated that she does not see much bullying 
on campus, and although she does witness peers being 
mean to each other on social media, she does not view 
that as cyberbullying.  She added that social media 
allowed girls in her dorm to be covertly mean to one 
another without any direct mention of a peer’s name.  
Sunny stated that without this explicit mention, it was 
more difficult to identify cyberbullying compared to 
traditional bullying, because it was harder to prove 
and easier to deny responsibility when the victims’ 
names were not associated with the post. 

Michael made similar claims regarding the diffi-
culty of identifying bullying and cyberbullying.  He 
mentioned that at college, especially an institution 
that is known for diversity and academically compet-
itive student body, bullying is “smarter.”  He added 
that bullying is not simply being called a “slut” or 
“fat.” It is targeted towards the reputation of the indi-
vidual as a student, causing them to feel intellectually 
inferior and leaving conversations thinking, “Wait, is 
he calling me stupid?” The pilot study provided in-
sight as to how two participants viewed bullying at 
college, and how bullying behaviors in such settings 
are may manifest differently than in other environ-
ments (e.g., high school).

The following section will address the participants 
in the research study—specifically, their construction 
of bullying and how they personally experienced bul-
lying and cyberbullying.  Table 1 provides information 
on the participants who were interviewed for this study. 
Construction of Bullying

Past and present experiences shaped how each 
participant defined bullying. All encountered bully-
ing directly relating to their disabilities in elemen-
tary and/or secondary school. Additionally, they all 

had experiences with bullying at the collegiate level, 
as the bully, victim, or bully-victim. Each participant 
stated that bullying was a negative behavior with the 
end goal of causing another person physical or emo-
tional harm. The aggressive behavior only needed 
to occur once to be considered a bullying event.  A 
majority of the participants stated that bullying ac-
tions are purposeful, and typically have some under-
lying factor (e.g., a distinguishing characteristic in 
the victim).

Participants also identified cyberbullying as a 
prominent type of bullying in their collegiate set-
tings. All participants acknowledged that, for most 
of their lives, social media (e.g., Facebook, Twitter, 
Instagram) played a large role in communicating with 
their peers. Phillip stated that there were positive and 
negative outcomes that occur from using the Internet, 
but the negative consequences do not prevent people 
from using social media. Four participants mentioned 
that cyberbullying was more severe than face-to-face 
bullying because of anonymity and the inability to 
see how the bully hurt the victim.

Participant definition of cyberbullying. All 
of the participants were active, daily users of so-
cial media. The most common social media outlets 
used by all participants were Facebook, Twitter, In-
stagram, and Yelp.  All participants stated that in 
order for cyberbullying to occur, the ability to cause 
harm to another person through computers and/or 
cell phones had to exist.  Amelia acknowledged that 
cyberbullying can be used to write things about an 
individual that would never be said in a face-to-face 
environment. Elizabeth claimed that the cyberbully-
ing does not stop at written messages; it can also in-
clude photographs.  Sarah noted that there is a power 
in cyberbullying, because it is harder to stop once the 
aggressive messages start. 

Power of cyberbullying. Three participants men-
tioned the sense of power that cyberbullies have over 
their victims. Chris noted how public cyberbullying 
may be: “It can be direct or not direct, it can be pri-
vate or it can be not private… It can be up to 100 
people reading it.”  Amelia stated that many people 
can read threads or comment history that contain ma-
licious comments or images. Chris also stated that 
there was an emotional component to social media.  
He mentioned that he was able to see who defriended 
him because of comments he made in the past. This 
caused him to consider defriending a different form 
of social exclusion, and recalled thinking, “Okay, I 
guess we don’t exist to each other anymore.” 

The participants further noted that anonymity is 
an important aspect of cyberbullying power. Sarah 
stated that cyberbullying is worse than face-to-face 
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bullying because “the person that’s bullying can hide 
behind the computer.” Phillip echoed this notion of 
hiding, stating that it allows a person to make more 
harmful remarks than he or she would in person, and 
to avoid the victim’s reaction. He further stated that 
computers allow a faster form of retaliation, where a 
person may be less apt to think about the consequenc-
es of immediately commenting online. 

Making Meaning of Bullying

When a university takes a pervasive “this is your 
world” perspective – which I don’t think is nec-
essarily wrong – students will understand that and 
respond.  They will say, “Okay, this is our world.  
This is how we have fun in it,” or “This is how we 
create our culture within it.”  And it can be too lim-
iting.  And the college bubble can be fun, but then 
it’s also pretty dangerous. (Participant in the study)

Witnesses of bullying experiences. Five partic-
ipants stated that they were bystanders to a bullying 
event that occurred on campus. Matt said although 
he witnessed bullying on campus, he did not want to 
discuss it. Sarah mentioned that since she did not ob-
serve bullying that occurred and only saw the effects 
of the social exclusion, she did not feel comfortable 
discussing the details that occurred within her soror-
ity. Chris explained a bullying event with his frater-
nity stating, “Whenever you force someone to drink, 
it crosses a line. Many lines are crossed when you 
pressure someone.” Amelia witnessed how gossip in 
her dormitory triggered social exclusion, causing her 
friend to be the victim of verbal bullying. 

Victims of bullying at college. All participants 
experienced bullying at college as victims. They dis-
closed that bullies were peers, roommates, or profes-
sors.  Five of the participants experienced bullying 
directly relating to their disabilities.  Two participants 
did not experience bullying because of their disabil-
ities, but both had non-visible disabilities. Matt, an 
individual with a learning disability, had his dorm 
room destroyed by a former roommate. He reported 
that he followed the college protocol to report the in-
cident, but said disclosing the destruction made the 
bullying worse from peers. Elizabeth, an individual 
who is hard of hearing, was also bullied after she told 
her roommate that she was sexually assaulted. The 
roommate then began to inform Elizabeth that she 
“deserved it” and that she “didn’t fight hard enough.” 
After experiencing this, Elizabeth removed herself 
from that environment.

Two participants experienced bullying from pro-
fessors after disclosing their disabilities. Phillip, an 

individual with dysgraphia, described interactions 
with his professor when he met with her for tutor-
ing. He said that she would “allude to it [dysgraphia] 
impacting like my education and my grades and my 
intelligence.” Elizabeth stated that she felt uncom-
fortable saying that a professor would bully a student, 
but mentioned that she “received a weird backlash 
almost or just people downplaying it” from “faculty 
and TAs” causing her to feel isolated in class. When 
asked if she perceived isolation as bullying, she chose 
to not answer that question. 

Amelia, Erin, Sarah, and Chris all experienced 
bullying from peers. Amelia, an individual with radial 
aplasia, was born with only four fingers.  She recalled 
being in conversations that made her feel very vulner-
able because peers would interrupt her and say, “Wait, 
do you have like four fingers? I only count four” 
causing people to look and try to touch her fingers. 
Erin, an individual with ocular motor dysfunction, 
has difficulty with discriminating different shapes 
and was asked to read aloud. She misspoke causing a 
peer to continuously bring up the incident and mock 
her in both private and public settings. Sarah rein-
forced the negative feelings associated with having 
individuals discuss her personal information in public 
settings.  She provided an example: when her peers 
disclosed at parties that Sarah takes medication, they 
would announce that it was time for her to leave so 
she could take her prescription.  Chris’s experience of 
bullying occurred after he was involved in an illegal 
incident while experiencing a manic state. The peer 
response to this incident caused Chris to be ostracized 
from social media, parties, and friendships.  He stat-
ed his added frustration by saying, “I can’t come out 
and say, ‘Look, I’m bipolar and I didn’t do that, but I 
did this.’ You can’t do that, right? That’s still like too 
much public shaming.”

Reporting bullying. The participants stated that 
bullying situations should be handled on a case-by-
case basis.  Phillip described how complex the re-
porting is at college by stating, “it depends on the 
behavior, and it depends on the situation. It depends 
on the office that they would be going through.”  Erin 
stated that she would only report bullying if she felt 
physically harmed by another individual, and that it 
was easier to ignore an incident without the physi-
cal scars.  Elizabeth echoed this and said she would 
consider calling the campus police if she experienced 
anything physically damaging. 

Matt and Elizabeth stated that they would be hes-
itant to report any bullying to the college because it 
is easy to be misunderstood. Matt mentioned that he 
would refrain from disclosing any bullying behav-
iors, because he does not want to “turn a non-situ-
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ation into a worse situation.” Elizabeth echoed this 
stating that the majority of her friends are men and 
their jokes can be perceived as mean, but their intent 
is not malicious.

Sarah and Amelia both shared that they would not 
report bullying. Sarah mentioned that if she were to 
report, “so much could have gone wrong,” and Ame-
lia stated she was afraid of how her peers would feel 
if she were to report instances of bullying.  In con-
trast, Chris was the only participant who said that he 
would report bullying to the college. 

Consequences of reporting. Although partici-
pants acknowledged that bullying should be reported 
on a case-by-case basis, they varied in their opinions 
on whether they felt there was a consequence to re-
porting bullying. Elizabeth was the only participant 
who stated that she did not feel that there was a conse-
quence to reporting an incident or situation to college 
personnel and/or staff.  Matt and Sarah stated that 
there were social consequences to reporting bullying: 
either isolation or increased bullying. Similarly, Ame-
lia mentioned that reporting bullying could negative-
ly affect her reputation and potentially cause the loss 
of friends. Phillip stated that reporting depended on 
one’s social group: you could be labeled as “a snitch 
or drama queen” or as “the person that took the action 
and leadership” necessary to end a bullying situation. 

Chris and Erin focused on the consequences of 
reporting bullying when active in sororities or frater-
nities. Chris reflected on an instance when a brother 
reported hazing and, once Greek Life Office discov-
ered this, the fraternity wanted the young man out of 
Greek Life. In fact, the brother who reported the in-
cident “had some of the worse experiences with that” 
since the brother wanted to stay in the fraternity. Erin 
echoed this statement, saying that she witnessed girls 
being ostracized if they reported any aggressive be-
haviors. She further stated that there is an unspoken 
expectation that certain bullying behaviors were al-
lowed in Greek life organizations. 

Coping with bullying. Participants employed 
different behaviors to cope with bullying at college. 
Six participants used avoidance techniques to remove 
themselves from aggressive environments. They de-
fined avoidance as actions that prevented the hostile 
individual from associating or interacting with them, 
either in person or on the Internet.  Erin disclosed that 
she is hyper-aware of aggressive behaviors due to her 
past experiences with bullying, and that as soon as 
she feels people are being mean, she goes home. Sarah 
and Phillip both mentioned that they avoid places with 
people who were known to bully. Sarah used Facebook 
to stay abreast of the location of certain bullying peo-
ple. Phillip said he could not completely avoid the bul-

lying teacher, but he was able to control the amount of 
interactions he had with her, and refrained from sched-
uling any future classes with her. 

Elizabeth and Chris also used avoidance behav-
iors to cope with the bullying, choosing to move to 
safer living environments. Elizabeth stated that she 
no longer felt safe in her dorm room, so she slept on 
friends’ couches until her roommate moved out. Chris 
stated that the constant social exclusion increased his 
social anxiety to a point where he chose to remove 
himself from the college environment completely.  
Matt, on the other hand, coped with his bullying by 
pretending it never happened. He avoided talking 
about it with peers saying, “if I spent time thinking 
about it, it wasn’t really gonna help.”

All participants mentioned that they were able to 
implement additional coping behaviors as they be-
came more accustomed to the college environment. 
Matt observed how others react in different environ-
ments so he could prepare for “situations that you 
might get into.”  Sarah stated she was skilled in small 
talk, and exercises caution by being aware of the exits 
and the location of her friends if she “feels the person 
or environment is unsafe.” Elizabeth mirrored this by 
saying if she felt unsafe, she would find someone she 
trusted for a sense of protection. Chris highlighted the 
important scanning his environment, since he needed 
to know how potential triggers could influence his bi-
polar behaviors. Phillip claimed his experience with 
bullying helped him communicate how he felt at all 
times to peers and adults to assist in understanding 
social interactions. 

Presence of social support. Participants under-
scored the importance of social support, stating that it 
provided them, and students with disabilities in gen-
eral, an extra layer of perceived protection to cope 
with bullying. They noted that at college, peers take 
on a more meaningful role than in high school.  Erin 
reinforced this when she said that, at college, she 
was spending so much time with her peers that she 
was forced to bond with them in a deeper way than 
she had in the past. Four participants explained how 
peers helped to ameliorate the negative consequences 
of bullying. Elizabeth disclosed to her male friends 
that she was sexually assaulted, and stated that they 
quickly reassured her that, “this isn’t your fault.” She 
shared that hearing this from men allowed her to bet-
ter accept what had happened to her. Matt claimed 
that his friends provided a sense of safety, acceptance 
of his interests, and encouraged him to adopt a health-
ier lifestyle. Amelia reported that she made a signif-
icant effort to make different type of friends and that 
these new relationships allowed her to become more 
confident. Sarah said her friends helped her process 
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bullying, noting that “I don’t think in the moment 
you really learn by yourself how to cope with bully-
ing.”  Conversely, Chris mentioned that he could not 
say peers supported his social life because he experi-
enced such little support from them overall. He added 
that he has to be cautious of people with whom he 
interacts because he does not know how they might 
influence him or trigger his bipolar disorder. 

Discussion

This was the first qualitative research study to 
examine how individuals with disabilities make 
meaning of bullying on a college campus.  Pilot and 
research studies were conducted to inquire how indi-
viduals with disabilities construct bullying from past 
and present experiences, witness bullying at college, 
and experience the impact of bullying on their social 
interactions.  Since attendance of individuals with 
disabilities in college is on the rise, understanding 
how these students experience bullying is of partic-
ular importance.

Vygotsky’s (1978) social development theory 
provided insight as to how the participants used social 
media to communicate with peers and how specific 
behaviors were internalized and implemented across 
different environments.  Tools such as Facebook, 
email, and Twitter were used by the participants to 
stay informed about activities on campus and to see 
what peers were doing.  Social media sites, while in-
formative, were also used to cyberbully peers, which 
supports past research (Maher, 2008).  Michael, an in-
dividual who is hard of hearing, stated the anonymity 
of Tumblr allowed individuals to respond negatively 
to his posts about his relationships with his partner. 

Data from participants’ experiences with bullying 
yielded important information on how individuals 
with disabilities may respond to bullying or perceived 
aggressive environments, and whether they would 
participate in risk behaviors. Chris stated that alcohol 
was popular in fraternities and he was “forced to so-
cially condemn” the brother who reported the frater-
nity for hazing. Therefore, Chris participated in risks 
that were related to underage drinking and in actions 
designed to prevent social exclusion of those who did 
not follow the internal code of Greek life. Compara-
tively, Erin and Sarah refrained from attending parties 
that promoted drinking, because they are not comfort-
able with the outcomes of students drinking alcohol.  
Erin and Sarah seemed to use the cognitive-control 
networks, as defined by Steinberg (2007), to scan the 
environment, weigh the pros and cons of possible 
outcomes, and make a decision based on their com-
fort levels. Triggering the cognitive-control networks 

prevented them from participating in a perceived risk 
and unsafe environment (Steinberg, 2007).

Understanding College Bullying

College is a little more [like] trying to stick a knife 
in you.  They try to say things.  I don’t know how 
to put it in terms, but it’s much more complex.  
It’s much more complicated. It’s much more 
smart.  It’s much more piercing. It hurts…Yeah, 
but by now, we know calling someone a name is 
not gonna work.  That’s so childish.  It’s better 
to be like, “I heard you were failing this class.” 
Something like that.  Something really mean… 
it’s no more calling a name, it’s more so attacking 
a character or reputation…It’s more complicated 
insults. (Participant in the study)

This study supported research by Chapell et al. (2006) 
and Curwen, McNichol, and Sharpe (2011), which 
found individuals who were bullied in college were 
likely to have been bullied in elementary and sec-
ondary schools.  The participants were asked to con-
struct a definition of bullying from past and present 
experiences.  All of the participants had a different 
definition, ranging from bullying as playful banter 
between close friends to extreme hazing and social 
ostracism. This supports the work of Vaillancourt et 
al. (2008) who stated different definitions of bullying 
may shape how bullying is perceived. 

When comparing perceived occurrences of bul-
lying, participants mentioned the difference between 
earlier academic and current college environments. 
They noted that bullying does not occur as often in 
college as it does in elementary or secondary school 
settings, which supports past research (Chapell et 
al., 2006; Curwen et al., 2011).  In this study, the re-
search was conducted in a large metropolitan area, 
which may provide enhanced opportunities to make 
alternative friend groups.  With fewer occurrences of 
bullying occurring at college, a pilot participant men-
tioned that she forgets bullying occurs.  She said she 
only remembers that bullying is an issue at college 
when an extreme event occurs such as when people 
“kill themselves or they end up getting beaten.”  In-
terestingly, this participant provided many personal 
experiences of bullying to support her definition of 
bullying, but she did not qualify them as bullying be-
cause no one was physically hurt. 

Past Experiences with Bullying
Past experiences of bullying influenced partici-

pants’ experiences in their college environments. In 
a departure from their elementary and high school 
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settings, five participants described a level of normal-
cy since they did not have to publicly define them-
selves as having disabilities.  Participants were able 
to develop positive self-perceptions as a result of in-
stitutional support. One participant stated that, at col-
lege, the DSS office allowed him to feel supported, 
something that he did not feel in his elementary and 
secondary schools.  Sarah reinforced this sentiment, 
stating that she was dependent on teachers for aca-
demic performance and social safety in elementary 
and secondary schools, but, at college, she was forced 
to advocate for herself and learn to rely on peers for 
social support. She also noted the helpfulness of the 
support provided by the DSS office.  More research is 
needed to understand how support in college enhanc-
es self-perception of individuals with disabilities, and 
if or how this assists in implementing positive coping 
behaviors in response to bullying events. 

Limitations of the Study
There were four limitations to this research study. 

First, the study focused on the personal experiences 
of individuals with disabilities as victims, and not as 
the bullies. Second, since this is a qualitative study, 
the experiences of these particular participants cannot 
be generalized to the larger population of individu-
als with disabilities attending college.  Third, the stu-
dents interviewed for this study were all Caucasian, 
except in the pilot study where one individual was 
East Indian.

The fourth limitation, which emerged during 
meetings with potential participants, is that the re-
searcher is an individual with a disability. All but two 
participants asked why individuals with disabilities 
were the focus of the study, and what the researcher’s 
knowledge was of people with disabilities. Thus, the 
researcher disclosed that she had a disability. To pre-
vent potential bias of the data obtained from the inter-
views, steps to ensure trustworthiness were addressed 
in the methodology through triangulation, member 
check, and reflexivity after each interview.  

Recommendations for Future Research
Although this study provides a foundation for 

how individuals with disabilities experience bully-
ing in college, its findings cannot be generalized to 
the greater body of students with disabilities. Further 
research is necessary to uncover the full depth and 
breadth of this issue.

