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In Their Own Words:

Black Disabled Faculty Recommendations
for Recruitment and Retention

Daniel J. Blake 

Georgia State University
Abstract 

Extant literature reveals a range of benefits of faculty diversity, including distinctive contributions to knowledge (Gonzales, 2018), mentoring (Patton, 2009), and instruction (Umbach, 2006). Researchers have investigated barriers to faculty diversity and the influence of recruitment and retention practices (Griffin, 2020). However, few studies consider how to more effectively recruit and retain disabled faculty and there is a dearth of literature centering the perspectives of disabled faculty of color (Friedensen et al., 2021; Lindsay & Fuentes, 2022). This study begins to address these gaps by analyzing semi-structured interviews with 26 Black disabled faculty members. Participants described intentional recruitment strategies such as outreach to disabled and Black networks, flexible and inclusive job postings, and forthcoming approaches to accommodations. The findings also shed light on how expectations of job candidates’ ability to relocate conflict with how many Black disabled people rely on community and family for support. Consequently, participants offered suggestions for local institutional networks and pipelines to faculty positions that could help disabled scholars stay in academia. With respect to retention, participants reiterated the importance of accommodations and called for academic leaders to work to humanize faculty and foster community among them. Further, participants discussed how institutions can acknowledge intersections of identity and affirm that they are valued through programming and campus events. While the political and legal context in Trump’s second presidential term present additional challenges for the recruitment and retention of Black disabled faculty, this study offers strategies that can advance these efforts. 
Keywords: Black faculty, disabled faculty, faculty hiring, faculty diversity, disability critical race theory (DisCrit) 

The Civil Rights Movement of the 1950s and 1960s, which sought to address the legal and systemic marginalization of Black Americans, advanced a series of aims through federal legislation and presidential executive orders (Grofman, 2000). Among these was Executive Order 11246 in 1965, which outlawed employment discrimination based on race and required affirmative action policies for federal contractors and subcontractors, including postsecondary institutions (Office of the Federal Register, n.d.; Orlans, 1992). Colleges and universities across the country began to initiate affirmative action policies in faculty hiring, which focused on increasing racial and gender diversity in the professoriate (Orlans, 1992). Research over subsequent decades has investigated the landscape and implications of faculty diversity as well as how institutional practices and policies influence the representation and trajectory of women and scholars of color (Griffin, 2020). Studies have revealed a range of benefits of faculty diversity, including distinctive contributions to knowledge (Gonzales, 2018), mentoring (Patton, 2009), instruction (Umbach, 2006), and higher graduation rates and GPA for students of color (Llamas et al., 2021). While there has been progress in overall representation, inequities remain, particularly when accounting for appointment type (e.g., tenure system vs. clinical) and institutional type (e.g., 2-year vs. 4-year) (Griffin, 2020). 

Less than a decade after Executive Order 11246, Section 503 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 expanded the affirmative action requirements of federal contractors and subcontractors to include people with disabilities
 (U.S. Department of Labor, n.d.). Seventeen years later, the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 (ADA) drew attention to the persistent underrepresentation of disabled people in the workforce (ADA.gov., n.d.). Despite both pieces of legislation and the ADA’s legal provision of reasonable accommodations to support workforce participation, disability remains on the margins of discourse about diversity in higher education (Scheef et al., 2020) and the body of empirical literature focused on disabled academics remains relatively limited (Friedensen et al., 2021; Lindsay & Fuentes, 2022; Price, 2024). 

The scarce attention to disability in the academic workforce neglects an aspect of the human experience that is relevant for students, staff, and faculty across social identities (Evans et al., 2017). Greater understanding of how to recruit and retain disabled faculty could support educational and scholarly goals of higher education such as student persistence (Evans et al., 2017) and knowledge production (Gonzales et al., 2025). Further, it would support efforts to diversify along other axes of identity (e.g., race, gender). Research suggests that disability prevalence may be higher in Black populations
 (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2025a) due to factors such as healthcare inequities, environmental racism, and race-related social and psychological stressors (Bailey et al., 2017). Therefore, building understanding of disability and ableism in the academy—which requires centering the perspectives of disabled people (Annamma et al., 2013; Price, 2024)—has promise for advancing the overall recruitment and retention of Black faculty. 

This study analyzes interviews with 26 Black disabled faculty to explore their firsthand perspectives on how institutions can improve recruitment and retention. While there have been drastic political and legal shifts since the interviews, which were conducted prior to Trump’s second presidential term, and diversity, equity, inclusion, and accessibility (DEIA) efforts face unprecedented challenges (The White House, 2025a), the participants’ suggestions include strategies that may continue to be viable in this context. I conclude by discussing implications of the findings and how to advance the recruitment and retention of Black disabled faculty now and in the future. 

Literature Review 

Black Faculty 
Sixty years after Executive Order 11246 set forth guidelines for affirmative action (Office of the Federal Register, n.d.; Orlans, 1992), the underrepresentation of Black faculty remains a persistent issue (Griffin, 2020). Though African Americans make up 14% of the U.S. population (U.S. Census Bureau, 2024), they comprise just 7% of full-time faculty (National Center for Education Statistics, 2024). Researchers have revealed that claims that the underrepresentation of faculty of color is due to limited pools of qualified applicants are overstated (Smith, 2024). Studies shed light on how the underrepresentation of faculty of color is perpetuated by inequitable hiring processes (Posselt et al., 2020; White-Lewis, 2021). 

Black scholars are disadvantaged in faculty hiring processes by racial bias (Beattie et al., 2013; Griffin, 2020) as well as how merit and qualifications are defined and evaluated (Posselt et al., 2020). Historical research on faculty hiring in the first half of the 20th century revealed how merit was deliberately constructed to exclude scholars of color (Anderson, 1993) and contemporary work has shed light on how this legacy continues today (Liera & Ching, 2019; Posselt et al., 2020). Studies have shown hiring committees labeling scholarship focused on race, which is often carried out by scholars of color, as “narrow” and less important (White-Lewis, 2020). Scholars may also be penalized for using methodological and theoretical perspectives that do not align with White epistemological norms (Delgado Bernal & Villalpando, 2002; Liera & Ching, 2019). However, research has revealed racial bias against candidates of color independent of their scholarly approaches (Griffin, 2020). For example, Beattie et al. (2013) revealed preferences for White candidates over candidates of color despite matching educational qualifications, publication records, and areas of expertise. 

Beyond hiring, Black faculty face numerous challenges that undermine their retention and success in the professoriate. Research documents how the underrepresentation of faculty of color can lead to their social isolation (Kelly & Winkle-Wagner, 2017; Smith & Calasanti, 2005) and how they may experience racism from their colleagues and students (Pittman, 2012; Stanley, 2006). Disproportionate service demands are another consequence of their underrepresentation as they are relied on as mentors for students of color and in demand as “diverse” members of service committees (Padilla, 1994; Stanley, 2006). Faculty of color’s engagement in service reduces the time they have for scholarship (Griffin, 2012; Stanley, 2006). Moreover, research has found that discrimination-related stress is negative for faculty productivity (Eagan & Garvey, 2015). Inequitable evaluation of research merit disadvantages faculty of color in tenure and promotion processes (Posselt et al., 2020), and racial biases may penalize them in student evaluations of teaching (Chávez & Mitchell, 2020). These various obstacles can lead Black faculty to be denied tenure and promotion, voluntarily depart their institution, or decide to leave academia altogether (Griffin, 2020). 

Disabled Faculty 

The limited literature on disabled faculty, which lacks diverse racial representation and rarely grapples with race (Stapleton & James, 2020), also reveals obstacles to representation and advancement (Friedensen et al., 2021; Lindsay & Fuentes, 2022). Able-minded and able-bodiedness are norms in higher education that serve to marginalize disabled people (Dolmage, 2017). With respect to faculty hiring, academics have critiqued the demanding pace of campus visits as emblematic of the entrenchment of ableism in academic norms (Burke, 2021). Though disabled people have legal protections designed to foster their employment, in practice they face structural and attitudinal barriers to accessing supports (Friedman, 2020). 

The stigmatization of disability is one of the primary reasons disabled scholars opt not to disclose and pursue accommodations (Blake, 2026; Castro et al., 2024; Lindsay & Fuentes, 2022). Faculty with mental health disabilities report this type of disability is highly stigmatized in the academy and that they fear their disclosure would cause them to lose credibility (Price & Kerschbaum, 2017). Fear and silence about mental health disabilities perpetuate a cycle of distress that undermines wellbeing and productivity, reducing the likelihood that disabled faculty will remain (Price & Kerschbaum, 2017). While mental health and cognitive disabilities are closely associated to stigma in the academy because of its privileging of able-mindedness and focus on productivity, other disabilities are also stigmatized (Kerschbaum et al., 2017). Departures from able-bodiedness, be they physical or sensory, bring discomfort and magnify “concerns present in the larger society about the ability of people with disabilities to be competent workers” (Evans et al., 2017, p. 205). These factors likely contribute to findings that faculty with disabilities have a lower sense of belonging than non-disabled faculty (Collaborative on Academic Careers in Higher Education, 2024) and experience higher rates of hostility and exclusion (Evans et al., 2017). 

In addition to stigma, lack of knowledge about potential accommodations (Price et al., 2017) and unclear processes (Kerschbaum et al., 2017; Lindsay & Fuentes, 2022) also serve as barriers to supports. There is considerable variation across contexts regarding how faculty members access accommodations (e.g., via HR units, department chairs, deans; Kerschbaum et al., 2017), which can force scholars with disabilities to disclose multiple times as they pursue accommodations, compromising their privacy and potentially leading them to stop trying to access supports (Evans et al., 2017). Barriers to accommodations prevent disabled scholars not only from accessing supports (e.g., equipment, technology, accessible classroom locations) but also from advocating for evaluation processes that adequately consider how their disabilities influence their performance (Evans et al., 2017). Flexibility related to time is one of the most coveted accommodations (Price & Kerschbaum, 2017) and can mitigate ever-increasing expectations about faculty productivity that disadvantage disabled academics (Nishida, 2016); however, barriers to accommodations can preclude the possibility. Disabled faculty also report how bias may negatively inform how they are evaluated on teaching and collegiality (Kerschbaum et al., 2017). 

These factors all hinder the representation and promotion of disabled faculty, which deprives the academy of perspectives they bring to knowledge production (Gonzales et al., 2025) and how their presence benefits students. Scholars suggest disabled faculty foster disabled students’ inclusion, safety, academic self-belief, and comfort in seeking help (Evans et al., 2017). Scholars also point to disabled faculty members’ unique pedagogical and curricular perspectives and ability to frame disability as a positive component of diversity (Kerschbaum et al., 2017). As such, there are a range of reasons to invest greater attention into how to more effectively recruit and retain disabled faculty. In consideration of the benefits of racial diversity, centering the perspectives of Black disabled faculty has particular utility for informing diversification efforts and policy reforms that advance equity and inclusion. 

Context of Trump’s Second Term 

The political and legal shifts brought about by Trump’s second term merit discussion because they create a more challenging context for diversification than what has existed at any other time during the post-Civil Rights Movement. On his first day in office, Trump signed an executive order that terminated “‘diversity, equity, inclusion, and accessibility’ (DEIA) mandates, policies, programs, preferences, and activities in the Federal Government” and all “‘equity-related’ grants or contracts” (The White House, 2025b). The following day, he signed an executive order that repealed Executive Order 11246, ending race-based affirmative action (The White House, 2025a). This second executive order also targeted the use of DEIA policies and practices in higher education, leveraging the threat of revoking federal funding to pressure institutions to comply (The White House, 2025a). These actions create a context where there is likely greater apprehension about discussing and advancing faculty diversity, particularly along racial lines. Because of the vagueness of this executive order with respect to what constitutes “illegal” DEIA, some have suggested the administration’s goal is to intimidate and curtail all efforts to address systemic inequities, including pool- and process-oriented initiatives such as “recruiting at underrepresented institutions or ensuring fairness in promotion criteria” (Moore, 2025). 

Since the Trump administration’s executive orders cannot legally override federal statutes, Section 503 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 and the ADA ostensibly remain as protections for advancing the employment of people with disabilities (Ittig et al., 2025). However, there is concern that the administration’s overhaul of leadership of the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) (Hsu, 2025) will undermine its role in protecting people with disabilities from employment discrimination and defending their right to accommodations (Métraux, 2024). Under this administration, federal contractors and subcontractors may also waver on their fulfillment of Section 503’s affirmative action requirements for people with disabilities (Moore, 2025) and the Office of Federal Compliance Programs (OFCCP) may be less diligent in enforcing the requirements given the anti-affirmative action political context, which is hostile regarding the employability of people with disabilities (Horton & Gilder, 2025). These factors, along with the ambiguity about what constitutes illegal DEIA, make the context of Trump’s second term more challenging for the recruitment and support of disabled faculty. 

On a broader level, the weakening of higher education funding and autonomy in Trump’s second term (Altschuler & Wippman, 2025; Mitchell, 2025) present obstacles for faculty hiring and retention in general. Funding cuts and instability have led to hiring freezes and layoffs throughout the higher education landscape (Rush, 2025). There are ongoing legal challenges to cuts (Mitchell, 2025) and this section reflects the current state in March 2025. This article was written with this context in mind, and I make efforts to relate the findings to it in the Discussion. 

Theoretical Framework 

Disability critical race theory (DisCrit) undergirded the conceptualization and design of this study. DisCrit merges concepts from critical race theory (CRT) and disability studies to examine how “race, racism, dis/ability and ableism are built into the interactions, procedures, discourses, and institutions of education” (Annamma et al., 2013, p. 7). Guided by DisCrit’s theoretical orientation toward exploring the presence of racism and ableism in institutions, as well as previously reviewed literature supporting this notion in higher education policies and practices, I designed a qualitative study to surface the perspectives of Black disabled faculty. This article analyzes data from the broader study, specifically focusing on participants’ perspectives on recruitment and retention. 
DisCrit articulates seven tenets; the first, second and fourth most closely guided the study. DisCrit’s first tenet posits that ableism and racism are interdependent and perpetuate ideas of what it means to be “normal,” which serve to marginalize and exclude certain populations (Annamma et al., 2013). The perpetuation of ideas about normalcy occurs in ways that are deeply ingrained in society, such that they appear to be neutral (Annamma et al., 2013). Norms rooted in ability and Whiteness are socially constructed standards, and departures from these norms are deemed deficits. People of color, especially Black people, have historically navigated deficit narratives that they are inferior, which have been interconnected with being positioned as disabled and less than (Annamma et al., 2013). As such, I presumed that participants’ suggestions for recruitment and retention would include strategies to counteract the ways that othering based on Blackness and disability operate as barriers for Black disabled scholars. 

DisCrit’s second tenet interrogates singular understandings of identity (e.g., disability or race or gender) and affirms multidimensional identities (Annamma et al., 2013). This tenet considers how experiences of marginalization and disability stigma can vary depending on the other identities one holds. This tenet bolstered my commitment to seeking gender diversity in my sample, which I describe in the Participant Selection subsection, and to considering how other identities influenced participants’ experiences and perceptions. 

DisCrit’s fourth tenet calls for centering marginalized populations in research and positioning them as experts on their own experiences (Annamma et al., 2013). This tenet guided the development of the study, as it focuses on a population that has been overlooked in past research and sought their perspectives on how to improve recruitment and retention. Moreover, the qualitative descriptive design (Sandelowski, 2000, 2010) and presentation of findings center their firsthand knowledge on the topic. 

Methodology 

This study takes a qualitative descriptive approach (Sandelowski, 2000, 2010) to analyze Black disabled faculty members’ responses to the question: How could institutions more effectively recruit, retain, and support Black disabled faculty? My qualitative descriptive approach is guided by DisCrit’s epistemological commitment to centering the perspectives and expertise of marginalized populations (Annamma et al., 2013). I center participants’ firsthand knowledge regarding how institutions could improve their recruitment and retention of Black disabled faculty. Qualitative description is ideal for “provid[ing] straightforward descriptions of experiences and perceptions” and is a useful methodology for producing findings that have direct implications for practice (Doyle et al., 2020, p. 444). 
While qualitative descriptive studies generate findings that are “closer to the data as given, or data-near,” it is a misconception that they are atheoretical (Sandelowski, 2010, p. 78; see also Kahlke, 2014). Transparency about how DisCrit guided the overarching study in which the data for this inquiry were collected advances its trustworthiness (Sandelowski, 2010). Drawing from relevant literature about accessible qualitative research to broaden and facilitate participation in the study also contributes to its trustworthiness (Peña et al., 2018). Qualitative descriptive studies are flexible and can use both inductive and deductive coding (Doyle et al., 2020; Kim et al., 2017), leveraging literature that may be relevant for understanding the data while maintaining an analytical process that is not narrowly confined (Miles et al., 2013). In subsequent subsections I elaborate the deliberate choices I made at each step of the research process. 

Participant Selection 

I started recruitment in spring 2022 after IRB approval via social media and academic listservs, as well as emailing personal contacts for assistance in distributing recruitment materials. I also told participants I was doing snowball sampling in case they knew other professors who might want to participate. My recruitment email attached the consent form, which included risks of participation. The eligibility criteria were as follows: self-identify as Black and/or African American; employed as a faculty member (tenure-track, non-tenure track, part-time, adjunct) at a U.S. postsecondary institution; and self-identify and/or been diagnosed as having one or more disabilities, inclusive of different forms of disability (e.g., chronic health, mental health, cognitive, physical, sensory). My decision to make the study inclusive of various forms of disability was rooted in my interest in considering how perceptions and experiences overlap and diverge across disability types. My choice to be inclusive of Black disabled faculty members who may not have a diagnosis but self-identify as having a disability was informed by literature about barriers people of color have to receiving diagnoses (Feagin & Bennefield, 2014; Karpicz, 2020) and my theoretical orientation toward valuing people of color’s perspectives on their own experiences (Annamma et al., 2013). 

I made the study inclusive of various kinds of faculty positions (e.g., adjunct, clinical faculty), as evidence suggests Black professors are “concentrated in positions with less power and stability” (Griffin, 2020, p. 285) and disabled faculty are underemployed (Evans et al., 2017). Including a range of institutional types was also important as Black professors are more likely to be employed at “less prestigious institutions” (Griffin, 2020, p. 285) and faculty with disabilities likely are also. 

My recruitment efforts led to 26 participants (see Table 1), including 18 women, 7 men, and one participant who identifies as trans and non-binary. While the eligibility criteria included self-identification and/or diagnosis with disability and did not specify temporality, all of the participants have long-term disabilities. Participants were from 24 institutions, including 19 research universities, three liberal arts colleges, and two community colleges. 

The underrepresentation of men was likely connected to norms that position disability in conflict with masculinity and make them feel less comfortable discussing it (Banks & Hughes, 2013; Evans et al., 2017). I attained IRB approval to use research funding for $100 incentives for participation to recruit men and trans participants. These efforts led to the recruitment of the final four of the 26 participants during this last stage of recruitment, which included the trans and non-binary participant, two cisgender men, and one cisgender woman. My efforts toward gender diversity aligned with DisCrit’s interest in multidimensional identities (Annamma et al., 2013). 

Table 1 
Participants 

	Pseudonym 
	Gender 
	Disability Type 
	Position Type/Rank 

	Tanya 
	woman 
	mental health 

disability/chronic health 

disability 
	Part-time adjunct 

	Kimberly 
	woman 
	learning disability 
	Tenured full prof. 

	Andrew 
	man 
	neurodiverse/learning 

disability 
	TT3 assist. prof. 

	Brianna 
	woman 
	mental health disability 
	TT assist. prof. 

	Viola 
	woman 
	mental health 

disability/chronic health disability 
	Tenured assoc. prof. 

	Yannick 
	trans/non-binary 
	neurodiverse/physical 

disability 
	Part-time adjunct 

	Faith 
	woman 
	vision loss 
	Tenured assoc. prof. 

	Greg 
	man 
	vision loss 
	Tenured full prof. 

	Serena 
	woman 
	mental health 

disability/neurodiverse 
	TT assist. prof. 

	Cameron 
	man 
	mental health disability 
	Tenured assoc. prof. 

	Denise 
	woman 
	chronic health disability 
	TT assist. prof. 

	Erin 
	woman 
	chronic health disability 
	Tenured full prof. 

	Harriet 
	woman 
	mental health disability 
	TT assist. prof. 

	Ivy 
	woman 
	mental health 

disability/chronic health disability 
	TT assist. prof. 

	Justin 
	man 
	learning/physical disabilities 
	Tenured assoc. prof. 

	Lauren 
	woman 
	vision loss 
	Tenured full prof. 

	Mary 
	woman 
	chronic health disability 
	Tenured full prof. 

	Nora 
	woman 
	mental health disability 
	TT assist. prof. 

	Olive 
	woman 
	mental health disability 
	TT assist. prof. 

	Pearl 
	woman 
	chronic health disability 
	NTT4 assoc. prof. 

	Quiana 
	woman 
	mental health disability 
	Part-time adjunct 

	Roger 
	man 
	Deaf 
	Tenured assoc. prof. 

	Ursula 
	woman 
	chronic health disability 
	Full-time lecturer 

	Whitney 
	woman 
	neurodiverse/chronic health disability 
	TT assist. prof. 

	Xander 
	man 
	neurodiverse 
	TT assist. prof. 

	Zaire 
	man 
	auditory disability/mental health disability 
	TT assist. prof. 


Note. 3 TT=tenure-track; 4 NTT=non-tenure-track 

Data Collection 

The recruitment email and consent form referred to multiple methods of data collection (Peña et al., 2018) outlining that the interview could be via phone, video call, or another form of communication, at the participant’s preference. I also mentioned in the social media posts that I would work to meet accessibility needs. I opted for this flexible approach in hopes of broadening participation and facilitating the collection of rich data (Peña et al., 2018). An example of flexibility facilitating data collection was when a participant with a chronic health disability requested that we budget two hours for the interview because her fatigue leads her to speak slower, and the interview lasted the full two hours. All participants chose video interviews and the Deaf participant used two sign language interpreters provided by his institution to participate. 

My interview protocol was semi-structured and I conducted one interview with each participant. Interviews were 60-90 minutes with most lasting the full 90 minutes. Questions were open-ended and primarily focused on their educational and professional journeys. To advance the study’s trustworthiness, I made efforts to not phrase questions in ways that could bias participants toward confirming my assumptions, such as by not asking directly about ableism or racism. The open-ended questions allowed topics to surface organically and was consistent with DisCrit’s emphasis on privileging participants’ perspectives on their lived experience (Annamma et al., 2013). I audio recorded interviews and had them transcribed by a secure online transcription service. I refer to participants by pseudonyms to protect their confidentiality. 

Memo writing (Ravitch & Carl, 2016) was another form of data collection in this study. Prior to beginning the interviews, I wrote a researcher identity memo to reflect on my positionality and how my identities could influence the project. I am a Black scholar with a mental health disability and began the project as a postdoc, though I am now a tenure-track faculty member. As such, I have personal insight on navigating higher education with a disability, but also recognize that experiences of disability are personal and unique. As a cisgender man who can pass as non-disabled, I am privileged and sought to be mindful of how that privileged perspective shaped my reading of the data. To support that effort, I also engaged in peer debriefing with colleagues throughout the research process (Ravitch & Carl, 2016). 

Data Analysis 

I read each transcript and listened to recordings for clarification as necessary. I conducted a second reading of each interview and wrote reflective notes about each interview (Ravitch & Carl, 2016). I used inductive and deductive approaches to “move from un-interpreted participant quotations to interpreted research findings” that guide understanding the implications of what participants shared for recruitment and retention (Doyle et al., 2020, p. 449). I began with inductive coding so that the coding process would not start with narrow framing (Miles et al., 2013) and this choice aligned with DisCrit’s privileging of participants’ perspectives by enabling me to generate codes from what they shared (Annamma et al., 2013). 

Deductive coding advanced the study’s rigor as a systematic process for relating the data to past literature (Miles et al., 2013). Examples of deductive codes were “sense of belonging,” “disability stigma,” and “awareness of accommodations.” Inductive codes included “programming affirming Black and disabled identities,” “proactive institutional approach to accommodations,” and “local academic pipelines.” I engaged in constant comparison to ensure each code was distinct and consolidated them when appropriate (Corbin & Strauss, 2014). After inductive and deductive coding, I conducted axial coding by separating the codes into categories, from which I developed key concepts (Miles et al., 2013). I returned to the reflective notes to check if the key concepts represented what participants shared and organized these concepts into findings sections focused on recruitment and retention for concise and streamlined presentation. 

Findings 

Recruitment 
Participants consistently suggested that institutions need to take a proactive approach to recruiting Black disabled faculty, with some participants invoking the extensive efforts put into athletic recruitment to emphasize their point. They grappled with discourses that there are limited pools of candidates and noted that institutions need to be intentional in how they recruit. Tanya, a part-time adjunct with a mental health disability and a chronic health disability, elaborated: 

Go where we are. I mean, so much of what we talk about in every profession is, “Oh, we can’t find them anywhere,” and it’s like, “Where are you recruiting from? What does your pipeline look like?” There are so many organizations that help to create a space for those who have a disability to be in community with one another. So, I think organizations casting a wider net because it’s just not true that we’re not out here and that they can’t find us. With those faculty members who have raised their hand to identify as [disabled], to ask them who they know as well to bring other people into the community that have a different kind of lived experience than what we’ve seen. 

In addition to disability-related organizations, participants also suggested recruiting from Black spaces and institutions such as Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) and affirming interest in both Black and disabled identities. Kimberly, who has a learning disability and is a tenured full professor at a law school, pointed to lack of flexibility and restricted approaches to recruitment as hindering institutions’ ability to diversify: 

Law schools are not effectively recruiting Black faculty. They’re not effectively recruiting disabled faculty. The problem is they don’t want to change how they recruit. If they wanted to effectively recruit for Black and disabled they would say, “We need more Black and disabled faculty, and whatever they can teach, they can teach” and they would get more diversity, but they’re so narrow they feel that they can’t recruit. 

Kimberly’s comments alluded to how narrowly framed job postings inhibit the recruitment of Black and disabled faculty and suggested that greater flexibility with respect to expertise would lead to more diverse applicant pools. Other participants advocated for job postings to explicitly encourage applications from people with disabilities from racially minoritized backgrounds. 

Participants also discussed ways institutions could more effectively engage with disabled scholars during recruitment. Andrew, a tenure-track assistant professor who has ADHD and a learning disability, described how institutions could have a proactive orientation toward recruiting disabled scholars and meeting their needs: 

If that’s what institutions want, what they need, you have to get them there. But I think, oftentimes, institutions will find ways to not get them there, or find ways that it doesn’t work. [They should ask] “What do you need? Do you need specific housing options? Do you need accessible living? What do you need for us to get you to campus?” If you want something, institutions, they usually can get it. So, how can [institutions] be overt and intentional in saying, “What if by any means necessary we’re going to get them to campus and make sure they stay here.” 

Andrew’s comments reflected the overall sentiment among participants that institutions could do much more to support scholars with disabilities. Brianna, who was a tenure-track assistant professor with anxiety and depression, also spoke to the need for institutions to be open-minded and adaptable when engaging with disabled scholars: 

Being upfront about what resources they can provide and being flexible and being more like if you want this person, do what you need to do to get the person and retain them. So, if this person is like, “I would love to come here, but you all don’t have specific kinds of technology or things that I need as a disabled person,” then don’t be like, “Oh sorry, bye.” Do the stuff, get the stuff and then be open to actually shifting what we have kind of defined as the normal resources or accommodations that can be provided and just being open to “This is what we typically do, but we know there are other options. We know there are other things that are impacting people in different ways. So, we have the traditional route, but we also have the other route where we can work with you to just develop the accommodation that would be best for you.” 

Participants emphasized the importance that institutions not only communicate their willingness to make accommodations but also that they ensure streamlined processes are in place that facilitate access to accommodations during recruitment and once in the position. 

Participants also shed light on academic norms that serve as structural barriers to entry for disabled scholars and discussed how institutions could address them. Viola is a tenured associate professor who described having multiple physical and mental conditions and primarily identifies as having a chronic illness. She reflected on how norms of the academic job market exclude Black disabled scholars and suggested alternate pathways to faculty positions: 

I have always been concerned about the way academia divorces people from local community. For a lot of Black disabled folks, community has been one of their primary support systems, family members. The expectation is that you go out into the world and get a job somewhere else. I think that’s a pretty ableist expectation especially given how hard it is to build networks for disabled folks. So, I would think one thing that needs to happen is real plans in place for graduate students to either stay at the institution that they were trained in or have the option to make inroads at local institutions as well. 

Other participants also spoke to how pipelines to faculty positions, such as postdoc to tenure-track initiatives (see Culpepper et al., 2021), could provide opportunities that help disabled scholars remain in academia and mitigate their need to move multiple times in pursuit of positions. 

Retention 

The question of how to better retain Black disabled faculty provoked cynicism among some participants with respect to the idea that institutions would work directly to support this population. As participants elaborated, it became clear that their cynicism was rooted in their experiences seeing how institutions do not adequately support Black people in general, which led them to have doubts that institutions would be interested in and responsive to the needs of Black disabled faculty. Nonetheless, participants offered suggestions ranging from basic gestures of affirmation to approaches toward accommodations and programming. Yannick, a part-time adjunct who has a physical disability and identifies as neurodiverse, reflected on how academic norms and their department’s culture make navigating academia challenging for them: 

Seeing people for people…faculty are also people. Everyone is just expected to be neurotypical. Everyone is expected to be non-disabled. Everyone is just expected to be, but then not everyone can be these different identities. We have staff meetings [but] we’re not talking about how the faculty is feeling, and I feel like the department doesn’t care how the faculty feel. Not getting that community from the department is really, really, really difficult. 

Yannick’s response spoke to a desire for greater humanization of faculty in general and for efforts to foster community in their department. Other participants echoed Yannick’s interest in institutions becoming more welcoming and also alluded to acknowledgement of identities. Faith, a tenured associate professor with vision loss, shared: 

In terms of retention, I would say letting them feel valued. I think there’s a sense of being valued and feeling a sense of belonging. And I would say that counts for your race and disability, being Black and having a disability. And in terms of the retention is also to value what that person brings to the table, what that person brings to the university, the intersectionality of all of their areas, whether gender, race, identity, disability, all of those. Let them feel valued. 

Greg, a tenured full professor who has vision loss, also discussed how valuing can be demonstrated through the acknowledgement of intersections of identities, and described the roles events can play: 

[Host] professional development events or speakers to campus that can discuss these things with real complexity. If you just keep bringing speakers who are willing to talk about one element of all the Black experience, you’re kind of telling me that this other experience is just not acknowledged, not valued or maybe just too difficult. “You got too many intersections, you’re too much, we can’t deal with your disability today,” or “We can’t deal with your sexuality today. We can deal with your Blackness, though.” Bring people that are willing to have very sophisticated and difficult conversations, so that you’re honoring the people who are technically in the room that you might not even know about. 

Greg’s response noted how meaningful nuanced programming about intersections can be, especially for people who conceal their marginalized identities (e.g., people who pass as non-disabled, people who are closeted about their sexuality). Other participants also discussed how these kinds of events that educate about identities in nuanced ways can mitigate feelings of isolation, normalize disability, and foster community-building, which can help Black disabled faculty persist. However, they also emphasized how institutional efforts must extend beyond programming. Greg elaborated: 

I think conversations are great, but when it comes to disability to go beyond accommodations, the simple ones [like] a little more time, bigger print and whatever else, you got to go beyond that. It’s not just about, “Hey, here’s what I need to be able to participate.” That’s fine to have access, but “What do I need to thrive?” “What do I need for you to get the best out of me and my talent and my abilities?” People give accommodations sometimes because it’s like they just want to cover themselves. And I’m like, “Well, you should actually want it to be there so that everybody can participate, because you don’t know what kind of wisdom you’re missing out on.” 

Other participants cited their frustrations with having to “beg” for accommodations and envisioned how institutions could reduce the labor required to pursue accommodations by building greater flexibility into policies. As Serena, an assistant professor who has mental health disabilities and identifies as neurodiverse, put it, “I think more options that are at the baseline rather than us forcing people to have to ask for something. I’m tired of asking for shit. I just want to exist.” Participants noted that greater accessibility and responsiveness at their institutions would not only help retain them, but also increase their job satisfaction and productivity. 

Discussion 

Through leveraging DisCrit (Annamma et al., 2013) to center Black disabled faculty members’ perspectives, this study surfaces implications of various institutional practices for faculty diversification. Past work has revealed how departmental tendencies to narrowly construct faculty openings lead to subfield reproduction and the exclusion of racially minoritized candidates (White-Lewis, 2021). Participants described how greater flexibility in postings, as well as explicit efforts to encourage applications from disabled scholars of color, could serve to disrupt these dynamics and increase Black and disabled representation in the professoriate. 
In addition to reaffirming the importance of transparent and accessible accommodation processes (Evans et al., 2017; Kerschbaum et al., 2017; Lindsay & Fuentes, 2022), the findings also revealed how ableist expectations for relocation disadvantage Black disabled scholars, given that many Black disabled people rely on their personal networks for support. As such, this study adds nuance to understanding how pipeline strategies such as postdoc to tenure-track initiatives (Culpepper et al., 2021) can advance faculty diversity by shedding light on their potential roles as mechanisms for keeping Black disabled scholars in the academy. While research has pointed to how affinity programming can support racially minoritized faculty (Griffin, 2020), participants also called for greater attention to intersections of identity and acknowledgement of disabled scholars, as well as deeper efforts to build community among faculty. 

At the time of this article’s publication, the ADA and Section 503 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 have not been repealed and there is still a legal onus on employers to recruit disabled people and meet their accommodation needs. Suggestions that might seem far-fetched in an anti-DEIA context, such as postdoc to tenure-track initiatives for disabled scholars, may currently be among the most strategic DEIA-related areas to invest in given their legal protections. Specifically, Section 503 states that federal contractors and subcontractors must “take steps to hire, retain, and promote qualified individuals with disabilities” (U.S. Department of Labor, 2025), which can serve as a legal justification for initiatives focused on recruiting and advancing disabled scholars. While race-based affirmative action was repealed (The White House, 2025a), efforts such as establishing pipelines and networks to provide local job opportunities for disabled scholars can serve to advance racial diversity. Other participant recommendations, such as outreach to disabled and Black networks and job postings that are flexible with respect to expertise, remain viable methods for expanding applicant pools and advancing recruitment. 

As participants alluded, there is a prevailing narrative that institutions define the parameters of what “normal” accommodations are; however, the ADA places the onus on employers to prove particular accommodation requests would place undue hardship “requiring significant difficulty or expense” to not grant them (ADA.gov., n.d., para. 45). In other words, institutions bear the responsibility to grant accommodations unless they are financially or logistically burdensome to the point that they significantly hinder their functioning. The reality is that many of the most desired accommodations, such as flexibility related to time and modality, are not expensive nor difficult to implement (Price & Kerschbaum, 2017). However, institutions are rarely forthcoming about the broad scope of accommodations that faculty may legally have access to, and many people who might benefit are unaware and/or do not feel comfortable pursuing them (Kerschbaum et al., 2017; Price & Kerschbaum, 2017). 

While there is reason to share participants’ cynicism that institutions are operating in good faith and want to recruit and retain Black disabled faculty—and disabled faculty in general—the numerous practical benefits yielded from racial and disability diversity (outlined earlier in this article) should serve as motivations. In addition to being a practical imperative, institutions have legal and moral imperatives to make their workplaces supportive, particularly in the current political context where the employability of disabled people is under heightened scrutiny (Horton & Gilder, 2025). Taking a proactive and flexible approach to accommodations is a key area to prioritize, and institutions would likely yield returns from being supportive of disabled scholars via their increased engagement and productivity. Moreover, taking action to align practices and policies with universal design principles would mitigate the need for disabled scholars to pursue official accommodations (Dolmage, 2017). 

Intersectional programming and campus events, which participants shared could enhance their sense of belonging, fall under the umbrella of DEIA programming that is under scrutiny in Trump’s second term, though this scrutiny predated the current term and varies by state context (Gretzinger et al., 2025). There have been a range of institutional responses to these pressures, ranging from legal resistance and repackaging DEIA work with different language (Emerging Strategy, 2025), to anticipatory obedience and self-censuring beyond the scope of what is legally required (American Association of University Professors, 2025). There will continue to be a range of legal, political, and institutional factors to navigate when considering these initiatives. 

While the viability of institutionally-led intersectional programming is dependent on local contexts and factors, participants’ calls for academic leaders to work to broadly humanize faculty and foster community in academic units can and should be taken up across contexts, particularly in times when higher education is under threat (Mitchell, 2025). Academic leaders can draw upon the knowledge of disabled activists and scholars to work toward fostering environments that advance interdependence and collective access (Council on Ethnic Participation Accessibility and Equity/Inclusion Sub-Committee, 2022; Nishida, 2016; Price & Kerschbaum, 2017; Price, 2024; Sins Invalid, 2019). These efforts would not only help higher education withstand the current moment, but also help move the academy toward a future that is safer and more inclusive for Black disabled scholars. 

References 

ADA.gov. (n.d.). Americans with disabilities act of 1990, as amended. https://www.ada.gov/law-and-regs/ada/  
Altschuler, G. C., & Wippman, D. (2025). Trump’s cuts to higher education are sacrificing America’s future. The Hill. https://thehill.com/opinion/education/5183168-trumps-cuts-to-higher-education-are-sacrificing-americas-future/  

American Association of University Professors. (2025). Against anticipatory obedience. www.aaup.org/report/against-anticipatory-obedience  

Anderson, J. D. (1993). Race, meritocracy, and the American academy during the immediate post—World War II era. History of Education Quarterly, 33(2), 151–175. 

Annamma, S. A., Connor, D., & Ferri, B. (2013). Dis/ability critical race studies (DisCrit): Theorizing at the intersections of race and dis/ability. Race Ethnicity and Education, 16(1), 1–31. https://doi.org/10.1080/13613324.2012.730511  

Bailey, M., & Mobley, I. A. (2019). Work in the intersections: A black feminist disability framework. Gender & Society, 33(1), 19–40. https://doi.org/10.1177/0891243218801523  

Bailey, Z. D., Krieger, N., Agénor, M., Graves, J., Linos, N., & Bassett, M. T. (2017). Structural racism and health inequities in the USA: Evidence and interventions. The Lancet, 389(10077), 1453–1463. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(17)30569-X  

Banks, J., & Hughes, M. S. (2013). Double consciousness: Postsecondary experiences of African American males with disabilities. The Journal of Negro Education, 82(4), 368–381. https://doi.org/10.7709/jnegroeducation.82.4.0368  

Beattie, G., Cohen, D., & McGuire, L. (2013). An exploration of possible unconscious ethnic biases in higher education: The role of implicit attitudes on selection for university posts. Semiotica, 2013(197), 171–201. https://doi.org/10.1515/sem -2013-0087  

Blake, D. J. (2026). Minimizing marginalization: Black disabled faculty non-disclosure. The Review of Higher Education, 49(4), 565–594. https://doi.org/10.1353/rhe.2026.a992280  

Brown, K., Peña, E., Broido, E., Stapleton, L., & Evans, N. (2019). Understanding disability frameworks in higher education research. In J. Huisman & M. Tight (Eds.), Theory and method in higher education research, pp. 19-36. Emerald Publishing Limited. https://doi.org/10.1108/S2056-375220190000005003  

Burke, L. (2021, May 12). A difficult pathway. Inside Higher Ed. https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2021/05/12/faculty-disabilities-say-academe-can-present-barriers  

Castro, F., Cerilli, C., Hu, L., Iezzoni, L. I., Varadaraj, V., & Swenor, B. K. (2024). Experiences of researchers with disabilities at academic institutions in the United States. Plos one, 19(8), e0299612. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0299612  

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. (2025a). Infographic: Adults with disabilities: Ethnicity and race. https://www.cdc.gov/disability-and-health/articles-documents/infographic-adults-with-disabilities-ethnicity-and-race.html  

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. (2025b). Disability datasets. https://www.cdc.gov/dhds/datasets/index.html  

Chávez, K., & Mitchell, K. M. (2020). Exploring bias in student evaluations: Gender, race, and ethnicity. PS: Political Science & Politics, 53(2), 270–274. https://doi.org/10.1017/S1049096519001744  

Collaborative on Academic Careers in Higher Education. (2024). Recognizing faculty with disabilities: Data, insights, and considerations from the COACHE faculty job satisfaction survey. Harvard Graduate School of Education. https://coache.gse.harvard.edu/publications/recognizing-faculty-disabilities-data-insights-and-considerations-coache  

Corbin, J., & Strauss, A. (2014). Basics of qualitative research: Techniques and procedures for developing grounded theory (4th ed.). Sage. 

Council on Ethnic Participation Accessibility and Equity/Inclusion Sub-Committee. (2022). Accessibility (un)statement. Association for the Study of Higher Education. https://www.ashe.ws/disabilityjustice  

Culpepper, D., Reed, A. M., Enekwe, B., Carter-Veale, W., LaCourse, W. R., McDermott, P., & Cresiski, R. H. (2021). A new effort to diversify faculty: Postdoc-to-tenure track conversion models. Frontiers in Psychology, 12, 733995. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.733995  

Delgado Bernal, D., & Villalpando, O. (2002). An apartheid of knowledge in academia: The struggle over the “legitimate” knowledge of faculty of color. Equity and Excellence in Education, 35(2), 169–180. https://doi.org/10.1080/713845282  

Dolmage, J. T. (2017). Academic ableism: Disability and higher education. University of Michigan Press. 

Doyle, L., McCabe, C., Keogh, B., Brady, A., & McCann, M. (2020). An overview of the qualitative descriptive design within nursing research. Journal of Research in Nursing, 25(5), 443–455. https://doi.org/10.1177/1744987119880234  

Eagan Jr, M. K., & Garvey, J. C. (2015). Stressing out: Connecting race, gender, and stress with faculty productivity. The Journal of Higher Education, 86(6), 923–954. https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.2015.11777389  

Emerging Strategy. (2025). Fighting back, rebranding, or retreating on DEI? https://www.emerging-strategy.com/fighting-back-rebranding-or-retreating-on-dei  

Evans, N. J., Broido, E. M., Brown, K. R., & Wilke, A. K. (2017). Disability in higher education: A social justice approach. John Wiley & Sons. 

Feagin, J., & Bennefield, Z. (2014). Systemic racism and US health care. Social science & medicine, 103, 7–14. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed. 2013.09.006  

Friedensen, R. E., Horii, C. V., Kimball, E., Lisi, B., Miller, R. A., Siddiqui, S., Thoma, H., Weaver, J. E., & Woodman, A. (2021). A Systematic Review of Research on Faculty with Disabilities. Journal of the Professoriate, 12(2), 2. 

Friedman, C. (2020). The relationship between disability prejudice and disability employment rates. Work, 65(3), 591–598. https://doi.org/10.3233/WOR-203113   
Gonzales, L. D. (2018). Subverting and minding boundaries: The intellectual work of women. The Journal of Higher Education, 89(5), 677–701. https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.2018.1434278  

Gonzales, L. D., Bhangal, N. K., Stokes, C., & Rosales, J. (2025). Faculty hiring: Exercising professional jurisdiction over epistemic matters. The Journal of Higher Education, 96(1), 28–53. https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.2024.2301915  

Gretzinger, E., Hicks, M., Dutton, C., & Smith, J. (2025). Tracking higher ed’s dismantling of DEI. The Chronicle of Higher Education. https://www.chronicle.com/article/tracking-higher-eds-dismantling-of-dei  

Griffin, K. A. (2012). Black professors managing mentorship: Implications of applying social exchange frameworks to analyses of student interactions and their influence on scholarly productivity. Teachers College Record, 114(5), 1–37. 

Griffin, K. A. (2020). Institutional barriers, strategies, and benefits to increasing the representation of women and men of color in the professoriate: Looking beyond the pipeline. Higher Education: Handbook of Theory and Research: Volume 35, 1–73. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-31365-4_4  

Grofman, B. (Ed.). (2000). Legacies of the 1964 Civil Rights Act. University of Virginia Press. 

Horton, J., & Gilder, L. (2025, January 31). Fact-checking Trump’s claims about diversity schemes and the Washington plane crash. BBC. https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/cwyeg61pnl5o  

Hsu, A. (2025, February 9). Fired by Trump, EEOC official fears what the anti-discrimination agency will become. NPR. https://www.npr.org/2025/02/09/nx-s1-5287582/trump-eeoc-dei-civil-rights-diversity  

Ittig, K. E., Alloy, J. F. Pettit, T. A., & Liu-Katz, K. (2025). Trump administration rescinds certain equal employment-related executive orders and prohibits “DEI”: What government contractors need to know. Arnold & Porter. https://www.arnoldporter.com/en/perspectives/advisories/2025/01/trump-administration-rescinds-certain-equal-employment  

Kahlke, R. M. (2014). Generic qualitative approaches: Pitfalls and benefits of methodological mixology. International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 13, 37–52. https://doi.org/10.1177/160940691401300119  

Karpicz, J. R. (2020). “Just my being here is self-advocacy”: Exploring the self-advocacy experiences of disabled graduate students of color. JCSCORE, 6(1), 137–163. https://doi.org/10.15763/issn.2642 -2387.2020.6.1.137-163  

Kelly, B. T., & Winkle-Wagner, R. (2017). Finding a voice in predominantly White institutions: A longitudinal study of Black women faculty members’ journeys toward tenure. Teachers College Record, 119(6), 1–36. https://doi.org/10.1177/016146811711900  

Kerschbaum, S. L., Eisenman, L. T., & Jones, J. M. (Eds.). (2017). Negotiating disability: Disclosure and higher education. University of Michigan Press. 

Kim, H., Sefcik, J. S., & Bradway, C. (2017). Characteristics of qualitative descriptive studies: A systematic review. Research in Nursing & Health, 40(1), 23–42. https://doi.org/10.1002/nur.21768  

Liera, R., & Ching, C. (2019). Reconceptualizing “merit” and “fit”: An equity-minded approach to hiring. In A. Kezar & J. Posselt (Eds.), Administration for social justice and equity in higher education: Critical perspectives for leadership and decision-making (pp. 111–131). Routledge. 

Lindsay, S., & Fuentes, K. (2022). It is time to address ableism in academia: A systematic review of the experiences and impact of ableism among faculty and staff. Disabilities, 2(2), 178–203. https://doi.org/10.3390/disabilities2020014  

Llamas, J. D., Nguyen, K., & Tran, A. G. (2021). The case for greater faculty diversity: Examining the educational impacts of student-faculty racial/ethnic match. Race Ethnicity and Education, 24(3), 375–391. doi.org/10.1080/13613324.2019.1679759  

Métraux, J. (2024, August 19). Project 2025 would make workplace discrimination a lot easier. Mother Jones. https://www.motherjones.com/politics/2024/08/project-2025-eeoc-disability-workplace-discrimination-justice-department-consent-decree/  

Miles, M. B., Huberman, A. M., & Saldaña, J. (2013). Qualitative data analysis: A methods sourcebook. (3rd Ed.). Sage. 

Mitchell, T. (2025, March 18). Opinion: Here’s why we cannot permit America’s partnership with higher education to weaken or dissolve. The Hechinger Report. https://hechingerreport.org/opinion-heres-why-we-cannot-permit-americas-partnership-with-higher-education-to-weaken-or-dissolve  

Moore, R. (2025). Trump’s executive orders rolling back DEI and accessibility efforts, explained. ACLU. https://www.aclu.org/news/racial-justice/trumps-executive-orders-rolling-back-dei-and-accessibility-efforts-explained  

National Center for Education Statistics. (2024). Race/ethnicity of college faculty. https://nces.ed.gov/fastfacts/display.asp?id=61  

Nishida, A. (2016). Neoliberal academia and a critique from disability studies. In P. Block, D. Kasnitz, A. Nishida, & N. Pollard (Eds.), Occupying disability: Critical approaches to community, justice, and decolonizing disability (pp. 145–157). Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-017-9984-3_10  

Office of the Federal Register. (n.d.). Executive Order 11246--Equal employment opportunity. https://www.archives.gov/federal-register/codification/executive-order/11246.html  

Orlans, H. (1992). Affirmative action in higher education. The Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, 523(1), 144–158. 

Padilla, A. M. (1994). Ethnic minority scholars, research, and mentoring: Current and future issues. Educational Researcher, 23(4), 24–27. 

Patton, L. D. (2009). My sister’s keeper: A qualitative examination of mentoring experiences among African American women in graduate and professional schools. The Journal of Higher Education, 80(5), 510–537. https://dx.doi.org/10.1353/jhe.0.0062  

Peña, E., Stapleton, L., Brown, K., Broido, E., Stygles, K., & Rankin, S. (2018). A universal research design for student affairs scholars and practitioners. College Student Affairs Journal, 36(2), 1–14. https://doi.org/10.1353/csj.2018.0012  

Pittman, C. T. (2012). Racial microaggressions: The narratives of African American faculty at a predominantly white university. The Journal of Negro Education, 81(1), 82–92. 

Posselt, J., Hernandez, T. E., Villarreal, C. D., Rodgers, A. J., & Irwin, L. N. (2020). Evaluation and decision making in higher education. In L. W. Perna (Ed.), Higher education: Handbook of theory and research (Vol. 35, pp. 1–63). Springer. 

Price, M. (2024). Crip spacetime: Access, failure, and accountability in academic life. Duke University Press. 

Price, M., & Kerschbaum, S. L. (2017). Promoting supportive academic environments for faculty with mental illnesses: Resource guide and suggestions for practice. Temple University Collaborative on Community Inclusion of Individuals with Psychiatric Disabilities. https://tucollaborative.org/wp-content/uploads/Promoting-Supportive-Academic-Environments-for-Faculty-with-Mental-Illnesses-Resource-Guide-and-Suggestions-for-Practice.pdf  

Price, M., Salzer, M. S., O'Shea, A., & Kerschbaum, S. L. (2017). Disclosure of mental disability by college and university faculty: The negotiation of accommodations, supports, and barriers. Disability Studies Quarterly, 37(2). 

Ravitch S. M., & Carl, N. M. (2016). Qualitative research: Bridging the conceptual, theoretical, and methodological. Sage. 

Rush, C. (2025, March 13). Some universities are freezing hiring and laying off staff as Trump cuts federal funding. The Associated Press. https://apnews.com/article/college-jobs-education-department-nih-trump-antisemitism-af96e181e7958998a0fca0c8bb462be  

Sandelowski, M. (2000). Whatever happened to qualitative description? Research in Nursing & Health, 23, 334–340. https://doi.org/10.1002/1098-240X (200008)23:4<334::AID-NUR9>3.0.CO;2-G   

Sandelowski, M. (2010). What’s in a name? Qualitative description revisited. Research in Nursing & Health, 33(1), 77–84. https://doi.org/10.1002/nur.20362  

Scheef, A., Caniglia, C., & Barrio, B. L. (2020). Disability as diversity: Perspectives of institutions of higher education in the US. Journal of Postsecondary Education and Disability, 33(1), 49–61. 

Sins Invalid. (2019). Skin, tooth, and bone: The basis of movement is our people (2nd ed.). Sins Invalid. 

Smith, D. G. (2024). Diversity’s promise for higher education: Making it work (4th ed.). JHU Press. 

Smith, J. W., & Calasanti, T. (2005). The influences of gender, race and ethnicity on workplace experiences of institutional and social isolation: An exploratory study of university faculty. Sociological Spectrum, 25(3), 307–334. 

Stanley, C. A. (2006). Coloring the academic landscape: Faculty of color breaking the silence in predominantly White colleges and universities. American Educational Research Journal, 43(4), 701–736. https://doi.org/10.3102/00028312043004701  

Stapleton, L., & James, L. (2020). Not another all white study: Challenging color-evasiveness ideology in disability scholarship (Practice Brief). Journal of Postsecondary Education and Disability, 33(3), 215–222. 

The White House. (2025a). Ending illegal discrimination and restoring merit-based opportunity. https://www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/2025/01/ending-illegal-discrimination-and-restoring-merit-based-opportunity    

The White House. (2025b). Ending radical and wasteful government DEI programs and preferencing. https://www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/2025/01/ending-radical-and-wasteful-government-dei-programs-and-preferencing/  

Umbach, P. D. (2006). The contribution of faculty of color to undergraduate education. Research in Higher Education, 47(3), 317–345. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11162-005-9391-3  

U.S. Census Bureau. (2022). QuickFacts. https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/US/RHI225222  

U.S. Department of Labor. (n.d.). Disability. https://www.dol.gov/general/topic/discrimination/disabilitydisc  

U.S. Department of Labor. (2025). Section 503 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, as amended. https://webapps.dol.gov/elaws/elg/503.htm  

White-Lewis, D. K. (2020). The facade of fit in faculty search processes. The Journal of Higher Education, 91(6), 833–857. https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.2020.1775058  

White-Lewis, D. K. (2021). Before the ad: How departments generate hiring priorities that support or avert faculty diversity. Teachers College Record, 123(1), 1–36. https://doi.org/ 10.1177/016146812112300109  

About the Author 

Daniel J. Blake is an assistant professor of higher education in the Department of Educational Policy Studies at Georgia State University. He earned his Ph.D. in higher education at the University of Pennsylvania Graduate School of Education. Blake’s research focuses on organizational culture, policy, and practice in higher education, with particular attention to how race, gender, and disability shape career experiences in the academic workforce. He can be reached by email at: dblake11@gsu.edu. 
Predictors of College Success for Students with ADHD
Entering a Highly Selective Institution

Tara E. McKee
Hamilton College 
Abstract 

The extent to which general education college and career readiness (CCR) efforts predict success for students with disabilities is unclear. Students with Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), particularly those who are high-achieving, may be susceptible to college transition challenges, but may not be the target of adequate CCR development programs in high school. It is important to understand how such students compare to their non-affected peers on various CCR indicators. Using six years of data from the Cooperative Institutional Research Program Freshman Survey at a highly selective institution, this study replicated DuPaul et al.’s (2017) comparisons between students with (n = 104) and without (n = 1,900) ADHD and examined how ADHD symptomatology was related to various CCR predictors. Controlling for parental income, parental education, and average SAT/ACT score, students at a highly selective college who reported they had ADHD rated themselves as more creative and reported greater school disengagement and substance use in the past year than than comparison students without ADHD. Greater inattention symptomatology was associated with poorer academic and psychosocial self-ratings, greater reports of emotional difficulties, and a decreased likelihood of indicating that attending college for career success/training reasons was important. Greater hyperactivity/impulsivity symptomatology was associated with more positive academic and communication self-ratings, greater substance use and opinion communication in the past year, and greater likelihood of being Greek affiliated in the future. Areas for future research and implications for transition practice are discussed. 
Keywords: ADHD, college readiness, transition 

With the signing of the No Child Left Behind Act into law in 2002 and the creation of the Common Core Standards (National Governors Association and Council of Chief State School Officers, 2010), secondary education started to focus more on college and career readiness (CCR). Various organizations have proposed sets of standards and skills that secondary schools should be fostering and assessing in order for students to be successful after graduation (e.g., American School Counselor Association). Many of these standards draw on Tinto’s (1975) theory of college retention, which suggests that students enter college with a variety of pre-existing experiences and attributes (e.g., family background, ability level, pre-college schooling experiences) that help to shape their college expectations and motivation to achieve. These factors are then important in determining whether or not students adjust to and integrate with their chosen institution or drop out. Tinto’s (1975) theory is also relevant to CCR standards because many of the pre-existing experiences/attributes described in the theory are part of a large body of research showing that there are various cognitive and “non-cognitive” or non-ability factors that predict college success. For many years, the focus of this body of research was on the predictive capability of academic achievement. Higher high school GPA and higher SAT/ACT scores have been found to be robust predictors of a higher GPA in college and a greater likelihood to remain in college (Caviglia-Harris & Maier, 2020; Lapan & Poynton, 2020; van der Zanden et al., 2018). Even subjective ratings of academic ability have been found to significantly predict college GPA at the end of the first year, knowledge and skills acquired in the first year, and the ease with which students adjusted to the academic demands of college (Groegan & Daniels, 2021). 

Over time, researchers began to examine other “non-cognitive” abilities. For example, a variety of psychosocial and behavioral factors have been found to predict college grades and persistence over and above high school grades and standardized test scores. The personality trait of conscientiousness has been shown to be a strong predictor of academic performance in college (e.g., GPA, exam performance), especially in early semesters (Beattie et al., 2018; Caviglia-Harris & Maier, 2020; Mammadov, 2022). Self-efficacy, especially academic and performance self-efficacy, has also been studied extensively and been found to uniquely predict GPA and retention in college (Lapan & Poynton, 2020; Richardson et al., 2012; Robbins et al., 2004). In contrast, low self-esteem has been shown to predict an intention to drop out of college (Cortes et al., 2014). Expectations to perform well, or setting grade goals, has also been associated with better grades in college (Beattie et al., 2018; Richardson et al., 2012). Finally, social involvement and support has been found in some studies to be significantly related to college retention (e.g., Robbins et al., 2004). 

Other research has examined factors that predict college success as measured more broadly than just GPA and persistence. Using data from the Cooperative Institutional Research Program (CIRP) Freshman Survey, Goegan and Daniels (2021) found that a student’s rating of their own drive to achieve was significantly associated with knowledge and skills acquired during the first year as well as both academic and social integration, two factors in Tinto’s (1975) model that are thought to determine likelihood of retention. 

College and Career Readiness in Students with Disabilities 

The CCR focus in secondary education grew out of general education reforms and policies (e.g., National Governors Association and Council of Chief State School Officers, 2010). It is not surprising then that various CCR models (e.g., Farrington et al., 2012) failed to indicate whether or not they would be appropriate and useful for students with disabilities. Morningstar et al. (2017) used the existing literature to propose a six-domain CCR framework to consider when working with students with disabilities, and obtained feedback by conducting focus groups with representatives from state education agencies with expertise in secondary special education and transition services. Morningstar et al.’s (2017) final framework included the following domains: academic engagement (content knowledge and engagement behaviors), mindsets (sense of belonging, growth mindset, ownership of learning, and perseverance), learning processes (skills to access content and engage in learning), critical thinking (problem solving, interpretation, communication, and accuracy), interpersonal engagement (with self and others as well as understanding others), and transition competencies (early planning, knowledge of career/college culture, and adult roles/responsibilities). Morningstar et al.’s (2017) model has been shown to have empirical support for students with disabilities (Monahan et al., 2020). However, Monahan et al., (2020) noted that more research is needed on how CCR domains predict various aspects of college and career success for students with disabilities. 

Despite the 2004 reauthorization of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) specifying that transition planning for successful postsecondary education or employment should be included in Individualized Education Plan (IEP) goals by the time a child is 16 years old, research has shown that IEP goals are rarely robust in the CCR areas of academic engagement and learning processes (Lombardi et al., 2017). IEP goals tend to focus more on the CCR domain of transition competencies. However, because the requirements to obtain an IEP require a student’s disability to be to the extent that they need a specialized curriculum, some students with disabilities do not receive one. One group of students that may have difficulty qualifying for an IEP are those with Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), which is a neurodevelopmental disorder characterized by inattention, hyperactivity/impulsivity, or their combination (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). Some research has shown that less than half (43%) of students with ADHD have IEPs (DuPaul et al. 2019). Therefore, a large percentage of students with ADHD are not receiving robust, specialized transition planning, despite existing research demonstrating that students with ADHD may be at risk for a poor transition to postsecondary education. 

Is ADHD Associated with Predictors of College Success? 

High school students with ADHD have been shown to have challenges with many of the important cognitive and “non-cognitive” factors that predict college success. Research has shown that high school students with ADHD have a lower GPA both overall and for all main courses compared to their non-ADHD peers, even after controlling for IQ and parental education (Kent et al., 2011). Even among those students who go to college, those with ADHD have been shown to have lower GPAs than those without ADHD (Burr et al., 2022). In a broad sample of students, greater inattention scores measured just before starting college predicted a greater likelihood of being on academic probation at the end of the first year of college (Frazier et al., 2007). 

In terms of “non-cognitive” factors, behaviors associated with lower levels of conscientiousness such as being absent/tardy, not completing work, and not turning work in on time, have been shown to be more prevalent among high schoolers with ADHD compared to controls (Kent et al., 2011). Sibley et al. (2019) found that high schoolers with ADHD were less likely to report that performing well in school was important to them and less likely to set short-term and long-term goals when completing schoolwork/household tasks or when poorly motivated compared to controls. Furthermore, adolescents with ADHD reported decreased motivation to complete tasks when they doubted their ability to succeed (Sibley & Yequez, 2018). Poorer social skills and emotional intelligence as well as more social problems have also been reported in transition-age individuals with ADHD compared to their non-ADHD peers (Wilens et al., 2018). Finally, Canu et al. (2020) examined differences between first-year college students with and without ADHD on a measure of college readiness and found those with ADHD were significantly lower on self-determination (self-knowledge, communication, self-management), daily living skills (self-care, organization, time management of daily tasks), and academic skills (study skills, time management of academic tasks). 

In one large-scale study, DuPaul et al. (2017) used data from participants who completed the 2010 CIRP Freshman Survey, which included entering students from 279 four-year colleges. After controlling for family income, parental education, and ACT/SAT scores, significant differences emerged between students with ADHD and those randomly selected to be in the comparison group without ADHD (n = 7,412 for each). In relation to the comparison group, students with ADHD had significantly lower academic and psychosocial self-ratings and higher creativity self-ratings; reported significantly more substance use, school disengagement, and emotional difficulties in the past year; reported significantly fewer expectations of future academic activities (e.g., communicating with professors, getting tutoring help) and more expectations for future challenges (e.g., needing extra time to complete degree, seeking counseling); and reported that attending college for career development reasons was significantly less important. Students with ADHD also spent significantly less time studying and significantly more time socializing, partying, playing video games, and using online social networks in the past year compared to students without ADHD. 

The Twice-Exceptional ADHD Student 

What is missing from the literature on predictors of college success for students with ADHD is an examination of high ability students, sometimes called twice exceptional students (Pfeiffer et al., 2015). Longitudinal research has shown that ADHD is a valid diagnosis in students who are also academically gifted; high-IQ children (e.g., >110 or 120) with ADHD followed into adolescence were similar to their lower-IQ counterparts with ADHD in terms of family history, age at which they met diagnostic criteria, symptom presentation and persistence, comorbidities, and risk for various negative outcomes (Katusic et al., 2011; Nicpon et al., 2011; Rommelse et al., 2016). 

Compared to their gifted peers without ADHD, gifted students with ADHD have been found to have lower self-esteem and overall happiness, which could result in depressive symptoms, especially in adolescence and early adulthood (Coutinho-Santo et al., 2022). High-IQ adults with ADHD have been shown to have lower quality of life, greater risk for comorbid disorders, and greater functional impairment in occupational, social, and family domains compared to their IQ-matched peers without ADHD (Antshel et al., 2009). One outcome that has shown mixed results is risk for inappropriate substance use, with some research showing high-IQ individuals with ADHD being at greater risk than their non-ADHD IQ-matched peers (Katusic et al., 2011), but other research showing no difference in risk (Antshel et al., 2009). 

Academically talented students with ADHD could represent a unique subpopulation of students with ADHD. Research has shown that ADHD may be difficult to diagnose in gifted children because of the overlap in behaviors such as rapid speech and blurting out answers (Pfeiffer et al., 2015). Some research suggests that a higher-than-average IQ could help individuals with ADHD mask or compensate for some of the cognitive deficits associated with the disorder such as poor executive functioning (Cadenas et al., 2020; Milioni et al., 2017; Coutinho-Santo et al., 2022). Such compensatory abilities could be another reason why ADHD goes underdiagnosed in high-IQ individuals until they transition out of secondary education and confront new challenges in college (Brown et al., 2009; Milioni et al., 2017; Willard-Holt et al., 2013). Therefore, twice exceptional students with diagnosed and/or subclinical ADHD could look different from the broader population of high school students with ADHD in terms of CCR and are likely the kind of students who are able to attend highly selective colleges. 