Bullying research lacks agreement on a common 
definition of bullying. Definitions vary across differ-
ent schools, environments, and people, all of which 
can influence how people differentiate between bul-
lying and non-bullying behaviors. A shared definition 

would provide a better understanding of the preva-
lence of bullying across different environments with-
in college settings. The use of a common definition in 
further research could help the field better understand 
how the prevalence of bullying differs across public, 
private, and two- and four-year colleges, and how in-
dividuals with disabilities perceive bullying in these 
environments. Related research on the impact of race, 
ethnicity, religion, and visible and nonvisible disabili-
ties could also yield illuminating findings. 

Disability is a subgroup that transcends different 
races, ethnicities, religions, and socioeconomic sta-
tuses. Chris, a participant who identified as bipolar 
and bisexual, mentioned that these subgroups create 
an intersectional identity that is overlooked on col-
lege campuses.  Michael echoed this sentiment as an 
individual who is hard of hearing and is also a gay 
man.  More research is needed to understand intersec-
tionality (Crenshaw, 1991), and the potential role it 
may have related to bullying and identity influenced 
by a collegiate environment. 

Mental health is becoming a prevalent issue on 
college campuses (Han et al., 2016). Chris reported 
his frustrations with having a mental health disability 
because people, in general, have a negative response to 
his disability. This bias caused Chris to feel as though 
he is not supported, and can understand why students 
do not disclose mental health disabilities to universi-
ty personnel.  More research is needed to understand 
targeted accommodations for individuals with mental 
health needs at college. This can assist DSS to make 
more individualized, meaningful accommodations 
at college. From this research, trainings for DSS can 
occur so that they are affectively able to disseminate 
data to professors and administration to understand, 
accommodate, and include people with mental health 
needs throughout campus activities.

Recommendation for Policy and Practice

The U.S. Department of Health and Human Ser-
vices (HHS), through guidance or regulation, can 
facilitate the implementation and use of a common 
definition of bullying. With a definition recommended 
by the federal government, colleges and universities 
could implement bullying prevention policies to en-
sure that students feel safe on campus, and gather con-
sistent data on bullying activities (Lund & Ross, 2016).

Given that the reporting of bullying incidents 
emerged as a challenge in this study, colleges and uni-
versities should consider support services partnerships 
(e.g. disability support services communicating with 
counseling services) to facilitate safe and confiden-
tial reporting practices that foster trust in anti-bullying 
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practices. Likewise, college administrators and bully-
ing experts could develop more trustworthy protocols 
and train administrators to treat bullying with more 
urgency (Lund & Ross, 2016). If individuals com-
municate the experience to designated personnel, the 
field will be able to better understand the occurrence of 
bullying as well as effectiveness of appropriate coping 
skills at college (Crosslin & Golman, 2014).

Many states are recommending that schools at 
various levels implement anti-bullying policies and 
programs. Since many anti-bullying programs rely 
heavily on the ability of individuals to read social in-
teractions accurately, perhaps DSS at the college level 
could provide peer-support groups to help develop 
or improve these skills in students with disabilities. 
Anti-bullying programming and related social skill 
development at the elementary and secondary levels 
is also critical: practices and skills on preventing and 
addressing inappropriate behaviors could translate to 
higher education environments.

This research study provided insight in ways 
individuals with disabilities experience bullying at 
college. There are two key topics of relevance for 
college personnel, specifically DSS, which recurred 
throughout this study. First, it is important to under-
stand the ways social media is used at the university 
so that school personnel will be better informed as 
to how conversations may be interpreted by students.  
DSS could create a training session each year to re-
view and reinforce appropriate online interactions to 
support students with disabilities at college.  Second, 
there is a need to assess how individuals understand 
requesting assistance for matters that may not be per-
ceived as related to their disabilities. Participants in 
the study reported experiencing more independence 
at college, and understood the responsibility to re-
port bullying relied on their disclosure; however, the 
participants did not know where to go to disclose or 
report bullying events.  The confusion may cause 
individuals with disabilities not to seek help. Since 
disability can be found as a subgroup across differ-
ent minority classes, it is important that DSS have an 
open dialogue with the university’s legal counsel to 
ensure that minority groups perceive the postsecond-
ary environment as a safe opportunity to learn.

Conclusion

Bullying is a persistent and pervasive challenge 
plaguing our educational systems at the elementary, 
secondary, and collegiate levels (Chapell et al., 2006; 
U.S. Department of Education, 2015). Students with 
disabilities are participating in bullying events as the 
bully, bully-victim, and victim within the elementa-

ry and secondary school settings (Rose et al., 2009).  
Since individuals with disabilities are becoming a 
larger subgroup on college campuses (U.S. Depart-
ment of Education, 2016), future research should 
understand how this specific minority population 
experiences bullying across different collegiate envi-
ronments.  The fields of bullying and higher educa-
tion should more purposefully collaborate to ensure 
that individuals with and without disabilities are safe 
on college campuses. The more we learn about bully-
ing on college campuses across various populations, 
the better prepared colleges can be to ensure students 
feel safe, and enjoy fruitful collegiate experiences.
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Table 1

Participant Background Information

Name Gender Year Ethnicity Disability

Amelia Female Freshman Caucasian Radial Aplasia in 
right forearm

Chris Male Junior Caucasian Bipolar

Elizabeth Female Senior Caucasian Deaf in left ear

Erin Female Junior Caucasian Ocular Motor 
Dysfunction

Matt Male Senior Caucasian Learning 
Disability/
Mytonia

Phillip Male Junior Caucasian Dysgraphia

Sarah Female Freshman Caucasian ADD/Dyslexia

Note.  Each of the participants chose a fictitious name for this study.

Figure 1. Conceptual Framework

.
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Transitional Challenges for Students with Disabilities 
During a Period of Systemic Imbalance
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Abstract

The present study explored how student support service administrators responded to the observed transitional 
challenges of students with disabilities during a period of systemic imbalance. Administrators at four com-
munity colleges in Tennessee, responsible for the coordination of student disability services, participated in a 
multi-site case study. Analysis revealed students with disabilities had unrealized expectations of postsecond-
ary education, sought the same individualized attention experienced in secondary school, and misunderstood 
administrative processes, especially those associated with securing accommodations, upon entering college. 
Although the transitional challenges were not unique, increased enrollments and an inadequate infrastructure 
added difficulty to administrators’ ability to respond. Administrators sought opportunities for collaborative 
inclusion with stakeholders, internally and externally, to resolve the observed transitional challenges. Investi-
gators suggest administrators initiate early transitional planning with students who complete a Promise schol-
arship application during their senior year of high school, utilize cross-trained temporary personnel during 
peak periods of inquiries, and project accommodation needs earlier to secure adequate resources and help 
students remain scholarship eligible.

Keywords: Tennessee Promise, organizational change, student disability services, community college

The transition from high school to postsecond-
ary education can be problematic for students with 
disabilities (Johnson, Stodden, Emanuel, Luecking, 
& Mack, 2002; Madaus, 2005; Stodden, Jones, & 
Chang, 2002). Federal legislation governing how stu-
dents with disabilities (SWD) are supported in high 
school is fundamentally different from legislation 
governing how students with disabilities are sup-
ported in postsecondary education.  The Individuals 
with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) prescriptive-
ly mandates that students with disabilities in K-12 
institutions be identified, evaluated, and provided 
services and accommodations as part of their right 
to a free and appropriate public education (Frieden, 
2004). The burden of compliance is placed on school 
administration. A detailed Individualized Education 
Program (IEP) is developed, in compliance with 
IDEA, to guide the services and support the student 
in order to guarantee the Free Appropriate Public 
Education (FAPE) in the Least Restrictive Environ-
ment (LRE) provision is met. The FAPE provision is 
designed to meet the unique education needs of the 
student with disabilities as adequately as the needs 

of students without disabilities. IDEA mandates that 
students who have IEPs be provided a Summary of 
Performance (SOP), as they exit secondary education

According to IDEA Section 614(d)(1)(A)(i)(VIII), 
students “no later than age 16” must identify whether 
postsecondary education is a transition goal beyond 
high school.  The identified transition goal and neces-
sary support are reflected in detail on the IEP.  Once 
SWD leave high school, legislation governing their 
accommodations in postsecondary education reflects 
provisions associated with the Americans with Dis-
abilities Act Amendments Act (ADAAA) and Sec-
tion 504 of the Rehabilitation Act.  Section 504 and 
ADAAA mandate reasonable accommodations be 
provided to individuals with disabilities enrolled at 
postsecondary education institutions, but neither are 
prescriptive about identifying, evaluating, and ac-
commodating the needs of students with disabilities.  
Therefore, much of the burden placed on administra-
tors in the K-12 education environment is transferred 
to students with disabilities, once they elect to pursue 
a postsecondary education credential.
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Students at postsecondary education institutions 
must self-identify to a representative of the institu-
tion as having a disability, provide verification of 
the disability, and self-advocate to receive services 
and accommodations (Eckes & Ochoa, 2005; Foley, 
2006; Gil, 2007; Milsom & Hartley, 2005). Despite 
transition planning before leaving high school, stu-
dents, parents, and special education teachers are less 
familiar with provisional distinctions between IDEA 
and ADAAA and Section 504 of the Federal Reha-
bilitation Act of 1973 (Getzel & Thoma, 2008). As 
a result, students with disabilities are not adequately 
prepared for the transition to postsecondary educa-
tion, specifically one for which they assume a new 
role in securing support services (Ankeny & Leh-
mann, 2010; Baer, Daviso III, McMahan, Queen, & 
Flexer, 2011; Landmark & Zhang, 2013; Milsom & 
Hartley, 2005). Students are hesitant to self-identify 
as having a disability, unable to articulate how the 
disability affects them in an educational setting, and 
unprepared to self-advocate for specific, reasonable 
accommodations after leaving high school (Cameto, 
Knokey, & Sanford, 2011; Newman, Wagner, , Ca-
meto, Knokey,, & Shaver, 2010). Students receive 
fewer accommodations and services as a result.   

The Association for Higher Education and Dis-
ability (2012) developed professional standards 
and performance indicators to assist postsecondary 
education institutions, specifically the Office for 
Students with Disabilities, with supporting the transi-
tional challenges of SWD. The professional standards 
and performance indicators guide disability resource 
offices in ensuring SWD receive seamless access to 
the services, programs, and activities at postsecond-
ary education institutions. 

Enrollment Patterns
Students with disabilities comprised 11.1% of un-

dergraduates in the 2011 - 2012 academic year (Unit-
ed States Department of Education, 2015). This is up 
from 10.9% in 2007-2008. According to the National 
Longitudinal Transition Study-2, 60% of young adults 
with disabilities reported enrolling in a postsecondary 
education institution within eight years after leaving 
high school (Newman et al,, 2011).  Community col-
leges were the preferred institutional type for SWD, 
representing 44% of those enrolled. Another 32% of 
SWD attended a vocational, business, or technical 
school during the same time frame. 

Approximately 28% of postsecondary students, 
considered by a secondary school to have a disability, 
disclosed their disability to the Office for Students 
with Disabilities (Sanford, Newman, Wagner, Came-
to, Knokey, & Shaver, 2011).  The underutilization 

of disability-related assistance was consistent across 
the postsecondary institutional types: 25% received 
assistance at a community college; 11% received as-
sistance at a vocational, business, or technical school; 
and 24% received assistance at a four-year college or 
university (Newman et al., 2011).  Ironically, SWD 
identified expense of postsecondary education as the 
primary reason for early departure, not lack of dis-
ability-related assistance.  

Tennessee Promise 
In 2014, Tennessee Governor Bill Haslam and the 

state legislature approved a last-dollar scholarship 
and mentor program known as Tennessee Promise. 
Under Tennessee Promise, graduates of Tennessee’s 
high schools could enroll, tuition free, in associate 
degree programs across the state starting Fall 2015 
(Tennessee Student Assistance Corporation [TSAC], 
2016).  The signature legislation bolstered a broad-
er statewide education initiative to award a greater 
percentage of residents with a postsecondary educa-
tion credential, by curbing the financial burden of 
tuition. Haslam understood in order to increase the 
number of residents with a postsecondary education 
credential, participants needed a reprieve from the 
financial burden and open dialogue with a trained 
mentor.  In addition to Tennessee Promise, five other 
states have enacted similar statewide legislation of-
fering tuition subsidies to all high school graduates: 
Missouri, Nevada, New York, Oregon, and Rhode 
Island (Mulhere, 2017).  

Students can apply the Tennessee Promise schol-
arship to one of 13 community colleges, 27 colleges 
of applied technology, or, in some cases, a four-year 
college or university that offers associate degree pro-
grams (TSAC, 2016).  As a last-dollar scholarship, 
qualifying students first apply their financial aid, such 
as Pell Grant and HOPE Scholarship, a lottery-fund-
ed, merit-based scholarship program in Tennessee, 
before Tennessee Promise covers the remaining bal-
ance of their tuition (Semuels, 2015).  To receive the 
scholarship, high school seniors must apply to the 
Tennessee Promise program, complete the Free Ap-
plication for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA), attend 
two mandatory meetings at a participating institu-
tion, apply and register for 12 credit hours or more 
at a participating institution, and complete eight 
hours of community service prior to the fall term 
immediately following their graduation from high 
school. Deadlines are associated with all eligibility 
criteria.  To remain eligible for the Promise scholar-
ship beyond the first semester, students must meet 
with an assigned mentor, attend mandatory Promise 
meetings, complete eight hours of community ser-
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vice, maintain continuous, full-time enrollment sta-
tus, and maintain a 2.0 GPA each semester enrolled 
at a participating institution.

In fall 2015, over 16,291 high school graduates 
took advantage of the new Tennessee Promise pro-
gram, enrolling in community colleges and tech-
nology centers across the state (Tamburin, 2016a).  
Enrollment of first-time, full-time freshmen increased 
24.7% at community colleges and 20% at technology 
centers (Tennessee Higher Education Commission 
[THEC], 2016). The number of high school gradu-
ates utilizing Promise increased in fall 2016 to 16,790 
(THEC, 2017). The number of Promise scholarship 
recipients with a documented disability was not re-
leased to the public. Financial data does show the 
state has spent $25.3 million funding Promise since 
its implementation, with students receiving an aver-
age award of $1,090. 

The level of student participation during the first 
two years of Promise invited systemic imbalance 
throughout postsecondary education in the state of 
Tennessee. Substantial increases in student enroll-
ment, resulting from Promise, brought administrative 
challenges associated with infrastructure, personnel, 
processes, and communication (Tamburin, 2016b). 
The large-scale, unprecedented change to the entire 
statewide postsecondary education system has ad-
ministrators of all institutional types searching for 
coherence.  The actualized impact of the legislation 
has forced leaders at applied technology centers and 
community colleges to react quickly. 

Pascale, Millemann, and Gioja (2000) likened 
organizations, such as postsecondary education in-
stitutions, to complex systems.  Complex systems 
are less responsive to changes occurring around it 
while existing in a state of equilibrium.  However, 
chaos galvanizes a living system and evokes experi-
mentation in an effort to find balance.  Components 
of a living system reorganize and new processes 
emerge. Fullan (2001) recognized that disturbing 
the system is how effective leaders achieve desired 
outcomes, even if a clear solution is not evident.  
The challenge is to disturb the system in a way to 
still get the desired outcome. 

Perna and Finney’s (2014) research on college 
Promise programs acknowledged that in order for 
students to be successful in college, they need to have 
the required academic preparation, financial resourc-
es, and knowledge of support services.  They found 
support for students depends on the resources and op-
portunities available at the respective institution for 
which the student is enrolled.  However, variations 
in the resources available to students create structur-
al differences in college opportunities and outcomes 

(Perna, 2016).  Little research exists on how best to 
implement Promise programs with pre-existing sup-
port services. 

The present study explores how student support 
service administrators responded to observed tran-
sitional challenges of students with disabilities as a 
result of Tennessee Promise. The transitional chal-
lenges referenced are those experienced when a stu-
dent matriculates from one educational setting to the 
next. The purpose of Tennessee Promise is to equip 
residents with a postsecondary education credential, 
especially individuals enduring financial hardship 
and prone to attrition. Further understanding of how 
institutions respond to the transitional challenges ex-
perienced by students with disabilities offers guidance 
for other administrators entering a period of systemic 
imbalance as a result of similar legislation.

Methods

Investigators used a qualitative, multi-site case 
study design to understand the change phenome-
non.  Audet and d’Amboise (2001) recommended 
the multisite case study technique for strategic scan-
ning if cross-case comparisons are the desired result. 
In multisite case studies, investigators inquire about 
the organizational structure of a case as a part of the 
exploratory process. A familiarity with the organiza-
tional structure helps investigators understand how 
a phenomenon impacts a case. Following this ap-
proach, investigators of the current study conducted 
interviews, as well as reviewed websites and docu-
ments as part of the data collection process.  

The institutional type chosen for purposeful sam-
pling was community colleges.  The actualized impact 
of the legislation was immediate for associate-degree 
granting institutions like community colleges as evi-
denced by the immediate, substantial enrollment in-
creases (THEC, 2017).  All community colleges used 
as cases were selected based on shared similarities. 
The community colleges were exclusively two-year 
undergraduate institutions, had a high traditional-aged 
student population, and considered to be medium size 
enrollment profile by the Carnegie Classification Sys-
tem. The similar profile was important to understanding 
the phenomenon because Tennessee Promise subsidiz-
es first and second-year undergraduate students. The 
identities of the four participating institutions were 
protected and the following pseudonyms were em-
ployed: community college A, community college B, 
community college C, and community college D. 

The investigators contacted five community col-
lege administrators, responsible for the coordination 
of student disability services (SDS), and asked each 
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to participate in the study; four of the five administra-
tors agreed to participate. Student disability service 
administrators possess a familiarity for the organiza-
tional structure at the institution, can enact organiza-
tional change, and systematically interpret the impact 
of a phenomenon, such as Tennessee Promise.  

Online documents and websites were reviewed 
for the four participating community colleges in ad-
vance of the interviews. The purpose of the document 
review was to learn about the institution, specifically 
its organizational structure and available disability 
services, as part of the exploration process. McMil-
lian (2016) suggested the review of documents and 
websites offers investigators conducting a multi-site 
case study an enriched understanding for each case. 
Investigators accessed online documents like orga-
nizational charts, directory information, college and 
disability service mission statements, and student 
handbooks. Webpages pertinent to disability services 
and Tennessee Promise were also reviewed for each 
case. Investigators printed accessible materials and 
made observational notes. Notes were semi-struc-
tured, however both investigators commented on the 
ease or difficulty of locating and interpreting the in-
formation retrieved.

Interviews were conducted with four community 
college administrators, responsible for the coordina-
tion of SDS, at the end of the 2015-2016 academic 
year. Investigators desired to interview administrators 
after one year of change implementation took place. 
Investigators felt that community college administra-
tors were in a unique position to observe the impact 
of Promise due to their direct service to students. As 
a direct service provider, administrators acutely ob-
serve and respond to observed transitional challenges 
of SWD who are Promise recipients. Through their 
response to these challenges, administrators can ad-
vise other practitioners facing similar legislation.  