Differences in various psychosocial and non-cognitive factors may be especially important for predicting success at highly selective colleges where there is a relatively smaller range of achievement such that students arrive with similar high school grades (Komarraju et al., 2013). Despite this similarity, there is still variability in success at highly selective institutions with even elite institutions having four-year graduation rates well below 100% (US News and World Report, n.d.). Therefore, examining predictors of CCR is just as important for students attending highly selective institutions. 

The Present Study 

The transition to college may be especially challenging for students with ADHD who excel academically in high school because the rigor of the academic experience at a highly selective college combined with the lack of structure in the college environment may exceed their attentional resources and result in new impairments in functioning (Milioni et al., 2017). Understanding the CCR of such students compared to their academically talented peers without ADHD will be important in understanding what factors may put them at risk for a difficult transition and what areas to focus on in terms of transition services and interventions. 

Since the CIRP Freshman Survey includes a variety of important CCR predictors (e.g., engagement, preparation behaviors, substance use, emotional challenges, reasons for attending college, academic expectations), the goal of the present study was to replicate comparisons on CIRP survey constructs between ADHD and non-ADHD students that DuPaul et al. (2017) conducted to determine if the differences they found are present in a sample from a highly selective institution. Furthermore, because it could be harder to diagnose ADHD in gifted children (Pfeiffer et al., 2015), there is a need to examine ADHD both from a categorical perspective (self-report of having an ADHD diagnosis or not) and from a dimensional perspective (self-report of degree of ADHD symptomatology). Since both clinical and sub-clinical symptom expression can be impairing and related to similar mechanisms, important information could be missed if only group differences based on diagnosis were examined. 

The present study aims to answer the following research questions: 

1. Will the findings from DuPaul et al. (2017) replicate in a sample of students who excel academically? 

2. Will the relationships between ADHD and various CCR predictors vary depending on whether ADHD is measured categorically or dimensionally? 

Method 

Data and Sample 
Participants were drawn from 2,096 full-time first-year students at a small, private liberal arts college in upstate New York who voluntarily completed the CIRP Freshman Survey (TFS) in the years 2010, 2012, 2014, 2016, 2018, and 2019 (see McKee, 2025 for data file). The survey was administered during summer registration, prior to on-campus orientation. These years were chosen as they included the items asking about ADHD and LD diagnoses. Of the 2,096 students who completed the CIRP survey, 2,004 had responses to these items (n2010 = 352, n2012 = 390, n2014 = 283, n2016 = 325, n2018 = 311, n2019 = 343). Only 34 students reported having LD only and 18 students reported having both ADHD and LD. These samples were deemed too small for separate analysis. Therefore, the present study examined group differences for the 104 students who reported having a diagnosis of ADHD and the 1,900 who reported not having such a diagnosis. A subset of these students (n = 1,433) elected to complete an additional local survey that contained questions about ADHD symptomatology, a link to which was presented at the end of the CIRP survey. IRB approval was obtained for this local survey, including the matching of local survey data to CIRP survey data, and students provided informed consent before completing it. As can be seen in Table 1, the groups with and without ADHD did not differ in number of years since graduating from high school (as a proxy for age since TFS stopped collecting age data in 2016), gender ratio, or race. Groups did differ in family income, parental education (average of both parents if education data were reported for two parents), and ACT/SAT z scores (average of the z scores for all test results reported).
Table 1 

Descriptive Statistics for and Comparisons of Demographic Variables Across Groups 

	
	ADHD 
	Comparison 
	
	
	

	Independent Variable 
	Mean(SD)/% 
	n 
	Mean(SD)/% 
	n 
	χ2/t 
	p 
	Phi/Cohen's d 

	Years since graduated high school 
	0.03 (0.17) 
	104 
	0.05 (0.29) 
	1899 
	0.71 
	.476 
	0.07 

	Family income 
	9.08 (2.84) 
	97 
	7.70 (3.08) 
	1784 
	-4.63 
	<.001 
	-0.45 

	ACT/SAT z scores 
	0.27 (0.67) 
	102 
	0.04 (0.78) 
	1855 
	-2.90 
	.004 
	-0.30 

	Parental education 
	7.17 (1.30) 
	103 
	6.40 (1.67) 
	1886 
	-5.78 
	<.001 
	-0.47 

	Gender (% woman/transwoman) 
	44.23 
	
	56.00 
	
	5.53 
	.019 
	.05 

	Race (% non-White) 
	20.39 
	
	30.48 
	
	4.74 
	.029 
	-.05 

	Inattention 
	1.96 (0.45) 
	68 
	1.61 (0.35) 
	1365 
	-6.24 
	<.001 
	-0.96 

	Hyperactivity/Impulsivity 
	1.80 (0.31) 
	68 
	1.61 (0.29) 
	1365 
	-5.39 
	<.001 
	-0.67 


Note. Family income: 1 = less than $15,000; 2 = $15,000 to $24,999; 3 = $25,000 to $29,999; 4 = $30,000 to $59,999; 5 = $60,000 to $74,999; 6 = $75,000 to $99,999; 7 = $100,000 to $149,999; 9 = $150,000 to $199,999; 10 = $200,000 to $249,999; 11 = $250,000 or more. Parental education: 1 = grammar school or less; 2 = some high school; 3 = high school graduate; 4 = postsecondary school other than college; 5 = some college; 6 = college degree; 7 = some graduate school; 8 = graduate degree  

Independent Variables 

ADHD Diagnostic Group 

Sample size per cell was not large enough to permit a test of all three demographic independent variables (race, gender, and diagnostic group) that were examined in DuPaul et al. (2017). I therefore focused only on diagnostic group, which was determined by student responses to one item that asked participants to indicate if they had ADHD or not. 

ADHD Symptomatology 

Given that there are pros and cons to several available measures of ADHD symptomatology in adults that are based solely on DSM criteria (e.g., Hechtman et al., 2011; McGough & Barkley, 2004), a combination of items were used that included all 18 DSM-IV-based items from the Adult ADHD Self-Report Scale (Kessler et al., 2005) with nine additional items from the Adult Rating Scale (Weyandt et al., 1995: impulsive, difficulty establishing/maintaining routine, difficulty delaying gratification, inconsistent school/work performance, impatient, explosive temper, physically daring activities/reckless, getting into trouble with the law, performance in school/work below competence, ability to relax when alone), and eight items recommended by Barkley et al. (2008) as important to the diagnosis of adult ADHD: thinking before acting, difficulty stopping activities/behavior, rushing through tasks, poor follow through on promises/commitments, driving motor vehicle faster than others, resisting temptation, starting project without reading/listening to directions, and doing things in proper order/sequence. Students rated these 36 items on a scale from 1 = not at all to 4 = very often. Of the 36 items, seven were reverse worded. Reliability was examined for both inattention (IA; n = 15 items; α = .84) and hyperactivity/impulsivity (H/I; n = 20 items; α = .79 following removal of difficulty delaying gratification item) subscales. Means were computed for each subscale. Those who indicated they did have an ADHD diagnosis had significantly greater inattention and hyperactivity/impulsivity than those who indicated they did not have an ADHD diagnosis (see Table 1), providing support for the validity of the ADHD symptomatology measure. 

Dependent Variables 

As in DuPaul et al. (2017), principal axis factoring with Oblimin rotation and Kaiser normalization were used to reduce the number of dependent variables and create subscales within several areas of self-report that appeared across all 6 years of data: self-ratings, behavior in the past year, reasons for attending college, and future behavior. Scores were only computed for participants with no missing data for each subscale (see Table 2 for descriptive statistics for all dependent variables). The items in the hours per week category examined by DuPaul et al. (2017) use a rating scale that has an ordinal level of measurement: 1 = none, 2 = less than one hour, 3 = 1-2 hours, 4 = 3-5 hours, 5 = 6-10 hours, 6 = 11-15 hours, 7 = 16-20 hours, 8 = over 20 hours. Given the primary goal of the analyses in the current study was to compare mean differences on the dependent variables, these items were not included as dependent variables in the current study since they were not measured on at least an interval scale. 

Table 2 

Descriptive Statistics for Dependent Variables 

	Variable 
	Subscale 
	N 
	Min 
	Max 
	M 
	SD 

	Self-ratings: 
	Academic 
	1983 
	3 
	15 
	12.07 
	1.82 

	
	Creativity 
	1983 
	3 
	15 
	10.79 
	1.93 

	
	Psychosocial 
	1984 
	3 
	15 
	10.91 
	2.18 

	
	Communication 
	1984 
	3 
	15 
	11.30 
	1.97 

	Acts in the Past Year: 
	School disengagement 
	1987 
	5 
	15 
	7.73 
	1.71 

	
	Substance use 
	1986 
	2 
	6 
	3.07 
	1.14 

	
	Assistance 
	1993 
	2 
	6 
	4.74 
	0.98 

	
	Emotional difficulties 
	1991 
	2 
	6 
	3.80 
	1.04 

	
	Volunteering 
	1991 
	2 
	6 
	4.12 
	1.05 

	
	Opinion communication 
	1986 
	3 
	9 
	5.52 
	1.42 

	Reasons to attend: 
	Education/Learning 
	1989 
	3 
	9 
	8.41 
	0.90 

	
	Career success 
	1988 
	2 
	6 
	5.28 
	0.96 

	
	Career training 
	1990 
	2 
	6 
	4.84 
	1.10 

	Future acts: 
	Major/Career change 
	1973 
	2 
	8 
	5.92 
	1.39 

	
	Challenges 
	1965 
	4 
	16 
	10.87 
	1.88 

	
	Involvement 
	1971 
	3 
	12 
	10.79 
	1.33 

	
	Greek society 
	1972 
	1 
	4 
	2.19 
	0.90 


Self-Ratings 

Students rated themselves on various traits compared to the average person their age using a 5-point scale (1 = lowest 10%, 2 = below average, 3 = average, 4 = above average, 5 = highest 10%). A total of 14 self-rating items appeared in each of the six years of data. Results of the principal axis factor analysis indicated a four-factor solution, which explained 40.19% of the variance. DuPaul et al.’s (2017) three factors of academic (academic ability, mathematical ability, and intellectual self-confidence), creativity (artistic ability, creativity, and understanding of others), and psychosocial self-ratings (emotional health, physical health, and social self-confidence) were replicated. In addition, a new communication factor emerged (leadership ability, public speaking ability, and writing ability). Two items (drive to achieve and spirituality) did not have loadings >.30 on any factor and were not included in the subscales. 

Acts in the Past Year 

Students reported the frequency with which they engaged in various activities during the past year using a 3-point scale (1 = not at all, 2 = occasionally, 3 = frequently). A total of 19 items were present in each of the six years of data. Principal axis factoring resulted in a six-factor solution (33.68% explained variance). All four of DuPaul et al.’s (2017) factors were replicated: school disengagement (bored in class, late to class, skipped school/class, fell asleep in class, failed to complete homework on time), substance use (drank beer, drank wine or liquor), assistance (studied with other students, asked a teacher for advice after class), and emotional difficulties (felt overwhelmed by all I had to do, felt depressed). Additionally, two new factors emerged: volunteering (performed volunteer work, helped raise money for a cause) and opinion communication (demonstrated for/against a cause, discussed politics, publicly communicated my opinion about a cause). Three items (attended a religious service, tutored another student, socialized with someone of another racial/ethnic group) did not have loadings >.30 on any factor so they were not included in any of the subscales. 

Reasons to Attend 

Students indicated how important various reasons were for deciding to attend college using a 3-point scale from 1 = not important to 3 = very important. Seven reasons appeared across all six years of data. Data reduction resulted in three unique factors that explained 39.73% of the variance. The education/learning factor (gain a general education and appreciation of ideas, make me a more cultured person, learn more about things that interest me) found by DuPaul et al. (2017) was replicated. However, the career development factor previously found was split into two factors in the current sample: career success (get a better job, make more money), and career training (get training for a specific career, prepare myself for graduate or professional school). 

Future Acts 

For these items, students provided their best guess as to the chances that they would engage in various activities in the future using a 4-point scale (1 = no chance, 2 = very little chance, 3 = some chance, 4 = very good chance). A total of 13 items appeared across all six years of data. Principal axis factoring indicated a four-factor solution (29.46% of variance explained). The major/career change factor (change major field, change career choice) and challenges factor (seek personal counseling, get a job to help pay for expenses, take courses at more than one college simultaneously, seek tutoring help) found by DuPaul et al. (2017) emerged in the current data set. Two new factors were found: involvement (participate in volunteer or community service work, student clubs/groups, study abroad program) and joining a Greek society (join a social fraternity or sorority). Three items (transfer to another college, work on a professor’s research project, participate in student government) were not included in any of the subscales because they did not have adequate loadings (>.30) on any factor. 

Data Analytic Plan 

Following DuPaul et al. (2017), I first conducted a series of multivariate analyses of covariance (MANCOVA) with diagnostic group as the independent variable, one for each set of dependent variables. MANCOVA was used to help control, in part, for experiment-wise Type I error. Follow up univariate analyses were conducted for statistically significant MANCOVAs. Next, I conducted a series of multivariate linear regressions to examine the extent to which the two continuous measures of ADHD symptomatology predicted each set of dependent variables. Follow up univariate regressions were conducted for statistically significant predictors in the multivariate linear regressions. A power analysis using G*Power indicated the sample size was sufficient to detect medium-sized effects in the univariate analyses with a power of .80. Due to the large number of statistical tests conducted, I used a conservative alpha level of .01 for all analyses. Covariates in all analyses included parental income, parental education, and achievement (mean of SAT/ACT scores converted to z scores). Partial eta squared, which is the proportion of variance in the dependent variable(s) accounted for or explained by the independent variable after adjusting for any covariates, was computed as an estimate of effect size for all analyses. All statistical tests were conducted using IBM SPSS Statistics v. 27. 

Results 

ADHD Group Differences 
Table 3 presents means and standard deviations for all dependent measures separately for those who reported having an ADHD diagnosis and those in the non-ADHD group. 

Self-Ratings 

The overall multivariate test indicated there was a significant effect of diagnostic group, Wilk’s Ʌ = .992, F(4, 1828) = 3.90, p = .004, partial η2 = .008. Follow up univariate analyses found a significant effect for self-ratings of creativity, F(1, 1831) = 11.44, p < .001, partial η2 = .006. Those in the ADHD group rated themselves as more creative than those in the non-ADHD group. 

Acts in the Past Year 

The overall multivariate test revealed a significant effect of diagnostic group, Wilk’s Ʌ = .987, F(6, 1826) = 3.97, p < .001, partial η2 = .013. Follow up univariate analyses found a significant effect for school disengagement, F(1, 1831) = 12.71, p < .001, partial η2 = .007, substance use, F(1, 1831) = 7.84, p = .005, partial η2 = .004, and opinion communication F(1, 1831) = 10.89, p < .001, partial η2 = .006. Those in the ADHD group reported more often engaging in behaviors in the past year related to school disengagement, substance use, and communicating their opinions than those in the non-ADHD group. 

Reasons for Attending College 

The overall multivariate test failed to find a significant effect of diagnostic group, Wilk’s Ʌ = .996, F(3, 1831) = 2.53, p = .056. 

Future Acts 

The overall multivariate test indicated there was no significant effect of diagnostic group, Wilk’s Ʌ = .999, F(4, 1815) = 0.52, p = .722. 

Table 3 
Means and Standard Deviations for Dependent Variables Across Groups 

	
	
	ADHD 
	Comparison 

	Variable 
	Subscale 
	M 
	SD 
	M 
	SD 

	Self-ratings 
	
	n = 96 
	n = 1740 

	
	Academic 
	12.05 
	1.93 
	12.07 
	1.83 

	
	Creativity 
	11.45 
	2.04 
	10.74 
	1.93 

	
	Psychosocial 
	10.96 
	2.18 
	10.89 
	2.19 

	
	Communication 
	11.83 
	1.80 
	11.28 
	2.00 

	Acts in the Past Year 
	
	n = 96 
	n = 1740 

	
	School disengagement 
	8.32 
	1.75 
	7.73 
	1.71 

	
	Substance use 
	3.52 
	1.16 
	3.07 
	1.13 

	
	Assistance 
	4.82 
	1.10 
	4.74 
	0.97 

	
	Emotional difficulties 
	3.93 
	1.12 
	3.80 
	1.04 

	
	Volunteering 
	4.20 
	1.08 
	4.12 
	1.05 

	
	Opinion communication 
	6.01 
	1.50 
	5.51 
	1.42 

	Reasons to attend 
	
	n = 96 
	n = 1742 

	
	Education/Learning 
	8.39 
	0.90 
	8.41 
	0.91 

	
	Career success 
	5.20 
	1.07 
	5.31 
	0.93 

	
	Career training 
	5.02 
	1.10 
	4.84 
	1.10 

	Future acts 
	
	n = 93 
	n = 1730 

	
	Major/Career change 
	6.04 
	1.37 
	5.91 
	1.39 

	
	Challenges 
	10.75 
	2.02 
	10.88 
	1.89 

	
	Involvement 
	10.86 
	1.23 
	10.79 
	1.35 

	
	Greek society 
	2.33 
	0.98 
	2.19 
	0.90 


ADHD Symptomatology as a Predictor 

Self-Ratings 

The overall multivariate linear regression indicated that both IA, Wilk’s Ʌ = .940, F(4, 1325) = 21.00, p < .001, partial η2 = .06, and H/I, Wilk’s Ʌ = .970, F(4, 1325) = 10.22, p < .001, partial η2 = .03, significantly predicted self-ratings. Follow up univariate analyses indicated that IA significantly predicted academic, F(1, 1328) = 39.67, p < .001, partial η2 = .029, psychosocial, F(1, 1328) = 31.94, p < .001, partial η2 = .023, and communication self-ratings, F(1, 1328) = 42.30, p < .001, partial η2 = .031. Greater IA was associated with lower academic (B = -1.07), psychosocial (B = -1.19), and communication self-ratings (B = -1.25). Alternatively, H/I significantly predicted academic, F(1, 1328) = 9.44, p = .002, partial η2 = .007, creativity, F(1, 1328) = 11.26, p = .001, partial η2 = .008, and communication self-ratings, F(1, 1328) = 12.32, p < .001, partial η2 = .009. Greater H/I was associated with lower creativity (B = -.79), but higher academic (B = .64) and communication self-ratings (B = .83). 

Acts in the Past Year 

The overall multivariate linear regression showed that both IA, Wilk’s Ʌ = .892, F(6, 1318) = 26.61, p < .001, partial η2 = .108, and H/I, Wilk’s Ʌ = .957, F(6, 1318) = 9.80, p < .001, partial η2 = .043, were significant predictors of the frequency of self-reported acts in the past year. Follow up univariate analyses indicated that IA significantly predicted school disengagement, F(1, 1323) = 113.38, p < .001, partial η2 = .079, volunteering, F(1, 1323) = 17.42, p < .001, partial η2 = .013, and emotional difficulties, F(1, 1323) = 35.35, p < .001, partial η2 = .026. Greater IA was associated with a greater frequency of school disengagement (B = 1.61) and emotional difficulty (B = .60) as well as a lower frequency of volunteering (B = -.42). Alternatively, H/I significantly predicted school disengagement, F(1, 1323) = 13.91, p < .001, partial η2 = .01, substance use, F(1, 1323) = 32.92, p < .001, partial η2 = .024, emotional difficulties, F(1, 1323) = 7.24, p = .007, partial η2 = .005, and opinion communication, F(1, 1323) = 29.81, p < .001, partial η2 = .015. Greater H/I was associated with a greater frequency of school disengagement (B = .69), substance use (B = .76), emotional difficulty (B = .32), and communication of one’s opinion (B = .77). 

Reasons for Attending College 

The overall multivariate linear regression revealed that IA was a significant predictor of the importance of various reasons for attending college, Wilk’s Ʌ = .983, F(3, 1322) = 7.64, p < .001, partial η2 = .017, but H/I was not, Wilk’s Ʌ = .993, F(3, 1322) = 3.28, p = .02. Follow up univariate analyses indicated that IA significantly predicted the importance of career success, F(1, 1324) = 10.89, p = .001, partial η2 = .008, and career training as reasons for attending college, F(1, 1324) = 16.17, p < .001, partial η2 = .012. Greater IA was associated with less importance of attending college to be successful in one’s career (B = -.30) and to receive career training (B = -.44). 

Future Acts 

The overall multivariate linear regression indicated significant prediction for both IA, Wilk’s Ʌ = .973, F(4, 1316) = 9.28, p < .001, partial η2 = .027, and H/I, Wilk’s Ʌ = .976, F(4, 1316) = 8.02, p < .001, partial η2 = .024. Follow up univariate analyses indicated that IA significantly predicted the likelihood of future major/career change, F(1, 1319) = 17.24, p < .001, partial η2 = .013, and joining a Greek society, F(1, 1319) = 9.71, p = .002, partial η2 = .007. Greater IA was associated with an increased likelihood of major/career change (B = .57) and a decreased likelihood of joining a Greek society (B = -.27). Alternatively, H/I only significantly predicted likelihood of joining a Greek society in the future, F(1, 1319) = 20.93, p < .001, partial η2 = .016. Greater H/I was associated with an increased likelihood of joining a Greek society (B = .49). 

Discussion 

The primary goal of the current study was to replicate the methodology of DuPaul et al. (2017) in terms of examining how students with ADHD differed from their non-ADHD peers with respect to various CCR competencies and behaviors, but to do so in a sample of high-achieving students attending a highly selective college. A secondary goal was to examine differences in relationships when using self-reported ADHD diagnosis versus self-reported ADHD symptomatology. DuPaul et al.’s (2017) differences for three dependent variables were replicated in the present study when examining categorical ADHD diagnosis. Relationships between dimensional ADHD symptomatology and four more dependent variables supported results from DuPaul et al. (2017). 
One finding regarding core self-evaluation was consistent with DuPaul et al. (2017): students entering a highly selective college who reported having ADHD rated themselves as more creative than their non-ADHD peers. Although the size of this effect was quite small, it was consistent with the effect size found by DuPaul et al. (2017). This finding was also consistent with research on self-reported positive characteristics associated with ADHD (e.g., Schippers et al., 2022) and with research on gifted individuals with high ADHD symptomatology (Fugate et al., 2013). Interestingly, when examining continuous measures of symptomatology, only H/I predicted creativity ratings, and was associated with lower creativity ratings, which is contrary to prior research that found the positive relationship between ADHD symptoms and creativity was driven more by H/I symptoms than IA symptoms (Boot et al. 2017). Importantly, the creativity subscale in the current study consisted of ratings for “artistic ability” and “creativity” as well as a rating for “understanding of others.” It could be that the negative relationship with H/I symptoms was driven more by ratings of empathic ability. Impulsivity in particular has been shown to be negatively related to various aspects of emotional intelligence (Kaypakli & Tamam, 2019). Indeed, when “understanding of others” was removed from the subscale and the analysis repeated, H/I was no longer a significant predictor of the creativity domain. 

The lower core self-evaluation ratings DuPaul et al. (2017) found for the ADHD group versus the comparison group for academic and psychosocial categories were not present in the current sample, suggesting high-achieving students with ADHD have comparable views of themselves in these areas to those of their high-achieving non-ADHD peers, potentially reflecting confidence due to being offered admission to a selective school or their stronger academic preparation for college compared to college students with ADHD more generally. Even though group differences were not found for these other self-ratings, measures of symptomatology significantly predicted academic, psychosocial, and communications ratings, but in opposite directions. Greater IA in students was associated with poorer ratings of academic, psychosocial, and communication skills, which supports the results of DuPaul et al. (2017). Effect sizes for these relationships, although considered small, were larger than those found in DuPaul et al. (2017) for these same variables. On the other hand, greater H/I was associated with higher ratings of academic and communication skills, although the strength of these relationships was quite small. Children with ADHD, particularly those with H/I symptoms, have been shown to display a positive illusory bias, whereby they overestimate their abilities (Owens & Hoza, 2003), which could help explain the direction of the relationships with H/I symptomatology in the current study. 

With regard to academic preparation habits and other behaviors during high school, new admits to a highly selective college who reported having ADHD reported a greater frequency of school disengagement and substance use compared to their non-ADHD peers, which is consistent with findings by DuPaul et al. (2017), but the strength of these effects was smaller than those found in DuPaul et al. (2017). It is interesting to note that, despite the greater frequency of behaviors such as being late to/skipping class and failing to complete homework, these students with ADHD are still succeeding in high school to the extent that they were able to gain admission to a highly selective college. Therefore, although they may be reporting a greater frequency of such behaviors than comparison students, those behaviors may not be impairing their high school academic achievement. In terms of symptomatology, greater IA and H/I both significantly predicted greater school disengagement, with a small effect for H/I and a medium-sized effect for IA. However, only H/I symptoms predicted greater substance use, which is consistent with the robust link between impulsivity and drinking behavior in young adults (Jones et al., 2021). Of all of the significant relationships found with H/I as a predictor, this one was the strongest, but it was still a somewhat small effect. 

Interestingly, students in the current study who reported having ADHD did not report more emotional difficulties than comparison students as seen in DuPaul et al. (2017), again suggesting some degree of resilience to functional impairments. Such resilience could be the result of identification and treatment of ADHD that then supported academic achievement in high school. Greater emotional difficulties were uniquely predicted by both greater IA and H/I symptoms in the current sample, with a stronger effect for IA. The effect size for IA, although considered small, was the same as found in DuPaul et al. (2017) for this dependent variable. Some research does suggest that high-achieving students with ADHD have more challenges with emotional intensity and distress compared to non-gifted individuals with ADHD (e.g., Nicpon et al., 2011). 

Opinion communication is a new area where group differences were found, such that those who reported being diagnosed with ADHD reported more frequently engaging in communication behaviors related to politics or a cause they supported. Only greater H/I symptoms uniquely predicted this behavior, which is consistent with research showing that aspects of agentic extraversion (i.e., being frank and assertive) were uniquely associated with H/I, after controlling for communal aspects of extraversion (i.e., being sociable; Watson et al., 2019). Effect sizes for both of these findings were small. 

Unlike DuPaul et al., (2017), I found no group differences for reasons to attend college: students entering a highly selective college with and without ADHD had similar ratings of importance for attending for educational/learning, career success, and career training reasons. IA symptomatology, but not H/I, significantly predicted importance ratings for both career reasons with greater IA being associated with less importance of attending college to be successful in one’s career and to receive career training. Although effect sizes for these two findings were small, they were comparable or larger than the effect size DuPaul et al. (2017) found for their combined career development variable. It could be that students entering college with more IA symptoms are less likely to be planning ahead for a specific career such that they are entering college for that particular reason. 

Finally, contrary to DuPaul et al. (2017), the present study failed to find that students with ADHD reported expecting more future challenges than students in the comparison group, which again could be related to increased confidence in this highly selective sample or a positive illusory bias (Owens & Hoza, 2003). Both symptom dimensions significantly predicted likelihood of joining a Greek society, but in opposite directions: Greater IA was associated with a decreased likelihood and greater H/I was associated with an increased likelihood of being Greek affiliated in the future, with a stronger relationship for H/I. Prior research has shown that H/I symptoms and Greek life membership share a common correlate of risky behavior (Pollack et al., 2018), which could help explain the differential prediction of future Greek life behavior. 

Limitations and Future Directions 

The findings of the present study need to be interpreted in light of several limitations. First, despite aggregating data across six years, there were still a relatively small number of students who reported an ADHD diagnosis compared to those who did not and it was not possible to tease apart students who had a comorbid diagnosis versus those with ADHD only. Furthermore, cell sizes were too small to examine any race or gender interactions with ADHD group. Some of the differences between the current results and those of DuPaul et al. (2017) could be due to sample size discrepancies. Future research with larger samples could examine these additional diagnostic and demographic independent variables. Moreover, given the nature of the sample, the findings from the present study should not be generalized beyond other small, highly selective institutions with similar demographic profiles. 

Second, the six years of data spanned 10 calendar years. Given the length of time, there could be cohort differences in the data. The sample size was too small to run analyses for group differences (i.e., ADHD versus comparison) by cohort, even if participants were grouped into the three earlier years (2010-2014) versus the three later years (2016-2019). Supplemental analyses were conducted examining IA and H/I as predictors separately for the early versus later cohorts. Two-thirds of the significant relationships found in the entire sample had p-values less than .05 in both the early cohort and the later cohort. Of those findings that were not significant for both cohorts, half were significant in the early cohort and half in the later cohort. Therefore, it did not seem to be the case that the early or later cohort was driving the overall findings, but future research with larger sample sizes would be needed to adequately examine any cohort effects. 

Third, although several significant relationships were found, the majority of effect sizes, despite often being consistent with what was found in DuPaul et al. (2017), were very small to small, thus suggesting limited practical importance of the findings. The strongest relationships were those found when examining IA as a predictor, especially when predicting school disengagement. Given the potential importance of attending classes, arriving on time, and completing homework for academic adjustment to college, these findings should be considered particularly meaningful for this group of high-achieving students. Despite their prior success in high school, the rigor of the academics at a highly selective college, combined with the lack of structure in the college environment, may strain the attentional resources of those with high IA (Milioni et al., 2017), potentially contributing to college disengagement and challenges with adjustment. Future research should examine the extent to which high school disengagement behaviors predict the academic transition to college for such students. 

In addition, all data were self-report in nature and thus were subject to various biases associated with such a methodology. It is unclear if students who reported having ADHD had a current or old diagnosis and who diagnosed them (e.g., a pediatrician with limited data versus a full evaluation with a psychologist). Even though symptomatology data were collected on a subset of students (and self-report of symptomatology is relied upon for assessment of ADHD at this age), confirmatory data were not collected from external sources, nor were data collected to determine if students met impairment criteria for the disorder, which would be an important next step for future research. Alternatively, some students with ADHD may not have wanted to share their diagnostic status. In addition, relying solely on ADHD diagnosis ignores those students who have high levels of symptomatology and potential impairment, but do not have a diagnosis due to various barriers such as finances, proximity to professionals, and the difficulty of diagnosing ADHD in high-ability individuals (Pfeiffer et al., 2015). Subclinical levels of symptomatology can also be associated with impairment; therefore, it was important to compare findings based on both diagnostic status and symptomatology. 

Finally, although these data indicate the extent to which high-achieving students with ADHD possess various CCR competencies prior to entry to college, they do not provide information about students’ actual transition to college and their adjustment once on campus. Additional research is needed to examine academic and psychosocial predictors of college adjustment over time to identify factors that can promote more positive and successful trajectories for such students. 

Implications 

The results of the present study have important implications for educators and support staff at both the high school and college level. First, we should not be ignoring transition planning for high-achieving high school students with ADHD. The current study demonstrated that high-achieving students with ADHD are entering college already engaging in more behaviors that could put them at risk of academic and psychosocial transition difficulties compared to their non-ADHD peers. The influence of such behaviors on their achievement in high school may have been mitigated by the various structures and support that were available from school personnel and families. Administering CCR measures to high-achieving students with ADHD to identify gaps in preparation and providing specific support for developing skills in areas such as conscientiousness and emotional resilience can help such students be successful in college when many of those former structures and supports no longer exist. 

Second, educators and support staff at highly selective colleges need to understand that, even though students with ADHD may have excelled in high school and been admitted, they come to college with a different set of challenges than their non-ADHD peers, including greater school disengagement, substance use, and emotional difficulties. Research has shown that these challenges are not necessarily addressed by common accommodations, such as extended exam time and distraction-reduced testing, that are often provided to such students in college (Tufty et al., 2024). Students with such challenges need targeted interventions that support skill building, which may be uncommon at highly selective institutions. In addition, high-achieving students with ADHD may not self-disclose their diagnosis when they enter college because they want a fresh start or they don’t see any benefit to disclosure, thus further limiting any support for their transition. College educators and support staff should be encouraging all students to reflect on their own CCR competencies and advocate for the support they need to address any gaps. 
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Abstract 

The academic accommodations process has been essential for promoting access to education for students with disabilities for decades. Still, students report that the process itself can be stressful and labor-intensive. The present study used mixed methods to explore relationships between satisfaction with the academic accommodations process and depression and anxiety symptoms in a transdiagnostic but autism-enriched sample of first-semester undergraduate students who sought academic accommodations (n = 46). Findings suggest (a) satisfaction with how accommodations supported academic achievement, (b) satisfaction with the implementation of accommodations by professors, and (c) accommodations being perceived as more helpful than harmful are associated with depression symptomatology at the end of the semester, after controlling for baseline depression at the beginning of the semester. Qualitatively, themes of (a) challenges related to power imbalance and advocating for oneself, and (b) confusion and difficulties in navigating the system were observed. The authors find further support for the conceptualization of the academic accommodations process as it currently exists being a double-edged sword—both essential for student success and potentially harmful for mental health when inefficient or overly taxing. 
Keywords: Academic accommodations, transition to college, autism, mental health 

Background 

According to Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 and Title II and III of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), institutions of higher education are mandated to ensure equal opportunities for students with disabilities (U.S. Department of Education, Office for Civil Rights, 2011). Central to this mandate is the provision of reasonable accommodations, designed to support students by mitigating barriers that may hinder students’ success solely based on their disabilities. However, beyond mere compliance with legal obligations, accommodations serve as vital tools in fostering an inclusive educational environment that embraces diverse ways of thinking and learning. By facilitating equal access and support, accommodations are instrumental in enabling students to thrive academically. Yet, despite their importance, the current process for accessing, implementing, and receiving accommodations often presents significant challenges for disabled students (Cox et al., 2021; Mamboleo et al., 2020), which suggests a critical gap between the intent of accommodations and their practical effectiveness in meeting the overarching goal of supporting students with disabilities in their higher education journey. 
The U.S. college student population is becoming increasingly diverse, including a growing number of students reporting disabilities (Kauffman et al., 2023; United States Government Accountability Office, 2024; Zavadil & Kooyman, 2014). According to a national study of postsecondary students, 20.5% of undergraduate students disclosed having a disability in the 2019-2020 academic year (Cameron et al., 2023). Notably, co-occurring mental health conditions, such as attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder, anxiety disorders, mood disorders, and sleep disorders, are often more prevalent among individuals with intellectual, learning, and/or developmental disabilities (Lai et al., 2019; Mazza et al., 2020; Perera et al., 2020; Wilcox et al., 2024). This prevalence underscores the importance of considering the intersectionality of disabilities when addressing the diverse challenges and experiences faced by disabled students. The rising number of U.S. college students disclosing disabilities highlights the critical need for academic accommodations to be effective and tailored to address the needs of students with disabilities. 

While the aim of academic accommodations is to provide disabled students equal access to educational opportunities, the process of obtaining accommodations can be challenging, involving navigating complex administrative procedures, advocating for individualized needs, and fostering awareness and understanding among educators and peers (Mamboleo et al., 2020). As a result, the academic accommodations process can sometimes have unintended consequences or create new challenges, acting as a “double-edged sword” (i.e., a context with both significant benefits but also drawbacks). On one edge of the sword, effective, reasonable academic accommodations can be beneficial in supporting students’ needs (e.g., extended time for tasks for problems related to cognitive flexibility and problems with global information processing; Kuder & Accardo, 2018). On the other edge of the sword, the academic accommodations process involves challenges and complexities that impact access and implementation, which can add to students’ stress and workload (Accardo et al., 2019; Barnard-Brak et al., 2010; Grimes et al., 2020; Mamboleo et al., 2020). To date, the effects of this process on the mental health of students with disabilities have been underexplored. 

As part of a broader study focusing on mental health in autistic college students and non-autistic comparisons, the current study serves as an initial exploration into the “double-edged sword” of the academic accommodations process as it relates to mental health impacts (Rottier, 2020; Timmerman & Mulvihill, 2015). Autistic students are one population that may be especially impacted by the challenges of the academic accommodations process due to differences in social communication styles and difficulties with executive functioning skills (Dijkhuis et al., 2020; Morrison et al., 2020). Furthermore, autistic students encounter a wide range of challenges transitioning to college, including mental health concerns, evidenced by elevated rates of depression and anxiety within this population, including 56% of autistic first-year students reporting frequent depression (compared to 37% of non-autistic students; Rosenau et al., 2023). While the present study includes an autism-enriched sample, the barriers explored are not unique to this population and are relevant to the larger population of disabled students. More broadly, students with disabilities are at a significantly higher risk for mental health concerns. For example, a recent systematic review found that students with disabilities consistently report higher mental health symptoms, including greater emotional, behavioral, and academic needs alongside fewer coping strategies (Solís García et al., 2024). Notably, disabled students are 2.5 times more likely to meet criteria for a mental health disorder compared to their non-disabled peers (Aguilar & Lipson, 2021). 

Barriers to the academic accommodations process 

A common barrier to the academic accommodations process is the requirement for students to initiate the process by disclosing their disability to their institution’s department responsible for disability services or accommodations (Barnard-Brak et al., 2010). This step can be intimidating, as students may fear stigma and discrimination from teachers, faculty members, or peers, and worry they will not receive the proper support (Grimes et al., 2020; Mamboleo et al., 2020). Moreover, research has shown that students who report greater discomfort with disclosing their disability are less likely to utilize accommodations (Smith et al., 2021). This finding highlights the complexity surrounding the disclosure required in seeking accommodations and calls for institutions to foster environments that encourage open communication and provide support for individuals with disability to comfortably disclose their needs. 

The accommodations process can help disabled students develop essential self-advocacy skills (Holzberg & Ferraro, 2021; Lopez et al. 2020), yet it places students who are new to these skills in a difficult position. Students are expected to be experts in their needs, rights, and how to secure and implement accommodations, all while navigating college often with little-to-no training on how to access accommodations. Multiply marginalized students, especially disabled students of color, may be even less likely to have the resources necessary to move through a system wherein they are at a greater disadvantage in navigating power dynamics on campus than their White peers (see Karpicz, 2020; Krebs, 2019). 

Navigating the academic accommodations process is additionally complicated by the variation in accommodations provided by institutions (Banerjee et al., 2015) and their alignment with individual student preferences and needs. Variations in academic accommodations occur due to several factors including the interpretation and implementation of the ADA and Section 504 mandates, institution policies and resources, and geographic location (Cory, 2011; Gould et al., 2019; Shaw & Dukes, 2013). Furthermore, accommodations may not always address the full range of needs experienced by disabled students, including sensory and social needs that are especially critical for autistic students’ success (Accardo et al., 2019). Students often do not have a say in which accommodations are offered, which can lead to underutilization of available resources. For example, while various institutions permit students to record lectures, some students may experience auditory processing differences that interfere with their confidence and ability to transcribe the recordings (Sarrett, 2018). Consequently, academic accommodations may not always predict academic success (Santos et al., 2019). 

Students’ needs may extend beyond accommodations in coursework and include accommodations that support sensory and social needs within the learning environment. For example, autistic individuals have reported sensory sensitivities, such as heightened responses to background noise, fluorescent lighting, and scents like hand sanitizer, all of which can significantly impact their ability to concentrate in a classroom setting (Fabri et al., 2016; Morgan, 2019). Despite these sensory sensitivities, sensory accommodations are often not provided to autistic students (Brown & Coomes, 2016). Similarly, many students with disabilities express a preference for additional services, such as increased social support, alongside the academic supports already in place (Accardo et al., 2019). Students with disabilities who feel that they lack social support may struggle to socially integrate themselves into their environment (Gelbar et al., 2015). Moreover, failure to provide social support to autistic students may impact student well-being and academic success (Kapp, 2018; Sarrett, 2018). 

The implementation of academic accommodations is also not always a seamless process. Students with disabilities often express dissatisfaction with how professors implement accommodations, frequently citing the challenge of having to advocate for and ensure they receive the accommodations they are entitled to (Brewer et al., 2023; Francis et al., 2019; Sarrett, 2018). While some universities provide a disability services counselor to serve as an advocate and ensure the implementation of accommodations, this service is not universally available. Even when available, counselors may not always play an active role in advocating for the student (Mamboleo et al., 2020). 

Objectives 

Despite the importance of academic accommodations, the complexity of accessing, implementing, and receiving them presents significant challenges (Cox et al., 2021). The current mixed-methods study aimed to explore the “double-edged sword” of receiving academic accommodations and examined how this process relates to mental health. Controlling for baseline mental health, we first evaluated the relationship between receiving academic accommodations and depression and anxiety symptoms at the end of the semester. Additionally, we examined the relationship between satisfaction with academic accommodations and depression and anxiety symptoms at the end of the semester. The research questions are as follows: 
1. Among students who applied for academic accommodations, do end-of-semester mood symptoms differ between those who did and did not receive accommodations? 

2. How does overall satisfaction with the accommodations process relate to depression and anxiety at the end of the semester, after controlling for mood symptoms at the beginning of the semester? 

3. How does each of the following components of accommodations satisfaction relate to end of the semester mood reports? 

a. Belief that accommodations supported academic achievement 

b. Satisfaction with accommodation’s implementation 

c. Belief that the process of accommodations was more helpful than harmful 

We hypothesized that receipt of accommodations and overall satisfaction with academic accommodations would predict greater psychological well-being after controlling for baseline depression and anxiety symptoms. In addition, we hypothesized that greater psychological well-being at the end of the semester would be related to (a) satisfaction with how accommodations supported academic achievement, (b) satisfaction with the implementation of accommodations by professors, and (c) accommodations being perceived as more helpful than harmful. We also sought to qualitatively explore student perspectives about academic accommodations and the process required to receive them, for a preliminary mixed-methods investigation of these potential benefits and drawbacks. 
Materials and Methods 

Participants 
The current sample included 46 participants who reported seeking academic accommodations during their first semester of college. As noted previously, these 46 participants were part of a larger sample of 398 participants in a broader study on social and emotional health outcomes during the transition to college for a neurodiverse student population (autistic and non-autistic adults). Participants were undergraduate students in their first year of college recruited from four northeastern U.S. public university systems. Enrolled students were required to be at least 18 years old and beginning their first semester at their university (prior experience at a different university was allowed). Participants were excluded from the study if they reported current significant mental health conditions (i.e., psychosis, bipolar, or substance-related disorders) to avoid confounding influences on mood. The aims of this broader study were to explore predictors of mental health concerns in autistic and non-autistic incoming undergraduates. Therefore, we first enrolled students who had either a formal diagnosis or reported a history of suspecting themselves/being told by others that they may be autistic (n = 43 formally diagnosed, n = 118 self-identifying). We included autistic participants without a formal diagnosis to increase representation of members of the autistic community who may have lower access to formal assessment and to improve recruitment, but analyses by dichotomous groups are not the main focus of this current study. We then enrolled non-autistic students, attempting to match the two groups as closely as possible in demographic makeup. This broader study and sample are described further in prior publications (see McKenney et al., 2023, 2024). All data collection occurred between Fall 2020 and Fall 2023. 

Out of the 398 participants in the broader study, 46 reported seeking academic accommodations in their first semester of college. Therefore, these 46 participants make up the current sample, with 29 identifying as autistic (n = 9 formally diagnosed) and 17 non-autistic. Due to the small sample size, analyses were conducted across the whole sample, rather than comparing between autistic and non-autistic students; however, participant information for both the full sample and by autism group is provided in Table 1. In the current sample, participants were adults ages 18-43 years old (M = 19.83, SD = 5.31), 52.2% women, 30.4% men, and 17.4% non-binary/other gender. The most common sexual orientations endorsed were straight (37%), bisexual (34.8%) and queer/other (13%). Additionally, 65.2% of the sample was White. When asked about their parent with the least education as a proxy for socioeconomic status (Diemer et al., 2013; Entwisle & Astone, 1994; Hazell et al., 2022), it was found that 45.6% completed high school or less, 13% completed some college, and 41.3% completed a postsecondary degree. See Table 1 for additional information on participant demographics.
Table 1 

Sample Demographics 

	Mean (SD) 

Range 
	Entire Sample 

N = 46 
	Autistic Sample 

n = 29 
	Non-autistic Sample 

n = 17 

	Age in years: 
	19.83 (5.31) 

18-43 
	20.00 (5.92) 

18-43 
	19.53 (4.22) 

18-35 

	Gender (%): 
	
	
	

	Men 
	30.4 
	24.1 
	41.2 

	Women 
	52.2 
	62.1 
	35.3 

	Non-binary/other 
	17.4 
	13.8 
	23.5 

	Race/Ethnicity (%): 
	
	
	

	Native American 
	4.3 
	3.4 
	5.9 

	Asian 
	13 
	6.9 
	23.5 

	Black 
	13 
	6.9 
	23.5 

	White 
	65.2 
	72.4 
	52.9 

	Other 
	17.4 
	20.7 
	11.8 

	Hispanic 
	23.9 
	24.1 
	23.5 

	Sexual Orientation (%): 
	
	
	

	Heterosexual 
	37 
	34.5 
	41.2 

	Bisexual 
	34.8 
	37.9 
	29.4 

	Gay/Lesbian 
	6.5 
	6.9 
	5.9 

	Pansexual 
	8.7 
	10.3 
	5.9 

	Queer/Other 
	13 
	10.3 
	17.6 

	Least Educated Parent (%): 
	
	
	

	HS or Less 
	45.6 
	48.2 
	41.2 

	Some College 
	13 
	13.8 
	11.8 

	Associate Degree 
	4.3 
	3.4 
	5.9 

	Bachelor’s Degree 
	26.1 
	20.7 
	35.3 

	Graduate Degree 
	10.9 
	13.7 
	5.9 

	Common Diagnoses (%): 
	
	
	

	Anxiety 
	54.4 
	62.1 
	41.2 

	Depression 
	37 
	41.4 
	29.4 

	ADHD 
	37 
	41.4 
	29.4 

	OCD 
	17.4 
	27.6 
	0 

	PTSD 
	15.2 
	13.8 
	17.6 

	SRS-2 Raw Scores 
	77.52(30.93) 

25-158 
	85.36(31.20) 

29-158 
	63.81(25.99) 

25-125 

	Baseline BDI-II Raw Scores 
	16.59(12.32) 

0-51 
	16.72(13.01) 

1-51 
	16.35(11.44) 

0-39 

	Baseline GAD-7 Raw Scores 
	8.57(5.95) 

0-18 
	9.04(5.65) 

1-18 
	7.75(6.55) 

0-18 


Note. Racial/ethnic categories were not mutually exclusive, participants could choose multiple options. SRS- 2 = Social Responsiveness Scale, Second Edition (Constantino & Gruber, 2012); BDI-II=Beck Depression Inventory (Beck et al., 1996); GAD-7=General Anxiety Disorder-7 (Spitzer et al., 2006); ADHD=attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder; OCD=obsessive-compulsive disorder; PTSD=post-traumatic stress disorder.  

Procedures 

Data were collected via online surveys in the REDCap private health data secure research application (Harris et al., 2009, 2019). Interested students first completed a brief online eligibility screener prior to their first semester of college. Participants invited to enroll then completed an online, self-report baseline survey packet at the beginning of their semester, which asked about constructs related to emotional, social, behavior, and physical health. Participants completed a similar packet at the end of the semester to assess for changes in emotional health. Participants who endorsed seeking academic accommodations in their baseline and/or endpoint packets were provided with additional questions (Likert Scale and open-ended questions) asking about their experience. This subset of data was used for the current analyses. Procedures of the full, short-term longitudinal study are described further in prior publications (McKenney et al., 2023, 2024). The larger study received approval from the Rowan University Institutional Review Board, which was the IRB of record for most recruitment sites, as well as Stony Brook University IRB. Participants were compensated up to $75 in the form of Visa gift codes for completing the majority of study measures (i.e., full baseline packet, at least 75% of the biweekly surveys, and full endpoint packet). 

Measures 

All participants completed several self-report measures on REDCap. The Social Responsiveness Scale, Second Edition (SRS-2; Constantino & Gruber, 2012) is a 65-item self-report scale given to participants in their baseline packet to measure the presence and severity of social difficulty as it relates to autism. Items are rated on a 4-point Likert scale (1 = Not true, 4 = Almost always true). Example items include, “I am much more uncomfortable in social situations than when I am by myself” and “When under stress, I engage in rigid or inflexible patterns of behavior that seem odd to people” (Constantino & Gruber, 2012). The SRS-2 provides clinical ranges that can be used to help inform the likelihood of meeting criteria for an autism diagnosis. 

The Beck Depression Inventory (BDI-II; Beck et al., 1996) is a 21-item measure given to participants in both their baseline and endpoint packets and was used to measure depressive symptoms in the last two weeks. For each item, participants are presented a set of four answer choices of which they must choose the statement that applies to them the most. Items are titled by their general topic (such as “Sadness” and “Self-dislike”) and include four statements to choose from. For example, under “Sadness,” participants choose an answer ranging from 0 “I do not feel sad” to 3 “I am so sad or unhappy I can’t stand it” (Beck et al., 1996). Total scores can range from 0-63, with higher scores indicating more depressive symptoms. Total scores of 0-13 are considered minimal depression, 14-19 is mild, 20-28 is moderate, and 29-63 is severe. 

The General Anxiety Disorder-7 (GAD-7; Spitzer et al., 2006) is a 7-item measure given to participants in both their baseline and endpoint packets and was used to examine for the presence of common generalized anxiety disorder symptoms within the last two weeks. Items are rated on a 4-point Likert scale (0 = Not at all sure, 3 = Nearly every day). All items follow the general statement, “Over the last 2 weeks, how often have you been bothered by the following problems?” Sample items include, for example, “Feeling nervous, anxious, or on edge” and “Being so restless that it's hard to sit still” (Spitzer et al., 2006). Total scores can range from 0-21, with higher scores indicating more anxiety symptoms. Scores of 5, 10, and 15 are the cut-off points for mild, moderate, and severe anxiety. 

Participants who endorsed applying to academic accommodations in their endpoint packet received both Likert scale and open-ended questions on their experience with academic accommodations. These questions were written by the study team, based on the findings of the third author’s master's thesis (Rottier, 2020). In 2021-2023, participants rated their agreement with the items, “My accommodations supported my academic achievement,” “My professors implemented my accommodations with little to no hassle,” and “The accommodations process was more helpful than harmful or stressful” on a 1-5 scale (1 = Strongly Disagree, 5 = Strongly Agree; participants also had the option to select 0 = Not Applicable). These items were then summed for a measure of overall satisfaction with the academic accommodations process. In 2020, participants answered only two Likert Scale questions (satisfaction with how the accommodations support their academic success and satisfaction with professor’s implementation of the accommodations). Participants also had the opportunity to share any additional thoughts about their “experience asking for or receiving academic accommodations” in an open-ended format. This item was optional. 

Analyses 

Descriptive analyses were completed to calculate the percentage of participants who endorsed receiving accommodations, as well as the frequency of satisfaction ratings. 

The relationship between receiving academic accommodations and depression and anxiety symptoms at the end of the semester was assessed, controlling for baseline depression and anxiety symptoms. We then intended to assess for an interaction effect to evaluate whether the relationship between receiving accommodations and endpoint mental health depended on level of satisfaction with those accommodations. However, due to the limited variability in whether or not participants received accommodations, it was determined that power was insufficient for this analysis on current data. 

General linear models were used to calculate main effect relationships between total satisfaction with academic accommodations and depression and anxiety symptoms at the end of the semester, controlling for baseline mood symptoms. For example, we evaluated the relationship between total accommodations satisfaction and endpoint depression symptoms (BDI-II scores), controlling for baseline BDI-II scores. This step was repeated for anxiety symptoms (using GAD-7 scores). Next, we evaluated the relationship between satisfaction with how the accommodations supported their academic achievement, satisfaction with how accommodations were implemented by professors, and belief that the accommodations process was more helpful than harmful/stressful (thus individually assessing the three items that made up the total satisfaction with academic accommodations score) and depression and anxiety symptoms. In all cases, we controlled for baseline mood due to evidence in prior literature (and observation in our own data) suggesting that past mood is a strong predictor of future mood (Charman, 1994; Devine et al., 1994; Holsen et al., 2000). Additionally, in the current analyses, we wanted to isolate the effect of the accommodations process itself, rather than the presence of a mood disorder, to the extent possible. 

When data were missing, such as for the three 2020 participants who did not answer the third Likert scale question due to it not being included in that initial survey year, or answered as “Not Applicable,” participants were excluded from the corresponding analysis. Thus, the response rate on these items was between 38-41 participants. Across the three Likert scale items, between 20-38% of non-responders were autistic. When participants responded to some but not all items, their data were used in all other analyses where relevant questions were fully answered. 

A primarily inductive thematic analytic approach was used for qualitative data, based on Braun and Clark’s (2006) 6-phase analytic model and led by the first author. This author first read all qualitative responses thoroughly. She then read them again, noting initial impressions of themes, and assigning theme codes to data. Preliminary themes were then discussed in one meeting with five team members to reach consensus. The most salient and agreed upon themes were selected, and exemplifying extracts were chosen. These open-ended survey responses were then lightly edited to improve the ease of reading (e.g., minor speech errors and use of filler words were revised). All team members had the opportunity to contribute to theme development, refinement, and presentation and had access to the qualitative data. 

Results 

Of the 46 students who sought academic accommodations, 35 (76%) reported being granted some form of accommodations. Because of the limited number of participants who did not receive accommodations they requested (n = 11; 24%), we deemed our evaluation of the relationship between receiving academic accommodations and mood anxiety as exploratory. After controlling for baseline mood, there was no significant relationship detected between whether participants received academic accommodations and their endpoint depression (F(1, 27) = 0.78, p = .38, semi-partial R2 = 0.018) or anxiety symptoms (F(1, 26) = 0.29, p = .60, semi-partial R2 = 0.007). 
Hypotheses were then tested regarding how the quality of the academic accommodations experience may affect mental health. Total satisfaction with academic accommodations, which included the sum of satisfaction with (a) how accommodations supported academic achievement, (b) the implementation of accommodations by professors, and (c) accommodations being more helpful than harmful, was not significantly related to endpoint depression scores, after controlling for baseline depression, F(1, 18) = 3.03, p = .099, semi-partial R2 = 0.11. Similarly, total satisfaction with academic accommodations was not significantly related to end of semester anxiety, after controlling for baseline anxiety symptoms, F(1, 17) = 0.81, p = .38, semi-partial R2 = 0.03. 

In exploratory analyses, we considered the role of individual academic accommodations satisfaction items on endpoint mood, controlling for baseline mood. The distribution of responses to each of these items is shown in Figure 1. As shown in Figure 1, satisfaction reports varied by item: notably, only 55% of students agreed or strongly agreed that the accommodations process was more helpful than harmful. After controlling for baseline mood, participants’ agreement that their accommodations supported their academic achievement was significantly negatively related to depression symptoms (F(1, 27) = 7.24, p = .01, semi-partial R2 = 0.16), but not anxiety (F(1, 26) = 3.70, p = .07, semi-partial R2 = 0.10) at the end of the semester. 

Similarly, agreement with the item “My professors implemented my accommodations with little to no hassle” was significantly related to depression (F(1, 25) = 4.77, p = .04, semi-partial R2 = 0.12), but not anxiety (F(1, 24) = 1.73, p = .20, semi-partial R2= 0.05), after controlling for baseline mood. 

Finally, endorsement of “The accommodations process was more helpful than harmful or stressful” negatively related to depression (F(1, 24) = 5.32, p = .03, semi-partial R2 = 0.13), such that students who endorsed a more positive rating of the accommodations process had a lower total BDI-II score at endpoint. However, no significant relationship was found between the helpfulness/stress of accommodations and anxiety symptoms (F(1, 23) = 2.58, p = .12, semi-partial R2 = 0.08). 

Figure 1A-C 
Distribution of Satisfaction with Aspects of Academic Accommodations 
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Note. Blue (top) “Satisfaction with Support of Academic Achievement” represents agreement that accommodations supported their academic achievement. Purple (middle) “Satisfaction with Implementation of Accommodations” represents agreement that professors implemented accommodations with little to no hassle. Green (bottom) “Agreement with Accommodations Being More Helpful than Harmful/Stressful“ represents agreement that the accommodations process was more helpful than harmful or stressful. In each case, participants responded via a 1-5 Likert scale (1=Strongly Disagree, 5=Strongly Agree). 
Qualitative Findings 

Fourteen participants (30%) answered the optional, open-ended response prompt to share more about their experience with the academic accommodations process. Three of these responses were minimal, with one or two-word answers. Of the remaining 11, 82% were autistic and 55% were women (27% men, 18% nonbinary/other). Many of the qualitative responses reflected the complexities of seeking and advocating for one’s accommodations, perhaps particularly as a new college student with disabilities. Over 90% used this free response option to express dissatisfaction with either the process of seeking accommodations or their implementation. Furthermore, we noted themes of challenges related to power imbalance and advocating for oneself (in five examples) and confusion and difficulties in navigating the system (in four examples). These themes often seemed associated with feelings of frustration, discouragement, embarrassment, or guilt. 

The following were seen as examples of challenges related to power imbalance, as students trying to advocate for oneself within the university, with one participant noting, 

Asking for accommodations was really hard and stressful; it felt as though nobody believed me until I finally put my foot down and then they didn't have much that was helpful at all because they only help with note taking and longer test taking times. (18-year-old autistic, white, non-binary person) 

Another participant shared the following: 

I wish that we did not have to directly speak with the teacher regarding what accommodations were needed. Although my professors never made me feel uncomfortable I personally did not like having to ask them for accommodations before every exam. I think for the first time it would be okay but to continuously ask did make me uncomfortable and it almost made me feel bad for doing it. (20-year-old autistic, white, cisgender woman) 

Two other respondents also focused on professors, with one noting, “Receiving accommodations was easy. Dealing with some of my professors was not. I got asked, ‘What condition I had’ by a professor” (18-year-old autistic, white, cisgender woman). An another sharing, “I wish it was easier to speak about my struggles without being interrupted. I couldn't speak because they kept talking over me, so I shut down” (18-year-old autistic, other race, non-binary person). 

Other qualitative responses reflect experiences in difficulties and confusion navigating the complex systems. For example, a respondent explained that it was the “worst experience… They'll bounce you to a dozen offices and expect you to figure it out and get to class” (19-year-old autistic, Black, cisgender woman). Another noted, “I am new to accommodations and still navigating my identity in terms of ability and how to function in my best interests” (18-year-old non-autistic, Asian, cisgender man). A third shared that “the testing center is way too complex and limited” (43-year-old autistic, white, cisgender man), with a fourth noting, “The first time I applied for accommodations I actually never received any response” (18-year-old autistic, Asian, cisgender woman). 

Discussion 

While academic accommodations are often justified through their impact on students’ academic success, experiences with the accommodations process also are likely to affect student mood and overall experience. Indeed, quantitative data demonstrated that participant ratings of satisfaction with the academic accommodations process were individually significantly related to depression symptoms. Qualitative data illustrated participants’ frustration with some aspects of the accommodations process, especially the onus placed on disabled students despite the uneven distribution of power between students, campus disability service providers, and instructors. In our current findings, only 55% of students reported that they agreed the accommodations process was more helpful than harmful or stressful. That leaves a concerning 45% of students potentially feeling equally or more harmed than helped. Furthermore, satisfaction with the accommodations process may be related to mood symptoms, as each of the three individual items measuring satisfaction with the academic accommodations process was significantly related to self-reports of depression symptoms at the end of the semester, after controlling for baseline mood. 
Our findings extend prior literature that acknowledges the tensions embedded in the accommodations process (Accardo et al., 2019; Barnard-Brak et al., 2010; Grimes et al., 2020; Mamboleo et al., 2020). Students with disabilities value accommodations as an essential tool for academic access and achievement. They also struggle under the burdensome process that they must negotiate to obtain, manage, and use their accommodations— a process that can include grappling with their own disability diagnoses and identity, disclosing their disability status to disability services professionals, instructors, and other campus staff, identifying their needs, advocating for oneself, and responding to stigma. These concerns are reflected in current qualitative data and aligned with the prior literature. This stress may be especially salient for autistic students, who may face added challenges navigating academic systems that require self-advocacy, communication with unfamiliar people, and interpretation of unwritten or vague expectations (Cai & Richdale, 2016; Santhanam & Wilson, 2024). Our findings align with previous research on the mixed positive and negative feelings associated with the accommodations process for students with disabilities. Additionally, our data demonstrate that satisfaction with academic accommodations was significantly related to depression when controlling for baseline mood, contributing to a clearer understanding of the impact of the accommodation process and student satisfaction on student mood. 

The current findings offer further support for prior literature’s conclusions that the accommodations process is simultaneously necessary for disabled students to access postsecondary education and difficult for disabled students to access and navigate in itself, with an eye towards power relationships, systems knowledge, and intersectionality. Greater institutional awareness of these barriers, as well as reforms to support the accommodations process with neurodiversity in mind, may be necessary to foster more equitable experiences. 

Implications 

This research has several implications for improving the academic accommodations process in postsecondary education. One key implication is the need for increased support for students in navigating and accessing accommodations. The K-12 education system in the United States assigns students with disabilities a case manager or singular point of contact to coordinate education access and accommodations. In postsecondary education, students may find themselves being “bounced around” between various people and offices in a complicated web, or campuses may offer a larger number of student services and resources that are siloed apart from one another, so that a student receives contradictory guidance from different offices. A singular point of contact with expertise in navigating the accommodations process and associated systems could improve student experiences around both power imbalance and knowledge gaps in the process of accessing accommodations. Disability professionals in higher education may be well positioned to implement such support structures through models such as coordinated case management, peer mentorship programs, and dedicated disability navigation roles, all of which aim to make the accommodations process more accessible by reducing institutional barriers and providing individualized support (Hillier et al., 2019; Madaus et al., 2018). 

Educating students on their rights and responsibilities in obtaining accommodations is another strategy that could improve the accommodations process. College is an important time for students to develop their disability identity and the tools needed for the new challenges of college life and adulthood. The new challenges associated with college, including academic rigor and living away from home and family, can lead students to new diagnoses and new understandings and impacts of their disabilities (Peña et al., 2016). It is therefore insufficient to expect the K-12 special education system to prepare all students who will need accommodations in postsecondary education with the advocacy skills and knowledge necessary to effectively secure these accommodations. Disability offices may be able to better support students by offering explicit training in self-advocacy skills. Although research is limited in this area, there is evidence that a wide range of educational methods, including both in-person and virtual programs, have been effective in promoting self-advocacy skills for students with disabilities (Schena et al., 2023). For example, White and colleagues (2014) found that an online program that provides education on undergraduates’ rights and support in identifying potentially useful accommodations was able to increase students’ knowledge on disability-related accommodations. Furthermore, students who participated in a skills-based training increased their ability to demonstrate relevant skills to advocate for accommodations in academic settings. Students were overall satisfied with these training experiences and indicated they would recommend them to others, suggesting potential utility of furthering initiatives such as these. This program included students with a range of disabilities; however, initiatives to promote self-advocacy skills in specific disability communities, such as autistic students, have also shown promise (Brendli, 2020; Imoro, 2024). Disability service professionals can partner with current or graduated students with disabilities to develop training opportunities for incoming or prospective students. 

Instructor implementation of accommodations emerged as a common hurdle in the overall accommodations process. Even a student who has expert knowledge of their rights and needs, with the best advocacy skills and success in securing academic accommodations, can be dismissed and diminished by an instructor who is uncompromising or unaware of the legal mandate of implementing accommodations and the nuances of disability in postsecondary education. Campus disability services offices should play an active role in leading and educating all campus community members, including instructors, on the importance of access and accommodations. That said, disability services offices should not be expected to be the sole provider of accommodations or the solution to inaccessibility. Accessibility is a shared responsibility, and everyone in the campus community has a role to play. We encourage disability service professionals to view themselves as subject matter experts, guiding the entire campus toward increased accessibility. 

Practically, we recommend that disability services offices present training to campus units, including instructors, administrators, and other student services staff. Disability services staff can also create guides and resources for instructors or campus partners who want to be more proactive about accessibility. Finally, disability services offices should be open to consultation for all members of the campus community when they have questions or concerns about accessibility and accommodations. Accessibility is a process, and disability services offices are leaders in moving this process forward on their respective campuses. 