The two investigators used the same interview 
question protocol, and completed the interviews in-
dividually.  Two broad questions were asked to all 
administrators, one inquiring about the organization-
al structure used to deliver student disability services 
and one inquiring about change or systemic imbal-
ance influenced by the shared phenomenon, Tennes-
see Promise. Probe questions were planned to further 
capture data related to organizational structure, tran-
sitional challenges, and implemented changes.  All 
interviews were conducted by phone.  Investigators 
asked administrators the following questions:

• Describe the current student disability service 
operation at your institution.

• [Probe] What is the process for students seek-
ing accommodations?

• [Probe] What accommodations are offered to 
students with disabilities at your institution?

• How has Tennessee (TN) Promise impacted 
SDS at your institution?

• [Probe] What changes have you implemented 
as a result of TN Promise?

• [Probe] What future changes do you antici-
pate making as a result of TN Promise?

• [Probe] Describe the process as to how your 
institution identified these needs for change.

Investigators manually transcribed interview 
recordings on password-protected computers. The 
typed transcriptions were stored on a shared cloud 
drive.  Each investigator checked for response con-
sistencies once interviews were transcribed.  Admin-
istrators were contacted by individual investigators if 
an inconsistency was found, and further clarification 
was sought.  Following clarification protocol, each in-
vestigator offered one another a peer research review 
to scrutinize perceived interpretations. The investi-
gators shared with one another interview transcrip-
tions, inclusive of digitally marked codes and larger 
themes, and observation notes derived from website 
and document reviews.  Thematic analysis was ap-
plied by differentiating low and high-level codes, 
largely derived from frequencies and co-occurrence, 
on the transcriptions until larger themes were devel-
oped (Carspecken, 1996; Guest & MacQueen, 2012). 

Results

Investigators identified three themes resulting 
from the multi-site case study. First, the four commu-
nity college cases had organizational and procedural 
similarities. Second, the impact of Promise led to sub-
stantial enrollment increases and the awareness of an 
inadequate infrastructure. Enrollment increases and 
the inadequate infrastructure introduced challenges 
for both students and SDS administrators. Third, ad-
ministrators responded similarly to new challenges 
by renewing collaborative partnerships with internal 
and external stakeholders. These themes were broad-
ly categorized by procedures and services, impact of 
Promise, and changes implemented.    

Procedures and Services
Administrators with student disability services 

(SDS) shared organizational and procedural similar-
ities at the four community colleges. The number of 
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SWD served with reasonable accommodations ranged 
from 75 to 200, depending on the institution.  Each 
community college had at least two staff responsible 
for serving the support needs of students; staff at two 
institutions provided services to students beyond the 
delivery of SDS. SDS staff at community colleges B, 
C, and D supported students with accommodations at 
four or more satellite locations. 

The comprehensive intake procedure for provid-
ing students with reasonable accommodations was 
identical at all four community colleges. Students 
first contact the SDS office either through self-inqui-
ry or a referral. Next, students complete enrollment 
intake and confidentiality forms. Disability diagnosis 
documentation, no older than five years, was submit-
ted next by all students seeking an accommodation 
through the SDS office.  The student and SDS staff 
next meet to discuss available accommodations, the 
individualized educational support plan, and shared 
expectations. The administrator at community col-
lege A said, “My job is to help students overcome 
barriers and learn on an equal playing field. These 
individualized meetings with our students allows us 
to stress the same expectations for all students.” The 
administrator at community college C said parents 
and students are sometimes “shocked” to learn the 
same accommodations and individualized attention 
available in high school cannot be offered at college. 
After the meeting, SDS staff finalize the educational 
support plan and secure resources listed in the plan. 
Emails are sent by an SDS representative to instruc-
tors at the beginning of each semester requesting 
reasonable accommodations be made for individual 
students enrolled in a particular section. 

All community colleges shared similar accommo-
dation services. Services to accommodate testing and 
note transcription were the most requested at all four 
institutions. Other common accommodations includ-
ed low distraction testing environments, recording 
devices, and sign language interpretation. 

Impact of Promise
Each administrator acknowledged Tennessee 

Promise presented challenges for both students and 
disability services at their respective institutions, 
with exception to community college D.  The com-
munity college D administrator observed a less im-
pactful transition in 2015-2016 because a similar 
last-dollar scholarship and mentor program, known 
as TnAchieves, was implemented in the college’s 
service region during the 2013-2014 academic year.  
The same challenges described by administrators at 
community colleges A, B, and C were experienced 
by the community college D administrator two years 

earlier.  The community college D administrator felt 
“comfortable” with the actualized impact of Promise 
in 2015-2016, and was sought by other SDS adminis-
trators throughout the state for advice on forecasting 
anticipated changes.

Community college A, B, and C administrators 
acknowledged the Tennessee Promise scholarship 
impacted SDS operations the first year of implemen-
tation. All administrators observed an increase in 
the number of general inquiries regarding disability 
services and the number of participants.  Communi-
ty college B and C administrators observed a “sig-
nificant increase” in the number of SWD served by 
SDS. Both commented that the number of telephone 
calls and in-person appointments were unprecedent-
ed during the months of July and August. The com-
munity college A and C administrators continued by 
acknowledging student inquiries did not necessarily 
matriculate to SDS participants.  The community col-
lege A administrator said, “Incoming students would 
pursue accommodations to the point where they were 
accountable for paperwork. Either the intake form or 
diagnosis documentation would not be returned, and 
we would stop hearing from the student.”  Communi-
ty college D administrator acknowledged observing 
the same practice two years earlier and suggested, 
“Students with disabilities enter college expecting 
SDS staff to provide the same level of care [as expe-
rienced in high school].  Parents and students seem 
shocked to learn they are responsible for verifying 
service eligibility.”

Community colleges B and C experienced sub-
stantial enrollment increases of first-time freshmen in 
fall 2015, so SDS administrators anticipated more par-
ticipants that fall semester. SDS offices at community 
colleges B and C more than doubled the number of 
students served with an accommodation. Despite the 
projected increase in SDS participants, both admin-
istrators acknowledged inadequate resources were 
available initially to arrange the requested accom-
modations.  The community college C administrator 
said, “Classroom and testing spaces were unavail-
able, and the distance between our main campus and 
satellite campuses compounded the challenge.” The 
SDS office at community college A noticed a slight 
increase in participants, but anticipated more the sec-
ond year of Promise. The administrator at community 
college D observed a substantial increase in SDS par-
ticipants the first year of TnAchieves; the number of 
SDS participants has continued to increase annually 
since 2013.

All four SDS administrators found Promise re-
cipients “needy.”  When probed about the context of 
needy, administrators shared Promise recipients ex-
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pected staff availability and accommodations to re-
flect secondary schools. The community college C 
administrator said, “Tennessee Promise has brought 
us a different type of student. I am more involved 
with students, parents, and faculty as a result of 
Promise than ever before.” Community college A and 
D administrators continued by making the compari-
son between traditional-aged Promise SWD and the 
non-traditional SWD, when probed about the context 
of “needy.”  Both administrators shared non-tradition-
al students communicate with the SDS office twice a 
semester, at the beginning to confirm accommoda-
tions and near-the-end to register for the next term.   
Traditional-aged Promise recipients struggled to dif-
ferentiate IDEA and ADAAA provisions and adjust to 
the academic rigor and social dispositions expected at 
the collegiate level.  The community college A admin-
istrator said Promise recipients consistently dropped 
by unannounced and requested accommodations by 
saying, “Momma said I have to come by here.”  The 
community college D administrator said, “The needi-
ness of Promise recipients is a learned behavior prior 
to arriving here. These students were never taught 
self-advocacy and self-determination skills in K-12. 
Promise has magnified the problem by conveying a 
message of entitlement.”  Community college B, C, 
and D administrators noticed staff spending com-
paratively more time with Promise recipients and 
parents explaining the process to secure accommo-
dations and the limitations of educational accommo-
dations.  All three administrators commented on the 
necessity for staff to remain knowledgeable of other 
services available to SWD.  “Knowledge of services 
outside the scope of SDS was a must for our staff.  
The number of accommodation inquiries was over-
whelming at times. Making referrals is an important 
service we provide,” according to the community 
college B administrator.

SDS staff at community colleges A, B, and C as-
sumed an unanticipated role as eligibility advisors 
for Tennessee Promise.  The three administrators ob-
served SWD had difficulty completing the eligibility 
criteria for the Tennessee Promise scholarship. High 
school seniors must apply for the Tennessee Prom-
ise scholarship, complete the Free Application for 
Federal Student Aid (FAFSA), attend two mandato-
ry meetings at a participating institution, apply and 
register full-time at a participating institution, and 
complete eight hours of community service prior to 
the fall term immediately following their graduation 
from high school. Deadlines are associated with all 
eligibility criteria. To remain eligible for the Promise 
scholarship beyond the first semester, students must 
meet with an assigned mentor, attend mandatory 

Promise meetings, complete eight hours of communi-
ty service, maintain continuous, full-time enrollment 
status, and maintain a 2.0 GPA each semester en-
rolled at a participating institution. Although Promise 
recipients received multiple notifications, adminis-
trators at community colleges A, B, and C observed 
SWD struggled to maintain full-time enrollment, at-
tend mandatory meetings, and complete eight hours 
of community service.  When probed for reasons why 
criteria was problematic, administrators shared SWD 
are often reliant on others for transportation, fail to 
realize the academic rigor of college before enrolling, 
and community service partners lack accessibility ac-
commodations.  The community college D adminis-
trator observed similar challenges when TnAchieves 
was implemented in 2013.      

Changes Implemented
The actualized impact of Tennessee Promise pre-

sented institutions and students with a number of 
transitional challenges.  SDS administrators at the 
four community colleges responded similarly to the 
transitional challenges.  Administrators sought oppor-
tunities for collaborative outreach with stakeholders 
and the need to effectively communicate collegiate 
expectations earlier to prospective SWD.  The prod-
uct of each response reflected the unique nuances of 
the institution. The broad initiatives were advised by 
colleagues at sister institutions who had experienced 
similar challenges in 2009 with KnoxAchieves and 
2013 with TnAchieves. The community college D ad-
ministrator said, “for two years, we worked to accom-
modate the needs of our office and the students we 
served [as a result as TnAchieves]. Last year [2015-
2016] we were in a position to share those challenges 
as well as promising practices.”  The community col-
lege D administrator continued by saying, 

The state legislature, THEC [Tennessee Higher Ed-
ucation Commission], and TBR [Tennessee Board 
of Regents] made accessibility to education a pri-
ority with initiatives like Promise. This renewed 
focus on accessibility has helped SDS directors se-
cure a position at the decision-making table. 

SDS administrators embraced a renewed sense of in-
clusion with other internal administrative units, such 
as enrollment management, public relations, and in-
formation technology, governance groups, such as 
faculty senate and administrative council, and ad-
hoc committees, such as the Promise planning and 
new-student transitions teams.  Opportunities to 
serve internally in various administrative capacities, 
led to open dialogue and the exchange of ideas with 
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stakeholders.  The political capital developed with 
institutional stakeholders inspired a culture of inno-
vation and the concerns of SDS were acknowledged 
throughout planning phases. Community college A, 
B and D administrators shared that recruiters and ori-
entation leaders were actively referring new students 
to SDS early in the recruitment process. The com-
munity college B administrator shared faculty were 
more responsive to requests for academic accom-
modations.  Community colleges B and D shared in-
formation technology staff consulted with SDS staff 
about website modifications to better accommodate 
SDS students.

Outreach to external collaborators, such as guid-
ance counselors, special education teachers and par-
ents, was another response to transitional challenges 
the four administrators shared.  All four adminis-
trators shared that students struggled to overcome 
misunderstandings about ADAAA and realize the ac-
ademic and behavioral expectations of college. The 
community college A administrator said, “We need 
to reach student misunderstanding at the source.” Ex-
amples include participating in local high schools’ 
college nights, serve on IEP committees for col-
lege-bound SWD, contribute short announcements 
for high schools’ senior newsletter, and schedule 
appointments with guidance counselors and special 
education teachers to communicate SDS enrollment 
procedures, differences in IDEA and ADAAA ac-
commodations, and academic and behavioral expec-
tations of students. 

The collaborative outreach efforts helped ad-
ministrators at the four community colleges identify 
why misunderstandings existed and the appropriate 
message needed to educate SWD. SDS staff at all 
four community colleges developed documents and 
webpages to better assist SWD transition to college. 
Administrators acknowledged transitional challeng-
es the first year of Promise implementation was the 
impetus for new and revised document development. 
The documents were designed to educate SWD on 
procedures, deadlines, accommodations, and expec-
tations associated with SDS and Tennessee Promise.  
Frequently asked questions and responses, enrollment 
management calendars, and expectation overviews 
were examples of documents and webpages created.  
The administrators published documents and web-
pages online. The online content was referenced reg-
ularly to students and stakeholders by SDS staff. The 
documents were collaborative in nature. For example, 
guidance counselors and special education instructors 
helped generate frequently asked questions to rectify 
misunderstandings between IDEA and ADAAA.  The 
enrollment management and transitions teams shared 

the institutional enrollment and payment calendar for 
the academic year. The calendar was later adapted to 
include dates pertinent to SDS events and procedures.  
Faculty and staff feedback was solicited to create a 
series of academic and technology competencies and 
behavioral dispositions for first-time freshmen.  The 
expectations were later shared with students, parents, 
guidance counselors, and special education instruc-
tors.  The webmaster helped identify high traffic web-
pages where the online content could exist. 

Administrators acknowledged if frequently asked 
questions and expectations were addressed early in 
the transition to college, then students could nav-
igate predictable administrative pitfalls and staff 
would commit less time to readdressing familiar in-
quiries. Community college A administrator noticed, 
“promise students were encouraged to attend by their 
parents, regardless of the student’s developmental 
preparation stage entering college.” Community col-
lege D administrator similarly stated, 

We want students to attend who wouldn’t oth-
erwise attend, which is the purpose of Promise. 
However, not everyone is developmentally pre-
pared for college. There are needy students with 
no understanding for environment and expec-
tations, academic rigor, lack of respect for pro-
fessors, and lack self-accountability. We hope to 
educate students and parents on the expectations 
before they arrive.   

Discussion

The study originally sought to understand how 
administrators responded to the observed transitional 
challenges of students with disabilities. The transi-
tional challenges revealed in the study were not based 
on literary findings (Cameto, Knokey, & Sanford, 
2011; Getzel & Thoma, 2008; Landmark & Zhang, 
2013). SDS administrators observed SWD struggled 
to differentiate between IDEA and ADAAA provi-
sions, complete the comprehensive intake procedure, 
and realize SDS staff were unable to provide the same 
individualized care as secondary school providers. 

Administrators were accustomed to guiding stu-
dents through those transitional challenges. Howev-
er, the actualized impact of Tennessee Promise was 
enrollment increases and an inadequate infrastruc-
ture introduced difficulties for SDS administrators 
in responding to those transitional challenges.  Perna 
(2016) suggested college Promise programs may 
have a range of consequences for colleges, both in-
tended and unintended.
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An increase in student enrollment at the four 
community colleges disrupted the existing system of 
practices and procedures, which made the response 
to transitional challenges more difficult. The num-
ber of Promise recipients doubled from the first-to-
second year of the last-dollar scholarship program 
(THEC, 2017).  Students who might have otherwise 
not pursued postsecondary education, elected to at-
tend because of the tuition subsidy. As a result of the 
enrollment increase, all four administrators observed 
a greater number of traditional-aged students seek-
ing accommodations.  SDS offices at community 
colleges B and C more than doubled the number of 
students served with an accommodation as a result of 
Tennessee Promise. The traditional-aged population 
of Promise recipients were perceived to be “needy” 
by comparison.  When probed about the context, 
administrators shared students demonstrated an el-
evated expectation of staff availability and compre-
hensive accommodations. An elevated expectation 
of service is not unique among students transitioning 
from secondary-to-postsecondary education envi-
ronments (Shaw, Madaus, & Dukes, 2010). Rather, 
the number of “needy” students who possessed these 
expectations and transitional challenges made provi-
sional support difficult. 

An inadequate infrastructure also made respond-
ing to transitional challenges more difficult for admin-
istrators. All administrators anticipated an increase 
of SWD due to Promise, yet none were adequately 
prepared by way of personnel and spatial resourc-
es.  The community college C administrator said, 
“Classroom and testing spaces were unavailable, and 
the distance between our main campus and satellite 
campuses compounded the challenge.” Three-of-the-
four community college administrators support the 
needs of SWD at multiple satellite locations. An in-
adequate number of personnel inhibits SDS admin-
istrators from serving SWD, who study at one of the 
satellite campuses, with support services beyond the 
reasonable accommodations such as academic coun-
seling, needs-based referrals, and career services. The 
unavailability of personnel and the geographic dis-
tance between campuses existed before Promise was 
implemented. However, an increase in participating 
SWD has magnified the infrastructure burden.

An inadequate infrastructure is problematic for 
student scholarship eligibility, and ultimately reten-
tion-to-degree completion.  Promise recipients must 
comply with eligibility criteria to maintain last-dollar 
tuition scholarship subsidies. All administrators as-
sumed the unanticipated, unofficial role as Promise 
scholarship eligibility advisors for SWD recipients.  
The administrators observed SWD had difficulty 

completing the eligibility criteria for the Tennessee 
Promise scholarship. Two eligibility criteria poten-
tially impacted by an inadequate infrastructure are (1) 
maintaining continuous, full-time enrollment status, 
and (2) maintaining a 2.0 GPA each semester enrolled 
at a participating institution. SWD who are unable to 
enroll in classes due to limited enrollment capacities 
and physical space may be unable to maintain contin-
uous, full-time enrollment status. Students who did 
not receive distraction-reduced testing accommoda-
tions, or have a transcriptionist present during class-
room lectures, due to space limitations, may struggle 
to maintain a 2.0 GPA. 

Implications
The actualized impact of Tennessee Promise for 

SDS administrators is the increased enrollments and 
an inadequate infrastructure added a heightened de-
gree of difficulty when responding to the transitional 
challenges of SWD.  Community college SDS ad-
ministrators in states with recently approved Promise 
legislation, or a state considering similar legislation, 
are encouraged to consider advanced preparations 
to structural and functional systems.  These findings 
support the research done by Harnisch and Lebioda 
(2016), which found that increasing enrollment at 
community colleges from “free community college 
tuition” programs may diminish the college’s ability 
to provide sufficient support services to all students.  

Administrators can anticipate an increase of ser-
vice inquiries among traditional-aged SWD who are 
recipients of the scholarship. Advanced planning and 
temporary personnel support can help SDS admin-
istrators serve in a capacity most advantageous to 
supporting the transitional challenges of new SWD. 
Outreach to guidance counselors, special education 
teachers, SWD, and parents in advance of the tran-
sition is a common practice.  However, the practice 
needs to be emphasized by all parties, as advised by 
Milsom and Hartley (2005), to reduce the number of 
last minute inquiries in July and August. SWD who 
have completed the Promise scholarship application 
need to visit with an SDS administrator the fall se-
mester of their senior year. The visit would address 
the student goals, accommodation discrepancies, pro-
cedural time lines, and frequently asked questions. 