Limitations 

There are limitations to generalizability resulting from the sampling used in this study. First, this study is part of a larger research project focused on the experiences of autistic students, and thus our sample may have relatively over-represented autistic students. Autistic students are not the only disabled student population that navigates (and perhaps struggles with) the accommodations process; however, due to our sampling methods, the current study may under-represent the experiences of non-autistic students seeking and using accommodations. Most of the students who participated in this study did receive accommodations, and thus we were underpowered to compare or explore the experiences of students who were denied accommodations or students who did not pursue accommodations but may have been eligible for them. Multiple campuses included in this research host specialized neurodiversity-focused initiatives or autism-specific support programs tailored to improve the recruitment, retention, graduation, and experiences of autistic students, and thus may not be representative of institutions that lack these specific resources. In fact, we can imagine that on campuses without these resources, students with disabilities may face additional or exacerbated barriers to navigating accommodations. However, the implications we discuss, such as improved coordination, advocacy support, and instructor training, remain relevant and adaptable to a broad range of institutional contexts, including those without specialized neurodiversity or autism-specific programs. 

Additionally, there are broader limitations to the small and geographically limited sample, which may be further compounded by biases in response rates. For example, participants who responded to the open-ended questions on the survey were overwhelmingly dissatisfied with their experience navigating accommodations, while participants who did not feel as strongly may have skipped those questions. 

Future Directions 

Additional research is needed to address the challenges students face when navigating the accommodations process. Given the limitations of the current dataset, it may be valuable to replicate current findings in diverse and robust samples. Future directions may also include using community-based participatory methods to invite students to reinvent disability service systems, including academic accommodations. Students have critical insight surrounding the accommodations process, and empowering students as active partners in co-creating systems allows for effective innovation in the field. Other research should explore instructor attitudes and implementation of accommodations, including the impact on student academic achievement and overall satisfaction. Exploratory research on assigning each student to an individual case manager or co-advocate could evaluate effectiveness of connecting students with a single point of contact to navigate the many bureaucracies of postsecondary education. The authors recommend that all research on this topic include diverse student perspectives as dynamic stakeholders impacted by the accommodations process. 

Conclusion 

Academic accommodations are an important tool, designed to assist students with disabilities in succeeding in their education. Furthermore, current evidence suggests that the process of academic accommodations and success of their implementation may relate to mood outcomes for disabled undergraduate students, with findings perhaps driven by neurodivergent students in this autism-enriched sample. All three individual metrics of satisfaction with the accommodations process—(a) satisfaction with how accommodations supported academic achievement, (b) satisfaction with the implementation of accommodations by professors, and (c) accommodations being perceived as more helpful than harmful—were individually related to depression symptoms at the end of the semester, after controlling for baseline depression symptoms at the beginning of the semester. While these findings are limited by sample size, they highlight important issues that are supported by qualitative data. The academic accommodations process has the potential to be essential in supporting the wellbeing of students. Yet, at the same time, if it is stressful, burdensome, or unsuccessful in implementation, it could also be a double-edged sword that contributes to mental health concerns. 
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Abstract 

Social wellness is a critical component of holistic well-being and a vital aspect of the college experience. Yet, the voices and lived experiences of college students with intellectual and developmental disabilities (IDD) remain underrepresented in wellness scholarship. Through semi-structured interviews with 14 college students with IDD in an inclusive postsecondary education (IPSE) program, this study used consensual qualitative research (CQR) to explore the nuanced mechanisms supporting social wellness development and maintenance. Following the CQR analysis, five differentiated domains emerged: (a) Lessons, (b) Resources, (c) Support System, (d) Interpersonal Factors, and (e) Intrapersonal Factors. Participants emphasized the importance of friendships, social inclusion, and opportunities to engage in campus life. Findings suggest that IPSE programs can play a transformative role in fostering social connections and promoting social wellness among students with IDD. Implications for research and practice include enhancing social opportunities, training peer mentors, and addressing environmental and systemic barriers to inclusion. 
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Individuals with intellectual and developmental disabilities (IDD) are a growing population within institutes of higher education (IHEs). Although there is not a universally accepted definition of IDD, most scholars argue that IDD is the intersection of shared experiences of living with an intellectual disability (ID) and/or a developmental disability (DD). The American Association for Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities (AAIDD; AAIDD, n.d.) endorsed the intersection between ID and DD and described IDD as significant impairments in intellectual, developmental, or adaptive behaviors before the age of 22. Although institutional barriers previously discouraged college attendance for folks with IDD, legislative efforts over the past decade have provided new opportunities for a college education (Plotner & Marshall, 2015). For instance, the Higher Education Opportunity Act (HEOA, 2008) outlined a plan to increase higher education opportunities for students with IDD by creating programming to support unique learning needs and enabling their access to federal financial aid (Plotner et al., 2023). 

Inclusive Postsecondary Education (IPSE) Programs 

One important element of the HEOA (2008) was to expand access to “comprehensive transition and postsecondary [CTP] programs for students with intellectual disabilities” by allowing federal financial aid, namely Pell Grants to be utilized to pay for them. CTP programs are federally designated initiatives within IHEs designed to support students with IDD in accessing inclusive academic, social, and career experiences. While sometimes associated with inclusive postsecondary education (IPSE) programs, CTPs specifically provide structured pathways that promote self-determination and a sense of belonging within the broader college community. IPSE programs vary in inclusivity, ranging from fully inclusive models across all life domains to partial inclusion in areas like social or academic activities (Grigal et al., 2022; Plotner & Marshall, 2015). For instance, some IPSE programs are four-year certificate-granting programs, while other programs may be a two-year model to prepare students for a particular industry (e.g., hospitality). Additionally, Plotner and Marshall (2015) noted that IPSE programs differ in support models, autonomy, residential options, and policies promoting personal and professional growth. At the time of this report, there are 359 IPSE programs across the US (Think College, 2025). 

IPSE programs have evolved significantly in recent years, reflecting broader shifts toward inclusive practices, credentialing, and outcome-based models. Rather than being framed by a singular model, contemporary IPSE programs are best understood through a set of evolving practices and guiding principles. According to Grigal et al. (2022), key domains of high-quality IPSE include inclusive academic access (credit or audit-based), participation in campus life, integrated employment experiences, person-centered planning, and the opportunity to earn a meaningful credential. These elements are often tailored within CTP programs, which must meet federal requirements around academics, advising, and employment to qualify for Title IV financial aid. Importantly, Grigal et al. (2021) emphasized a shift away from specialized, segregated programming toward fully integrated supports that promote self-determination and equity. For instance, Fields et al. (2025) documented the implementation of a personal development (PD) domain as an interdisciplinary model of support designed to promote wellness, self-determination, and independent living skills, illustrating how some IPSE programs are operationalizing these guiding principles through structured, individualized supports. 

The benefits of IPSE programs for young adults with IDD are numerous. Students with intellectual disability with a postsecondary education are twice as likely to be employed than their peers with IDD and no postsecondary experience (Sannicandro et al., 2018). Furthermore, they report higher levels of overall health and active friendships (Butler et al., 2016). As a result of attending IPSE programs, students display more adaptive skills and require less support over time (Prohn et al., 2018). There is even some evidence that a postsecondary experience attained through IPSE programs can foster self-determination (Burke et al., 2024) and afford students opportunities for identity exploration and development (Smith Hill, Fields, et al., 2024). These gains are not only observed by students themselves but also by their families, with parents reporting improvements in independence, social connection, and self-advocacy as powerful outcomes of the IPSE experience (Miller et al., 2018). Longitudinal evidence also suggests that IPSE participation can lead to continued growth in autonomy, resilience, and belonging across college years (Lee et al., 2021). 

Social Wellness of College Students with IDD 

Discerning actionable steps to support the well-being of students in higher education requires a clear and practical definition of wellness. However, similar to definitions of IDD, there are no universal definitions of wellness due to the broad nature of the construct (Ohrt et al., 2019). The World Health Organization (WHO) defined wellness as "a state of complete physical, mental, and social well-being, and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity" (WHO, 1948, p. 100). Building upon this foundation, Ohrt et al. (2019) conceptualized wellness as a multi-dimensional process that integrates aspects of one’s physical, emotional, cognitive, spiritual, and social well-being. Moreover, Ohrt and colleagues (2019) view social wellness as a dynamic, evolving process through continuous interpersonal interaction, reciprocal support, and community involvement. Social wellness is enhanced through both the giving and receiving of emotional and instrumental support and has been linked to improved mental and physical health, greater resilience, and even lower mortality risk (Ohrt et al., 2019). Importantly, social wellness and connection have been found to mitigate stress, support emotional regulation, and improve one’s capacity for self-reflection and growth (Doré et al., 2017; Inagaki & Eisenberger, 2016). As such, social wellness is not only a crucial dimension of overall wellness but also a key determinant of student success, underscoring the need for higher education institutions to implement strategies that facilitate meaningful social engagement for students with IDD. 

Scholars continue to note the drop-offs in psychological and social well-being that can occur due to transitioning into a college setting. Oakes et al. (2020) conducted a systematic literature review on the experiences of college students with IDD, identifying social barriers such as limited peer support, difficulties in self-advocacy, and challenges in forming meaningful relationships. Moreover, Oakes and colleagues (2020) concluded that college students with IDD may feel supported in their educational transition to higher education but not in the social aspects of the transition. In particular, students with IDD reported difficulties disclosing their disability and navigating social interactions, especially if faced with co-morbid mental health diagnoses (Cai & Richdale, 2016; Gelbar et al., 2014). 

Despite many challenges, college students with IDD report a number of benefits to being a student on a college campus. Autonomy, independence, and inclusion were overarching themes that students with IDD reported due to involvement on college campuses. Specifically, students with IDD enjoyed forming a new identity, having exposure to various classes, and learning different transportation systems (Paiewonsky, 2011; Smith Hill, Fields, et al., 2024). The juxtaposition of the vast challenges and benefits students with IDD experience on college campuses points to the necessity of evaluating both social wellness experiences and implementing wellness support structures on campus. Social wellness is essential for fostering independence and autonomy, as it allows students with IDD to build social capital, develop self-advocacy skills, and cultivate resilience in navigating higher education environments. Research suggests that strong social networks contribute to increased self-determination, a key predictor of successful employment outcomes and independent living post-graduation (Shogren et al., 2018). Furthermore, social integration has been linked to improved academic performance, as students who engage in peer support and campus activities demonstrate higher retention and success rates (Prohn et al., 2018; Shogren et al., 2018). 

Current Study 

With the growing presence of individuals with IDD on college campuses and an increasing emphasis on supporting their overall wellness, further research is essential to understand the unique factors associated with living with an IDD during their postsecondary education. Examining specific wellness domains, such as social wellness, contributes to a more comprehensive understanding of overall wellness (Castle et al., 2024; Fields et al., 2024; Ohrt et al., 2019). Despite this need, existing research on the wellness of college students with IDD remains limited and often reflects the perspectives of caregivers or IPSE staff rather than the students themselves. We seek to address the following research question: What are the experiences of college students with IDD in developing and maintaining their social wellness? 

Methodology 

To answer the research question, our team employed the methodological procedures of consensual qualitative research (CQR; Hill & Knox, 2021). CQR integrates elements of phenomenology and grounded theory to investigate a phenomenon (i.e., social wellness development and maintenance) through participants' lived experiences, and researchers develop theories based on commonalities in those experiences. CQR relies on a structured, team-based approach to data analysis, emphasizing multiple perspectives, consensus decision-making, and rigorous auditing to enhance trustworthiness. It is particularly well-suited for exploring complex, subjective experiences, such as those related to identity, wellness, and development. CQR has also been employed with adults with IDD in several other instances in the recent literature. For instance, Di Maggio and colleagues (2020) used CQR to investigate the future goals of young adults with ID, and Fields et al. (2024) examined college students with IDD understanding of emotional wellness using CQR. Additionally, our approach was grounded in a post-positivist epistemological framework (Limberg et al., 2022). This epistemology acknowledges that knowledge can be approached objectively but is inherently influenced by contextual and human factors. Post-positivism values methodological rigor while recognizing that findings are shaped by the interaction between researcher and participant, making it a suitable foundation for CQR's emphasis on consensus and reflexivity. To that point, the study’s use of structured procedures for establishing validity, such as cross-case frequency labeling and multiple rounds of auditing, aligns with post-positivist commitments to trustworthiness and transparency. 
Participants 

Participants in our study included individuals with IDD enrolled in a large, southeastern university’s IPSE program. Fourteen participants represented multiple demographics, including academic status, gender, and racial identities. Moreover, 14 participants fell in Hill and Knox’s (2021) recommended 8-15 range for CQR. The IPSE program in which our participants were enrolled is a four-year, certificate-granting program that offers support options in social engagement, personal development, academic engagement, career development, and independent living. Thirteen of 14 participants were living in inclusive on-campus residence halls at the time of the study, some with a roommate or roommates who were also IPSE students. Two participants (Anna and Jack, both seniors) were living with roommates who were typically-matriculating students not enrolled in the IPSE program. Anna was living in an off-campus apartment. Each participant was provided with a pseudonym to protect confidentiality. An overview of our participants is in Table 1. 

Table 1 

Participant Pseudonyms and Demographics 

	Participant 
	Gender 
	Race/Ethnicity 
	Disability Identity 
	Academic Standing 
	High School Diploma 

	Debbie 
	Female 
	White 
	Cerebral Palsy 
	Freshman 
	No 

	Otto 
	Male 
	Latino 
	ID 
	Sophomore 
	No 

	Brenna 
	Female 
	Black 
	ASD 
	Senior 
	No 

	Diane 
	Female 
	White 
	TBI, Physical disability 
	Sophomore 
	No 

	Anna 
	Female 
	Black 
	ID; SLI 
	Senior 
	No 

	Norah 
	Female 
	White 
	ASD 
	Sophomore 
	No 

	Irwin 
	Male 
	White 
	ID 
	Freshman 
	No 

	Ryan 
	Male 
	Mixed Race 
	ASD 
	Junior 
	No 

	Carter 
	Male 
	White 
	Cerebral Palsy 
	Sophomore 
	No 

	Doc 
	Male 
	White 
	ASD 
	Sophomore 
	No 

	Shannon 
	Female 
	White 
	ID 
	Senior 
	Yes 

	Lucas 
	Male 
	Filipino 
	ID; SLI 
	Junior 
	No 

	Jack 
	Male 
	Black 
	ASD 
	Senior 
	No 

	Lacy 
	Female 
	White 
	Williams Syndrome 
	Junior 
	No 


Note. ID = Intellectual Disability; ASD = Autism Spectrum Disorder; TBI = Traumatic brain injury; SLI = Speech/language impairment. 

Research Team and Positionality 

Our research team was composed of six individuals with varying experiences related to college students with IDD and social wellness. Our core research team, who primarily analyzed the data, included four individuals: one assistant professor of counselor education and three MA-level graduate students in a counseling program. Further, our core research team included two White cis-gender males and two White cis-gender females. Our lead investigator has worked in IPSE programs providing mental health and wellness-based services for the previous six years, while our MA-level research assistants were exposed to individuals with IDD through course materials and required readings. In addition to our core research team, two individuals participated in data collection and served as external auditors. Our external auditors consist of an assistant professor of rehabilitation counseling (White cis-gender female) and an assistant director and research associate for the IPSE program (White cis-gender female). In all, our research team had a combined 15+ years working in various IPSE programs and brings together professionals from counseling, social work, and special education backgrounds. 

Trustworthiness 

To enhance the rigor of our data analysis, we implemented various strategies to promote the trustworthiness of our results (Hill & Knox, 2021). First, we maintained process notes throughout each step of our study, which included our bracketing of biases, reflections after interviews, reactions to participant transcripts, and consensus during each step of the analysis. For instance, our initial biases included that individuals with IDD will struggle to develop social wellness compared to their peers without IDD, social wellness education is not prioritized for individuals with IDD, and individuals with IDD can develop social wellness to live independently. To address these biases, we engaged in reflexive journaling throughout the data collection and analysis process, intentionally documenting our assumptions and monitoring how they may shape interpretations. During consensus meetings, we revisited these reflections and challenged one another to remain grounded in participant voice rather than assumptions. In addition, the research team established face validity through the CQR consensus process (Hill & Knox, 2021). Catalytic validity was fortified in this study by inviting participants to reflect on their daily lives, prompting a level of self-awareness that may lead to considering new perspectives. Furthermore, we engaged in a member-checking process, allowing participants to review and confirm the accuracy of their transcribed interviews and initial findings. Specifically, each participant was provided a plain-language summary of their transcript and invited to clarify, correct, or elaborate on responses; no significant changes were made, but participants affirmed the accuracy of the content. Finally, we incorporated negative case analysis, actively seeking and considering discrepant data that challenged emerging themes, reinforcing the rigor and credibility of our findings. 

Data Collection 

Following IRB approval, we began recruiting participants through opportunistic and snowball sampling procedures in spring 2023. Every student in the IPSE program was invited to participate via email and in-person methods and interested students contacted a research team member to participate. As recommended by Hill and Knox (2021) as a data collection strategy for CQR, we collected data through semi-structured interviews. The semi-structured interview protocol was developed with Ohrt et al. (2019) philosophical underpinnings of social wellness, contained eight structured questions for each participant, and suggested follow-up prompts to support our participants’ understanding of the constructs and encourage discussion. Our complete semi-structured interview can be found in the Appendix. In all, each interview was approximately one hour and conducted in person. To support accessibility, all interview questions were piloted with a self-advocate with IDD prior to data collection to ensure the language was understandable and appropriate. During interviews, the research team provided scaffolding as needed, including repeating or rephrasing questions and giving examples to enhance participant comprehension. If participants appeared confused or asked for clarification, the interviewer responded with alternate wording or additional context to support understanding. 

Data Analysis 

We followed Hill and Knox’s (2021) guidelines for CQR to analyze the data. As recommended by Hill and Knox (2021), novice CQR researchers were trained by experienced team members who had previously conducted CQR studies with college students with IDD before data analysis. The research team established consensus rules, ensuring that all coding decisions were discussed until full agreement was reached. Data analysis followed a structured process: (a) developing domains by individually reviewing each transcript, (b) coding statements within each domain into core ideas, (c) organizing core ideas into categories, and (d) conducting a cross-case analysis to determine the frequency of participant responses. 

Consistent with Hill and Knox’s (2021) recommendations and post-positivist philosophies, we did not begin with a predetermined domain list. Instead, we collaboratively established an initial domain list by inductively coding an initial transcript (Debbie). The initial list included domains such as relationships, social practices, campus clubs and organizations, interpersonal development, lessons, and support system. After coding one additional transcript (Otto), the team met again to reach consensus, collapsing and refining domains based on overlap and clarity. For example, relationship building, interpersonal development, and social awareness were collapsed into interpersonal factors, and campus-based clubs were moved under resources. This list was refined through iterative coding and consensus discussions. The remaining transcripts were individually coded and internally audited by at least one other team member to ensure consistency. When discrepancies in coding emerged during the auditing process, coders engaged in follow-up consensus meetings to review the rationale behind decisions and reach a consensus. Consensus discussions involved at least two coders and one rotating senior team member to ensure consistency and depth of interpretation across transcripts. 

Domains and core ideas were then reviewed by an external auditor to enhance credibility. Auditor feedback focused on clarifying conceptual distinctions between categories (e.g., Lessons vs. Resources), tightening definitions, and confirming fidelity to participant meaning. Revisions were made collaboratively, and final definitions of domains were agreed upon as a group. During cross-analysis, core ideas were grouped into categories until all data were fully differentiated, which meant that each core idea across all cases was organized into a non-overlapping category, with clear definitional boundaries that captured the distinct meaning of each group. For example, within the domain "Support Systems," core ideas such as "emotional encouragement from family" and "daily routines with roommates" were grouped into categories like Emotional Support and Practical Support. Within the domain "Lessons," core ideas like "learning boundaries after being hurt" and "seeing how others treat each other" were categorized as Experiential Learning and Observational Learning, respectively. Finally, we calculated the frequency of participant responses and categorized them as general (13 or more cases), typical (7-12 cases), or variant (3-6 cases) to illustrate the prevalence of themes within the social wellness experiences of college students with IDD. This process aligns with CQR’s post-positivist foundations by incorporating structured, replicable methods that enhance trustworthiness while acknowledging that knowledge is co-constructed and shaped through both participant meaning and researcher interpretation. 

Findings 

Following a CQR analysis (Hill & Knox, 2021), we identified five domains: (a) lessons, (b) resources, (c) support systems, (d) interpersonal factors, and (e) intrapersonal factors. Table 2 visually represents our CQR findings, including domains, categories, and the cross-analysis.
Table 2 

Results of the Final Domains and Cross Analysis 

	Domain 
	Category 
	Frequency Count 

	I. Lessons 
	1. K-12 
	Variant 

	
	2. Postsecondary 
	Typical 

	
	3. Family and Peers 
	Typical 

	
	4. Media and Books 
	Variant 

	
	
	

	II. Resources 
	1. Campus Clubs and Organizations 
	Typical 

	
	2. Apps and Media 
	Variant 

	
	3. Planned Social Events 
	Variant 

	
	4. IPSE Program 
	Typical 

	
	
	

	III. Support Systems 
	1. Supportive Actions 
	Typical 

	
	2. Relational Factors 
	General 

	
	3. Contact Times 
	Typical 

	
	4. Support Role 
	Typical 

	
	
	

	IV. Interpersonal Factors 
	1. Meeting New People 
	General 

	
	2. Setting and Respecting Boundaries 
	Typical 

	
	3. Technology and Social Media 
	Variant 

	
	4. Hanging Out and Frequent Interactions 
	General 

	
	5. Building Trust and Deeper Relationships 
	General 

	
	
	

	V. Intrapersonal Factors 
	1. Managing Emotions 
	Typical 

	
	2. Prosocial Attitudes 
	Typical 

	
	3. Social Assets 
	Typical 

	
	4. Social Preferences 
	Typical 


Note. General = 13+ more cases; Typical = 7-12 cases; Variant = 3-6 cases.  
Domain I: Lessons 

The first domain captures our participants’ descriptions of how they learned about social wellness. Moreover, the Lessons domain captured our participants’ reports on explicit lessons that were relevant to their social wellness development. While every participant described a lesson in some capacity, the outlets varied across cases. There are four categories: (1) K-12, (2) postsecondary, (3) family and peers, and (4) media and books. 

Lessons Category 1: K-12 

The first source described by our participants encompasses lessons they received in their K-12 education. While the frequency resulted in variant, participants who endorsed learning about social wellness in their K-12 education described a variety of lessons during their formative years. For instance, Ryan reflected on elementary school education nothing that his teachers, “taught us that we need to be nice to people through the golden rule.” This quote highlights the moral framing that guided early interpersonal expectations, suggesting that students internalized basic social rules through these early lessons. Further, all cases in the K-12 category suggested that learning about social wellness underscored the potential for early lessons to support the transition into college. Irwin recounted learning that “they’re not being nice to you, then don’t hang out with them” and continued to follow that philosophy in college. Ultimately, it appeared that explicit lessons during K-12 education served as a catalyst for healthy social wellness development. 

Lessons Category 2: Postsecondary 

Next, with a typical frequency, our participants reported that they received structured education on social wellness in their postsecondary education. Our participants indicated postsecondary lessons occurred through general IHE and IPSE-specific courses. By taking theatre classes offered by his IHE, Jack reported learning about small talk and conversation starters through the curriculum and discussions with peers. More commonly, our participants described the explicit lessons learned through their IPSE program of study. Ryan discussed a healthy relationships course in his IPSE program: “There's a social type of class called healthy relationships. This class actually talked about stuff of like healthy and unhealthy relationship stuff.” In addition, Doc noted learning about “relationship-type stuff” in his IPSE’s health and nutrition course. Similar to K-12 education, lessons gathered through postsecondary education appeared to create building blocks toward independence and optimal social wellness. 

Lessons Category 3: Family and Peers 

The third category breaks from traditional education institutes and summarizes explicit lessons learned from family members and peers. With a frequency of typical, our participants described how their families and peers contributed to their understanding of social wellness throughout their lives. Parents or guardians were the most frequent sources, being recognized by Debbie, Diane, Norah, Doc, Lucas, Jack, and Nancy. Debbie even said she learned “all this stuff” from her mother. Other nuclear and extended family members were also noted, such as Jack acknowledging his sister and grandmother. In addition to family, peers appeared to be an influential source of lessons. For instance, when asked who taught her about boundary setting, Anna responded, “By the people that are my friends [who set boundaries].” Together, family members’ and peers’ advice and suggestions appeared to serve as a critical educational source that underscored our participants' values on aspects of their social wellness. 

Lessons Category 4: Media and Books 

The last lessons category was labeled as variant and captured our participants' discussions surrounding the potential influence of lessons learned through various media and book outlets. Some participants indicated social media and apps taught them about social wellness. For example, Anna referenced watching YouTube videos and learning about aspects of healthy relationships from one of her favorite influencers. Furthermore, some of our participants described TV shows or movies. Diane endorsed learning about social wellness through Friends, one of her favorite TV shows. Meanwhile, other participants noted learning from characters in books. Debbie described learning about boundaries in one of her recent reads in which the main character “made a friend with like, a ghost. And the ghost was kind of being toxic. And she came on to set boundaries with this ghost. And learned how to make like deeper connections with them.” Although infrequently described, media and book outlets are still important sources to consider when understanding social wellness development. 

Domain II: Resources 

The second domain illustrates how participants utilized resources to develop and maintain social wellness skills and relationships during the college experience. The resources reported during the interview process were avenues in which participants engaged with others in social settings through university entities and other social outlets. There are four resource categories: (1) campus clubs and organizations, (2) apps and media, (3) planned social events, and (4) IPSE program. 

Resources Category 1: Campus Clubs and Organizations 

The first resource category is one in which participants shared about getting involved in various campus clubs and organizations. This resource was described by participants as an outlet to meet new friends, spend time with others on campus, and expand their social activities and networks. These results were typical among the population interviewed. Broadly, Lucas described making his first friends on campus by, “going to clubs or organizations…yeah, I made some good friends by [going to meetings].” Debbie shared, "I do go to, like, [religious fraternity] service every Thursday, and I get to, like, talk to a lot of people there." Lacy, Lucas, and Carter are also members of this organization and described having social connections there. The researchers found being involved in various clubs on campus is a way the participants from the IPSE program can build and maintain social relationships. 

Resources Category 2: Apps and Media 

Next, the participants reported using resources from social media to television shows to learn about making social connections during their college experience. This category yielded variant results. Participants learned from shows like Friends and Boy Meets World about interacting with others socially. Otto reported, “Sometimes I make friends online or on social media, or in person, like what I said when I met Katie in my freshman year, she brought me to come out to meet some new friends.” Anna learned about social connections from YouTube. Participants voiced what types of media outlets assisted them in learning how and interact with new friends in college. 

Resources Category 3: Planned Social Events 

The third category included planned social events, both on- and off-campus, and yielded a variant frequency. Participants connected with peers and friends at various events, such as football games, dinners, and parties, enhancing their social lives. Norah shared, “If there's like a dance party on Green Street, then yes, we will go to it.” Additionally, Norah included other planned outings when discussing how social connections were made by stating, “[I] Introduced myself like I made a few new friends when I was at the roller-skating thing last Thursday night, and I was like, oh, it's been social, my friend's wedding this weekend.” Otto explained, “Like last time I was with a friend, he’s in a ‘Best Buddy’ thing. So the next time we hang out, I think we’re supposed to go to a movie with his friends, or go to the zoo, or go to the gym and work out.” The participants in this study have a variety of social outings they plan and attend along with building and maintaining social connections at these events to further develop their social wellness. 

Resources Category 4: IPSE Program 

Finally, the fourth category encompassed the IPSE program offered on the college campus the participants were enrolled. The frequency was typical. Participants explained having the resources available in this program, like classes, coaches, and events helped them learn and grow in social wellness. Brenna, Norah, Ryan, Carter, and Lacy shared they made connections and learned to build social relationships during IPSE programs classes. Ryan explained, “There's a social type of class called healthy relationships.” This class is a resource offered to teach participants how to develop and maintain healthy relationships, which is embedded into the IPSE program. 

Domain III: Support System 

The support system domain captures the people and systems that the participants engaged with. While the amount and type of support participants engaged in varied, every participant identified engaging with at least one support source. Four support system categories were identified: (a) supportive actions, (b) relational factors, (c) contact times, and (d) support role. 

Support System Category 1: Supportive Actions 

Supportive actions are the actions that people take that are identified as helpful by the participants. With a frequency of typical, the supportive actions category points to how their support systems show up for them. For some participants, such as Norah, supportive actions involve receiving emotional guidance: “My friend is really supportive when I'm anxious. Like I told her over text like that I was anxious and she felt bad. She wanted me to think about positive things.” Supportive actions also helped participants to perform in their day-to-day lives. Namely, Jack’s sister taught him to use a phone. While supportive actions involved practical support for some participants, others reported that supportive actions were related to the relationship-building process. Lacy outlined how someone gets to be a part of their support system, stating, “They come along for the journey.” Overall, reliability, mutual understanding, and reciprocity of support appeared to be common among supportive actions. 

Support System Category 2: Relational Factors 

With a frequency of general, participants expressed several character qualities that supported positive relationships between them and their support people. Some qualities described by participants included kindness, reliability, consideration, and comfortability. Carter illustrated the kindness and consideration of their religious group leader: “And that's another good thing to have a small group leader because if you have any troubles, like, on your mind, whatever, you can talk to him. I've done that since freshman year, too.” Additionally, the importance of trust was made evident, as it appeared several times across participants’ discussion of support person qualities. Brenna explored how she knows someone is a support person, stating, “Because I can trust them when things get tough.” Trust was not only mentioned as an important quality, but specific trust mechanisms were also described. Part of what constituted trust for Irwin was the ability to share secrets without worrying about them being repeated to others, stating, “If like, if I can I trust them to like, like, help me or something or, or like, like, tell people that I don't want people to share with other people.” Overarchingly, participants valued knowing their support would show up for them in times of need. 

Support System Category 3: Contact Times 

The contact times category encapsulates situations where participants reach out for support. With a typical frequency, the contact times category demonstrates when and how often participants engage with support people/institutions. While participants varied in their contact methods and encounters, many identified people they could reach out to in times of struggle. Norah, for example, disclosed that she could reach out to her mother, stepfather, father, or friends from home if she was in need. Furthermore, Brenna identified support people from different domains of her life she could reach out to in times of need, “Either my mom, or I might usually call my mentor sometimes, or a life coach.” The amount of contact between a support person and participants varied. Some participants reached out to support people daily, weekly, or bi-weekly, while others simply spoke to their support people when they encountered them organically at school or work. In addition, Lacy discussed appreciating when his friend checks in on him frequently via phone call or text. Overall, the contact times category provided more context for participants’ interactions with their support people by outlining when and how participants interacted with them. 

Support System Category 4: Support Role 

The support role describes the support person's position in the participants’ lives. With a frequency of typical, the support role category outlines how participants gain support from formal and informal entities and persons. Identified support people included people on campus like mental health practitioners, IPSE support staff, and teachers. They also included romantic partners, family, friends, and roommates. Irwin named their support people: 

I mean, my friends. Definitely my friends, my parents back off and obviously, they have because you have to support me like what I'm doing. Um, my family, my girlfriend, my friends. Maybe my grandparents, maybe they tell me like, what to do and stuff and they like support me. 

Additionally, participants derived support from various activities, such as campus organizations and IPSE groups. Brenna said that support people were from various domains of their life: “I'd describe like, my [IPSE program] coaches, for sure. My [club] leader is a good one. My parents, my friends, really everybody I have met, like, really care about me is more like my support.” Ultimately, the support role category pointed to the variety of roles that support people took. 

Domain IV: Interpersonal Factors 

The fourth domain encapsulates the interpersonal factors that our participants outlined when describing their social wellness. Our research team conceptualized interpersonal factors as social interactions, relationships, and individual dynamics that influence behaviors, emotions, or development. Further, we analyzed core ideas about how our participants connected and engaged with others. The interpersonal factors domain has five categories: (a) meeting new people, (b) setting and respecting boundaries, (c) technology and social media, (d) hanging out and frequent interactions, and (e) building trust and deeper relationships. 