Given the increase of student inquiries, tempo-
rary personnel can help manage the initial calls, vis-
its, and emails concerning the comprehensive intake 
process (Tamburin, 2016b). Trained, temporary per-
sonnel would assist SWD through the initial process, 
allowing SDS administrators to engage once the stu-
dent qualifies for service and is available to discuss 
accommodations, the individualized educational sup-
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port plan, and shared expectations. All administrators 
shared that inquires did not necessarily manifest into 
participants. Administrators, who spend a dispropor-
tionate amount of time on inquiries, struggle to ade-
quately meet the needs of those who have completed 
the process and eligible for accommodations, espe-
cially those studying at satellite campus locations.

Adequate spatial resources are a shared concern 
for any institution recently experiencing a surge in 
student enrollment. To avoid an inability to serve 
SWD with reasonable accommodations, SDS admin-
istrators must ensure the interests of the functional 
area are well represented among decision makers. 
Early class registration and accommodation process-
ing of SWD will help SDS administrators project re-
source needs. The number of terminals in the testing 
center, sections of freshmen-level classes offered on 
campus, and parking spaces for students with physi-
cal disabilities are considerations helpful with reduc-
ing the transitional challenges of SWD. 

Lastly, SDS administrators found the Promise 
scholarship eligibility criteria as potentially problem-
atic for SWD. Projecting accommodation needs, as 
previously described, will help students maintain the 
enrolment status and GPA required of recipients. SDS 
administrators need to take proactive measures to en-
sure other eligibility criteria like attend mandatory 
meetings and complete semester community service 
hours are met as well.  Administrators are encouraged 
to provide students with advance notice of manda-
tory meetings. Advance notice would help SWD se-
cure transportation for the meetings. Administrators 
can identify community service placements that are 
accessible and accommodate for individuals with 
disabilities. A list of community service placement 
options can be shared with SWD Promise recipients 
early in their transition to college. 

Future Research
The purpose of Promise is to confer a higher 

percentage of Tennesseans with a postsecondary ed-
ucation credential, through legislation promoting ac-
cessibility and affordability.  Investigators suggest 
a study of the same phenomenon on student popu-
lations at technical and vocational schools. Students 
with disabilities enrolled at a rate of 34% to technical 
and vocational institutions, according to the Nation-
al Longitudinal Transition Study-2 (Newman et al., 
2011). The investigators would be intrigued to know 
if the same transitional challenges exist, and how ad-
ministrators respond to those observed transitional 
challenges at a different institutional type. 

Promise programs appear to have the potential to 
increase the percentage of citizens with a higher edu-

cation credential, especially for students from groups 
who have been largely underrepresented in higher 
education, including students with disabilities.  With 
lawmakers in many other states considering similar 
proposals, future research should continue to look at 
the ways to mitigate the unintended consequences of 
the programs.  In addition, future research should at-
tempt to identify the best approaches for increasing 
higher education for particular groups of students.  

Conclusion

The study sought to understand how administrators 
responded to the observed transitional challenges of 
students with disabilities. The transitional challenges 
revealed in the study were not unique to students with 
disabilities. However, the actualized impact of Tennes-
see Promise introduced difficulties for SDS adminis-
trators in responding to those transitional challenges. 
Administrators facing similar legislation are encour-
aged to initiate transitional planning with students ear-
lier, utilize temporary personnel during peak periods of 
inquiry, and project anticipated needs to decision-mak-
ers in order to better serve the transitional challenges 
of Promise recipients. Perna (2016) suggested college 
Promise programs may have a range of consequenc-
es for institutions, both intended and unintended. Ad-
vanced preparations can help administrators facing 
similar legislation mitigate those consequences and 
better serve the transitional challenges of students.

References

Americans with Disabilities Act Amendments Act 
(ADAAA) of 2008, Pub. L. No. 110-325, 42 
U.S.C. ξ 12101 et seq. (2008).

Ankeny, E., & Lehmann, J. (2010). The transition 
lynchpin: The voices of individuals with disabili-
ties who attended a community college transition 
program. Community College Journal of Re-
search and Practice, 34, 477- 496.

Association for Higher Education and Disability. 
(2012). AHEAD professional standards. Retrieved 
from https://www.ahead.org/learn/resources.

Audet, J., & d’Amboise, G. (2001, June). The multi-
site study: An innovative research methodology. 
The Qualitative Report, 6(2), 1-18.

Baer, M., Daviso III, A., McMahan, M., Queen, R., 
& Flexer, R. (2011). Disproportionality in transi-
tion services: A descriptive study. Education and 
Training in Autism and Developmental Disabili-
ties, 46, 172-185.



Littlepage & Clemson; Transitional Challenges158     

Cameto, R., Knokey, A., & Sanford, C. (2011). Partic-
ipation in postsecondary education of young adults 
with learning disabilities: Findings from NLTS2. 
Learning Disabilities: A Multidisciplinary Jour-
nal, 17(2), 45-54.

Carspecken, P. (1996). Critical ethnography in educa-
tional research. New York, NY: Routledge.

Eckes, S., & Ochoa, T. (2005). Students with disabili-
ties: Transitioning from high school to higher edu-
cation. American Secondary Education, 33(3), 6-20.

Foley, N. (2006). Preparing for college: Improving 
the odds for students with learning disabilities. 
College Student Journal, 40, 641-646. 

Frieden, L. (2004). Improving educational outcomes 
for students with disabilities. Washington, DC: 
National Council on Disability. 

Fullan, M. (2001). Leading in a culture of change. 
San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Getzel, E., & Thoma, C. (2008). Experiences of col-
lege students with disabilities and the importance 
of self-determination in higher education settings. 
Career Development for Exceptional Individuals, 
31(2), 77-84.

Gil, L. A. (2007). Bridging the transition gap from 
high school to college preparing students with dis-
abilities for a successful postsecondary experience. 
Teaching Exceptional Children, 40(2), 12-15. 

Guest, G., & MacQueen, N. (2012). Applied thematic 
analysis. Los Angeles, CA: SAGE Publications.

Harnisch, T. L., & Lebioda, K. (2016, May 25). 
The promises and pitfalls of state free commu-
nity college plans. Retrieved from https://www.
luminafoundation.org/resources/promises-pit-
falls-of-state-free-community-college-plans.

Individuals with Disabilities Education [Improve-
ment] Act of 2004. Pub. L. No. 108-446, 20 
U.S.C. ξ 1400 et seq. (2004).

Johnson, D., Stodden, R., Emanuel, E. J., Luecking, 
R., & Mack, M. (2002). Current challenges fac-
ing secondary education and transition services: 
What research tells us. Exceptional Children, 68, 
519-531. 

Landmark, L., & Zhang, D. (2013). Compliance and 
practices in transition planning: A review of indi-
vidualized education program documents. Reme-
dial & Special Education, 34, 113-125. 

Madaus, J. (2005). Navigating the college transition 
maze: A guide for students with learning disabil-
ities. Teaching Exceptional Children, 37(3), 32-37. 

McMillan, J. H. (2016). Quantitative data collection 
techniques: Fundamentals of educational re-
search. (7th ed.). Boston, MA: Pearson.

Milsom, A., & Hartley, M. T. (2005). Assisting stu-
dents with learning disabilities transitioning to 
college: What school counselors should know. 
Professional School Counseling, 8, 436-441.

Mulhere, K. (2017, July 28) All the places in the 
U.S. where you can go to college for free. Time 
Magazine. 

Newman, L., Wagner, M., Cameto, R., Knokey, A. 
M., & Shaver, D., (2010). Comparisons across 
time of the outcomes of youth with disabilities up 
to 4 years after high school: A report of findings 
from the national longitudinal transition study 
(NLTS) and the national longitudinal transition 
study-2 (NCSER 2010-3008). Washington, DC: 
National Center for Special Education Research. 

Newman, L., Wagner, M., Knokey, A. M., Mard-
er, C., Nagle, K., Shaver, D., & Wei, X. (2011). 
The post-high school outcomes of young adults 
with disabilities up to 8 years after high school: 
A report from the national longitudinal transition 
study-2 (NCSER 2011-3005). Washington, DC: 
National Center for Special Education Research.

Pascale, R., Millemann, M., & Gioja, L. (2000). Sur-
facing the edge of chaos. New York: Crown Busi-
ness Publishing.

Perna, L. W. (2016, June 28). Understanding col-
lege promise programs. Retrieved from http://
collegepromise.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/
Laura-Perna-Understanding-College-Prom-
ise-Progs-Final-Report-6-28-2016.pdf

Perna, L. W., & Finney, J. (2014). The attainment agen-
da: State policy leadership in higher education. 
Baltimore, MD: John Hopkins University Press.

Sanford, C., Newman, L., Wagner, M., Cameto, R., 
Knokey, A., & Shaver, D. (2011). The post-high 
school outcomes of young adults with disabili-
ties up to 6 years after high school: Key findings 
from the national longitudinal transition study-2 
(NCSER 2011-3004). Washington, DC: National 
Center for Special Education Research.

Section 504 of the Vocational Rehabilitation Act of 
1973, 20 U.S.C. ξ 794 et seq. (1973).

Semuels, A. (2015, October 15). Free tuition is not 
enough. The Atlantic. 

Shaw, S. F., Madaus, J. W., & Dukes, L. L. (2010). 
Preparing students with disabilities for college 
success: A practical guide to transition planning. 
Baltimore, MD: Paul Brookes Publishing.

Stodden, R., Jones, M., & Chang, K. (2002). Services, 
supports and accommodations for individuals 
with disabilities: An analysis across secondary 
education, postsecondary education and employ-
ment. Honolulu, HI: University of Hawaii-Ma-
noa, Center on Disability Studies. 



Journal of Postsecondary Education and Disability, 31(2) 159

Tamburin, A. (April 7, 2016a). Tennessee promise 
boasts 80% retention rate. The Tennessean. 

Tamburin, A. (August 3, 2016b). Tennessee promise 
year 2 marked by tweaks, not overhaul. The Ten-
nessean. 

Tennessee Higher Education Commission. (2016). 
TN Promise year 1. Retrieved from http://tn.gov/
thec/article/tn-promise-year-1-infographic

Tennessee Higher Education Commission. (2017). 
TN Promise year 2. Retrieved from https://www.
tn.gov/thec/article/tn-promise-year-2-infographic

Tennessee Student Assistance Corporation. (2016). 
Tennessee Promise: About. Retrieved from http://
tennesseepromise.gov/about.shtml

United States Department of Education, National Cen-
ter for Education Statistics. (2015). Enrollment and 
employees in postsecondary institutions, fall 2014; 
and financial statistics and academic libraries, fis-
cal year 2014 (NCES 2016-005). Retrieved from 
https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2016/2016005.pdf 

About the Authors

Dr. Ben Littlepage received his B.S. degree in Educa-
tion (’02) and a M.A. degree in Student Affairs (’04) 
from Western Kentucky University, and an Ed.D. in 
Educational Leadership from the University of Mem-
phis (’12). Dr. Littlepage’s experience includes work-
ing a higher education administrator for nine years 
at three different institutional types. Functional areas 
for which he has administrative experience include 
academic advising, academic affairs, admissions and 
records, alumni relations, annual giving, career coun-
seling, and first-year experience. His expertise lies in 
operationalizing and redefining functional units. Dr. 
Ben Littlepage is an Assistant Professor and Program 
Coordinator of the Master of Arts in Postsecondary 
Education Administration at Murray State Universi-
ty. Dr. Littlepage’s research interest includes under-
standing how federal and state legislation impacts 
institutional practices. He can be reached by email at 
blittlepage@murraystate.edu. 
 
Dr. Cindy Clemson received her B.S. degree in Spe-
cial Education from the State University of New York: 
Buffalo State (’87), a M.A. degree in Special Educa-
tion from Murray State University (’91) and an Ed.D. 
in Educational Leadership from Western Kentucky 
University (’15).  Dr. Clemson’s experience includes 
working as the Coordinator of Student Disability 
Services at Murray State University for 22 years and 
teaching special education for Murray Independent 
School System for five years.  She is currently an 
Assistant Professor of Special Education at Murray 

State University.  Dr. Clemson’s research interests 
include sharing her passion with pre-service special 
education teachers, school psychologists and coun-
selors on the critical importance of transition services 
for students with disabilities.  She can be reached by 
email at: cclemson@murraystate.edu



160     



Journal of Postsecondary Education and Disability, 31(2), 161-178 161

Predictors and Trajectories of Educational Functioning 
in College Students With and Without 

Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder

George J. DuPaul¹
Melanie K. Franklin¹
Brittany L. Pollack¹
Kristen S. Stack¹

Aliza R. Jaffe¹
Matthew J. Gormley¹

Arthur D. Anastopoulos²
Lisa L. Weyandt³

1  Lehigh University; 2  University of North Carolina at Greensboro; 3  University of Rhode Island

Abstract

College students with attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) are at greater risk than peers for im-
paired educational functioning; however, little is known regarding their longitudinal academic outcomes. This 
study examined: (a) differences between ADHD and control participants in academic outcomes (i.e., semester 
GPA, credits attempted, credits earned) over the first two years of college, and (b) factors that predict second 
year outcomes.  A sample of 456 students (50% with ADHD; 51.8% female; 71.7% Caucasian) from 10 uni-
versities completed two annual assessments.  Compared to students without ADHD, students with ADHD ex-
perience more academic difficulties that persist over two years. Motivation to study reported in year one was 
a significant predictor of year two GPA, suggesting the importance of providing services as early as possible 
to support students before they struggle. 

Keywords: Attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder, educational functioning, longitudinal analysis

Attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) 
is characterized by developmentally deviant levels 
of symptoms of hyperactivity/impulsivity and/or 
inattention among children, adolescents and adults 
(DSM-5; American Psychiatric Association, 2013). 
Although symptoms must manifest prior to the age 
of 12 to meet diagnostic criteria, they typically per-
sist into adulthood along with functional impairments 
across multiple domains (e.g., work, home, social, 
school) (Barkley, 2015; Barkley, Murphy, & Fisch-
er, 2008; Biederman, Petty, Clarke, Lomedico & 
Faraone, 2011; Bramham et al., 2012; Brown, 2000; 
Fischer, Barkley, Smallish, & Fletcher, 2005). ADHD 
symptoms have been found to persist into adulthood; 
however, cross-sectional investigations of ADHD 
symptoms at different ages have demonstrated devel-
opmental differences in symptom levels and associ-

ated impairment (Barkley, 2015; Zoromski, Owens, 
Evans, & Brady, 2015). For example, Zoromski and 
colleagues (2015) reported that symptoms of hyperac-
tivity and impulsivity decrease during childhood and 
into adulthood, while symptoms of inattention increase 
over the same time period. Further, Weyandt et al. 
(2003) found that college students with ADHD report 
increased levels of internal restlessness and decreased 
motor activity relative to peers without ADHD. Final-
ly, associations between symptoms and specific do-
mains of impairment change between early childhood, 
middle childhood, and adolescence. Such changes are 
not surprising given increased demands on executive 
functioning as children and adolescents move through 
development (Best, Miller, & Naglieri, 2011).

As adolescents with ADHD transition into young 
adulthood, impairment in key areas such as educa-
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tional functioning may be particularly notable for 
emerging adults with ADHD who enroll in post-sec-
ondary educational institutions. Approximately 5% 
of first-year college students self-report a diagno-
sis of ADHD (Pryor, Hurtado, DeAngelo, Palucki 
Blake, & Tran, 2010) and among the population of 
college students with disabilities, approximately 
25% are diagnosed with ADHD (DuPaul, Weyandt, 
O’Dell, & Varejao, 2009). Unfortunately, even when 
emerging adults with ADHD attend college, only a 
small proportion (5%) reach graduation (Hechtman, 
2017; Hechtman et al., 2016). Despite the increas-
ing numbers of students with ADHD who attend 
college, little is known about this group regarding 
academic experiences and predictors for academ-
ic success in college (Weyandt et al., 2013; Wolf, 
Simkowitz, & Carlson, 2009).  Yet, because only 
a minority  (21%) of individuals with ADHD pur-
sue higher education (Barkley, Fischer, Smallish, & 
Fletcher, 2006), those who do are likely to display 
unique traits that differentiate them from the rest of 
the ADHD population, so additional information on 
this particular group is needed.

Research has demonstrated that when this sub-
group of emerging adults with ADHD attends col-
lege, they are at risk for poorer academic performance 
(DuPaul et al., 2009; Heiligenstein, Guenther, Levy, 
Savino, & Fulwiler, 1999; Weyandt & DuPaul, 2006), 
experience more overall academic problems, and 
obtain lower GPAs than their peers without ADHD 
(Gormley, DuPaul, Weyandt, & Anastopoulos, 2016; 
Heiligenstein et al., 1999). One reason for this deficit 
may be related to the increased demands during col-
lege on executive functioning (i.e., processes such as 
organization and self-regulation that are necessary for 
cognitive control of behavior). These increased de-
mands can potentially place a greater academic strain 
on these students than they had been accustomed to 
in their previous schooling (Brown, 2000; Weyandt et 
al., 2013). The novel challenges and stressors that are 
prevalent in the college environment may even initi-
ate higher levels of ADHD symptom presentation and 
impairment and create a unique and potentially chal-
lenging environment for individuals with ADHD that 
warrants investigation (Fleming & McMahon, 2012).

Several factors limit conclusions based on cur-
rently available research regarding ADHD in college. 
First, cross-sectional, rather than longitudinal studies, 
currently make up the majority of the literature on ac-
ademic outcomes of college ADHD populations. Al-
though studies have shown that academic impairment 
in children with ADHD persists throughout child-
hood (Frazier, Youngstrom, Glutting, & Watkins, 
2007; Loe & Feldman, 2007), few longitudinal inves-

tigations have been specifically conducted to exam-
ine academic outcomes over time for college students 
with ADHD. Second, there has been a paucity of re-
search comparing this group’s academic outcomes 
with a non-ADHD control group to track significant 
differences in academic impairment. Third, of the 
studies that measure academic outcomes in college 
students with ADHD, few employ measures other 
than GPA. Although GPA is a major indicator of ed-
ucational achievement, additional variables (e.g., 
credits attempted and earned, continued enrollment, 
study skills, symptom dimensions) that may influ-
ence academic success warrant investigation in this 
population to enable analyses of trajectories over 
time. Without examining these extended dimensions, 
predictors and outcomes of academic success may be 
overlooked. For example, given that one of the most 
ubiquitous research findings for children with ADHD 
is that symptoms of inattention predict academic 
impairment (Langberg, Dvorsky, & Evans, 2013), 
neglecting to include symptom dimensions (i.e., in-
attention and hyperactivity-impulsivity) as predictors 
of impairment may prevent identification of import-
ant factors related to academic success. Similarly, 
failure to consider comorbid conditions (e.g., depres-
sion) may hinder accurate conclusions given the doc-
umented impact of depression on GPA (Hysenbegasi, 
Hass & Rowland, 2005) and the increased rate of psy-
chopathology among college students with ADHD 
(Anastopoulos et al., 2016). Including these addition-
al indicators of academic functioning may also help 
to better explain differences in performance over time 
and provide a more comprehensive understanding of 
factors that influence the success of individuals with 
ADHD in the college environment.

Understanding the elements that influence aca-
demic outcomes over time for college students with 
ADHD may help provide a framework for creating 
and targeting interventions to bolster the success of 
these individuals. Increasing rates of students with 
ADHD are attending college (Pryor et al., 2010; Wolf 
et al., 2009) which necessitates research to broaden 
the understanding of academic outcomes over time. 
To address the gaps in the literature, this study ex-
amined: (a) whether differences between ADHD and 
control participants exist or appear over time with re-
gard to academic outcomes (i.e., semester GPA, num-
ber of credits attempted, number of credits earned, and 
enrollment status) over the first two years of college, 
and (b) identification of factors that predict semester 
GPA and credits attempted and earned in the second 
year of college, after controlling for demographic 
characteristics (i.e., gender, IQ), comorbidity, medi-
cation status, and registration with disability resource 
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center status.  It was hypothesized that college stu-
dents without ADHD would exhibit greater academic 
success (i.e., higher GPA, more credits attempted and 
earned) than those in the ADHD group. Additionally, 
it was hypothesized that year one outcomes (includ-
ing symptom dimensions, as well as motivation and 
engagement with studying) would predict academic 
performance in year two (while controlling for the 
variance accounted for by demographic characteris-
tics, comorbidity, medication status, and registration 
with disability resource center status).

Methods

Participant Description
Participants for this study were recruited as part 

of a larger, longitudinal study examining the long-
term outcomes of college students with ADHD across 
three primary sites in the eastern US.  The purpose of 
the original study was to collect annual data across the 
first four years of college on educational outcomes; 
cognitive, social, and vocational functioning; and use 
of support services to better understand the long-term 
impact of ADHD on college students. At the time of 
the present study, the original study was ongoing (see 
Gormley et al., 2015 for a more detailed description). 
For the purposes of this study, data from assessment 
years one and two were used.

At the beginning of the study in year one, par-
ticipants were college students (N=456, 220= Male, 
236= Female) ranging from 18 to 22 years of age (M 
= 18.23; SD = .52). The original sample of participants 
was 71.7% Caucasian, 12.3% African American, 5.5% 
Asian, 3.9% more than one race, and 6.6% other/not 
reported. Of the total sample, 228 students met re-
search criteria for the ADHD group and 228 students 
met research criteria for the Comparison group.

In year two, 86.6% of the sample was available for 
reassessment (N=395) (see Table 1 for demographic 
characteristics of entire sample as well as ADHD and 
Comparison group subsamples). Sixteen participants 
(3.5%) informed study personnel that they no longer 
wished to participate in the study. An additional 38 
participants (8.3%) were unable to be reached. The 
demographic characteristics of the current analytic 
sample did not significantly differ from the original 
sample with regard to age, gender, race, ethnicity, 
number of comorbid diagnoses, highest parent edu-
cation, or full scale IQ.  However, individuals who 
dropped out of the study, or could not be reached, 
were less likely to take an ADHD medication during 
their first year of college (χ2 [1,420] = 3.9, p = .048) 
had significantly higher off-medication inattention 
severity scores (t[449] = -3.78, p <.001), and hyper-

activity/impulsivity severity scores (t[449]=-2.77, p 
=.006).  

Screening Measures
Demographic information. Participants provid-

ed a range of demographic information including age, 
gender, race (i.e., White or non-White), ethnicity (i.e., 
Hispanic or non-Hispanic), parent educational level, 
and marital status in the first year of the study. 

ADHD Rating Scale–Self-Report Version 
(ADHD RS-SRV). The ADHD RS-SRV, developed 
specifically for the purposes of this study, is a mod-
ified version of the ADHD RS-IV (DuPaul, Power, 
Anastopoulos, & Reid, 1998). The scale lists the in-
attention (IN) and hyperactive-impulsive (HI) symp-
toms in alternating fashion, which are rated on a 
four-point Likert scale (0=never or rarely, 3=very 
often). Symptom frequency counts for both IN and 
HI are calculated by summing the number of items 
scored 2 or 3.  The ADHD RS-SRV addresses ADHD 
symptoms both during childhood and during the past 
six months, while also taking into account medication 
status (i.e., completed regarding symptoms on and off 
medication for those students receiving pharmaco-
therapy). Internal consistency reliability data suggest 
very good (.74) to excellent (.94) for the childhood 
and past six months reports of both IN and HI symp-
toms, regardless of medication status. 

ADHD Rating Scale-IV: Parent Version. The 
ADHD Rating Scale-IV: Parent Version was sent to 
parents to obtain multi-respondent diagnostic infor-
mation (DuPaul et al., 1998).  The scale is identical 
to the ADHD Rating Scale-Childhood and Past 6 
Months versions; however, the wording on each item 
reflects that the questions are asking about the indi-
vidual’s child.  Parents completed the form by indi-
cating two ratings of their child’s behavior when they 
were not on medication, both from the ages of 5-12 
to measure childhood symptoms and in the past six 
months to measure current symptoms.

Semi-Structured ADHD Interview. The Semi- 
Structured ADHD Interview was created for this 
study to address symptom presentation and impair-
ment.  The interview is based on DSM-5 adult ADHD 
criteria and includes nine questions about symptoms 
of inattention and nine questions about symptoms 
of hyperactivity/impulsivity to assess for symptom 
presence and severity (American Psychiatric Associ-
ation, 2013). Additional questions explore the degree 
to which symptoms impair functioning as well as the 
age of onset of symptoms. Coefficient alphas for both 
the IN and HI portions of the interview were excellent 
(.90 and .85, respectively). 
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Structured Clinical Interview for DSM Disorders 
(SCID-I). The SCID-I is a computer-based semi-struc-
tured interview based on the DSM-IV-TR criteria 
(American Psychiatric Association, 2000) that is used 
to test for clinically significant presentations of psy-
chiatric disorders (First, Gibbon, Spitzer, & Williams, 
2002).  Because DSM-5 criteria for many non-ADHD 
conditions had not yet been finalized at the time these 
first year data were collected, DSM-IV-TR (Ameri-
can Psychiatric Association, 2000) guidelines were 
used to assess these non-ADHD conditions. Certain 
disorders, such as anxiety and mood disorders were 
routinely assessed, while others (e.g., eating disor-
ders) were only evaluated when indicated from par-
ticipants’ personal/family history. Trained graduate 
students in Ph.D. or Masters level clinical and school 
psychology programs and Ph.D. level staff conducted 
the SCID-I interviews.  The SCID-I has adequate in-
ter-rater reliability with kappa levels between .70 and 
1.00 (First et al., 2002).

Expert panel classification. The expert panel 
consisted of four PhD-level psychologists with ex-
pertise in the assessment and treatment of ADHD, in-
cluding the three principal investigators of the larger 
longitudinal study and one consultant, who special-
izes in the assessment and treatment of adult ADHD. 
The panel utilized the data described previously to 
determine the eligibility for each student enrolled in 
the current project. Classification of ADHD or non-
ADHD Comparison for the present study was based 
on the unanimous decision reached by the four-mem-
ber expert panel. In addition, the panel made final 
decisions regarding psychological classifications 
(e.g., anxiety or mood disorder) that may have been 
exclusionary or comorbid with ADHD. In instances 
in which the panel members came to different clas-
sifications, the entire panel discussed the case until 
consensus was reached. 

Dependent Measures
Educational data. College GPAs were collected 

for each participant through a combination of registrar 
(423 cases=year one, 363 cases=year two) and self-re-
port information (33 cases=year one, 56 cases= year 
two) from the participants’ respective college’s Regis-
trar offices.  College GPAs were calculated on a four-
point scale either ranging from 0.0-4.0 or 0.0-4.3.  To 
adjust for this discrepancy across sites, the range for 
college GPA was capped at 4.0 (i.e., any value equal to 
or above 4.0 was recorded as 4.0). GPA was recorded 
for each of the first four semesters of college.

Credits attempted and earned. The number of 
credits attempted and credits earned per semester 
were collected for each participant. Credits attempted 

was defined as the number of credits students regis-
tered for at the start of each semester. Credits earned 
was defined as the number of credits participants ulti-
mately received at the end of each semester.  

Enrollment status. Information regarding en-
rollment status (i.e., whether a participant was still en-
rolled as a student at the university they were enrolled 
in the previous year) was collected yearly for each par-
ticipant. In addition, we identified the percentage of 
students in each group that had withdrawn from one 
or more courses, been placed on academic probation, 
or been suspended from college in year one. Finally, 
the percentage of students who transferred to another 
university in year two was identified for each group. 

Predictor Measures 
Several previously described measures were used 

as predictor measures in addition to the measures 
listed below, including demographic information, 
ADHD Rating Scales, and expert panel classification. 

Cognitive ability. Two subtests (i.e., vocabulary 
and matrix reasoning) of the Wechsler Abbreviated 
Scale of Intelligence- Second Edition (WASI-II) were 
administered as a standardized measure of general 
cognitive ability (Wechsler, 2011).  The two-subtests 
combined to form a composite full scale IQ (FSIQ-2) 
and provided an estimate of each participant’s cogni-
tive ability.  Adequate average reliability for an adult 
sample was demonstrated for the vocabulary subtest 
(α=.92), matrix reasoning subtest (α =.90), and FSIQ-
2 (α =.94) (Wechsler, 2011).  

Learning and Study Strategies Inventory, 
Second Edition (LASSI). The LASSI is an 80-item 
measure used to collect information on students’ 
awareness about and use of learning and study strate-
gies (Weinstein & Palmer, 2002).  Students rate their 
skill, will, and self-regulation components of strate-
gic learning on a five-point Likert Scale (a= not at all 
typical of me, e= very much typical of me). The LASSI 
is comprised of 10 subscales that measure anxiety, at-
titude, concentration, information processing, moti-
vation, selecting main ideas, self-testing, study aids, 
test strategies, and time management. Each subscale 
of the LASSI has demonstrated adequate reliability, 
with coefficient alphas ranging from .73-.89.

Year one medication status. Year one medica-
tion status was collected for each participant in their 
first year of the study. Participants provided informa-
tion on whether or not they were taking medication 
that year, or had been taking medication for ADHD 
or related issues in the past. 

Year one disability services registration. Year 
one Disability Services Registration status was col-
lected for participants in their first year of the study. 
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Participants provided information on whether they 
were formally registered with the Office of Disability 
Services on their campus.

Beck Anxiety Inventory (BAI). The BAI is a 
self-report measure of anxiety symptom severity in 
adults (Beck & Steer, 1993). The scale includes 21 
items that measure symptom severity over the past 
week. Each item is rated on a four-point Likert scale 
(0=not at all, 3=severely), with higher scores indicat-
ing greater severity of anxiety symptoms. Individu-
als who score higher on the BAI are more likely to 
be experiencing more severe symptoms of an anxi-
ety disorder. The BAI has adequate levels of internal 
consistency (α=.92) and concurrent validity (Beck, 
Epstein, Brown, & Steer, 1988).  

Beck Depression Inventory-Second Edition 
(BDI-II). The BDI-II measures depression symptom 
severity among adults, where adults report symptom 
severity over the past two weeks (Beck, Steer, & 
Brown, 1996). The scale includes 21 items, and each 
item provides response options rated on a four-point 
scale (0 = not at all, 3 = severely). Higher ratings on 
each question indicate greater severity of depression 
symptoms. The BDI-II has strong internal consisten-
cy (α = .93) and concurrent validity with other depres-
sion measures in the assessment of college students 
(Beck et al., 1996).

Procedure
All procedures for the larger study were initial-

ly approved by the institutional review board (IRB) 
at all three project sites.  Participants were recruited 
through university disability service offices as well as 
via summer orientation activities, campus newspaper, 
social media, and campus postings soliciting partic-
ipation in the project. As part of the original study, 
following provision of informed consent, each par-
ticipant first underwent a screening process to deter-
mine group designation and eligibility for the study.  

ADHD and non-ADHD comparison group status 
was determined via multi-method assessment pro-
cedures that included expert panel review. The first 
stage of this assessment included the completion of 
a self-report ADHD Rating Scale (DuPaul, Power, 
Anastopoulos, & Reid, 1998), which was modified to 
address current and past ADHD symptoms, in addi-
tion to medication status. If a participant’s self-report 
or parent-report indicated frequent displays of 4 or 
more symptoms of either inattention or hyperactivi-
ty-impulsivity during both childhood and the past 6 
months, a semi-structured interview for adult ADHD 
was then administered to address full DSM-5 criteria 
for ADHD, which included the requirement of 5 or 
more symptoms of either inattention or hyperactiv-

ity-impulsivity being present. This same interview 
was administered to potential Comparison partici-
pants whose self- and parent-reported responses to 
the ADHD Rating Scale indicated the presence of 3 
or fewer symptoms for both inattention and hyper-
activity-impulsivity during childhood and during the 
past 6 months. Participants whose interview respons-
es continued to suggest the presence of 3 or fewer 
symptoms from both symptom lists were deemed 
eligible for the Comparison group.  A panel of four 
ADHD experts (i.e., the three principal investigators 
and a nationally recognized adult ADHD consultant) 
reviewed all potentially eligible cases. Unanimous 
panel agreement was required for final determination 
of ADHD and Comparison group status, as well as for 
determination of non-ADHD psychiatric comorbidity 
status. For detailed information regarding ADHD di-
agnostic results as well as the prevalence and nature 
of comorbidities within the present sample, the reader 
is referred to a related publication by our team (Anas-
topoulos et al., 2016).

Once eligible for the study, participants complet-
ed a variety of measures in a standardized order over 
a series of meetings conducted by graduate students 
and doctoral level staff trained on all assessment pro-
cedures (see Anastopoulos et al., 2016; Gormley et 
al., 2016 for detailed description).  All data used in 
this study were collected in the first two years of four 
planned annual assessments following the same pro-
cedures, with the exception of the WASI-II that was 
administered in the first year only.  For the purpos-
es of the current study, only year one data were used 
for LASSI and ARS-IV scores. Demographic infor-
mation was obtained through self-report ratings and 
archival data. Participants were provided with mone-
tary incentives at the completion of each meeting and 
a report of their overall functioning for each year they 
participated in the study.  

Statistical Analysis
For the first hypothesis (i.e., students without 

ADHD would exhibit greater academic success than 
those in the ADHD group), three 2 (group) x 4 (se-
mester) analyses of variance (ANOVA) were con-
ducted to examine main effects of group, time, and 
their interaction on semester GPA, number of credits 
attempted, and number of credits earned. When GPA 
or credit data were missing, we used last observation 
carried forward (LOCF). An a priori statistical power 
analysis using alpha level of .05 to obtain power of 
.80 with a moderate effect size (d = .50) indicated 
that 24 participants would be needed for each group. 
Group differences in enrollment status (enrolled, not 
enrolled) in the fall and spring semesters of year two 
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were examined with chi-square analyses. For the sec-
ond hypothesis (i.e., year one outcomes [symptom 
dimensions, motivation, engagement with studying] 
would predict academic performance in year two) hi-
erarchical regression analyses were conducted with 
the full sample (N = 395) of participants, and each 
group separately.  In each analysis, demographic 
factors (gender, IQ, race, ethnicity, parent education 
level, medication status, registered with disability re-
source center) that may be associated with education-
al outcomes were entered as predictors first. Next, 
ADHD symptom dimension scores, and presence/ab-
sence of comorbid disorder(s) were entered into the 
regression model. Finally, first-year LASSI scores 
were included in the model.  A power analysis using 
alpha level of .05 to obtain power of .80 assuming a 
multiple R of .40 and inclusion of 15 predictors indi-
cated that 131 participants were needed.

Results

Means and standard deviations for all variables 
including the analyses are presented in Table 1 for the 
analytic sample and separately for students with and 
without ADHD. 

Group and Semester Differences in Academic 
Outcomes

The 2 (group) x 4 (semester) ANOVA for semes-
ter GPA indicated statistically significant main effects 
for group (F [1, 408] = 19.36, p < .001; partial eta 
squared = .045) and semester (F [3, 1224] = 8.31, p 
< .01, partial eta squared = .02). The group x semes-
ter interaction was not statistically significant. Mean 
semester GPA was significantly higher for students 
without ADHD than for those with ADHD across 
all four semesters (see Figure 1). This group differ-
ence was small to medium in magnitude (Cohen’s d 
= 0.43). Trend analyses indicated that the semester 
effect was comprised of statistically significant linear 
(F [1, 408] = 14.49, p < .001) and quadratic (F [1, 
408] = 5.55, p < .05) components. For both groups, 
semester GPA decreased in a linear fashion across the 
first three semesters with a plateau between the third 
and fourth semesters (see Figure 1). 

The 2 (group) x 4 (semester) ANOVA for credits 
attempted indicated statistically significant main ef-
fects for group (F [1, 316] = 6.98, p < .01; partial eta 
squared = .022) and semester (F [3, 948] = 7.12, p < 
.001; partial eta squared = .022). The group x semester 
interaction was not statistically significant. Students 
without ADHD attempted more credits than those 
with ADHD across all four semesters (see top panel, 
Figure 2) with this difference in the small range (Co-

hen’s d = 0.15). The semester effect was comprised 
of statistically significant linear (F [1, 316] = 7.12, 
p <.01), quadratic (F [1, 316] = 5.98, p < .05), and 
cubic (F [1, 316] = 8.06, p < .01) components (see top 
panel, Figure 2). 

As hypothesized, similar results were obtained 
for semester credits earned. The 2 (group) x 4 (semes-
ter) ANOVA for credits earned indicated a statistical-
ly significant main effect for group (F [1, 316] = 7.38, 
p < .01; partial eta squared = .023) and semester (F 
[3, 948] = 7.12, p < .001; partial eta squared = .022). 
Once again, the interaction between group and semes-
ter was not statistically significant. Students without 
ADHD earned significantly more credits across all 
four semesters relative to those with ADHD (see bot-
tom panel, Figure 2). This group difference was small 
to medium in magnitude (Cohen’s d = 0.31). As was 
the case for credits attempted, the semester effect was 
comprised of significant linear (F [1, 316] = 6.94, p < 
.01), quadratic (F [1, 316] = 5.27, p < .05), and cubic 
(F [1, 316] = 9.52, p < .01) trend components (see 
bottom panel, Figure 2). 