Interpersonal Factors Category 1: Meeting New People 

The first interpersonal factor identified by our participants was meeting new people and was labeled with a frequency of general. Participants frequently shared strategies to meet new people, including introducing themselves to strangers. Comfort levels meeting new people varied across our participants. While Diane expressed that she will “go on walks and say hi to people,” Ryan indicated he “[gets] nervous” and “[waits] until someone comes to me.” Despite differences in confidence levels, participants who described meeting new people acknowledged that this process was an interpersonal factor to build relationships and make friends. For instance, when asked if saying hi to people on walks was helpful, Diane replied, “Yeah! That is how I met my friend [redacted].” Moreover, being in college appeared to open doors to meeting similar-aged individuals who shared our participants’ hobbies and interests. Debbie reflected on her first year in college and her experiences meeting new people: 

So I had, like, nobody to hang out with throughout high school. And then when I got to college, I got to meet some really cool people and connect with them. And I just felt like, I became more confident for who the person that I am. And I just didn't feel like I was really confident in high school. And I felt like, [being in college] really taught me how to be confident. 

Notably, participants indicated that meeting new people was an initial step in relationship building and, therefore, a critical aspect of social wellness. 

Interpersonal Factors Category 2: Setting and Respecting Boundaries 

With a frequency of typical, participants commonly identified boundaries as an influential interpersonal factor. From a shared perspective of our participants, boundaries appeared to be physical, emotional, and psychological limits established to protect their personal space, sense of self, and wellness in interactions with others. Our participants noted that setting boundaries followed their personal values surrounding relationship building and was a strategy to promote healthy relationships. Debbie described her value of saying nice things about others and how she set boundaries with friends to avoid gossiping: “I think like my one friend, likes to gossip, and…I feel like I'm in a hole. Where, like, I don't really want to, I don't want to gossip.” Further, respecting the boundaries of others appeared as necessary as setting their own boundaries. When asked how he maintains his friends, Irwin responded, “Like don’t make them like upset and stuff. Like just do what they tell you to do and stuff.” Anna summarized the role of boundaries through a description of how she recognizes everyone’s differences in communication: 

I will say this if I would say if I text them, let's say if I text you now, and you don't text back in like five hours that means you’re doing something. I know most people be blowing their phones up but I think we need to respect each other’s space. 

This reflection demonstrates how participants perceive communication delays as indicators of others’ boundaries and signals a broader commitment to mutual respect in relationships. Together, these responses highlight the intentional use of boundary-setting as a way to foster safe, respectful social spaces. 

Interpersonal Factors Category 3: Technology and Social Media 

The third category registered a frequency of variant and captured the experiences of participants using technology and social media to build relationships. Although less frequently described, our participants who recounted building relationships through technology and social media indicated it was an important interpersonal factor for them. Otto noted, “Sometimes I make friends online or social media.” Norah, Jack, Lucas, and Lacy all shared similar reports of meeting people online. Furthermore, social media appeared to be a form of consistent communication for a few of our participants. When asked if she wanted to hang out with someone, Lacy reported she will, “DM on Instagram.” Lastly, participants suggested that texting was a primary method of communication. As represented by Norah, “[in-person communication] is not always easy…so I text.” This quote illustrates that texting may be not only convenient but emotionally safer for participants navigating complex social situations. Thus, technology served as both a bridge and a buffer, allowing participants to maintain connection while managing the demands of in-person interaction. 

Interpersonal Factors Category 4: Hanging Out and Frequent Interactions 

The fourth interpersonal factors category was described by each of our participants, therefore having a general frequency label. Indeed, our participants highlighted the importance of spending time with others and maintaining their relationships through frequent conversations. Most of our participants directly reported that “hanging out” with others was a critical interpersonal factor, resulting in this category being labeled with participant language. For instance, Debbie described getting to know a new group of friends: “I hang out with some friends. And I go to my small group every Monday. That is very social. And sometimes we'll have like dinner together.” When describing hanging out, our participants described a variety of activities, such as bowling, watching TV, eating food, and exploring the city. Participants, such as Otto, Anna, and Carter, also remarked that being in college required them to balance their responsibilities to hang out. Participants also varied in how often they wanted to hangout and interact, suggesting that “frequent” is subjective. Overall, hanging out and frequently interacting with others appeared to be an underlying goal that our participants set while in college. 

Interpersonal Factors Category 5: Building Trust and Deeper Relationships 

The last interpersonal factor was labeled as general and underscores the importance our participants place on building trust with others that lends to having a deeper relationship. This category moves beyond the foundational relationship-building skills outlined in earlier interpersonal factor categories and suggests the shared value each of our participants places on experiencing meaningful relationships. Most noted was building trust. When asked what he considers when making friends, Irwin replied, “If like, if I can I trust them to like, like, help me or something or, or like, like, tell people that I don't want people to share with other people.” Similarly, Anna claimed “being trusted” is the most important trait she considers when building relationships. Beyond trust, our participants generally expressed having secure and deeper relationships contributes to their optimal social wellness. Carter exemplified our participants’ value of deeper relationships and shared his strategy to spend quality time with his friends: 

I started doing like one on ones, if you know what those are. So I've been setting aside some time with…all my friends. So I was like, should I set a date simply that day. Like, I set some after classes like, were gonna be done I can set aside so I've done one on one with [first friend]. Like I'm hoping to do it tonight. Then with [second friend] like Friday. Then [third friend] on one Saturday. 

Ultimately, our participants indicated that having close, trusting relationships was a vital aspect of their social wellness and further encouraged them to build healthy relationships. 

Domain V: Intrapersonal Factors 

This domain showcases the participants’ ability to understand themselves socio-emotionally. The researchers agreed the interviewees were able to express deep emotion, inner thoughts, feelings, introspection, and reflection on their social abilities and how it had affected them internally and, in turn, socially. The categories are as follows: (a) managing emotions, (b) prosocial attitudes, (c) social assets, (d) social preferences. 

Intrapersonal Factors Category 1: Managing Emotions 

This first category simply displays how the participants could recognize the use of emotion regulation by balancing the amount of social time they allowed in their lives. Indeed, to better reflect participant meaning, this category captures how participants intentionally used social interactions as a strategy to manage emotional well-being. This category yielded typical results. Otto shared, “Well, when my family's out of town, there's not a lot of people to talk to. Sometimes I’m down, not like bad, but sad. So, I like to talk to someone.” Otto recognized that sometimes it helps to talk to someone to regulate “bad” feelings. Norah shared Otto’s sentiments regarding being home alone. Norah explained, “Like when I'm at home, I sometimes like to be alone. But I also like to be around others…I feel better when I'm with other people.” Participants recognized the times when their emotions were not at a level they were comfortable managing alone and knew when it was time to reach out for support. 

Intrapersonal Factors Category 2: Prosocial Attitudes 

The second category represents the participants' positive behavior, which promotes their social relationships. This category also had typical results. Carter’s response embodies what a prosocial attitude could look like, where helping and supporting others and cooperating within friendships are essential to modeling and carrying out prosocial behaviors. 

So it's good to have a social life connection because that also helps you build your confidence. So like if you're trying to be like a youth pastor or a student, you can also learn from, like, being a student yourself, “Oh, I can help them by doing this? Does that help me?" And you like…give them suggestions, because that's also how you can help build their social connections. So, it's kinda good to have some friends. 

In addition to this example, other participants spoke about avoiding destructive social behaviors (i.e. gossip) and building trust among friends, all of which indicate prosocial attitudes directly support their social wellness. These reflections suggest that participants actively engaged in socially responsible behaviors that affirmed their values and reinforced their connection to others. In turn, prosocial attitudes appeared to serve as both moral compasses and social tools that supported long-term wellness. 

Intrapersonal Factors Category 3: Social Assets 

The next category found participants showed many intrinsic strengths that directly supported their social wellness, with a typical frequency. Participants' personality traits were explained as innate characteristics like being extroverted, using humor, or being resilient in the face of adversity. For instance, Debbie stated, “I think [making friends] just came natural.” When one participant was asked, “How did you learn to make friends and build connections?” Shannon answered, “I've always been like that. I am a, I was born very extrovert and so I've always just had that kind of personality.” Ryan shared how he balances introverted and extroverted traits to manage his social well-being. Additionally, regarding an experience of adversity, Lacy shared, “um...when when the girl told me that I had no friends in [IPSE program] and that nobody liked me, I was like, no, that's not true.” The variety of strengths in this category illuminates how participants’ innate abilities support their social wellness. 

Intrapersonal Factors Category 4: Social Preferences 

The final category displayed the participants’ preferences regarding balancing social time and alone time. This category yielded typical results. Diane’s response illustrated the nature of this category when she shared that she prefers “a little bit of alone time, but a lot more of people time.” Many participants responded similarly to Diane, sharing they felt better when more time was spent with their communities than alone. On the other hand, Jack expressed how he found self-care a priority over his social life: 

Um, well, I do. I do have friends, but I've been I've been rather distant from them these these past few days because I’ve felt like I need to focus on myself on these last two weeks I got in college. I mean, I used to talk to them in fall, but, like now, this is different. I'm just taking care of myself right now. 

Jack later stated, "I used to like [being alone], but I also like having friends general.” The researchers found participants could describe their social preferences and articulate a specific balance that best suited their needs. These reflections demonstrate that participants were not simply choosing between solitude and socializing; they were actively evaluating their needs in the moment and adjusting their engagement accordingly. Social preference, in this sense, emerged as an extension of self-awareness and emotional regulation. 

Discussion 

Our findings represent our participants’ lived experiences in developing and maintaining aspects of their social wellness. Following the CQR data analysis process (Hill & Knox, 2021), we developed five differentiated domains, each with unique categories. Beginning with Lessons, reports from our participants brought attention to the role of structured and unstructured learning experiences in shaping the social wellness of college students with IDD. Participants reported that their IPSE program provided valuable lessons about navigating social interactions, fostering independence, and understanding the nuances of interpersonal relationships. These findings align with previous research suggesting that targeted wellness interventions can enhance students' self-awareness and emotional regulation, contributing to more meaningful social experiences (Castle et al., 2024; Fields et al., 2024). Similarly, Oakes et al. (2020) emphasized that while many students with IDD receive some health and wellness education, gaps in tailored instruction persist, limiting their ability to develop social skills that support independent living. To that point, students in our study described learning social norms through lived experiences rather than explicit instruction, mirroring previous findings that experiential learning opportunities are critical for fostering self-determined social engagement (Shogren et al., 2018). 
Next, the Resources domain revealed that college students with IDD rely on various university-based and personal outlets to develop and maintain their social wellness. Participants reported engaging with campus clubs, planned social events, media platforms, and, notably, their IPSE program to cultivate friendships and social skills. These findings support the notion that inclusive campus environments play a pivotal role in facilitating access to meaningful social experiences (Spruit & Carter, 2021). For example, our participants described various club meetings that served as consistent social spaces where they could foster routine interactions with peers, while structured events like dances and game nights promoted spontaneous relationship-building opportunities. Participants also used social media and television shows to gain insight into social norms and conversational strategies, reflecting a modern reliance on multimedia as informal social learning tools. These diverse engagement avenues are consistent with prior findings that students with IDD benefit from structured and unstructured opportunities for social participation when these are accessible, relevant, and individualized (Ryan et al., 2017). Importantly, the IPSE program itself emerged as a foundational resource, offering coursework and coaching that explicitly supported students’ ability to form and sustain healthy relationships. As such, these diverse resource avenues not only enriched students’ campus involvement but also contributed to their growing independence and confidence in social settings. 

The experiences of participants within the Support System domain highlight the multifaceted and individualized nature of supportive relationships among college students with IDD. All participants identified at least one source of support, suggesting the critical role that social and relational networks play in student well-being. This finding aligns with existing literature suggesting that supportive relationships, including family, friends, mentors, and program staff, serve as essential anchors during the transition to college life for students with IDD (Spruit & Carter, 2021). Participants described supportive actions, such as offering emotional comfort or assisting with daily tasks, as key indicators of these relationships. Relational qualities like trust, kindness, and reliability also emerged as foundational, echoing McDonald et al. (2022), who emphasized that trust and respect foster inclusion and engagement for individuals with IDD. The consistency and availability of these support systems, particularly in moments of distress or uncertainty, were also central to participants’ experiences. This finding reflects prior findings that emphasize the importance of relational autonomy and safe, dependable interactions in facilitating self-determination and emotional wellness (Fields et al., 2024; McDonald et al., 2022). Notably, support roles extended beyond the traditional caregiver model to include peers, mentors, and campus organizations, demonstrating the dynamic and evolving nature of support during emerging adulthood. 

Further, the Interpersonal Factors domain indicated that interpersonal connections were crucial to our participants’ social wellness, with friendships, peer mentorship, and faculty support playing key roles in fostering belonging and engagement. Like Spruit and Carter’s (2021) findings, structured supports, such as an IPSE program’s social engagement coach, provided vital scaffolding for social inclusion. However, our participants noted that they still face challenges in initiating and maintaining friendships outside of structured settings. Social skill development, particularly boundary-setting skills, emerged as an essential component for our participants to build and maintain relationships, sharing implications with other research emphasizing the need for explicit instruction in social boundaries and self-advocacy (McDonald et al., 2022; Scott Hoffman et al., 2021). Faculty support also influenced students’ social experiences, with inclusive teaching practices fostering stronger social networks, though some students struggled with navigating potential power dynamics (Ryan et al., 2017). Future initiatives may consider interpersonal skills development, such as boundary-setting, conflict resolution, and reciprocal relationship-building, to promote social wellness in individuals with IDD. 

Lastly, findings from Intrapersonal Factors domain suggested the internal capacities and socioemotional insights that college students with IDD bring to their social wellness journeys. Participants consistently demonstrated self-awareness through regulating emotions, expressing prosocial attitudes, leveraging personal strengths, and reflecting on social preferences. In addition, participants endorsed prosocial attitudes, describing how offering help and avoiding gossip were intentional strategies to build trust and strengthen relationships. These findings mirror broader conceptualizations of emotional wellness that prioritize empathy, reflection, and intentionality (Fields et al., 2024). Moreover, this domain aligns with prior research documenting the importance of relational and emotional self-regulation for adults with IDD navigating inclusive environments (Mcdonald et al., 2022; Scott Hoffman et al., 2021). Participants’ narratives revealed innate social assets such as humor, resilience, and extroversion, which served as foundations for their relational growth. Further, their ability to articulate social preferences underscored their self-determined approach to engaging with others, echoing calls for increased support in fostering autonomy and personal development in IPSE contexts (Oakes et al., 2020; Smith Hill et al., 2024). Altogether, these intrapersonal strengths highlight the depth of emotional intelligence and self-advocacy present among students with IDD, reinforcing the importance of personal insight in cultivating lasting social wellness. 

Implications 

Findings from our study indicated that lived experiences during formative years and college have had a significant impact on social wellness knowledge development and maintenance for our participants. IHEs and IPSE programs must prioritize social wellness as a core component of student success. Accordingly, previous scholars have suggested that social connections significantly impact students’ overall well-being, academic achievement, and personal growth (Spruit & Carter, 2021). However, many students with IDD face barriers to forming and maintaining meaningful peer relationships. To foster greater social inclusion, IPSE programs should implement structured social engagement initiatives, such as peer mentorship programs and inclusive extracurricular opportunities that promote a sense of belonging and connectedness (Ryan et al., 2017; Smith Hill, Stinnett, et al., 2024). Additionally, universities should consider integrating wellness-focused curricula that address social competence and interpersonal skills to better prepare students for campus life and beyond, such as Castle and colleagues’ (2024) wellness group for students with IDD. 

Faculty, staff, mental health professionals, and peer support networks play a critical role in fostering social wellness for students with IDD. Strater et al. (2024) reported that structured peer mentorship programs and faculty engagement in inclusive practices significantly enhance students’ sense of belonging and overall college experience. Further, educators may consider training to facilitate interventions and lessons on aspects related to prosocial development grounded in universal design for learning (UDL) principles to create an inclusive academic environment that supports diverse social interactions (Scott Hoffman et al., 2021). Moreover, mental health professionals in and out of IHE settings could adopt interdisciplinary approaches that integrate counseling, social work, and special education perspectives to provide holistic support for students’ social development. Through Smith Hill, Stinnett, et al. (2024) personal development support, IPSE students meet weekly with a counselor education or social work graduate student to process aspects of their personal development, including the development of healthy relationships in college. Lastly, encouraging peer mentorship and fostering natural support networks can also facilitate social skill development and long-term relationship-building among students with and without IDD (Ryan et al., 2017). 

While academic accommodations remain a central function of Disability Services Offices (DSOs), findings suggest that social integration and peer connectedness are equally vital for fostering a sense of belonging and promoting student persistence. Professionals in DSOs are uniquely positioned to advocate for and implement programming that supports social wellness. This may include facilitating peer mentoring programs, collaborating with student organizations to ensure inclusive social events, or offering workshops that address both academic and social aspects of the college experience. By recognizing the intersection between disability support and student engagement, DSO staff can play a proactive role in promoting holistic student development. Furthermore, the implications of this study call for a broader conceptualization of disability support services, one that extends beyond compliance and accommodations to encompass the social dimensions of access and campus belonging (Smith Hill & Stinnett, 2024). As institutions strive to become more inclusive, DSO personnel should consider how policies, programming, and campus partnerships can be leveraged to reduce social isolation among students with disabilities. For example, training faculty and staff on the social barriers faced by disabled students or partnering with campus wellness centers and residence life teams can foster more supportive environments. These targeted efforts not only align with universal design principles but also position disability services as key contributors to campus-wide inclusion and student success strategies. 

Limitations and Future Research Directions 

Our results could be limited due to many factors. First, our results could be limited due to the participants being sampled from one IPSE program, located in the southeastern United States. Additionally, the demographics of the researchers lends a potential bias, as all researchers are White cisgender identifying and there are more White participants than people of color represented in this research study. A larger and more diverse sample is needed to garner a deeper understanding of social wellness for students in IPSE programs. To that point, quantitative and mixed-methods approaches would provide a more holistic understanding of the social wellness phenomenon. Additionally, while a prior relationship between researchers and participants is desirable for quality, in-depth qualitative research due to the level of trust and empathy necessary, there is a potential that some participants may have responded more favorably to questions related to their involvement in the IPSE program. Future directions could be to expand the research team to add more diverse roles. Moreover, including participants from a variety of IPSE programs would manifest a greater knowledge base to this research study and could potentially increase the implications for counselors, social workers, and educators to use these data and future data and results to improve IPSE programs. Professionals working with adults with IDD can gain more knowledge on student wellness within and between groups in these programs and design group counseling sessions to be embedded into the programs and used in other school and therapeutic settings to improve social wellness for students and clients with disabilities. 
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Appendix 

Semi-Structured Interview Protocol

Italicized questions are suggested follow up questions or phrases to help participants respond to the initial question. Please note that you can reword questions if the general construct remains the same. 

1. What contributes to someone’s social health and wellness? 

2. Describe your social life. 

a. Describe what role social interaction play in your life. 

b. Who are people that you talk to regularly? 

c. How often do you spend time with other people? 

3. What, if anything, do you do to build connections with others? 

a. How do you make friends? 

b. What do you do to keep the current relationships that you have? 

c. If applicable, what resources are available to you to build connections or relationships with others? 

4. How did you learn about building connections with others? 

a. What, if anything, did you learn from the classroom (examples, K-12 and college)? 

b. Who, if anyone, taught you? 

c. What, if anything, did you learn from TV or the internet? 

5. Describe the differences in how you feel when you’re alone versus when you are with other people. 

a. Do you notice a difference in how you’re feeling when you’re alone vs. being with someone else? If so, what do you notice? 

b. Do you feel better or worse when you’re with other people? Tell me more. 

6. What, if anything, makes building relationships with others difficult? 

a. If applicable, please describe a challenge you have previously, or recently, encountered in establishing a friendship, relationship, or connection with another. 

b. What, if anything, about being in college has made building connections difficult? 

7. Who would you describe as your support system? 

a. Who are people that you know that you can trust to support you? 

b. Who people you call when times get tough? 

8. How does someone get to be a part of your support system? 

Uncovering “Small Successes” in Service of Students with Disabilities in Four International Higher Education Contexts

Melissa E Mendoza¹, ⁴ 

Michael Faggella-Luby¹, ⁴ 

Lyman Dukes III², ⁴ 

Alycia Bobak² 

Nicholas Gelbar³, ⁴ 

Joseph Madaus³, ⁴ 

1 Texas Christian University; 2 University of South Florida; 3 University of Connecticut; 4 Strategic Partnerships for Inclusive Disability Education and Research (SPIDER) Consortium, Storrs, United States

Abstract 

The number of students with disabilities in higher education is rising internationally and in the United States, and institutions must be prepared to support all students. This research investigates the successes in implementing access and inclusion for students with disabilities as well as their support providers across multiple university and country contexts. Moreover, it examines the support actors and networks that have contributed to this success. Focus groups were conducted with key practitioners across multiple international and U.S. higher education contexts to offer an original contribution to the literature on disability services and support as few studies have examined cross-context trends. Four themes were identified related to success within disability service offices, including the active role of students and families, a culture of inclusion and service, being student success minded, and institutional supports. This work advocates for disability service offices to structure their systems of support to clearly communicate services, to offer holistic programming and support, and to promote a culture of inclusion and belonging. 
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The importance of creating equitable education spaces for all has been a call from the United Nations in countless declarations including the most recent Sustainable Development Goals and the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UN General Assembly, 2006, 2015). To include all students, higher education institutions must ensure they are equipped to include and support students with disabilities. This work has helped inform the implementation of disability service support offices, often referred to as “student accessibility services” or “disability services” offices. These offices provide support to students with disabilities as they seek accommodations and support within their higher education experiences. 

Across the globe, countries report the number of students with disabilities entering higher education has risen (Amnesti et al., 2023; Biggeri et al., 2020; GAO, 2024; Kilpatrick et al., 2017). In addition, between 2013 and 2022, the research base addressing disabled students within higher education has also increased (Madaus et al., 2024). As we look toward advancing research and services for students with disabilities in higher education, it is essential to establish and expand upon a comprehensive understanding of the successes achieved in service provision. In this study, we examine the successes in providing services to students with disabilities across multiple international higher education contexts. 

Policies for Disability Inclusion within Higher Education 

The Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and its Optional Protocol (CRPD) was adopted December 13, 2006, and as of May 2022, has been ratified by 100 countries (United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, n.d.). The CRPD was developed to define a clear set of rights for people with disabilities, including access to tertiary education (UN General Assembly, 2006). Since its inception, the CRPD has influenced a number of countries’ policies globally. Some (e.g., Spain and México) have adopted policies that integrated provisions from the CRPD, while others (e.g., Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan) have altered policies and programs based on recommendations from the Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (Chou et al., 2023; Citarella et al., 2020; García-Cedillo et al., 2015; Velasco Jáuregu et al., 2015). 

There are also countries that have not adopted the CRPD standards. The United States (U.S.), for example, chose not to ratify the CRPD, but maintains its federal policies like the American with Disabilities Act (1990, 2008) and Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act (1973), that ensure disabled people cannot be excluded from or discriminated against and provide for reasonable accommodations (U.S. Department of Justice Civil Rights Division, 2020). However, in practice, many U.S. higher education institutions follow the Association on Higher Education and Disability (AHEAD) program standards, professional competencies, and ethical guidelines that outline how disability support offices may effectively operate (Association on Higher Education and Disability, 2021, 2022; Lalor et al., 2023). Through these policy frameworks, including the CRPD and AHEAD guidance, there are a variety of service models that can be implemented by disability support offices. 

Facilitators and Barriers to Disability Services 

Previous research has found both facilitators and barriers to the provision of disability services in higher education. Facilitators include peer or faculty mentoring, technology and assistive technology to support students, and ongoing training of those involved in implementation (Griffin et al., 2016; Lister et al., 2022; McNicholl et al., 2021; Smith et al., 2022). Barriers have included lack of training and lack of support from the institution (Carballo et al., 2022; Odame et al., 2019). Ensuring disability accommodations are provided can be another difficulty (Castro, 2022). This specific difficulty can be caused by other barriers, including professor knowledge and/or willingness to accommodate and student reluctance to share their disability with professors due to stigma (Dreyer et al., 2020; Moriña, 2022; Papadakaki et al., 2022; Shine & Stefanou, 2022). 

An understanding of both facilitators and barriers can be helpful in providing services but here, we have chosen to focus on successes to account for what is working and what practices developing disability services offices can implement. Outside of literature reviews, previous research has primarily looked at specific university or country contexts to better understand their successes and challenges (e.g., see Carballo et al., 2022; Griffin et al., 2016; Lister et al., 2022; McNicholl, et al., 2021; Moriña, 2022; Odame et al., 2019; Papadakaki et al., 2022; Shine & Stefanou, 2022; Zorec et al., 2022). In fact, in a review of research from 2013-2022, only 1.85% of research collected data from multiple countries (Madaus et al., 2024). The present focus-group based research makes an original contribution to the literature by capturing the narratives of success and accomplishment across multiple university environments internationally to identify the key factors and support structures reported as contributing to positive outcomes for students, particularly individuals with disabilities. 

Theoretical Framework: Actor-Network Theory 

Within the implementation of disability support services and the institutional systems at the higher education level, a number of actors are collaborating to provide access and inclusion to postsecondary education. Actor-Network Theory acknowledges the people, resources, and entities that can develop and launch programs (Bartlett & Vavrus, 2014; Koyama, 2015). This theory allows for nonhuman actors, such as funding, policies, and technology, to be analyzed for what they contribute and for human actors, including individuals and institutional organizations, to be examined for the ways they interpret, appropriate, and implement policy (Koyama, 2015). Here, Actor-Network Theory is used to examine all aspects of the network that are working to provide these services and successes. 

Purpose of the Study 

This research is interested in developing a cross-context understanding of the successes involved in supporting the access and inclusion of students with disabilities in higher education spaces from the perspective of professional staff and administrators. First, it is important to capture the narratives of triumph and achievement within the university environment to identify the key factors and support structures that contribute to positive outcomes for students, particularly individuals with disabilities. Moreover, apart from literature reviews, previous research has primarily focused only on specific university or country contexts to better understand their facilitators and barriers, while this research is interested in looking across contexts to surface potential cross-context trends. To do this work, we address the following research questions: 
· What are the successes in implementing access and inclusion that are experienced by students with disabilities and support providers across multiple university and country contexts? 

· What support actors or networks provide for this success? 

Methodology 

To respond to these questions, a qualitative multi-case study was conducted, which included focus groups with four different university case studies across three countries. Focus groups were conducted with a convenience sampling of practitioners who engaged at the Postsecondary Disability Training Institute (PTI) in June of 2024 in Portland, Maine, United States. The research team used the qualitative methods criteria provided by Brantlinger et al. (2005), which highlights ways for researchers to engage in reflexivity, establish credibility, and maintain validity. The research was reviewed by the Institutional Review Board at Texas Christian University and given approval in May 2024. 
Interview Schedule Development 

To develop an interview schedule for the focus groups, the researchers engaged in multiple rounds of dialogic engagement regarding the current procedures for accessing and providing accommodations to students with disabilities in higher education. This process allowed the team to look at the full range of potential supports to ensure that the questions would be comprehensive enough to develop a fuller understanding of cross-contextual processes. The team also needed to account for the 60-minute focus-group structure as limited by the conference schedule. Following these discussions, a protocol was developed to focus on two main questions related to this study: 

· Can you start by sharing a little about postsecondary education for students with disabilities in your country and at your university? 

· Can you share with us some of the successes you have seen within your university for a particular student or across the program? 

These questions offered the opportunity for the participants to guide the discussion of successes with researchers asking related follow-up questions when specific clarity was needed. Additionally, the interviews included questions about the university and national contexts as well as challenges in providing disability support services; these will be outlined in a future publication. 
Sample and Recruitment 

The PTI is a space for practitioners from across the globe to come together in discussion and professional development around service delivery for students with disabilities in higher education (https://pti.education.uconn.edu/). As service providers, administrators, faculty, and researchers from multiple contexts, both domestic and international, would be in attendance, PTI presented the opportunity to learn from their experiences. Purposeful convenience sampling was used to identify the partner universities from international contexts with multiple participants attending PTI. The team chose to conduct the focus groups with participants from the same university context in the interest of developing a clear understanding of the unique policies and procedures within each. Based on the available 2024 PTI attendees, these groups can include disability support service staff, administrators, psychologists, and faculty. The inclusion of an array of relevant university personnel offers the ability to triangulate the experiences and include variety in the responses (Brantlinger et al., 2005). 

Information was emailed to the international university partners to offer a focus group time for each university’s group of practitioners to participate in the research. Three teams of practitioners (two-to-three practitioners from each university) agreed to participate in face-to-face focus groups at the conference. The team was also interested in engaging with domestic universities but was unable to generate enough participation during the conference. Following PTI, the research team reached out to two domestic universities that expressed interest in the work. One team (two practitioners) agreed to participate and met for a remote focus group discussion using the previously described protocol. Within the four focus groups, there were three teams of two practitioners and one team of three practitioners. 

Focus group participants, including their respective institutional roles, are noted in Table 1. All participants work at four-year institutions. They have a range of experience including less than one year (n = 1), one to five years (n = 2), six to ten years (n = 2), and more than ten years (n = 4). One administrator is also a faculty member, and one disability service provider is also a counselor. 

Table 1 

Role of Focus Group Participants 

	Role 
	Number of Participants 

	Administrator 
	5 

	Faculty Member 
	1 

	Disability Service Provider 
	3 


Data Collection 

Focus groups were conducted both in-person and remotely between June and August 2024. The three international context focus groups were completed face-to-face across two days at PTI in June 2024. The researchers began by reviewing the purpose of the study, responding to participant questions, and reviewing the consent process. All participants provided verbal consent to participate and to be recorded. The fourth—the domestic group—was conducted in August of 2024 remotely. Each group discussion lasted between 60 and 70 minutes. The researchers started by asking each of the open-ended questions about context and success and allowed the participants to guide the conversation. Follow-up questions were used for clarification. At the culmination of the focus group, each participant was asked to complete a short demographic questionnaire (see Table 1). They were also asked if they would like to participate in a participant validation check and all participants agreed to do so. Focus group recordings were transcribed by AI software and subsequently revised by the researchers as needed. 

Coding and Analysis 

This qualitative case study employed a thorough coding and analysis process to ensure the findings can account for the complexities of service provision and the uniqueness of each university context. A process for manifest content analysis was adapted from Krippendorff (2012) for the current study. This process included initial read throughs, a development of the coding schema, analysis of frequency and themes, and continued reflection of researcher bias, assumptions, and positionality in the interest of mitigating the team’s bias. The researchers engaged in consistent dialogic engagement and memoing throughout the analysis process (Ravitch & Carl, 2016; Saldaña, 2013). 

The coding process took place over several readings of the transcript. Two members of the research team conducted the bulk of coding and analysis with support from other members of the team. First, the two coders read through three of the focus group transcripts individually and looked for responses to the research questions. They developed a list of initial in-vivo and descriptive codes following this first read through. Then, together, they read through all four transcripts and using Atlas.ti coded specifically for two topics: context and successes. The context codes were used to highlight sections of each transcript that spoke to the specific university context, program context, and country context. The success codes were used when participants described something that went well in their direct responses to any questions asked. 

The researchers used Actor Network Theory to analyze the set of quotations under the larger umbrella of successes. In this third round of coding, the coders pulled all the successes quotations and coded them more specifically with in-vivo and descriptive codes that highlighted the actors contributing these successes and the successes as named by participants themselves. During this process, the coders developed a list of some of the initial themes across these transcripts. They used these sub-themes to develop groups of themes and to analyze the groupings of quotations under each sub-theme to prepare the findings. These sub-themes were also presented to two additional coders. These coders conducted an audit of the transcripts by looking for examples of the themes presented and for any themes the initial coders may have overlooked. In this way, the process started from an inductive analysis and concluded in a deductive analysis within the audit. 

Participant Validation Checks 

Participants were offered the opportunity to reflect on the analysis completed by the researchers as an additional validation tool for the themes and findings (Caelli et al., 2003; Morse et al., 2002; Tracy, 2010). Specifically, each participant was sent a draft summary of themes and was asked to respond if they felt the findings were accurate or if anything was missing (Tracy, 2010). Participant validation checks (Ravitch & Carl, 2016) were conducted in November 2024 with three participants responding and indicating the themes aligned with their experiences. 