Group Differences in College Enrollment Status
For the fall semester of year two, significantly 

more students with ADHD (9.1%) were no longer 
enrolled in college (i.e., had dropped out) relative 
to non-ADHD controls (3.3%). The association be-
tween group membership and dropout rate was small 
(Cramer’s V = 0.12; χ2 [1] = 5.21, p < .05). In simi-
lar fashion, significantly more students with ADHD 
(9.8%) were not enrolled in the spring semester of 
year two relative to those without ADHD (2.8%). The 
association between group membership and dropout 
rate was again small (Cramer’s V = 0.14; χ2 [1] = 
6.91, p < .05).

Students with ADHD were significantly more 
likely to withdraw from one or more courses (p = 
.004) in year one. A greater percentage of students 
with ADHD (12.1%) were placed on academic pro-
bation in year one relative to control participants 
(7.0%), suspended from college in year one (2.45% 
vs. 0.5%), or transferred to another university in year 
two (7.5% vs. 3.5%); however, none of these group 
differences were statistically significant (p values 
range from .06 to .11).

Prediction of Year Two Academic Outcomes
Twelve hierarchical regression analyses were 

conducted to examine the degree to which year one 
ADHD symptoms, comorbid disorders, medication 
status, registration with campus disability services, 
and study attitudes and behaviors predict year two ac-
ademic functioning while controlling for demograph-
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ic variables (i.e., gender, IQ, parent education level, 
race).  When including the entire sample, the first and 
third stages of the regression model were statistical-
ly significant for predicting year two fall semester 
GPA (see Table 2) with a multiple R = .38 (adjusted 
R-square = .09; F [20, 326] = 2.69, p < .001). Statis-
tically significant regression weights were obtained 
for race (p < .05; see Table 2) and LASSI motivation 
(p < .001). Higher year two fall GPA was predicted 
by White racial status and higher scores for motiva-
tion on the LASSI in year one. Similarly, stages one 
and three of the regression model predicting year 
two spring semester GPA for all students were sta-
tistically significant (see Table 3) with a multiple R 
= .39 (adjusted R-square = .10; F [20, 326] = 2.89, 
p < .001). Statistically significant regression weights 
were found for race (p < .01) and LASSI motivation 
(p < .001; see Table 3). Again, higher year two spring 
GPA was predicted by White racial status and higher 
LASSI motivation scores in year one.

Hierarchical regression analyses conducted only 
with students in the ADHD group failed to reach sta-
tistical significance for both year two fall and spring 
semester GPA. However, the full model predicting 
year two spring GPA approached significance for 
this group with a multiple R = .42 (adjusted R-square 
= .06; F [20, 145] = 1.52, p = .082). A statistically 
significant regression weight was found for LASSI 
self-testing and LASSI information processing (both 
ps < .05) such that higher year two spring GPA was 
predicted by higher LASSI self-testing scores and 
lower LASSI information processing scores.  

Among students in the comparison group, the 
third stage of the hierarchical regression analysis for 
year two fall semester GPA was statistically signifi-
cant (see Table 4) with a multiple R = .46 (adjusted 
R-square = .11; F [20, 160] = 2.10, p < .01). Statis-
tically significant regression weights were found for 
race (p < .05), LASSI attitude (p < .05), and LASSI 
motivation (p < .001). Higher GPA was predicted by 
White racial status and higher scores for attitude and 
motivation on the LASSI in year one. Similarly, only 
the third stage of the hierarchical regression analy-
sis for year two spring semester GPA was statistically 
significant (see Table 5) with a multiple R = .44 (ad-
justed R-square = .09; F [20, 160] = 1.91, p < .05). 
The only statistically significant predictor was year 
one LASSI motivation such that higher scores pre-
dicted higher year two spring semester GPA.

The first stage of the hierarchical regression 
analysis for year two credits attempted by the entire 
sample was statistically significant with multiple R 
= .25 (adjusted R-square = .04; F [7, 283] = 2.75, p 
< .01). The two subsequent regression stages did not 

contribute significantly more variance to the predic-
tion model. The only significant predictor was WASI 
IQ (p < .05). Interestingly, lower IQ predicted higher 
number of credits attempted in year two. In similar 
fashion, only the first stage of the prediction model 
for year two credits earned was statistically signifi-
cant with multiple R = .24 (adjusted R-square = .04; 
F [7, 283] = 2.52, p < .05). The only significant pre-
dictor was WASI IQ (p < .01) although there was a 
nonsignificant trend for first year medication status (p 
= .064). Again, higher IQ predicted lower number of 
credits earned in year two. 

Among students in the ADHD group alone, only 
the first stage of the hierarchical regression analysis 
for year two credits attempted was statistically signif-
icant with multiple R = .32 (adjusted R-square = .06; 
F [7, 130] = 2.19, p < .05). Similar to the combined 
sample, the only significant predictor was WASI IQ 
(p < .01) such that lower IQ again predicted a high-
er number of credits attempted in year two. Only the 
first stage of the prediction model for year two credits 
earned was statistically significant with multiple R = 
.32 (adjusted R-square = .06; F [7, 130] = 2.17, p < 
.05). Again, the only significant predictor was WASI 
IQ (p < .01) with higher IQ predicting a lower num-
ber of credits earned. 

Finally, among only students in the comparison 
group, hierarchical regression analyses for both year 
two credits attempted and credits earned failed to 
reach statistical significance. 

Discussion

In accordance with the research literature (e.g., 
Weyandt & DuPaul, 2006), it was hypothesized that 
college students with ADHD would fare worse than 
college students without ADHD on measures of aca-
demic success. The results of this study were general-
ly in line with this hypothesis. Specifically, students 
with ADHD earned lower GPAs than those in the 
control group; this difference was small to medium in 
magnitude. This disparity in GPA persisted across the 
first two years of college even as GPA for both groups 
declined through the fall of the second year of college, 
reaching a plateau in the spring of the second year. 
This main effect of ADHD status on GPA aligns with 
the hypothesis and previous work suggesting that col-
lege students with ADHD tend to obtain significantly 
lower GPAs than their peers without ADHD (Gorm-
ley et al., 2016), as well as with the larger body of lit-
erature indicating that younger students with ADHD 
experience academic impairment in school (e.g., Bie-
derman et al., 2011).  The small to medium effect size 
obtained in this study (.40) is smaller than the (d = 



DuPaul et al.; Educational Functioning168     

.71) effect size reported in the Frazier and colleagues 
(2007) meta-analysis of children with ADHD. This 
difference may be indicative of the fact that college 
students with ADHD are an educationally more suc-
cessful subgroup of the ADHD population. 

Although the GPA trajectories were similar for 
the two groups, differences in enrollment status were 
observed over the first two years of college. Partici-
pants in the ADHD group were more likely to with-
draw from one or more courses in year one and were 
approximately three times more likely to be listed 
as non-enrolled (e.g., as a result of dropout) in year 
two. This finding that college students with ADHD 
experience greater difficulties in maintaining their 
enrollment status is not surprising given the current 
literature suggesting that individuals with ADHD are 
less likely to attend college than their non-ADHD 
peers (Hechtman, 2017) and when they do enroll, are 
less likely to earn a degree (Barkley, Fischer, Small-
ish, & Fletcher, 2002; Hechtman et al., 2016). 

In addition to enrolling in fewer courses, students 
with ADHD also completed fewer credits. Specif-
ically, college students with ADHD completed, on 
average, one less academic credit per semester than 
individuals in the control group.  This group differ-
ence was consistent across the first two years of col-
lege.  For both groups, credits earned peaked in the 
spring of the first year and then declined in the sec-
ond year. Although speculative, it is possible students 
may face increased time pressures (e.g., employment) 
or that courses may become more difficult in the sec-
ond year of college.  It is also possible that college 
students with ADHD may be responding to advice 
from academic advisors to enroll in fewer credits. 
In general, these findings are consistent with the re-
search hypotheses and the larger body of literature in-
dicating that college students with ADHD are at risk 
for poorer academic outcomes than students without 
this disorder (e.g., Advokat et al., 2011; Lewandows-
ki, Gathje, Lovett, & Gordon, 2013). 

Several variables including motivation, IQ, co-
morbidity, medication status, and registration with 
disability services were further examined as poten-
tial predictors of academic outcomes. Different vari-
ables in year one predicted GPA and credit status in 
year two. For analyses that included the entire sam-
ple or comparison students only, student race and 
the LASSI subscale for motivation emerged as pre-
dictors of GPA, with first-year motivation being the 
strongest predictor of year two GPA. GPA prediction 
models for the ADHD subsample were not statisti-
cally significant, perhaps due to limited statistical 
power. Alternatively, WASI IQ in year one was the 
only significant predictor of the number of credits 

that students attempted and earned in the second year 
of college for analyses including the entire sample or 
the subsample of students with ADHD. Interestingly, 
higher IQ predicted lower number of credits attempt-
ed and earned. It may be the case that students with 
higher IQs selected fewer but more difficult cours-
es than students with lower IQs. Surprisingly, given 
the importance of symptom dimensions in predicting 
outcomes for children with ADHD (e.g., Langberg, 
Dvorsky, & Evans, 2013), symptom ratings did not 
emerge as a significant predictor of academic out-
comes for college students in any of the analyses. It 
is possible that other predictors (e.g., medication sta-
tus) are correlated with symptom ratings and account 
for similar variance in academic functioning. Overall, 
these findings are consistent with the study’s predic-
tion that college students without ADHD experience 
greater academic success in the first two years of col-
lege than students with ADHD.

Strengths and Limitations
The current study adds a longitudinal perspective 

to the literature describing the educational outcomes 
of college students with ADHD. The longitudinal 
design of the present study allows for an examina-
tion of patterns over the first two years of college, 
which are critical for identifying points of interven-
tion to bolster later success. Additionally, the large 
and heterogeneous sample comprised of students 
from several colleges and universities, included a 
non-ADHD Comparison group. The current study 
also controlled for demographic variables (e.g., IQ) 
such that the findings explicate the degree to which 
year one variables impact year two academic func-
tioning above and beyond factors typically associat-
ed with educational success. 

Findings from this study should also be inter-
preted in light of its limitations. First, study skills 
data were collected via self-report, so students may 
have been biased in reporting on their own study 
habits. Second, descriptive analyses demonstrated 
possible multicollinearity evidenced by significant 
correlations among the LASSI subscales. However, 
inspection of both the VIF and Tolerance variables 
indicated that all variables were within the accepted 
limits of below 4 and above 0.1, respectively (Field, 
2009). Thus, the assumption of multicollinearity 
was not violated; however, a cautious interpretation 
of analyses including the LASSI subscales as pre-
dictors is still warranted. 

Several characteristics of the sample also repre-
sent limitations to the current study. Participants were 
first-year college students and recruited from four-
year east coast universities. Thus, results may not 
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generalize to other college populations, such as stu-
dents in community colleges with broader age ranges. 
Participants with ADHD as well as non-White par-
ticipants were more likely than those without ADHD 
to drop out of the study between year one and year 
two.  Among dropouts, students with a higher level of 
hyperactivity-impulsivity symptoms while on medi-
cation were overrepresented. Further, the “last obser-
vation carried forward” method of observation may 
have biased the results, potentially overestimating 
student GPA and credits attempted/completed.

Implications and Future Directions
Clinicians and educators working with college 

students can use findings from the current study to 
recognize that students with ADHD are at a height-
ened risk of negative academic outcomes (i.e., fewer 
credits completed and lower GPAs) within their first 
two years of college, which in turn can impact their 
chances of graduation and subsequent professional suc-
cess. Although a matter for additional empirical study 
especially given the possible limitations of typical sup-
port strategies such as educational accommodations 
(Lewandowski, et al., 2013; Miller, Lewandowski, & 
Antshel, 2013), it is assumed that college students with 
ADHD may benefit from academic counseling, coach-
ing, and other supports to ensure that they are prepared 
to graduate. Given the fact that college students with 
ADHD tend to lag behind their peers in credit com-
pletion, disability service providers can help students 
with ADHD plan for the possibility of needing to make 
up credits (e.g., by taking summer courses or an extra 
semester) so they remain on-track with a realistic time 
frame to graduation. 

Based on findings demonstrating that good study 
habits and motivation to study are predictive of GPA, 
college-based practitioners should consider offering 
services that help students improve their study skills 
and increase their academic self-efficacy and motiva-
tion to study. Time effects found in the present study 
show the importance of providing services early on in 
college. Similar to students who do not have ADHD, 
students with ADHD may benefit most from receiv-
ing services at the beginning of their college career 
as well as during the transition from high school to 
college. This may be accomplished through screen-
ing to identify incoming college students with ADHD 
who are at the highest risk of academic difficulties or 
dropping out to target that group as early as possible. 
Based on the present findings, symptom dimensions 
may not be as useful an indicator of risk for academic 
difficulties relative to measures that tap motivation 
and attitude towards studying. It may be especially 
important to provide supports for non-White students 

with ADHD and students with poor study skills, as 
these individuals face heightened academic risks 
compared to the general population of college stu-
dents with ADHD. College-based clinicians may 
wish to build in opportunities for students to learn 
about services that are available to them, as these ser-
vices may not be well known.

In the future, researchers can build upon the cur-
rent study by seeking to determine what strategies are 
most effective in working with students with ADHD 
from the beginning of college. This may include pro-
grams that help students transition from high school to 
college or coaching for study skills. Researchers can 
also continue to examine patterns across all four years 
of college, or differential patterns for a more diverse 
sample of students. Trajectory analyses can help deter-
mine the key time point for intervention, which, based 
on findings of the current study, appears to be as early 
as possible in a student’s college career. There is also a 
need to examine post-college outcomes for college stu-
dents with ADHD to understand the long-term effects 
of students’ early college experiences.

Conclusion

This is the first study to examine the trajectory 
of educational outcomes for college students with 
ADHD in comparison to their peers without ADHD. 
As hypothesized, findings revealed that students with 
ADHD experience more academic difficulties, in-
cluding having lower GPAs, attempting and earning 
fewer credits, and being more likely to drop out of 
school, than students without ADHD from the very 
beginning of college. These patterns were shown to 
persist as students with ADHD continued through 
their second year of college. Study skills and habits, 
particularly related to motivation, reported in year 
one were found to be important predictors of year 
two outcomes, suggesting that providing services that 
may presumably boost motivation as early as possible 
in college is essential, to target students before they 
begin to struggle. These longitudinal findings are pre-
liminary, representing only the first two years of this 
four-year study. Subsequent studies will more fully 
address the longitudinal trajectories of these students 
over the later college years. The implication of these 
preliminary results is that universities should be en-
couraged to offer programs to enhance student study 
skills and increase academic motivation. These find-
ings can be incorporated into clinical practice by pro-
fessionals working with college students with ADHD 
and future research is warranted to examine the most 
effective strategies for supporting this population’s 
educational success. 
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Table 1

Demographic Data and Means (Standard Deviations) for Analysis Variables

Variable Total Sample ADHD Only Comparison Only

Group (ADHD) 51.5%
Gender (Female) 51.8% 52.2% 51.3%
Race (non-Hispanic Caucasian) 71.5% 76.3% 66.3%
ADHD Medication Status (% on)
Disability Services (% registered)

25.4%
13.9%

47.4%
24.6%

2.1%
2.5%

Age 18.23 (.51) 18.26 (.54) 18.20 (.47)
Yr 1 GPA - Fall 3.05 (.80) 2.87 (.84) 3.24 (.70)
Yr 1 GPA - Spring 2.95 (.86) 2.80 (.90) 3.12 (.79)
Yr 2 GPA - Fall 2.90 (.88) 2.76 (.92) 3.05 (.81)
Yr 2 GPA - Spring 2.91 (.90) 2.76 (.94) 3.07 (.83)
Yr 1 Credits Attempted - Fall 14.24 (2.82) 13.92 (2.92) 14.54 (2.68)
Yr 1 Credits Attempted - Spring 14.58 (3.18) 14.13 (3.08) 15.02 (3.44)
Yr 2 Credits Attempted - Fall 14.01 (3.84) 13.44 (4.15) 14.55 (3.67)
Yr 2 Credits Attempted - Spring 13.87 4.03) 13.41 (4.34) 14.30 (3.67)
Yr 1 Credits Earned - Fall 13.83 (3.08) 13.43 (3.19) 14.20 (2.94)
Yr 1 Credits Earned - Spring 14.26 (3.38) 13.82 (3.26) 14.69 (3.44)
Yr 2 Credits Earned - Fall 13.58 (4.11) 12.93 (4.29) 14.19 (3.84)
Yr 2 Credits Earned - Spring 13.42 (4.40) 12.98 (4.67) 13.84 (4.09)
WASI FSIQ 110.26 (12.07) 110.87 (12.56) 109.65 (11.55)
Highest Parent Education 5.04 (1.43) 5.23 (1.42) 4.85 (1.42)
Inattention Self Rating 10.61 (7.84) 17.16 (4.61) 3.67 (3.19)
Hyperactive/Impulsive Self Rating 8.87(6.60) 13.70 (5.36) 3.74 (2.87)
LASSI Anxietya 46.83 (31.60) 31.11 (27.41) 62.62 (27.42)
LASSI Attitude 34.06 (29.05) 22.15 (23.71) 46.03 (29.06)
LASSI Concentration 38.08 (32.42) 16.01 (20.99) 60.27 (26.12)
LASSI Information Processing 53.91 (29.38) 46.94 (30.39) 60.92 (26.62)
LASSI Motivation 52.90 (32.42) 37.28 (28.90) 68.61 (27.90)
LASSI Self-Testing 36.80 (30.09) 27.02 (27.18) 46.64 (29.72)
LASSI Selecting Main Ideas 44.84 (31.50) 27.93 (26.31) 61.84 (26.82)
LASSI Time Management 36.97 (31.00) 20.88 (23.10) 53.15 (29.51)
LASSI Self Testing 43.51 (32.06) 24.28 (24.38) 62.84 (26.81)
LASSI Study Aids 41.93 (30.30) 37.45 (30.55) 46.43 (29.44)

Note. aAll LASSI scores are percentiles. ADHD = attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder. GPA = 
grade-point average. WASI = Wechsler Abbreviated Scale of Intelligence. LASSI = Learning and 
Study Strategies Inventory.
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Table 2

Hierarchical Regression Analysis Summary for Year One Variables Predicting Year Two Fall GPA in 
Combined Sample

Step and Predictor Variable B SE B β R2 ΔR2

Step 1:
Year one medication status
Disability services
Gender
Race
Ethnicity
WASI IQ
Parent Education

-.11
-.20
-.16
-.23
.16
.002
.05

.10

.12

.08

.10

.15

.003

.03

-.07
-.09
-.10
-.14*
.06
.03
.10

.046*

Step 2:
Year one medication status
Disability services
Gender
Race
Ethnicity
WASI IQ
Parent Education
Year one ARS Inattention
Year one ARS Hyp-Impulsivity
Comorbid disorder