Researcher Positionality 

As noted, the research team engaged in multiple discussions and reflections regarding their potential areas for bias. The focus group schedule, coding, and analysis were conducted by the first and second author. The first author is a postdoctoral fellow and former special education teacher and has conducted international research on policies for the inclusion of persons with disabilities. The second author is a full professor of special education at a Carnegie Research 2 university. The entire team holds the belief that people with disabilities should be included within all levels of education. 

As researchers and teacher educators ourselves, we believe in the benefit of working with teachers and practitioners to improve and understand best practices for supporting students with disabilities including both Universal Design and Specialized Academic Instruction. We also hope to analyze the higher education systems for the way that they have not been accounting for and including students with disabilities. Although we know that education and eventually employment is the goal of higher education, we also must account for the ways that students engage with higher education institutions as places of learning (classrooms), living (housing), socializing (dining, student affairs), and formation (internships, service). Therefore, we believe examining the entire system for successes and challenges using Actor Network Theory is most beneficial to this work. Still, we also recognize our biases towards the current systems of access and accommodations could lead to gaps in the analysis of successes. For this reason, multiple validation checks were enacted. 

Cases 

To provide richer context to the universities included within this research, a case study of each university is presented below. The following information about each university was provided by participants within the focus groups themselves. Researchers have utilized the information provided by participants as it demonstrates their level of engagement with country and university policies and the ways in which they perceive their own programming. 

University 1 

The first university is located in Southeast Asia, with a total student population of approximately 13,000 students. Policies regarding individuals with disabilities in higher education are set by the national government with alignment to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. Additionally, specific categories are identified and recognized by local governments and universities, which allows for tracking of students with disabilities from primary through secondary school into higher education and even the workforce. Disabilities specifically mentioned on campus include individuals with specific learning disabilities (which can include individuals with intellectual disabilities), physical disabilities (e.g., muscular dystrophy, cerebral palsy), visual and hearing impairments, autism, and attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). Within the federal guidance, mental health is not classified as a disability, but it is frequently encountered by the staff and served within a holistic framework. 

Regarding specific university policies, the administrator noted that the university’s job is to implement the national policy. The office providing official support for students with disabilities is in its third year of existence, so many policies and service offices are in development even as the numbers of students with disabilities on campus grow. There are two staff in the office and one administrator working with 10 to 15 students with disabilities. As the population of students with disabilities on campus continues to grow, this office has undergone reorganization to better support the continuum of students, including pre-admission and matriculated students, as well as alumni. 

University 2 

The second university is located within East Asia with a student body of less than 3,000 students. This country has a policy that provides equal access to education for everyone. They also have protections for people with disabilities that include the right to education and no discrimination at any level of schooling. Disability includes intellectual disability, mental health disabilities, as well as ADHD, and chronic issues. Currently, they are developing the university policies around disability. This university has a partnership with an American university which requires them to abide by the policies within their country and the disability policies within the US. This team is currently developing their policies for services and support. Disabilities specifically mentioned on campus include individuals with ADHD, mood disorders, and anxiety disorders. 

University 3 

The third university is located in Southeast Asia with a student body of 50,000 students. Like the first university, this country’s policy includes guidelines for institutions to implement. This policy defines disability as physical disabilities including both temporary and permanent conditions, sensory disabilities (hearing impairment, visual impairment, and Autism) learning and developmental disabilities (e.g. ADHD and dyslexia), Traumatic Brain Injury and other chronic conditions. The university policies are directly derived from this federal policy. The university includes a disability support office with a ratio of one staff member to 450 students with disabilities. Disabilities specifically mentioned on campus include individuals with mental health conditions and physical disabilities (wheelchair, mobility issues, paralysis). 

University 4 

The fourth university is located in North America, with a total student population of about 25,000 students with and without disabilities across the campus in graduate and undergraduate programs. Within this country, policies regarding individuals with disabilities in higher education are set by the federal government with no alignment to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. The names of specific laws primarily related to discrimination were consistently used by all participants. Additionally, guidance is provided by non-governmental agencies like AHEAD for program and policy development that is aligned to the federal laws and best practice. University policies are crafted and practices administered with specific attention to avoid litigation, drawing on expertise from the university’s general council, professional blogs, listservs, professional organizations, and, most noted by participants, a professional conference. 

Disabilities specifically mentioned on campus include individuals with functional limitations as outlined in their federal policy, but participants acknowledge this is not always easy to determine. The university program is quite large with multiple tiers of staffing and administration totaling approximately 15 people plus a “flock” of student workers and tutors serving approximately 2,000 students in both graduate and undergraduate education. There are two strands of staff, some working on advising, education, and advocacy, while the other is involved in the implementation of accommodations with both strands reporting to the director participant. 

Results 

There is great variation across these university contexts. Before detailing the successes across these groups, we must acknowledge there are very specific university contexts that result in their respective approaches to supporting students with disabilities. These contexts include funding that provides specific supports, coursework that offers students with disabilities the opportunity to utilize assistive technology, and staffing protocols within respective offices. Yet, these focus groups highlight successes that may well exist across multiple disability service offices contexts. The themes include the active role of students and families, a culture of inclusion and service, being student success minded, and institutional supports. Furthermore, the supports that can be identified within multiple institutions provide a picture of the network of actors who are serving students with disabilities in higher education. Below, we have provided quotations from the data as examples of the themes included. Participants were assigned numbers to maintain confidentiality and provide a clear reference system for tracking individual responses across the dataset. 
Active Role of Students and Families 

When describing the success students exhibit in their higher education journey, one theme surfaced related to the active roles of both students and families. Some students have developed sufficient self-regulation and/or self-determination skills to successfully access and utilize campus and related resources. Examples include students who have become ambassadors for their disability, educating peers about disability before beginning coursework, getting involved within the campus community, and advocating for necessary technology or access needs. Additionally, multiple participants highlighted how students being active in securing their accommodations is especially significant in their success. Participant 7 shared, “And we do see that it is also those students who are proactive and responsive that receive that kind of support, right?” Additionally, Participant 3 said, “So the thing is, if they share earlier, there is more support that can be put in. That will then enable them to succeed.” Such self-advocacy reflects student independence and thus is a success exhibited outside the system of university or service office supports. 

Active family participation also is a component of this theme. Specifically, focus group participants felt it was a success that families support students by assisting with transportation, acquiring services, collaborating with university staff, and encouraging students in their pursuit of higher education. When asked to share a story of one of their university students with a disability who has been successful, Participant 3 described a student who, “has very strong family support.” They continued with, “What was successful I think was it’s really us just supporting him, but his determination, his family support.” Here, both the student’s determination and their family support were highlighted as reasons for individual success. 

Culture of Inclusion and Service 

The next theme highlights the vision and driving force behind successful disability service offices: fostering a campus culture rooted in inclusion and dedicated service. Participants across contexts emphasized the need for offices to develop such an identity. For example, compassion was mentioned several times as vital to a culture of inclusion. Participant 3 said, “So really I think when people are compassionate, and they want to help other people succeed things start to open up.” To establish their inclusive identity, offices rely on specific change agents including students with and without disabilities as well as administrators. Furthermore, participants noted that a disability service offices’ mission requires consistently collaborating with the greater campus community to create a culture that espouses and supports inclusion and equity. When describing a campus-wide symposium they have developed, Participant 9 explained, “I knew that was a good decision, because my goal was to bring the community together to understand what our role is, not just with disability services, but with academic support and supporting our students holistically.” In developing this culture of inclusion, participants noted the value of thoughtful collaborators and encouraged all those collaborating to see each student as a whole person. 

In addition to their identity as inclusive, participants almost universally espoused that the mission of service providers is to serve students with disabilities. When another participant had doubts about the level of success they had achieved with a student, Participant 3 reminded them during the focus group discussion, “I think sometimes it’s the small little achievements too that you facilitate. Understanding social boundaries for a student with autism that you work closely with. Those are important small successes because it adds up, it’s [a] snowball.” Providers were interested in seeing successes, big and small, but also in helping and exhibiting compassion. In describing the obligation of ensuring accommodations are provided, Participant 9 explained: 

I’ve been on a mission to balance obligation with compassion. And so that’s one of the things that I think I focus on a lot is making interwoven those two things together so that our students are experiencing a caring, supportive person in front of them and experiencing their accommodation in a way that does not make them feel marginalized. 

We found that although policies and higher education institutions have placed requirements on their disability support services staff members, these staff are not solely interested in compliance, but in providing supports that lead to student success. 

Student Success Minded 

In providing inclusive and personalized services and accommodations, disability service offices can also demonstrate their desire to assist students to achieve success. As discussed, the culture of these spaces is extremely important and disability service offices who care about their students and their students’ successes are paramount in supporting students with disabilities. Participant 7 explained: 

I think part of the success comes from having that close connection with students, such that we know their needs and what their aspirations are so that when there are opportunities, we are able to, you know, share it on a more personal level with them. But of course, it’s a bit more time-consuming when you’re providing very dedicated one-to-one support. 

Successful supports mentioned across participants included developing a close connection with students, offering systems to request accommodations, engaging in conversation about potential accommodations, and supporting faculty and staff in providing services to students with disabilities. 

Service providers acknowledged that a close connection between students and themselves helps meet individual student needs, which is especially true when the relationship begins early in the student college experience. Participant 8 noted the following: 

That’s one thing I can just say overall. I think many students really get attached to their disability specialist who has been there for them when they’re at their best, and they’re at their worst right, and really try and help them navigate that. So, there’s real connections there. I will say the other thing that I will say that I think, is a success. 

Through their provision of care, service providers have built strong relationships with students and then strove to offer holistic care in all aspects of the educational journey. In describing the work they have done, Participant 9 said: 

I know they have a disability in particular, but holistically approaching our students and making sure that they were getting a comprehensive sort of service and support for our students, and I would say, one of the things that we’ve done with [Participant 8] is really looking at the student as a whole person, even though they may come in identifying with a disability. We want them to get, [Participant 8] calls it transformational service. 

The support offices and their providers noted working closely with students to learn their goals and to help them achieve those through their higher education pathway. To do this, they ensured they are approaching the student as a whole person. 

This type of service helps students to be successful because participants indicated it supports the whole student but also ensures that they get the accommodations they need. Participant 4 shared: 

That’s I think a story in which you know, when properly accommodated for right, this person’s abilities can now take center stage as opposed to their disabilities. And that’s really I think our role right, as people working in this space. 

Across contexts, accommodations were handled on a case-by-case basis and could include assistive technology, single housing, testing, and academic accommodations. In addition to formal accommodations, informal accommodations were discussed, for example, peer support via notetaking. It is important to note, participants were consistent in reflecting that systems to request accommodations that are easily navigated support students when seeking accommodations. 

Disability services offices, with the support of administrators and their external partners, were also reported to support students’ success by ensuring faculty and staff are prepared to support students with disabilities. Examples included offering workshops, trainings, and/or symposia providing awareness and information on disability, accommodations, and office roles and responsibilities. When sharing something they’ve found to be a successful practice, Participant 1 offered: 

I think they were even asking us if we could do workshops for them to increase their awareness. So, I think that is one good thing faculty coming to us for help. And we will continue to do that and potentially maybe even reach out to other schools because you never know. 

By fostering student success minded spaces, participants commented that disability service offices have developed practices to holistically support students while also supporting their success in all university spaces. 

Institutional Support 

The research team noted one additional theme around support from the institution, which included administrative support, funding, faculty, and a large network of actors. Participant 7 explained: 

…like you know when there’s a student with disabilities you know staff will say “Oh you know just refer them to the disability office.” Right, so but it’s, it’s really…you know all hands-on deck kind of approach. You know you can’t really be inclusive to the student in every way, if there’s only just one touch point and the support only comes from one unit. So, I think it’s about embracing you know that the idea that everyone has a part to play in. You know…in, in being committed to, you know, inclusion for the students that we work with and hopefully that is something that, you know, becomes clearer, yeah, over time. 

In providing support, participants across university and country contexts shared a belief that the full network of actors within the university must be prepared to play their part. 

First, participants shared that support from the administration (deans, presidents, provost) can aid service providers in engaging faculty and staff with regard to necessary student support, encouraging training participation, and ensuring accountability. For example, Participant 4 shared, “Our academic dean…she has been a champion for people. But again, it’s about, you know she really serves as an advocate for students who come to her.” This type of support reinforces the work that service providers are doing and supports them in advocating for students in other areas of campus. 

It was also noted that both funding and faculty supports are incredibly important in ensuring an institution is accessible for students with disabilities. When describing a specific student’s situation Participant 3 shared: 

We had him assessed. He went for his assessment. The agency provided us with a list of assistive tech that we could purchase. And we do have funding for that for each student. And we procured those. And that was really helpful. 

Further, it was noted that funding, provided through the government, institution, or through gifts, can assist disability service offices in providing assistive technology, needed assessments, professional learning (travel to conferences), creating access, and in some cases even, building testing centers. Faculty help facilitate student success by showing they care for students through concern for their well-being, supporting student learning through accommodation delivery, and investment in their education and growth beyond the university. Participant 1 explained: 

So when we encounter [a member of the] faculty who is very encouraging who is very nurturing and willing to even try new things with the student I think that works. Faculty who’s showing concern not just for the student’s well-being but also how he can make improvements to the student’s learning I think that is also really helpful. 

Several participants noted that faculty play an important role in providing instruction to students, but perhaps their most impactful role is demonstrating to students they care. 

Additionally, participants acknowledged their office relies on the institution’s collective components to function and collaborate as an organization, or network of actors. In particular, funding, faculty, and administrators all play hands-on roles in supporting students with disabilities, as mentioned above. However, the additional supporting actors described by participants include the people and resources who make up the holistic ecosystem supporting the service provision and success of students with disabilities. Participant 3 outlined this ecosystem and its assistance in student success as measured by graduation, here: 

Every person’s small action contributes to his success, to his graduation. And if one of us didn’t do what we were supposed to do I don’t think we would have gotten to where or he would have gotten to where he would have wanted to be. And so all the various stakeholders from the facilities and estates management to library to computing to external mental health professionals who came in to support. 

Finally, the network of actors could include those working within the institution (e.g., facilities, residence and dining halls, health services, the registrar, library, faculty, and other partnerships on campus), staff within the service provision office (e.g., case manager, instructional design director, assistive technology), and external partners beyond the institution (e.g., mental health professionals, employers, conference providers, and foundations). Together this ecosystem supports the students in their higher education goals and beyond when accessing the job market, for example. 

Discussion 

The purpose of this qualitative focus-group study was to provide a cross-context understanding of the successes involved in supporting individuals with disabilities in higher education from the perspective of professional staff and administrators. While most previous research has provided similar analysis of these perspectives within a single university, a unique contribution of this study is the synthesis of perspectives across international contexts. By examining the successes across contexts, common themes provide important insights for improving rates of individuals with disabilities admitted to, successfully progressing through, and ultimately graduating from institutions of higher education worldwide. Successes may provide avenues for existing and developing programs to emulate. Examining what is working has implications for the field of disability services in higher education with consideration for study limitations. 
Theme identification in focus group research is based on the triangulation of data across participant perspectives. Each theme then is from the point of view of an insider, a dedicated professional deeply engaged in creating inclusive learning environments. Yet, each perspective is also shaped by participant roles and experiences. Additional data to corroborate findings, including rates of student satisfaction, attrition, graduation, and competitive employment are necessary moving forward. Therefore, these preliminary themes serve as a critical starting point and foundation for further investigation. Moreover, in exploring each theme there is both the potential for strategies and practices that, with continued study and validation, can inform broader systemic improvements, but also might be considered tenuous until additional sources of data are collected. 

Students and families are taking an active role concerning postsecondary education. Efforts span securing initial services after admission to advocating for appropriate services and accommodations to support student progress. In some cases, families provide their own supports including transportation and acquiring services outside of the postsecondary context. Such efforts might be considered laudable and key characteristics of predictive variables of success like self-determination, but they can also create stress and exhaustion for families. Moreover, when families mitigate services, universities may develop a false sense of efficacy with their current structure limiting administration support for more people and resources necessary to grow or support overtaxed staff. It is critical for universities to maintain success that they are equally proactive in partnering with students as primary causal agents to seek out those that might benefit from existing services, making them visible and accessible without unnecessary searching. 

Fortunately, a shared characteristic and consistent theme across participants was a deep commitment to a culture of inclusion and service, a factor crucial in the inclusion of students with disabilities (Booth & Ainscow, 2002; Lister et al., 2022). This profound dedication provides a reservoir of compassion, energy, and strength, enabling participants to persist in their efforts to serve students. Yet without systemic support and acknowledgement of efforts to refill the reservoir, participants can risk burnout. In the pursuit of providing holistic, wraparound services for students, universities will need to help disability service staff foster interdepartmental collaborations, increase dedicated budgets for student success projects, and view inclusion efforts as fundamental to the university mission (rather than as a compliance issue). 

Participants shared a common value for being student success minded. Indicators of success include beginning to engage with students as early as possible. This approach could mean prior to arrival on campus or as part of an active search process when students begin to have trouble. In some cases, staff were able to help students receive a diagnosis of a disability for the first time, allowing for appropriate services and accommodations to change the course of a student’s postsecondary education. Without question, participants echoed the need to “know the students.” Through a variety of person-centered-planning approaches, staff and administrators noted that delivering appropriate services required deep student connection. Consequently, student success also requires time, usually in the form of people to expand the capacity of the program. One-on-one meetings can be hard to show in terms of measurable outcomes, but participants reported the cumulative benefits of trust especially when students are feeling vulnerable. Students also benefit from an easily navigated system for requesting and receiving accommodations. Examples from the data included clear expectations for documentation, timelines, and assurances professors would work with students to ensure accommodations were offered appropriately. Regarding professors, a final component of student success was training for faculty around the needs of students to better understand how and why services were appropriate (Lister et al., 2022). 

The theme of institutional support is also critical to student success. Participants placed value on administrators at every level (e.g., chancellor/president, provost, deans, department chairs, vice provosts) functioning as a network of actors to support inclusive services. While funding and training of faculty are priorities, equally so in sustained models is the commitment to equity and inclusion as part of “what we do” (Artiles et al., 2006; Booth & Ainscow, 2002). Institutional support cannot be dependent on individuals or part of the aesthetic. Mission statements and webpages including inclusive language are signs of success, but programs reporting vocal institutional leaders championing inclusion (including providing budgets for services and staff hiring) are vital to sustaining success. 

Top-down support is a critical ingredient to success, but to avoid services falling like a house of cards, an ecosystem of service provisions requires a network of actors. Holistic services for students require collaborations between service staff and individuals ranging from facilities and library services to housing and assistive technology. Some programs also noted collaboration with local businesses for internship opportunities and community providers who could offer services not available at the university but necessary for student success (e.g., healthcare, vocational rehabilitation, counseling, transportation). Successful programs described a reality of reaching across silos typically expected in higher education to help problem solve for students. 

Implications 

In the present study, we have used cross-context analysis to generate common themes between universities in different countries. With that in mind, there are several practical implications university staff might consider when designing or revising their programs. 

Institutions can begin by clearly communicating services, making them easily accessible so that students and families need not navigate unnecessary barriers. Successful programs that are student centered will consistently provide clear, easy to find, user-friendly information about how to access services and receive accommodations from admissions through graduation. Programs can also provide easily accessible communication tools for both students and families to help bridge gaps and strengthen connections to the university and program supports. While this finding may appear obvious to some readers, we note from both personal and professional experience that the first barrier to receiving appropriate services for students and families is often connected to locating the “front door” and knowing what documentation it takes to receive access. 

While no simple task, a culture of inclusion intended to address stigma around disability and disclosure must run deep at the institution, not as veneer but as an essential component of its lived mission. For example, first collaboration between administrators, faculty, staff, and stakeholders is to be embodied in not just the activities, programs, policies of a university, but in the courses offered, day-to-day lived experiences of all students, and as a vital thread of campus safety. A second component might include top-down leadership voices championing disability as a critical component of campus inclusion, as well as in the recruitment and admissions process for new students joining campus each semester. More specifically, universal messaging in multiple languages to affirm student diversity, prioritizing budget spending toward accessible physical and digital infrastructure, choosing students with disabilities to serve as campus leaders, ambassadors, and co-creators of university-wide policy would further champion a culture of inclusion. Third, communication and collaborations across campus silos that promote interdepartmental problem solving further enmesh inclusion across the campus. Finally, inclusion culture should be experienced through a holistic ecosystem, supported by a network of actors surrounding the student that includes facilities, library services, housing, and even external community partners. 

Lastly, ongoing program evaluation that targets key program areas is vital to the health of a learning organization. Study participants indicated that within an international and multisite study, small successes are unlikely to happen without careful planning. Whether a university is considering revising an established program, as is common in the US, or developing a new program, student success need not be left to chance. DSO self-reflections might attempt to measure the active role of students and families, campus investments in a culture of inclusion and service, hiring of employees that are student success minded, and a variety of institutional supports. Moreover, we take comfort that the professional standards suggested by organizations like AHEAD and Council for Advancement of Standards in Higher Education, as well as the rights articulated within the CRPD, lend further support for including these elements. 

Limitations 

This research engages with practitioners within multiple contexts in the interest of developing a more robust understanding of the successes experienced in disability service support in higher education across the globe. However, limitations to the generalizability of these findings persist. The participants within focus groups were generated from a very specific convenience sampling. Moreover, to protect each participant’s confidentiality, we have not detailed specific office titles, job titles, or job descriptions. The research team mitigated these limitations by attempting to find universities with unique contexts so that various perspectives are included and providing the different types of perspectives included within this study. 

Furthermore, these findings are limited to the scope of work and knowledge of participants. The case studies cannot speak to the entirety of university policies, culture, or geographical contexts because information about each context was provided by participants. Still these cases do speak to how actors are implementing these policies, providing access, and noting successes. Although this small sample of universities cannot be generalized to all spaces, by identifying the successes that different programs are experiencing, we can begin to focus our research and actions by building on the critical themes identified here. Expansion of this research to additional contexts in the future will also help to reinforce these successes and to identify any that may be missing. Including students’ perspectives of successes and challenges within their higher education schooling experiences will also serve to increase the validity of this work. 

Conclusion 

In the endeavor to provide inclusive education to all students, universities and higher education institutions rely on disability service support offices to provide support to students with disabilities as they seek accommodations and support within their higher education experiences. This work identified key practitioners in multiple university contexts and asked them to share about their specific contexts and the successes they have witnessed within this work. Four themes around success emerged including the active role of students and families, a culture of inclusion and service, being student success minded, and institutional supports. The institutional supports provide a picture of the network of actors who are supporting students with disabilities in higher education: funding, faculty, administrators and a larger ecosystem of support. Current practitioners and developing programs can use the results of this work to argue for a culture of inclusion within their campus, for the development of a clear process for accessing accommodations, and a holistic ecosystem of support across institutions. 
References 

Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990, 42 U.S.C. § 12101 et seq. (1990). 
Amnesti, S. K. W., Muslim, J., Zulaichah, S., Noh, M. S. M., & Fitriyah, L. (2023). Higher education with disabilities policy: Ensuring equality inclusive education in Indonesia, Singapore and United States. Journal of Human Rights, Culture and Legal System, 3(3), 412–440. 

Artiles, A. J., Harris-Murri, N., & Rostenberg, D. (2006). Inclusion as social justice: Critical notes on discourses, assumptions, and the road ahead. Theory into Practice, 45(3), 260–268. https://doi.org/10.1207/s15430421tip4503_8  

Association on Higher Education and Disability. (2021). The AHEAD program domains, standards, and performance indicators. AHEAD. www.ahead.org/professional-resources/information-services-portal/data-collection-and-management/performance-indicators  

Association on Higher Education and Disability (2022). The AHEAD professional competencies. https://www.ahead.org/professional-resources/program-competencies  

Bartlett, L., & Vavrus, F. (2014). Transversing the vertical case study: A methodological approach to studies of educational policy as practice. Anthropology & Education Quarterly, 45(2), 131–147. 

Biggeri, M., Di Masi, D., & Bellacicco, R. (2020). Disability and higher education: assessing students’ capabilities in two Italian universities using structured focus group discussions. Studies in Higher Education, 45(4), 909–924. 

Booth, T. & Ainscow, M. (2002). Index for inclusion: developing learning and participation in schools. Centre for Studies on Inclusive Education. 

Brantlinger, E., Jimenez, R., Klingner, J., Pugach, M., & Richardson, V. (2005). Qualitative studies in special education. Exceptional Children, 71(2), 195–207. 

Caelli, K., Ray, L., & Mill, J. (2003) ‘Clear as mud’: Toward greater clarity in generic qualitative research. International Journal of Qualitative Methods 2(2), 1–13. https://doi.org/10.1177/160940690300200201   

Carballo, R., Molina, V. M., Cortes-Vega, M. D., & Cabeza-Ruiz, R. (2022). Students with disabilities at university: benefits and challenges from the best faculty members’ experiences. European Journal of Special Needs Education, 38(1), 110–125. https://doi.org/10.1080/08856257.2022.2031104  

Castro, J. P. (2022). Dilemas de la inclusión y discapacidad en la educación superior. [Dilemmas of inclusion and disability in higher education]. Perfiles Educativos. 44(175), 132–149. 

Chou, Y. C., Nakagawa, J., & Yoo, E. J. (2023). Does the CRPD matter? A comparison of sheltered workshop policies in Japan, Taiwan, and South Korea. In S. Robinson & K. Fisher (Eds.) Research handbook on disability policy (pp. 741–755). Edward Elgar Publishing. https://doi.org/10.4337/9781800373655  

Citarella, A., Iglesias, A. I. S., Ballester, S. G., Gutiérrez, A. A. G., Briegas, J. J. M., Castro, F. V., & Bernal, J. G. (2020). Being disabled persons in Spain: Policies, stakeholders and services. Revista INFAD de Psicología. International Journal of Developmental and Educational Psychology, 1(1), 507–516. https://doi.org/10.17060/ijodaep.2020.n1.v1.1869  

Dreyer, L., Mostert, Y., & Gow, M. A. (2020). The promise of equal education not kept: Specific learning disabilities–The invisible disability. African Journal of Disability, 9(1), 1–10. 

GAO. (2024, April 30). Higher education. Education could improve information on accommodations for students with disabilities. Government Accountability Office. https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-24-105614  

García-Cedillo, I., Romero-Contreras, S., & Ramos-Abadie, L. (2015). Where do México and Chile stand on inclusive education? Short Title: Inclusion in México and Chile. International Journal of Special Education, 30(2), 145–156. 

Griffin, M. M., Wendel, K. F., Day, T. L., & McMillan, E. D. (2016). Developing peer supports for college students with intellectual and developmental disabilities. Journal of Postsecondary Education and Disability, 29(3), 263–269. 

Kilpatrick, S., Johns, S., Barnes, R., Fischer, S., McLennan, D., & Magnussen, K. (2017). Exploring the retention and success of students with disability in Australian higher education. International Journal of Inclusive Education, 21(7), 747–762. https://doi.org/10.1080/13603116.2016.1251980  

Koyama, J., (2015). When things come undone: The promise of dissembling education policy. Discourse: Studies in the Cultural Politics of Education, 36(4), 548–559. https://doi.org/10.1080/01596306.2015.977012  

Krippendorff, K. (2012). Content analysis: An introduction to its methodology (3rd ed.). SAGE. 

Lalor, A., Scott, S., Dukes III, L.L., Madaus, J.W., & Quinones, L. (2023). Code of ethics for postsecondary accessibility services: An update for the Association on Higher Education and Disability. Journal of Postsecondary Education and Disability, 36(4), 331–337. 

Lister, K., Pearson, V. K., Coughlan, T., & Tessarolo, F. (2022). Inclusion in uncertain times: Changes in practices, perceptions, and attitudes around accessibility and inclusive practice in higher education. Education Sciences, 12(8), 571. https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci12080571  

Madaus, J., Gelbar, N., Faggella-Luby, M. N., & Dukes III, L. L. (2024). Ten years after: A systematic review of the literature on postsecondary education and disability from 2013-2022. Frontiers in Education – Higher Education, 9. https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2024.141290  

McNicholl, A., Casey, H., Desmond, D., & Gallagher, P. (2021). The impact of assistive technology use for students with disabilities in higher education: A systematic review. Disability and Rehabilitation: Assistive Technology, 16(2), 130–143. https://doi.org/10.1080/17483107.2019.1642395  

Moriña, A. (2022). When what is unseen does not exist: disclosure, barriers and supports for students with invisible disabilities in higher education. Disability & Society, 39(4), 914–932. https://doi.org/10.1080/09687599.2022.2113038  

Morse, J. M., Barrett, M., Mayan, M., Olson, K., & Jude, S. (2002). Verification strategies for establishing reliability and validity in qualitative eesearch. International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 1(2), 13–22. https://doi.org/10.1177/160940690200100202  

Odame, L., Osei-Hwedie, B., Nketsia, W., Opoku, M. P., & Nanor Arthur, B. (2019). University preparation and the work capabilities of visually impaired graduates in Ghana: a tracer study. International Journal of Inclusive Education, 25(11), 1287–1304. https://doi.org/10.1080/13603116.2019.1609102  

Papadakaki, M., Maraki, A., Bitsakos, N., & Chliaoutakis, J. (2022). Perceived knowledge and attitudes of faculty members towards inclusive education for students with disabilities: Evidence from a Greek university. International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, 19(4), 2151. https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph19042151  

Ravitch, S. M., & Carl, N. M. (2016). Qualitative research: Bridging the conceptual, theoretical and methodological. SAGE. 

Saldaña, J. (2013). The coding manual for qualitative researchers (2nd edition). SAGE. 

Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, 29 U.S.C. §794 (1973). https://www.dol.gov/agencies/oasam/centers-offices/civil-rights-center/statutes/section-504-rehabilitation-act-of-1973  

Shine, D., & Stefanou, C. (2022). Creating the inclusive higher education classroom for students with disabilities: The role of attitude and confidence among university faculty. International Journal of Teaching and Learning in Higher Education, 33(2), 216–224. 

Smith, E. M., Huff, S., Wescott, H., Daniel, R., Ebuenyi, I. D., O’Donnell, J., Maalim, M., Zhang, W., Khasnabis, C., & MacLachlan, M. (2022). Assistive technologies are central to the realization of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. Disability and Rehabilitation: Assistive Technology, 1–6. https://doi.org/10.1080/17483107.2022.2099987  

Tracy, S. (2010). Qualitative quality: Eight ‘Big-Tent’ criteria for excellent qualitative research. Qualitative Inquiry, 16(10): 837–851. 

UN General Assembly. (2006). Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and Optional Protocol, 13 December 2006, A/RES/61/106, Annex II https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities.html  

UN General Assembly. (2015). Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, 21 October 2015, A/RES/70/1. https://undocs.org/A/RES/70/1  

United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (n.d.). Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. Disability. www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities.html  

U.S. Department of Justice Civil Rights Division. (2020, February 28) Guide to Disability Rights Laws. www.ada.gov/resources/disability-rights-guide/#rehabilitation-act   

Velasco Jáuregui, L. C., Govela Espinoza, R., & González Enríquez, L.H. (2015). Inclusión social de personas con discapacidad ntellectual en Guadalajara, México. [Inclusion of persons with intellectual disabilities in Guadalajara, Mexico.] RIDE Revista Iberoamericana para la Investigación y el Desarrollo Educativo, 6(11), 957. 

Zorec, K., Desmond, D., Boland, T., McNicholl, A., O’Connor, A., Stafford, G., & Gallagher, P. (2022). A whole-campus approach to technology and inclusion of students with disabilities in higher education in Ireland. Disability & Society, 1–26. https://doi.org/10.1080/09687599.2022.2114885  

About the Authors 

Melissa E. Mendoza is an Assistant Professor of Bilingual Education at Texas Christian University where she is a core member of the Alice Neeley Special Education Research and Service Institute. Dr. Mendoza completed her doctorate at the University of California, Los Angeles. Her research focuses on bilingual special education and inclusive education policy implementation within higher education. She is a former special education teacher and has worked in teacher education supporting novice and pre-service dual language and general education teachers in the field for over seven years. She can be reached by email at: melissa.mendoza@tcu.edu.   
Dr. Michael Faggella-Luby is a Professor of Special Education at Texas Christian University and a senior member of the Alice Neeley Special Education Research and Service Institute and the Andrews Institute for Research in Mathematics and Science Education. His research focuses on specially designed instruction, literacy interventions, learning disabilities, and teacher preparation. He is a founding leader of the SPIDER Consortium, an international alliance advancing disability inclusion in higher education. Dr. Faggella-Luby is the co-author of Specially Designed Instruction: The Definitive Guide and Data Rules: Elevating Teaching with Objective Reflection. He can be reached by email at: m.faggella-luby@tcu.edu.  

Dr. Lyman Dukes III is a Professor of Exceptional Student Education in the College of Education at the University of South Florida, Executive Director of UMatter, and SPIDER Consortium Co-Director. He earned degrees from the University of Florida and the University of Connecticut and has 30 years of educational experience. His scholarship, books, presentations, and funded projects focus on college access and success for students with disabilities, including intellectual disability, universal design for learning, higher education accessibility services, and international disability support in higher education. He can be reached by email at: ldukes@usf.edu.  

Dr. Alycia Bobak is the Assistant Director of Academics for the Eileen Hoffman Hafer UMatter Program at the University of South Florida. She earned her Ph.D. in Curriculum and Instruction with a focus in Special Education from the University of South Florida. Her research uses post-qualitative inquiry to explore disability, inclusion, and hospitality in higher education, challenging conventional understandings of inclusion and examining how institutional spaces and relationships shape experiences of belonging. She has presented her research at national conferences on inclusive postsecondary education, peer mentoring, and faculty engagement. She can be reached by email at: alyciabobak@usf.edu.  

Nicholas W. Gelbar, Ph.D., is a Licensed Psychologist and National Certified School Psychologist who serves as an Associate Research Professor in the Department of Educational Psychology at the University of Connecticut. His expertise lies in neurodevelopmental disabilities, learning disabilities, and twice-exceptional (2e) learners—students who are both gifted and have a disability. With extensive experience working in clinical, K-12, and higher-education settings, he brings deep insight into assessment, program evaluation, and inclusive practice across diverse educational contexts. He can be reached by email at: nicholas.gelbar@uconn.edu.  

Joseph Madaus received his B.A. and M.A. degrees from Boston College and his Ph.D. from the University of Connecticut. He is the Director of the Collaborative on Postsecondary Education and Disability, and a Professor in the Department of Educational Psychology in the Neag School of Education at the University of Connecticut. His research and publication interests include postsecondary education, transition, assessment and postschool outcomes of adults with disabilities. He can be reached by email at: joseph.madaus@uconn.edu.  

Acknowledgement 

This research was completed as part of a larger project funded by the Moh Foundation. 
Exploring Graduate School:

Pilot Program Supporting Neurodivergent Students’ Graduate School Preparation

(Practice Brief)

Alyssa P. Lawson1,2 
1 Landmark College; 2 Colby College
Abstract 

Neurodivergent students remain underrepresented in graduate education, and little research exists on how best to support their transition from undergraduate to graduate programs. To address this gap, I developed Exploring Graduate School, a pilot program designed to increase neurodivergent students’ knowledge, confidence, and sense of belonging related to graduate education. This program consisted of six events offered over an academic year at a small, private college serving neurodivergent students (i.e., students with learning disabilities, ADHD, and autism). Findings from this pilot suggest that even brief, no-cost programs can help neurodivergent students feel more informed and supported in their pursuit of graduate education. I offer insight into the transferability of this program to other institutions wanting to support this transition for neurodivergent students as well. 
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Summary of Relevant Literature 

Transitioning from Undergraduate to Graduate Programs 

Transitioning from undergraduate programs to graduate programs can be particularly anxiety inducing and disorienting for many students (McPherson et al., 2017). One major reason for this is because undergraduate students often do not have much clarity on what graduate school is or what it offers to students. Beyond this, undergraduates also have little support in developing an understanding of what is required for a strong graduate school application and what is needed from them to be prepared for graduate work (Sanders & Landrum, 2012). 

One way to address this problem is to create programs that provide information and preparation for undergraduate students interested in pursuing graduate education (Barideaux & Meek, 2024; Lang et al., 2025). In these programs, undergraduates are provided with information about graduate school and/or supported in their preparation of application material for graduate school. For example, Barideaux and Meek (2024) provided undergraduate psychology students with a slideshow presentation that included information discussing (a) career options that require a graduate degree, (b) how various types of graduate programs differ from one another, (c) how to find a good graduate program, and (d) how to prepare graduate school applications. Another program, from Lang et al. (2025), provided students with information on why it could make sense to pursue graduate education, how the application process works, and the graduate programs available at the home institution. 

Programs that prepare undergraduate students for graduate programs have had positive impacts on students. These programs have been successful in supporting undergraduate students in increasing their knowledge about graduate school and how to complete graduate school applications, according to measures such as the graduate psychology outcome expectations scale, applying to grad school perceived knowledge questionnaire, applying to grad school objective knowledge measure, and the graduate school self-reflection survey (Barideaux & Meek, 2024; Brucato & Neimeyer, 2011; Lang et al., 2025). Additionally, programs like these also increase students’ career self-efficacy (Barideaux & Meek, 2024), graduate preparation self-efficacy, and career decision self-efficacy (Brucato & Neimeyer, 2011). 

Supporting Neurodivergent Students’ Transitioning 

As shown, there is positive evidence showing that these types of programs are beneficial for the general population of students. Unfortunately, an area that is lacking research is whether these types of programs are useful to neurodivergent students (such as those with learning disabilities, ADHD, or autism). Some evidence indicates that supporting neurodivergent students in preparing for educational transition can have positive effects on these students’ experiences and success moving forward. For example, research has demonstrated that providing neurodivergent high school students with a transition program to prepare these students for college increases the positive experience for neurodivergent students in college (Reilly et al., 2024). Certain predictors of success in higher education, like using learning and study strategies as well as self-advocacy, can be taught to neurodivergent students as they transition from high school to postsecondary education and support their success in higher education (Madaus et al., 2021). Research like this demonstrates that supporting students at educational transition points can be useful, particularly for neurodivergent students. 

Depiction of the Problem 

Neurodivergent and disabled students, when entering and completing graduate programs, are more likely to face barriers such as lacking a sense of belonging, lacking empathy from neurotypical faculty and peers, increased burnout due to workload, and shame around being neurodivergent (Dali & Charbonneau, 2024; Syharat et al., 2023). As such, it is vital to better prepare neurodivergent students in transitioning to graduate programs. Though there is not much research to rely on (Berdanier et al., 2020; Hadley et al., 2024), there are several resources that have been developed with this aim in mind. For example, GoGrad.org has created an online resource discussing how to navigate graduate school with a disability, such as addressing common barriers for neurodivergent students, including common accommodations and resources available for students (Davis, 2024). Dwyer et al. (2023) have developed a resource for campuses to become more inclusive for neurodivergent students, including recommendations for campus changes intended to better support neurodivergent students. Despite these positive steps in working to support neurodivergent students' transition into graduate education, it is difficult to determine whether students use these resources and the impact the resources have on their experience. 
According to data collected in 2019-20, approximately 11% of graduate students report having a disability, including being a neurodivergent student (NCES, 2023). As applications into graduate programs continue to rise (McKenzie et al., 2023), the increased desire and need for neurodivergent students to pursue graduate education will likely increase as well. However, there is no research on the best ways to specifically support neurodivergent students in this transition. Further, some previous research has demonstrated that learning disabilities, a diagnosis held by many neurodivergent students, create barriers in preparing for graduate school (e.g., Snuffer, 2011; Wells & Kommers, 2022). The purpose of this practice brief is to describe a program developed to support neurodivergent students’ knowledge about graduate school as well as to describe the impacts this pilot program had on students’ interest in and feelings of belonging in graduate school. 

Description of Practice & Setting 

To support neurodivergent students in applying for and succeeding in graduate programs, a series of events (one panel and five workshops), all one-hour in length, was created to be presented across the academic year. Three events were offered each semester. See Table 1 for the descriptions of each event. 
This program was developed at a small, private college exclusively serving neurodivergent students, namely those with learning disabilities, ADHD, and autism. All students who were invited to participate in this program identified as neurodivergent; however, data on each participant’s learning disability was not collected. This program was advertised to all current students and recent alumni, without any reference to an area of study or graduate program focus. All of the events
 were hosted online with several also providing an in-person option. The events were advertised to students at the beginning of each semester as well as a week before each of the events. 

Each event was unique in the kind of content that was presented, as indicated in Table 1. During events 2-6, faculty or staff at the college put together slide decks that described the topic of their talk. For instance, during the “The ‘What’ and the ‘Why’ of Grad School: Understanding the Basics,” students were given an introduction on what graduate school is, what different types of graduate programs are available to them, and information on why they would want to pursue graduate school. Within these events, the bulk of the content was focused on providing students with useful information about graduate school, but some of the time was also used to discuss how to face challenges unique to neurodivergent students (e.g., planning ahead of time, making clear hidden expectations in the application process, juggling multiple school applications, disability resources). During these workshops, students were encouraged to ask questions throughout the presentation and at the end. 

During Event 1, alumni from the college who had completed or were in the process of completing a graduate program were invited to talk in a panel format where there were both prepared questions for the panel as well as an opportunity for students attending the panel to ask questions. The questions asked during this panel aimed to present both the positives and hardships of graduate school, particularly for neurodivergent students. Panelists also were able to provide tips for students and alumni on how they have been able to successfully navigate applications and graduate school. 

Within the events, students were also typically given some sort of activity to dive deeper into their own situations. For example, in the “Can I Afford Grad School? Things Applicants Should Consider,” students were given information about how to fund graduate school, shown how to find funding information on several different university websites, then given time to practice finding funding information on university pages that were of interest. 

As a way to assess participants’ experience with the events, students were given a link to an anonymous survey at the end of each event. This survey consisted of questions developed by the researcher. The purpose of this survey was to gather feedback about the student experience with the events in hopes of continuing to improve this program in the future. Finally, at the end of the year, all participants who registered to attend and/or attended at least one of the events were sent a final anonymous survey to answer questions about the program as a whole. Again, this survey was developed by the researcher with the aim of using the feedback to support the further development of this program. 

Table 1 

Name and Description of Six Workshops 

	Date 
	Name 
	Information Provided in Event 

	9/25/24 

(Panel) 
	Neurodiversity in Graduate School: Experiences of LC Students Who’ve Done It 
	panel of alumni who have attended or are currently attending graduate school 

transition to graduate school 

personal successes and challenges 

advice to others interested in applying to graduate school 

	10/22/24 
(W1) 
	The ‘What’ and the ‘Why’ of Grad School: Understanding the Basics 
	purpose of graduate education 

reasons to consider going to graduate school 

different options for graduate school, like master’s degrees, PhDs, and specialized degrees. 

	11/11/24 
(W2) 
	Undergrad vs. Grad – What are the Differences? 
	different responsibilities between graduate school and undergraduate programs 

discussion of some potential graduate school milestones 

	2/25/25 
(W3) 
	Applying to Grad School: What You Need to Know 
	the typical components of a graduate school application 

ways to find a program that makes sense for students 

	3/18/25 
(W4) 
	Planning for Your Future: The Timeline for Applying to Grad School 
	how to find application deadlines 

when different types of programs typically require application submission 

help students build own timeline 

	4/17/25 
(W5) 
	Can I Afford Grad School? Things Applicants Should Consider 
	how different programs typically fund students 

difference between financial aid, assistantships, and fellowships 

where to find information about funding on websites 


Evaluation of Observed Outcomes 

Event Follow-up Questionnaires 
Participants were asked a series of questions and were told to indicate their level of agreement on a 5-point Likert scale with response options: 1-Strongly Disagree, 2-Disagree, 3-Neutral, 4-Agree, 5-Strongly Agree. See Figure 1 for means to questions for each of the events. 

Across all of the workshops, participants had generally high responses to all of the questions. The question with the highest average scores across the seven questions was, “The information provided in this event was informative,” with an average of 4.59, ranging from 3.67 to 4.83 across the events. This finding indicates that, on average, participants saw these events as particularly informative to them. 

There were two questions tied with the lowest average score across the seven questions. The first question was, “Attending this event made me more interested in applying to graduate school,” with an average of 4.00, ranging from 3.67 to 4.20 across the events. The second question was, “I feel more confident that I belong in graduate school,” with an average of 4.00, ranging from 3.50 to 4.40 across the events. Despite having the lowest average across events of all the questions, these questions still had highly rated responses. This finding suggests that the workshops did help increase interest in graduate school for neurodivergent students as well as increased students’ confidence in feeling as though they belong in graduate school, but maybe to a lesser degree than other areas assessed by the questionnaire. 

When investigating the responses participants had to the various open-ended questions, there were a couple of themes that emerged. Many participants discussed how the program content presented was very helpful to their understanding of graduate programs. Further, particularly in relation to the panel, participants thought having a peer’s perspective on graduate school was insightful. However, some students did also note that some of the events seemed to have a bit of a STEM focus, which was not helpful to all attendees. Lastly, participants also mentioned that they wished that the sessions were longer so the presentations could provide more detail and depth on each topic. 

Participants were asked how attending the event changed their desire to pursue graduate education. Many students mentioned that because they were already interested in attending graduate school, attending these events did not change their intention. However, they did note that the information provided in the sessions made them feel more capable, informed, and prepared. Many participants also explained that attending these events made them feel more interested in applying to and attending graduate school. There was only one participant across all the events that reported they felt more wary of graduate school because now they understood better all the requirements. 

Figure 1 
Means to Each Follow-Up Question Across Workshops 
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Overall Program (Six Events) Questionnaire 

At the end of the program, all students who had attended at least one event were invited to complete a final, overall evaluation of the program. Participants were asked a series of five questions and were told to indicate their level of agreement on a 5-point Likert scale with response options: 1-Strongly Disagree, 2-Disagree, 3-Neutral, 4-Agree, 5-Strongly Agree. See Figure 2 for means to the questions. 

The question with the highest average response was, “Overall, attending these events made me more interested in applying to graduate school,” with an average response of 4.09. This finding indicates that students who attended these workshops felt as though their interest in pursuing graduate school had increased due to learning more about graduate school. 

There were two questions with the lowest average response. The first was, “Overall, the information provided in these events made me feel more prepared to apply to graduate school,” with an average response of 3.73. The second was, “Overall, I feel more confident that I can succeed in graduate school because I attended these events,” with an average response of 3.73. These findings indicate that, although not rated as highly as the other questions, students who attended these events felt as though the events were somewhat beneficial in helping them feel prepared to attend graduate school and increasing confidence that they could succeed in graduate school. 

When investigating the written responses, there were a couple of themes that emerged. First, participants generally had very positive responses to the program and discussed their desire to see a program like this one continue. With regard to the hosted events, participants were very happy with the practical information that was provided in each of the sessions. However, two areas also stood out as areas that the future of the program should address: having more opportunities for practical guidance (such as seeing examples of application material) and individual guidance (such as one-on-one office hours). 

Figure 2 
Means for Overall Feedback Questions 

[image: image4.jpg]Overall feedback

Qi Q2 a3 Q4





Implications 

The Exploring Grad School program, with the aim of supporting neurodivergent undergraduate students in increasing their interest in and preparedness to apply to graduate school, seemed to be successful in this pilot phase, according to students’ perception of their interest and perceptions of their preparedness. Across the six events, students had generally very positive experiences and reported learning important information. Generally, the information presented in these workshops seemed to translate somewhat into increasing students' desire to pursue graduate education and increasing their confidence and feeling of belonging in graduate school. 
Of the six events, Workshop 1—on presenting the basics of graduate school—had the highest overall ratings. This finding suggests that giving students information about what graduate school is and reasons for pursuing graduate education was valuable. It seems as though general information about graduate school was sought after by neurodivergent students and this program helped with that need. 

Another trend was that generally the responses to the first four questions—on the information provided—were higher and more positive than the final two questions—on how the information impacted students’ perceptions of themselves as graduate students. Although generally these last two questions were still in the positive range, this finding may indicate that there may be a disconnect between students knowing more about graduate school and how much they see themselves as graduate students. It could be particularly helpful to dedicate more time, either through a specific workshop or during the other workshops, to focus on building students’ confidence in seeing themselves as graduate students. 

Transferability and Future Directions 

This program offers a low-cost, scalable model that other colleges and universities can adopt to support neurodivergent undergraduates exploring graduate school. It is especially valuable for institutions that do not have graduate programs on-site, where students may have limited exposure to graduate education. Importantly, this initiative was developed without a dedicated budget—faculty and staff volunteered a few hours per semester—making it feasible to replicate with minimal resources. 
The program’s design is also intentionally flexible, allowing institutions to adapt the content and structure to meet the needs of their own students. Feedback from participants plays a central role in shaping future iterations of the program. Schools looking to implement a similar program, should consider building in feedback mechanisms (e.g., post-session surveys or reflection prompts) and being responsive to what students say is needed. 

To illustrate how the program can evolve over time, several changes will be incorporated to the 2025-26 version of the program based on participants’ feedback: 

1. Recorded sessions for accessibility: All events will be recorded and made available asynchronously. This approach supports students with conflicting schedules and those who benefit from additional time or repeated exposure to content—needs that are common among neurodivergent learners. 

2. Belonging-focused workshops: Since students reported limited gain in confidence and sense of belonging in graduate school, the next iteration of this program will introduce more sessions that directly address these areas. This change may include more panels featuring neurodivergent graduate students and alumni, as well as workshops on self-advocacy in academic settings. 

3. Individualized application support: Students expressed interest in more personalized guidance. In response, the next iteration of this program will have monthly office hours for one-on-one meetings with faculty or staff who have graduate school experience, and optional body doubling sessions for application writing. 
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Abstract 

Neuroscience for Neurodiverse Learners is an innovative program that offers hands-on experiences and resources to high school and early postsecondary students who are identified as neurodivergent learners. Students are exposed to the interdisciplinary fields that contribute to neuroscientific research, including computer science, biology, engineering, mathematics, and psychology. Survey responses from participating students demonstrate that students improved critical skills for college success and had a positive perception of the program and its impact. This article describes the program and shares evaluation outcomes for others seeking to create similar programs at their postsecondary campus, develop postsecondary STEM outreach programs, conduct continuous improvement of student accommodation services, or create resources for faculty about effectively engaging neurodivergent students. 
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Summary of Relevant Literature 

In their 2021-2022 biennial report to Congress, the Committee on Equal Opportunities in Science and Engineering (CEOSE) advised the National Science Foundation (NSF) to give increased attention to including diverse community voices across its research and education portfolios through community-driven projects. The CEOSE suggested NSF fund research that focuses on building inclusive, community-engaged science, technology, engineering and math (STEM) communities to promote STEM participation, stating, “It is only through including and embracing widely diverse ideas and perspectives…[that] the most innovative and comprehensive solutions to critical global challenges can be discovered” (NSF CEOSE, 2023). A 2023 report from the National Center for Science and Engineering Statistics (NCSES) shared that among workers with at least one disability, 21% worked in STEM occupations, fewer than the 24% of nondisabled workers in STEM occupations (NCSES, 2023). 
To develop a more robust STEM workforce and fill the demand for workers in STEM fields, the U.S. workforce must draw from a talent pool that includes all demographic groups, including those with disabilities (CEOSE, 2023). In recent years, unemployment rates have been much higher for people with a disability than for those with no disability across all educational attainment groups, and workers with a disability were nearly twice as likely to work part-time as compared to nondisabled workers (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2023). 

Depiction of the Problem 

STEM careers are attainable for individuals with disabilities, including neurodivergent learners, thanks to advancements in assistive technologies and emerging models of strengths-based education. Success stories of individuals with disabilities thriving in STEM fields highlight their potential to make significant contributions to these disciplines (see Bellman & Burgstahler, 2016). 
As noted by CEOSE, diversity in STEM is advantageous not only for underrepresented groups but also for the fields themselves. Teams that include professionals with varied skills, experiences, and perspectives are more effective at identifying a range of solutions to problems (Beck & Andres, 2005; Taylor & Ladner, 2011). Technology companies have recognized the capacity of neurodivergent individuals, especially those with autism spectrum disorder, to contribute to their mission, yet report difficulties in recruiting work-ready job applicants with neurodiversity (Ladner, 2016). Many companies, including Microsoft (n.d.), SAP (n.d.), SAS (n.d.), and DXC Technology (n.d.), have invested in programs to recruit neurodivergent employees and are working to identify specific interventions that make hi-tech work environments welcoming and inclusive of neurodivergent talent (Anabi et al., 2024). Postsecondary institutions can respond by increasing efforts to prepare students with disabilities for the STEM workforce. 

Setting 

The University of Washington (UW) received funding from the NSF Innovative Technology Experiences for Students and Teachers (ITEST) program for a campus-based project called Neuroscience for Neurodiverse Learners (NNL; 2025a, 2025b). NNL provides hands-on experiences in the field of neuroscience, networking opportunities, and resources to high school and early postsecondary students who identify as “neurodivergent” learners—those with conditions such as dyspraxia, dyslexia, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), dyscalculia, autism spectrum disorder, and Tourette syndrome. The project also disseminated findings to STEM educators (Bellman & Chudler, 2024; Bellman et al., 2025). 
NNL was led through a collaborative effort between the UW Disabilities, Opportunities, Internetworking, and Technology (DO-IT) Center (2022) and the UW Center for Neurotechnology (CNT; n.d.). DO-IT has a 30-year history of helping empower students with disabilities to pursue challenging academics and careers. The CNT originated as one of several Engineering Research Centers (ERCs) nationwide, initially funded by the NSF. This article shares lessons learned through the ongoing DO-IT and CNT partnership, building on previous work that promotes universal design and accessibility in ERCs (Bellman et al., 2018). NNL seeks to achieve the following two goals: 

1. College-capable neurodivergent students, through engagement in neuroscience experiences, will gain knowledge about and interest in challenging STEM fields. They will practice communication skills (e.g., for scientific presentations, communication with faculty about disability-related accommodations) that will prepare them for college and careers. 

2. Educators and other stakeholders will develop or enhance strategies for teaching neurodivergent learners (e.g., universal design, academic accommodations) and engage in activities designed to encourage neurodivergent learners to participate in STEM fields. 

The application process for NNL students was competitive, as space was limited. A review committee selected students based on essay responses related to their motivation to participate in the program, teacher recommendations, and parent recommendations. Eligibility criteria were to (a) identify as a neurodivergent learner; (b) have aptitude for and interest in attending college; (c) currently be a high school sophomore, junior, or senior, or in the first or second year of college; and (d) have access to a computer and internet connection sufficient for video conferencing. 
Description of Practice 

During NNL, student participants engaged in a multi-day neuroscience summer camp. In 2020 and 2021, summer activities were conducted online due to the COVID-19 pandemic. From 2022 to 2024, summer activities took place both online and on the UW campus. Activities included hands-on, inquiry-based activities and cooperative learning. Titles of classes included the following: Journey into the Brain; College: You Can Do It; STEM Mentoring with Neurodivergent College Students; The “Whos and Whys” of Brain Research; Unique Strengths of Neurodivergent Learners; Music and the Brain; Sheep Brain Dissection Lab; Brain Function and the Senses; Neurotechnology in Hollywood; Neuroethics; Memory, Learning, and Sleep; Assistive Technology; Natural Medicines and UW Medicinal Garden Tour; and Center for Neurotechnology Undergraduate Research Symposium. 
To enhance summer activities, neurodivergent students participated in online and on-campus sessions throughout the academic year. These sessions aimed to foster interest in STEM fields and better prepare students for college. Many sessions featured neurodivergent peer mentors—more advanced college students who offered support and encouragement to younger students as they advanced in their academic journeys and worked toward their career goals. All participants were provided one-to-one mentoring. Mentoring topics centered around self-reported challenges and corresponding skills related to attention, organization, time management, listening, and sensory perception. 

Many participants contributed to project resources (NNL, 2025) that are freely available to the public under a Creative Commons copyright, including: 

· Student Stories: Neurodiverse Learners and STEM Education [website] 

· Neurodiverse Students in STEM: A Capacity Building Institute for Postsecondary Faculty and Staff[proceedings document] 

· STEM and Neurodiversity: A Capacity Building Institute for Faculty at Community and Technical Colleges [proceedings document] 

· Supporting Neurodivergent Learners on Campus [video] 

Evaluation of Observed Outcomes 

Methods 
We conducted surveys at the end of each summer camp for program improvement and evaluation, and at the end of the project, we conducted broad evaluation surveys per our agreement with the National Science Foundation. The 81 NNL Summer Camp participants from the first four summer camps (2020 through 2023) were invited via email to participate in an online survey during the spring and summer of 2024. They were offered a $75 gift card for their participation. Twenty-eight (35%) of these participants responded to the survey. Since no survey questions were mandatory, the number available for analyses sometimes fell below 28. Demographic data were collected as part of the application process from all participants, unless they declined to respond to the question. 

The survey contained open-ended questions, pre-coded questions, and Likert Scale questions. Both descriptive statistics and Repeated Measures Analysis of Variance were used with the quantitative data. Open-ended responses were imported into Microsoft Excel for coding and analysis. These responses were coded iteratively according to themes that emerged. 

Participant Demographics 

Of those who provided demographic information at enrollment (n = 77), most identified as male (60%), followed by female (39%) and nonbinary (1%); they identified as 62% White, 18% Asian, and 11% Latinx/Hispanic. 

At enrollment, the 81 participants disclosed a total of 152 diagnoses under the umbrella of neurodivergence, with an average of 1.9 diagnoses per person. About half of the summer camp participants noted that they have ADHD, and almost as many identified as having autism. Nearly a quarter (23%) identified both conditions, and only a few more (26%) identified neither. Other conditions included learning disabilities (dyslexia, dysgraphia, dyscalculia, and unspecified: 28%), mental health disorders (anxiety, depression, OCD: 18%), speech disorder (5%), developmental coordination disorder (4%), sensory or auditory processing disorder (4%). Several additional conditions were noted by one or two people each. 

At the time of the survey, most respondents (89%) were in school. More than two-thirds (68%) were in college and the remainder (32%) in high school. Of the students not yet in college, 75% indicated that they planned to attend college, while the other 25% were unsure. 

About three-fourths (76%) of survey respondents indicated interest in a STEM major in college, most commonly psychology, biological sciences, and engineering (20% each), and neuroscience (16%). When asked how their neurodivergence affected their educational or employment pursuits, they most frequently noted that their condition made education more difficult with attention, focus, and distractibility challenges (31%). About one in five (19%) noted that their condition would limit their job options, most often because of a preference to avoid customer-facing jobs or a need for a small work team or remote work. These concerns were especially prevalent among those with autism or anxiety. 

Participants’ Assessment of the Value of Activities 

Overall, respondents were “Strongly positive” (57%) or “Positive” (30%) about the NNL Summer Camp. When asked to write in the most valuable things they got out of NNL, more than half (56%) said they found learning about neuroscience to be the most valuable. Some added that learning how neuroscience can be helpful, for example, to make the world more accessible or otherwise benefit people with neurodivergence, was particularly valuable. A quarter (28%) also remarked on the value of being part of a community. For some, this community meant learning to work with others, while for others, it meant meeting and making friends with people who were neurodivergent. Another person mentioned the value of support from the project staff. Correspondingly, interactions with mentors, peers, and program staff were the activities most students remembered from their experience. A handful (16%) commented that NNL helped them understand themselves or others better. Three people (12%) wrote in that learning about accommodations and how to advocate for themselves was especially valuable. Two people (8%) commented on the value of experiencing the UW, including getting to and from campus on their own, or interacting with professors. 

This sentiment about the value of the community was reinforced when more than three-quarters wrote strongly positive responses to an open-ended question about being part of a community with other neurodivergent people, with statements indicating that they felt understood, supported, or as though they belonged. As part of the community-building process, students and parents helped capitalize on student strengths to identify suggestions for educators, For more on this process see, “Parents Can Play a Critical Role for Neurodivergent Students Transitioning to College” (Bellman, et al., 2024). 

Impacts on Interest in STEM and Neuroscience 

Responding to a Likert scale question, 10 respondents (40%) indicated that at the time of enrollment, they were “extremely interested” in neuroscience. The others were “somewhat” (24%) or “slightly” interested (24%), “not that interested” (8%), or “not at all interested” (4%). 

Overall, of those whose interest could increase, two-thirds did. Responding to a follow-up open-ended question asking how the program had affected their opinion about STEM or neuroscience fields, three in ten said that the program increased their interest and influenced their motivation to study neuroscience. Half attributed the increase to the lectures and 40% to the labs. 

Respondents were asked to indicate on a five-point scale whether they thought they could succeed in neuroscience (67% said they “Definitely” or “Probably” could), and whether or not being in the program had affected their confidence in their ability to succeed in STEM or neuroscience fields (46% said it had; 42% said it hadn’t, and 13% said it had done both). Of those who said it had affected their confidence, most (82%) were confident they could succeed, as were 67% of those who said it had not affected their confidence. 

In their open-ended comments, one-third of those whose confidence had increased explained that it was due to their new knowledge of available support or accommodations, or their awareness of role models. About a quarter said they felt better prepared as a result of the program. Respondents were also asked to rate how well they managed various skills that can sometimes be challenging for neurodivergent people at two time points: before the NNL Summer Camp and at the time of the survey (Figure 1). Statistically significant (p < .01) improvements were detected in all skills among the 23 survey respondents who answered these questions. The skills were organization, communication, interacting with others, paying attention, and requesting accommodations. 

Figure 1 
Changes in Managing Skills (n=23) 
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Participants’ Overall Assessment of the Program 

All respondents thought the program should be continued. When asked for recommendations for program improvement, they offered these suggestions: More opportunities to interact with peers; continued ongoing support, and practical support to students attending school; more opportunity to move around; more discussion during classes; opportunities to meet more faculty; more advanced material and more supervised lab activities; and additional specific instruction in communications skills. 

These results point to a consistent overall positive perception of the program and its impact. This finding applied to most participants’ interest and confidence in a future in STEM or neuroscience, as well as to their strengthened skills related to their neurodivergence. However, despite the 35% response rate, we cannot be confident that these results are generalizable. More research is needed to replicate and extend these findings. 

Implications and Transferability 

Faculty and staff at institutions of higher education institutions can develop similar programs designed to help prepare neurodivergent students for postsecondary STEM studies. The deployment of such programs has the added benefit of helping the institution learn how to serve neurodivergent students more effectively, as the lessons learned about accommodations and universal design can be more broadly implemented. 
For those building programs similar to NNL, it is recommended to include a substantial amount of dedicated time for students to interact with one another, discuss what was learned, and move around in the classroom and across the campus. High importance should be placed on interactions with faculty, hands-on work in labs, and engagement with more advanced STEM material for those prepared to do so. 

Those building similar programs may face challenges recruiting students. The authors note that as NNL gained recognition, it was featured in local periodicals and promoted by participating students and educators with a surplus of program applicants by year three. 

Another challenge has been sustainability. Initial federal grant funding covered costs for room rentals, meals, and salary support for faculty and staff. NNL has transitioned mainly from federal funding and is now funded by blending support from a local foundation, the College of Engineering, and the State of Washington. Therefore, programs are recommended to highlight their success stories with all types of potential funding sources as they develop over time. 

Institutions interested in serving neurodivergent students more effectively are encouraged to elevate the voices and concerns of the neurodivergent students on their campus. Example resources shared in this article include student panels at capacity-building institutes, a website featuring student stories about their learning experiences, and a video showcasing NNL students. All NNL project products are freely available. 
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� I use identity-first (e.g., disabled faculty) and person-first (e.g., faculty with disabilities) interchangeably to “honor both identity and person foci” (Brown et al., 2019, p. 20).


� This finding is based on survey questions like “Do you have serious difficulty walking or climbing stairs?” to estimate disability prevalence (CDC, 2025b). This framing reflects the medical model of disability, which minimizes the numerous ways society structures and perpetuates inaccessibility (Evans et al., 2017). While disability is a natural aspect of the human experience and prevalence is not a necessary rationale for disability research (Brown et al., 2019), I mention this finding because of its connection to racism and implications for diversification, as well as how it contextualizes Black people’s unique relationship to, and experience of, disability (Bailey & Mobley, 2019).
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