.01
-.12
-.20
-.23
.16
.002
.05

-.01
-.002
-.09

.12

.12

.09

.10

.15

.003

.03

.01

.01

.10

.01
-.06
-.13*
-.14*
.06
.03
.09

-.11
-.02
-.04

.063* .017

Step 3:
Year one medication status
Disability services
Gender
Race
Ethnicity
WASI IQ
Parent Education
Year one ARS Inattention
Year one ARS Hyp-Impulsivity
Comorbid disorder
LASSI Anxiety
LASSI Attitude
LASSI Concentration
LASSI Information Processing
LASSI Motivation
LASSI Self-Testing
LASSI Selecting Main Ideas
LASSI Study Aids
LASSI Time Management
LASSI Test Strategies

.12
-.09
-.12
-.25
.14
.00
.04

-.002
-.008
-.05
-.001
.004

-.001
-.002
.01

-.001
.000

-.001
-.002
-.002

.11

.12

.09

.10

.14

.004

.03

.01

.01

.10

.002

.002

.003

.002

.002

.002

.002

.002

.002

.003

.07
-.04
-.08
-.15*
.05

-.005
.07

-.02
-.07
-.03
-.03
.15

-.03
-.09
.37***

-.04
-.02
-.04
-.08
-.09

.141*** .08**

Note. GPA = grade-point average. WASI = Wechsler Abbreviated Scale of Intelligence. ARS = ADHD Rat-
ing Scale. LASSI = Learning and Study Strategies Inventory. *p <  .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Table 3

Hierarchical Regression Analysis Summary for Year One Variables Predicting Year Spring Fall GPA in 
Combined Sample

Step and Predictor Variable B SE B β R2 ΔR2

Step 1:
Year one medication status
Disability services
Gender
Race
Ethnicity
WASI IQ
Parent Education

-.23
-.24
-.15
-.22
.22
.002
.08

.10

.13

.09

.11

.15

.004

.03

-.13*
-.11
-.09
-.12*
.08
.03
.13*

.061*

Step 2:
Year one medication status
Disability services
Gender
Race
Ethnicity
WASI IQ
Parent Education
Year one ARS Inattention
Year one ARS Hyp-Impulsivity
Comorbid disorder

-.15
-.18
-.18
-.23
.22
.002
.07

-.01
.01

-.15

.12

.13

.09

.11

.15

.004

.03

.01

.01

.10

-.08
-.08
-.11*
-.13*
.08
.03
.13*

-.12
.08

-.04

.075** .014

Step 3:
Year one medication status
Disability services
Gender
Race
Ethnicity
WASI IQ
Parent Education
Year one ARS Inattention
Year one ARS Hyp-Impulsivity
Comorbid disorder
LASSI Anxiety
LASSI Attitude
LASSI Concentration
LASSI Information Processing
LASSI Motivation
LASSI Self-Testing
LASSI Selecting Main Ideas
LASSI Study Aids
LASSI Time Management
LASSI Test Strategies

-.04
-.16
-.08
-.25
.17
.001
.06

-.01
.004

-.11
.000
.003

-.005
-.003
.008
.002
.003

-.001
.000

-.002

.12

.13

.09

.10

.15

.004

.03

.01

.01

.11

.002

.002

.003

.002

.002

.002

.003

.002

.002

.003

-.02
-.07
-.05
-.14*
.06
.01
.11

-.06
.03

-.07
-.02
.13

-.21
-.10
.33***
.07
.12

-.02
-.02
-.08

.151*** .075**

Note. GPA = grade-point average. WASI = Wechsler Abbreviated Scale of Intelligence. ARS = ADHD 
Rating Scale. LASSI = Learning and Study Strategies Inventory. *p <  .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Table 4

Hierarchical Regression Analysis Summary for Year One Variables Predicting Year Two Fall GPA in
Comparison Students 

Step and Predictor Variable B SE B β R2 ΔR2

Step 1:
Year one medication status
Disability services
Gender
Race
Ethnicity
WASI IQ
Parent Education

-.52
.13

-.16
-.24
.13
.003
.08

.38

.34

.11

.13

.21

.01

.04

-.10
.03

-.11
-.15
.05
.04
.15

.076

Step 2:
Year one medication status
Disability services
Gender
Race
Ethnicity
WASI IQ
Parent Education
Year one ARS Inattention
Year one ARS Hyp-Impulsivity
Comorbid disorder

-.53
.15

-.16
-.26
.14
.003
.08
.01

-.01
-.05

.39

.35

.12

.14

.21

.01

.04

.02

.02

.15

-.10
.03

-.11
-.16
.05
.04
.15
.05

-.05
-.02

.078 .003

Step 3:
Year one medication status
Disability services
Gender
Race
Ethnicity
WASI IQ
Parent Education
Year one ARS Inattention
Year one ARS Hyp-Impulsivity
Comorbid disorder
LASSI Anxiety
LASSI Attitude
LASSI Concentration
LASSI Information Processing
LASSI Motivation
LASSI Self-Testing
LASSI Selecting Main Ideas
LASSI Study Aids
LASSI Time Management
LASSI Test Strategies

-.13
.22

-.08
-.31
.13

-.001
.07
.03

-.01
-.02
.001
.01

-.004
-.002
.01

-.01
.000

-.001
.000

-.003

.39

.35

.12

.13

.21

.01

.04

.03

.02

.15

.003

.003

.004

.003

.003

.003

.003

.002

.003

.004

-.03
.05

-.05
-.19*
.05

-.01
.13
.13

-.04
-.01
.02
.23*

-.15
-.06
.43***

-.18
-.02
-.03
-.01
-.11

.208** .129**

Note. GPA = grade-point average. WASI = Wechsler Abbreviated Scale of Intelligence. ARS = ADHD 
Rating Scale. LASSI = Learning and Study Strategies Inventory. *p <  .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Table 5

Hierarchical Regression Analysis Summary for Year One Variables Predicting Year Two Spring GPA in 
Comparison Students 

Step and Predictor Variable B SE B β R2 ΔR2

Step 1:
Year one medication status
Disability services
Gender
Race
Ethnicity
WASI IQ
Parent Education

-.72
-.63
-.17
-.16
.15
.01
.07

.40

.35

.12

.14

.22

.01

.04

-.14
-.13
-.11
-.10
.06
.09
.12

.075

Step 2:
Year one medication status
Disability services
Gender
Race
Ethnicity
WASI IQ
Parent Education
Year one ARS Inattention
Year one ARS Hyp-Impulsivity
Comorbid disorder

-.76
-.63
-.17
-.17
.16
.01
.07
.001
.01

-.02

.40

.36

.12

.14

.22

.01

.04

.02

.02

.16

-.14
-.13
-.11
-.10
.06
.09
.12
.002
.05

-.01

.077 .003

Step 3:
Year one medication status
Disability services
Gender
Race
Ethnicity
WASI IQ
Parent Education
Year one ARS Inattention
Year one ARS Hyp-Impulsivity
Comorbid disorder
LASSI Anxiety
LASSI Attitude
LASSI Concentration
LASSI Information Processing
LASSI Motivation
LASSI Self-Testing
LASSI Selecting Main Ideas
LASSI Study Aids
LASSI Time Management
LASSI Test Strategies

-.36
-.53
-.07
-.22
.13
.002
.06
.03
.01
.01
.000
.01

-.01
.000
.01

-.003
.002
.000
.001

-.003

.41

.37

.13

.14

.21

.01

.04

.03

.02

.16

.003

.003

.004

.003

.003

.003

.004

.002

.003

.004

-.07
-.11
-.05
-.13
.05
.04
.11
.11
.02
.003

-.02
.17

-.18
-.01
.42***

-.11
.06

-.02
.03

-.12

.192* .115*

Note. GPA = grade-point average. WASI = Wechsler Abbreviated Scale of Intelligence. ARS = ADHD 
Rating Scale. LASSI = Learning and Study Strategies Inventory. *p <  .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Figure 1. Semester GPA by ADHD vs. control group.

Figure 2. Credits attempted per semester by ADHD vs. control group (top). 
Credits earned per semester by ADHD vs. control group (bottom).
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Abstract
Pacific Alliance project staff developed an internship program for postsecondary students with disabilities 
(SWD) in the science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) pipeline.  The aim of the internship 
was to improve students’ persistence in postsecondary education by improving their motivation, self-confi-
dence, social and communication skills, and organizational and time management skills.  In this practice brief, 
the authors describe the Pacific Alliance project housed at the Center on Disability Studies at the University of 
Hawaii at Manoa, its internship program, and the experiences of three interns as examples of successful out-
comes of the Pacific Alliance internship program.  The authors conclude with a discussion on the importance 
of one-on-one coaching and support beyond academics for SWD to succeed in the STEM pipeline. 

Keywords: Internship, students with disabilities, STEM, persistence

Many colleges provide internship opportuni-
ties for their students to better prepare them for ca-
reers after graduation.  Internships are often seen as 
a bridge between the academia and career (Ampon-
sah, Milledzi, & Kwarteng, 2014).  Such internship 
opportunities are beneficial to all students, including 
students with disabilities (SWD) (Briel & Getzel, 
2001; Burgstahler, 2001; Shandra & Hogan, 2008).  
In a five-year database analysis of SWD who partic-
ipated in bridge to work programs, Fabian, Lent, and 
Willis (1998) found that completion of internships, 
along with numbers of hours worked and days absent, 
predicted whether students were prepared to be em-
ployed upon graduation.  Similarly, in their systematic 
review of literature, Test et al. (2009)  found that paid 
internship was one of the predictors of employment 
for SWD with a moderate level of evidence ranging 
from small to large effect size.  In their study, Rabren, 
Eaves, Dunn, and Darch (2013) found that both edu-
cation and training are important during the transition 
from postsecondary education to employment.  They 
also noted that education and training influenced 
SWDs’ satisfaction with the postsecondary education 
experience; so in addition to the aforementioned ben-

efit of increasing the likelihood of employment for 
SWD after graduation, other benefits of internships 
for SWD include improving  academic performance, 
motivation, and self-confidence, as well as assisting 
in their understanding of disability-related needs.  

Burgstahler and Bellman (2009) conducted a 
study of participants in DO-IT (Disabilities, Oppor-
tunities, Internetworking and Technology at the Uni-
versity of Washington), which provides work-based 
opportunities for high school and college SWD in the 
STEM fields.  The participants, who were involved 
in an internship between 2002 and 2008, were asked 
about perceived benefits of internships on career-re-
lated attitudes, knowledge, and skills.  Sixty stu-
dents (20 high school and 40 college) responded to 
the survey.  According to survey results, all respon-
dents—regardless of disability, gender, or education 
level—indicated that participating in their internship 
increased their motivation to study and work toward a 
career.  Participants also reported learning communi-
cation and problem-solving skills, how to work with 
other individuals, the operations of the organization, 
and about building self-confidence through their in-
ternship experience. 
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Although researchers agree that activities to sup-
port and encourage employment—such as intern-
ships—are necessary to help SWD find employment 
upon graduation, there is need to strengthen support 
between local education agencies, institutions of 
higher education, state development disability author-
ities, and state vocational rehabilitation services and 
SWD in higher education, (Butler, Sheppard-Jones, 
Whaley, Harrison, & Osness, 2016).  Briel and Get-
zel (2001) identified effective strategies used to sup-
port SWD participating in Virginia Commonwealth 
University (VCU) internship programs, which pro-
vide internship opportunities for SWD as part of their 
supported education model (Getzel, McManus, & 
Briel, 2004).  These support strategies include: mod-
eling the task and having students immediately repeat 
the same task; assisting students to break large tasks 
into smaller tasks; role-playing leadership activities; 
role-playing social interactions; identifying stress 
management strategies; providing direct feedback to 
the students; and having students write out process-
es step-by-step before completing tasks.  In addition 
to support strategies, the authors found that support 
through one-on-one coaching on matters such as how 
to communicate effectively with supervisors, master 
specific job skills, and address issues of disclosure 
of disability and work accommodations enhanced the 
internship experience for their VCU participants.

Depiction of the Problem

Pacific Alliance Project
To broaden participation of individuals with dis-

abilities in postsecondary STEM education and the 
workforce, the Center on Disability Studies at the 
University of Hawaii at Manoa was awarded a five-
year grant through the National Science Foundation 
(HRD #09-29079) and implemented the Pacific Al-
liance project.  One approach to increase the number 
of SWD in STEM postsecondary education programs 
and ultimately careers in STEM was to provide in-
ternship opportunities for SWD. 

During the first four years of the five-year Pacif-
ic Alliance project, the project was highly successful 
in transitioning high school project participants into 
postsecondary education through mentoring and ac-
ademic support. This success is in line with the in-
creased number of SWD attending postsecondary 
education (Newman et al., 2011).  However, once the 
students were in a postsecondary program, most were 
unsuccessful in gaining internship opportunities—a 
key predictor for employment success for SWD.  In 
fact, of the 136 student participants who transitioned 
from high school to college through the Pacific Alli-

ance program, only two students sought an internship 
in the STEM fields.  Participants who were interested 
in an internship but did not apply for or follow-through 
with an internship indicated various reasons for not 
pursing an internship, including their lower grade 
point average, part-time student status, and number 
of credit hours; however, the one common reason for 
not pursing an internship was their lack of confidence 
in applying for a STEM internship. Thus, the Pacific 
Alliance Internship was created as a steppingstone to 
foster students’ motivation and confidence to work in 
the STEM fields by providing students with intern-
ship opportunities and addressing the development of 
soft skills—such as social and communication skills, 
and organizational and time management skills—
deemed necessary for employment post-graduation. 

Participant Demographics and Institutional 
Partners/Resources

Over the five years of the Pacific Alliance project, 
394 SWD from 17 high schools and five colleges on 
Oahu, Hawaii participated in Pacific Alliance.  Of the 
394 participants, 162 students were high school par-
ticipants and 232 were college participants.  Of those 
students who reported their disability type (N=322), 
the most common disability was a learning disability 
(24%), followed by ADD/ADHD (24%), other (13%), 
and Autism Spectrum Disorder (11%). Participants 
were also ethnically and racially diverse with 41% of 
the participants reported as Native Hawaiian or Pa-
cific Islander, 37% White, 19% Asian, 12% Hispanic, 
and 7% American Indian/Alaskan Native (N=308).  
With regard to gender, 37% of the participants were 
women and 63% were men (N=308).  

As a summary of the project effects, the project 
successfully supported 136 high school students with 
disabilities to transition into postsecondary students, 
and 117 students out of the 136 (86%) particularly 
transitioned into STEM programs. When compar-
ing college participants who participated in the proj-
ect during the first two years of their postsecondary 
studies and those who did not participate their first 
two years, those who participated accumulated more 
STEM and general credits and were more likely to 
have continuous enrollment across four semesters 
(Park, Takahashi, & Roberts, April 2015). 

Description of Practice

Pacific Alliance Internship 
One component of the Pacific Alliance project 

was to provide career support to participating stu-
dents with an internship opportunity.  In addition to 
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connecting students with outside STEM-related em-
ployment or research internships, the Pacific Alliance 
offered its own internship stipend program to provide 
college participants a competitive opportunity in a 
supported and safe environment to improve motiva-
tion, self-confidence, social and communication skills, 
and organizational and time management skills.  The 
goals of the Pacific Alliance internship program were 
to: (1) increase and improve interns’ communication 
skills, (2) increase interns’ confidence by providing 
duties and expectations in a professional work set-
ting, and (3) increase interns’ self-determination and 
persistence in completing their degree program.  The 
role of the interns was to be the Pacific Alliance rep-
resentative, a project liaison for students and faculty, 
for his/her respective college campus.  By creating 
a career-learning environment and providing partic-
ipants with opportunities to interact with their peers 
with disabilities and STEM faculty on their college 
campuses, the Pacific Alliance Internship program 
projected increasing the students’ persistence in post-
secondary education (Deil-Amen, 2011; Mamiseish-
vili & Koch, 2011). 

Recruitment. Pacific Alliance staff contacted via 
email all current college participants who had already 
participated in the Pacific Alliance project for at least 
one full semester and invited them to apply for the 
internship.  Interested participants were required to 
complete an internship application, as well as write 
an essay about why they want to be a Pacific Alliance 
Intern at their college campus, and how the internship 
will help them with their current and future endeavors 
in the STEM field.  After receiving and reviewing the 
applications, Pacific Alliance staff then interviewed 
prospective candidates.  All applications, essays, and 
interviews were scored on a rubric.  Based on their 
scores, a maximum of four interns from different 
college campuses within the state system of colleges 
were selected for one academic semester.  In total, 
11 students became Pacific Alliance Interns over the 
three semesters that the Pacific Alliance Internship 
program was implemented.

Internship participants. The eleven student in-
terns included six males and five females. They were 
asked to report all the races they have: six of the in-
terns reported they were Asian, three reported Native 
Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander, five reported White, 
and two reported Hispanic.  They were also asked 
to report all of their disabilities: four reported Au-
tism Spectrum Disorder/Asperger’s Syndrome, two 
reported Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder, 
three reported systematic health disorder, three re-
ported psychological disorder, two reported learning 
disorder, and one reported visual impairment.  

Tasks and responsibilities. The interns’ main 
responsibilities were to provide support by acting as 
role models for their postsecondary education peers 
with disabilities, to recruit other SWD to the Pacific 
Alliance project, and to assist Pacific Alliance proj-
ect staff with planning and facilitating special events, 
such as academic camps and conferences.  The Pacif-
ic Alliance Internship Orientation Handbook outlines 
the following as general expectations of a Pacific Al-
liance Intern.  Each Pacific Alliance Intern is expected 
to meet the following: (1) Work a minimum of eight 
hours per week for one semester (or agreed upon time 
frame); (2) Attend an Intern orientation; (3) Partici-
pate in Communities of Practice (COP) meetings on 
their college campus; (4) Assist and attend Pacific 
Alliance high school sessions; (5) Assist and attend 
Pacific Alliance special events (e.g., Pacific Rim In-
ternational Conference on Disability and Diversity, 
The Pacific Alliance Winter/Summer Institute for 
High School Students, The Pacific Alliance Winter/
Summer Institute for College Students, The Pacific 
Alliance Math Camp, The Pacific Alliance Reading 
and Writing Camp); (6) Hold monthly information 
sessions about Pacific Alliance on their college cam-
pus; (7) Attend a face-to-face monthly meeting with 
Pacific Alliance staff and other Pacific Alliance In-
terns; (8) Meet virtually (e.g., phone, chat, Skype, 
Blackboard Collaborate) with other Pacific Alliance 
Interns twice a month; (9) Work on holidays and/or 
weekends as needed; (10) Accurately keep track of 
and record Internship hours; (11) Enter weekly hours 
and a description of activities on the provided soft-
ware program; (12) Assist in organizing speakers and 
role models for events and/or meetings; (13) Provide 
campus guided tours of their campus; (14) Fill out 
necessary paperwork including a final report/survey 
about their Internship experience.

Orientation and training.  As indicated in the ex-
pectations above, the interns had various tasks, which 
required different skills; therefore, Pacific Alliance 
staff facilitated a four-hour orientation and training, 
which took place over the course of two days, to re-
view these tasks with the interns.  The training and 
orientation session used a project-developed intern-
ship orientation handbook to introduce the interns to 
the Pacific Alliance Internship program and outline 
their tasks and responsibilities as interns.  The orien-
tation covered the following topics: (1) About Pacific 
Alliance Project; (2) Critical Junctures for Students 
with Disabilities and Laws and Regulations; (3) Gen-
eral Expectations of a Pacific Alliance Intern; (4) 
Managing Time and Stress Levels; (5) Professional-
ism; (6) Confidentiality; (7) Teamwork; (8) Commu-
nities of Practice; (9) Mentorship; and (10) Internship 
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Log and Reporting.  Pacific Alliance staff also pro-
vided the interns with ongoing informal trainings 
throughout the semester on organization, leadership, 
and communication. Both the formal and infor-
mal trainings included opportunities for the interns 
to practice skills—such as responding to questions 
about the project, telephone etiquette, presenting in 
front of an audience, approaching STEM faculty, and 
interacting, tutoring, and mentoring other SWD in the 
project—necessary to complete their internship tasks. 

Coaching. In order to build additional rapport be-
tween the interns and the project team, Pacific Alli-
ance staff paired with interns to provide one-on-one 
coaching as advisors.  Advisors monitored interns’ 
workload and stress levels, including how they were 
coping with the rigors of exams, papers, and classroom 
demands along with their internship responsibilities.  

Evaluation of Observed Outcomes: Cases

At the beginning of the internship, most of the 
interns said they had trouble with time management 
and organization skills. Some of them expressed anx-
iety with interacting with other students. They also 
expressed that they were unsure of whether they 
could complete the internship.  However, commonly 
across cases, throughout the internship, they showed 
improvement in their leadership skills, social con-
fidence, and social skills, organizational and time 
management skills and determination to persist in 
postsecondary education.  The outcomes of the Pacif-
ic Alliance Internship program are illustrated through 
three cases.  The internship experiences of these 
three interns varied by: when they became a Pacific 
Alliance participant (i.e., at high school, community 
college, or a four-year university); the stage of post-
secondary education they were at when beginning the 
internship (e.g., community college or a four-year 
university); types of disabilities; and individual ma-
turity levels.  

Spencer
Spencer (all names are pseudonyms) has Asperg-

er’s, an Autism Spectrum Disorder.  He had success-
fully transitioned from community college to the 
University of Hawaii at Manoa and was learning to 
live on his own at the time of this internship.  Al-
though he was aware of college resources—such as 
the disability services office— that could help him 
persist with his college education, Spencer was often 
forgetful and had a State mental health provider to 
ensure that he remembered to utilize the campus sup-
ports and resources available to him.  

Spencer joined the Pacific Alliance project as a 
high school senior and continued as a college partic-
ipant.  As a college student, he wanted to become a 
Pacific Alliance intern to “help get people into the 
STEM fields.”  He felt that he could be a good role 
model of going to college for others with autism.  At 
the beginning of Spencer’s internship, he struggled 
with time management and needed frequent remind-
ers about coming to work.  He also had difficulty 
maintaining eye contact and having casual interac-
tions with peers and faculty he spoke to about Pacific 
Alliance, but was able to answer questions about the 
project when asked and could carry on the conversa-
tion from there.  At the end of the internship, Spencer 
reflected that he could now maintain eye contact and 
respond more naturally when interacting and con-
versing with others.

Although he was apprehensive at first about how 
he would be able to balance school and work as he 
had never had a “real” job before, as well as working 
with others involved with the project, Spencer report-
ed that the internship program helped him grow and 
develop in many ways, such as strengthening his abil-
ity to work in a team, developing his leadership and 
social skills, managing his time better, and overcom-
ing obstacles that would have previously prevented 
him from working as an intern.  In his post-internship 
reflection essay, Spencer stated that “the internship 
gave me a chance to experience a working environ-
ment firsthand.  I feel more confident that I can ac-
complish tasks in a working environment.”  He also 
explained that before the internship he felt that he 
would be easily overwhelmed and upset with the de-
mands of the internship and would be unable to con-
trol his feelings.  At the end of the internship, Spencer 
reported that he learned to cope with “trouble or dis-
tractions” that arose in the workplace and that he felt 
confident that he was responding appropriately to 
those troubles or distractions. 

Spencer’s pre-post internship survey results 
aligned with his reflection.  His response improved 
from “below average” (pre-survey) to “average” 
(post-survey) for the question, “Skills needed to ad-
vocate for the needs of students with disabilities in 
postsecondary education,” and improved from “av-
erage” (pre-survey) to “excellent” (post-survey) for 
teamwork skills, communication skills, and work 
ethic. Spencer is still enrolled in the university and is 
pursuing a degree in computer science.

Josie
Josie reported having ADHD. She was a transfer 

student to the University of Hawaii at Manoa and, at 
the time of becoming a Pacific Alliance participant, 
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she struggled with her higher-level science courses.  
She participated in the Pacific Alliance project for 
one year prior to becoming an intern during her junior 
year at the university. Josie applied to be a Pacific 
Alliance Intern because she believed that the tutor-
ing, mentoring, online resources, and stipends pro-
vided through the Pacific Alliance project would help 
her and others improve her academic performance 
and GPA.  She stated in her application essay that “if 
more students knew that help was readily available 
on campus, more freshman and sophomores would 
feel capable of declaring a STEM major.”  Thus, as an 
intern, she posted flyers about Pacific Alliance oppor-
tunities around campus and talked to her department 
about the Pacific Alliance project to let others know 
of help provided through the Pacific Alliance project.  
Josie also acted as a role model for perspective STEM 
students by meeting with high school participants and 
talking about how she chose Biology as her major.  
She even created and delivered a poster presentation 
on Polymerase Chain Reaction (PCR) to demonstrate 
what she studies in her STEM field.  Josie shared that 
researching, organizing, and reviewing techniques 
and procedures on PCR for her Pacific Alliance post-
er presentation actually helped her studies as it aided 
in her success at the reproductive biology lab and 
helped her complete the required directed research 
credit for her Biology degree.

Upon reflecting on her internship experience, 
Josie realized that the internship helped to enhance 
her resume, increased the competitiveness of her aca-
demic profile, and will improve her prospects of gain-
ing admission to the Genetic Counseling Master’s 
program.  Also, working with other SWD helped her 
become more patient and understanding, and helped 
strengthen her organization and time management 
skills, and her ability to work with others.  Further-
more, participating as an intern gave Josie the confi-
dence to manage working part time while enrolled as 
a full-time student, continuing her directed research 
at the reproductive biology lab, and teaching interns 
for the introductory genetics course. Since partici-
pation in the internship, Josie has successfully grad-
uated with a Bachelor of Science degree in Marine 
Biology and applied to graduate school.  

Kainoa
Kainoa is an older, non-traditional student who 

reported his disability as autism. He studied ethno-
pharmacognosy at one of the community colleges.  
He was a Pacific Alliance participant for just one 
semester before applying for the internship.  From 
the internship, Kainoa wanted to: (1) learn about as-
sistive technology; (2) increase his opportunities in 
STEM fields; and (3) develop communication skills 

and build self-confidence. Through the internship, 
Kainoa engaged well with high school SWD.  He 
helped facilitate high school sessions with Pacific 
Alliance staff and introduced students to ethnophar-
macognosy through presentations. He also held infor-
mation booths on his college campus to disseminate 
information on Pacific Alliance, and delivered a post-
er presentation about the project at the Pacific Rim 
International Conference on Disability and Diversity.

In his post-internship reflection essay, Kainoa 
shared that participating in high school sessions, pre-
sentations, and conferences about topics he was famil-
iar with helped him become comfortable with talking 
and connecting with people, gave him opportunity 
to practice teaching, and gave him confidence in his 
choice of study.  At the beginning of the internship, 
Kainoa self-assessed his communication skills as “av-
erage,” but at the end, he marked his communication 
skills as “above average.”  Kainoa also wrote that he 
learned organizational skills and time management.  
In addition, he shared that having the internship com-
mitment helped him to push forward and overcome 
a personal life event that he had been struggling to 
get through. He has since graduated from community 
college and was accepted to the Department of Plant 
and Environmental Protection Sciences program at 
the University of Hawaii at Manoa.   

Implications and Portability

Providing a guided internship opportunity can 
help postsecondary SWD in the STEM pipeline 
develop their motivation, self-confidence, social 
and communication skills, and organizational and 
time management skills.  Similar to the findings of 
Burgstahler and Bellman’s (2009) interns, the Pa-
cific Alliance interns reported that they improved 
their communication skills and built self-confidence 
through their internship opportunities.  In addition, 
the interns unanimously expressed their growth in so-
cial interactions while also indicating that they came 
to be more active in seeking support to help persist 
with their college and internship experiences.  The 
Pacific Alliance internship program’s one-on-one 
coaching, modeled after the VCU internship program 
(Briel & Getzel, 2001), contributed to the success 
of the internship program as it created a supportive 
environment for the interns and allowed the project 
staff to build relationships with them.  Furthermore, 
as may be seen from the outcomes of the three cases 
described above, the interns’ positive experiences 
with and skills gained from their internships have 
contributed to their persistence in their pursuit of a 
postsecondary education degree. 



Takahashi et al.; Practice Brief184     

Eight other student interns, who were not high-
lighted in this article, also made successful transitions 
to postsecondary STEM studies with project support.  
Three students began participating in the project in 
high school, entered a community college, and gradu-
ated with a STEM degree; three students began while 
they were at a community college and made a tran-
sition to a four-year university STEM program; and 
two students began and are continuing their STEM 
study at a community college.  

Although the Pacific Alliance Internship program 
was successful, there were also challenges to imple-
menting it.  Many of the Pacific Alliance participants 
were hesitant to apply for the internship because 
they doubted they could juggle the internship com-
mitments successfully while already struggling with 
the demands of postsecondary education.  Therefore, 
even when they are aware of the benefits of intern-
ships, SWD may still need additional encouragement 
to apply for internship opportunities.  Thus, the par-
ticipants who apply for internships are probably the 
students who are more likely to persist in the postsec-
ondary education over those who do not apply.  An-
other challenge for the project was staffing.  Having 
the one-on-one coaching was crucial to the internship 
program, but it would not be feasible if there were 
insufficient staff to facilitate the one-on-one coaching 
with an increased number of interns.  

While the Pacific Alliance Internship program 
was very successful, and continues to operate even 
after the project’s lifespan, it is important to inves-
tigate institutionalization of the promising supports 
that were provided.  Internships like the one created 
by the Pacific Alliance project should be integrated 
within existing services on all college campuses.  For 
example, the disability services can create an intern-
ship program for students registered with the office.  
Interns can assist with proctoring tests, arranging for 
note-takers, converting written text into electronic 
text, holding a booth about the disability services, 
and talking to faculty about the disability services 
available for SWD.  Through these internship oppor-
tunities, SWD in postsecondary education can im-
prove communication, social, and job-related skills, 
and gain the self-confidence necessary to persist with 
their education and secure employment in the work-
force upon graduation.
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on reviews of the literature and research.

• Policy Analysis: Provides analysis, critique 
and implications of public policy, statutes, 
regulation, and litigation.

Format

All manuscripts must be prepared according to 
APA format as described in the current edition of The 
Publication Manual, American Psychological Asso-
ciation. For responses to frequently asked questions 
about APA style, consult the APA web site at http://
apastyle.org/faqs.html

• All components of the manuscript (i.e., cover 
page, abstract, body, and appendices) should 
be submitted as ONE complete Word docu-
ment (.doc or.docx).

• Provide a separate cover letter asking that the 
manuscript be reviewed for publication consid-
eration and stating that it has not been published 
or is being reviewed for publication elsewhere.

• Manuscripts should be double-spaced and 
range in length between 25 and 35 pages in-
cluding all figures, tables, and references. Ex-
ceptions may be made depending upon topic 
and content but, generally, a manuscript’s 
total length should not exceed 35 pages.
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• Authors should use terminology that empha-

sizes the individual first and the disability 
second (see pages 71 - 76 of APA Manual). 
Authors should also avoid the use of sexist 
language and the generic masculine pronoun.

• Manuscripts should have a title page that pro-
vides the names and affiliations of all authors 

and the address of the principal author. Please 
include this in the ONE Word document (man-
uscript) that is submitted.

• Include an abstract that does not exceed 250 
words. Abstracts must be double-spaced and lo-
cated on page 2 (following the title page).  In-
clude three to five keywords below the abstract.

• Tables and figures must conform to APA stan-
dards and must be in black and white only. All 
tables and figures should be vertical and fit 
on the page; no landscape format.  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/Fig-
ure. This will be provided as alt format in the 
electronic version of JPED, making Tables/
Figures accessible for screen readers.

How to Submit Manuscripts

All manuscripts (research and practice briefs) 
must be submitted to JPED at this email address: 
jped@ahead.org and must include the following:

• Subject Line: JPED Manuscript Submission.
• Body of Email: Include a statement that you 

are submitting a manuscript for consideration 
for the JPED. Include the title of the manu-
script and your full contact information.

• Attach to the email:
Your complete manuscript, prepared as direct-
ed above.
Cover letter as outlined above.

You will receive an email reply from Richard Al-
legra (Managing Editor of JPED) to confirm receipt 
of your submission within 5-7 business days.

Upon Acceptance for Publication

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

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

• Manuscript submissions by AHEAD mem-
bers are especially welcome. The JPED re-
serves the right to edit all material for space 
and style. Authors will be notified of changes.
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JPED invites practitioners and/or researchers 
to submit Practice Briefs that can inform readers 
of innovative practices that could, in time, become 
the basis of an empirical study. Practice Briefs will 
describe new or expanded programs, services, or 
practices that support postsecondary students with 
disabilities.  Practice Briefs are not research articles.  
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tify each author and his/her campus or agency 
affiliation. State in your email cover note that 
the work has not been published elsewhere 
and that it is not currently under review by an-
other publication.

• Abstract: The abstract needs to answer this 
question: “What is this paper about and why is 
it important?” The abstract should not exceed 
150 words.
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If possible, describe similar practices on other 
campuses. Priority should be given to current 
literature published within the past 10 years 
unless an older, seminal source is still the best 
treatment of a particular topic/finding.

• Depiction of the Problem: In addition to 
a clear statement of the problem being ad-
dressed, consider the following questions 
when stating the purpose of the article: What 
outcome, trend, or problem might improve if 
your practice/program works? What gaps or 
problems or issues might persist or arise if this 
practice/program did not exist?

• Participant Demographics and Institu-
tional Partners/Resources: Maintain the 
anonymity of the students, colleagues, and 
campus(es) discussed in the article but pro-

vide a clear demographic description of par-
ticipants (e.g., number of students, disability 
type, gender, race and/or ethnicity whenever 
possible, age range if relevant) and the types 
of offices or agencies that were collaborative 
partners (if relevant).

• Description of Practice: Briefly and clearly 
describe your innovative practice/program 
and how it has been implemented to date. 
Tables and figures are encouraged to provide 
specific details you are comfortable sharing. 
They condense information and enhance rep-
lication of your practice/program on other 
campuses.

• Evaluation of observed outcomes: Whenev-
er possible, summarize formative or summa-
tive data you have collected to evaluate the 
efficacy of your practice/program. This can 
be anecdotal, qualitative, and/or quantitative 
data. Support any claims or conclusions you 
state (e.g., “Our program greatly enhanced 
students’ ability to self-advocate during their 
transition to college”) with objective facts 
and/or behavioral observations to support 
these claims.

• Implications and Portability: Discuss what 
you have learned thus far and how you could 
further develop this practice/program in the fu-
ture. Be honest about any challenges you may 
have encountered. This transparency enhances 
the rigor of your reporting. What would you 
do differently next time to achieve stronger 
outcomes? Provide a clear description of how 
and why disability service providers on other 
campuses should consider adapting your prac-
tice/program. Finally, how could your practice 
be studied by researchers? Identify possible 
research questions, hypotheses, or potential 
outcomes that could be studied if you and/or 
colleagues could expand the practice/program 
into a research investigation.

• References: Use the current APA guidelines 
to format and proofread your paper prior to 
submitting it. This includes the proper use of 
spelling, punctuation and grammar, appropri-
ate use of headers, correct formatting in list-
ing references, and formatting any tables or 
figures appropriately.
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tion, Valerie Spears (JPED Editorial Assistant) will 
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• A 40-50 word bibliographic description for 
each author, and a signed copyright transfer 
form (Valerie will send templates for both).

• Manuscript submissions by AHEAD mem-
bers are especially welcome. The JPED re-
serves the right to edit all material for space 
and style. Authors will be notified of changes.

Guidelines for Special Issues

JPED publishes one special issue per year (nor-
mally Issue 3, published in the fall).  Special issues 
feature a series of articles on a particular topic. JPED 
welcomes ideas for special topical issues related to the 
field of postsecondary education and disability. The 
issue can be formatted as a collection of articles related 
to a particular topic or as a central position paper fol-
lowed by a series of commentaries (a modified point/
counter point). Authors who wish to prepare a special 
issue should first contact the JPED Executive Editor at 
jped@ahead.org.

The authors should describe the topic and pro-
posed authors.  If the series appears to be valuable 
to the readership of the JPED, the Executive Editor 
will share an Agreement Form to be completed and 
returned by the Guest Editor. The Executive Editor 
may provide suggestions for modification to content 
or format. The Guest Editor will inform authors of 
due dates and coordinate all communications with the 
contributing authors. Each special edition manuscript 
will be reviewed by members of the JPED editorial 
board members. The Guest Editor and the Executive 
Editor will be responsible for final editing decisions 
about accepted manuscripts.

Book Review Column Guidelines & Procedures

Please contact the JPED Executive Editor at 
jped@ahead.org to suggest books to be reviewed or 
to discuss completing a book review. Contact and 
discussion should be done before the book review is 
completed in order to expedite the procedures in the 
most efficient and fairest way possible. 

Content and Format
In general, the book review should present:

• An overview of the book, providing the book’s 
stated purpose, the author’s viewpoint, and a 
general summary of the content.

• An evaluation of the book, elaborating on 
the author’s objectives and how well those 
objectives were achieved, the strengths and 

weaknesses of the book along with the crite-
ria you used for making that assessment, and 
the organization and presentation of the book.  
Recommendations should specify to whom 
you would recommend the book, why, and 
how you would suggest the book be used, and 
address its potential contribution to our field.

• Citations within the book review should fol-
low the current edition of the American Psy-
chological Association (APA) style manual.

At the end of the review, please list your name 
and institutional affiliation.

Submission
The length of a book review can range from 800-

1200 words. Please send in an email attachment in 
MS Word, double-spaced to jped@ahead.org per in-
structions above in “How to Submit Manuscripts.” 
After the review is submitted, the Executive Editor or 
designee will edit the manuscript and follow up with 
you about the publication process.

Publication Statistics

The Journal of Postsecondary Education and 
Disability is published four times a year.  All back 
issues are archived and accessible to all at: ahead.org/
publications/jped.  In addition, nearly 3,000 individ-
uals subscribe to the Journal.  JPED’s acceptance rate 
is approximately 25%.  The Journal does not track its 
impact factor.
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