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Given the significance of completing college, the low college graduation rate for students 

with disabilities, and the effect of support services on students in the general population's ability 

to complete college, it is essential to understand the link between accessing support and attaining 

positive postsecondary education outcomes for the wide-ranging population of college students 

with disabilities. Students with disabilities attend postsecondary education more significantly 

than ever before, and the literature shows they do not perform as well academically as their 

peers. Higher education institutes expect students with disabilities to perform academically at the 

same levels as their non-disabled peers. Therefore, institutions must identify and support them. 

With graduation completion rates deteriorating throughout higher education, administrators, 

faculty, and staff are more pressured than ever to meet all students' needs. In response, higher 

education institutions are developing and restructuring their support services to meet the needs of 

students with disabilities. Through this study the researcher sought to compare the perceptions of 

students with disabilities who chose to register with the university’s disability resource center 

and utilize the accommodations and services they provide and the students who disabilities who 

chose not to register for these services. A quantitative study was performed using the National 



 

 

Survey of Student Engagement 2021-2022 to identify first year and senior students with 

disabilities. Multiple choice questions from the survey were analyzed to address each research 

question. The study compared the students identifying as having a disability and their registration 

status with the university’s disability resource office. The data from this study provided insight 

into the perceptions of students with disabilities, and how they feel about MSU’s DRC and 

utilizing its services and accommodations. Data also provided a comparison of students with 

disabilities who chose to register with DRC and those who did not in active learning, 

collaboration with peers, collaborative strategies with faculty, and the facilitation of the students 

social and emotional well-being and a supportive academic environment on campus by faculty.
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Problem Statement 

Given the significance of completing college, the low college graduation rate for students 

with disabilities, and the effect of support services on students in the general population's ability 

to complete college, it is essential to understand the link between accessing support and attaining 

positive postsecondary education outcomes for the wide-ranging population of college students 

with disabilities (Newman et al., 2021). Students with disabilities attend postsecondary education 

more significantly than ever before, and the literature shows they do not perform as well 

academically as their peers (Sachs & Schreuer, 2011). Higher education institutes expect 

students with disabilities to perform academically at the same levels as their non-disabled peers 

(Couzens et al., 2015). Therefore, institutions must identify and support them (Kayhan et al., 

2015). With graduation completion rates deteriorating throughout higher education, 

administrators, faculty, and staff are more pressured than ever to meet all students' needs 

(Kayhan et al., 2015). In response, higher education institutions are developing and restructuring 

their support services to meet the needs of students with disabilities (Couzens et al., 2015).  

Recent studies indicate that as many as 96% of university classrooms have students with 

disabilities enrolled. Faculty, instructors, staff, and administrators battle to meet the swarm of 

needs of a progressively diverse student body, particularly in courses with sizable enrollments or 

online offerings (De Los Santos, 2018). In the face of innumerable student needs, there is little 
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indication to prove that students with disabilities are obtaining instruction differentiated in the 

ways they need, deserve, and are legally entitled to receive (McTighe & Brown, 2005). As the 

number of individuals with disabilities increases in postsecondary education, the need for 

accessibility is also increasing. In the 2015–2016 school year, 19.4% of undergraduate students 

reported having a disability (U.S. Department of Education, 2020). These statistics are likely 

under-representative because students with disabilities are less likely to enroll in postsecondary 

education (Dong & Lucas, 2016). Newman and Madaus (2014) suggested that only 35% of high 

school students who received special education services disclosed their disability when they 

attended postsecondary education. Colleges and universities are, therefore, unaware of the 65% 

of students enrolled in their institutions who chose not to disclose their disability; this results in 

skewed graduation data, which indicates that students with disabilities are less likely to complete 

their degrees (Dong & Lucas, 2016). 

Research estimates that 8–10% of higher education students register with a disability 

(Hadjikakou & Hartas, 2007). Studies document that students with disabilities who use a 

Disability Resource Center (DRC) perform better academically and graduate. To attend to this 

need, postsecondary institutions provide DRC for students with disabilities to facilitate their 

success in academic training programs (Becker & Chapin, 2021). Students with disabilities 

usually receive support services from a disability support department assigned to assist them. 

However, these designated administrators and their staff often have trouble distinguishing the 

factors most effectively supporting the academic success of students with disabilities (Safer et 

al., 2013). 

Like all students entering college, students with disabilities are new to handling tasks of 

adult life, such as preparing meals, washing dirty clothes, and other independent responsibilities. 
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They also face the added trials of managing their disability without the day-to-day assistance of 

parents, caretakers, and the support of the secondary education system. Students with disabilities 

may hesitate to contact their colleges for help or to register for support and services (Becker & 

Palladino, 2016). These students may feel embarrassed about having a disability, uncomfortable 

disclosing their disability, may not want to be characterized as someone with a disability, feel 

demeaned and stigmatized, or lack the knowledge or self-confidence to discuss their needs 

(Lechtenberger et al., 2012; Sachs & Schreuer, 2011). These obstacles influence the graduation 

rates for students with disabilities. The more knowledgeable students with disabilities are about 

their legal entitlement and the existence of support systems on their campus, the more successful 

they are in higher education (Becker & Palladino, 2016).  

Students with disabilities often struggle with active learning (Newman et al., 2021). They 

choose to avoid interacting with peers to understand course material and need more confidence 

to participate in classroom discussions. Course presentations and group assignments also present 

barriers due to this lack of confidence (Safer et al., 2013). Working with students without 

disabilities can pose potential problems for students with disabilities. Many typical students do 

not feel that students with disabilities are capable of the same quality of work as they are (Kim & 

Lee, 2016). Students choosing to register with DRC and utilize accommodations often hesitate 

due to the perceptions of their peers and professors (Safer et al., 2013). 

Students with disabilities in higher education often weigh the impact of the 

accommodations on their educational value when choosing to utilize them (Toutain, 2019). 

Positive collaboration with faculty can decrease the dissenting experiences of students with 

disabilities when accommodations are requested (Toutain, 2019). One common subtheme found 

in the literature for why students with disabilities may be reluctant to utilize accommodations is 
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their understanding of themselves and the implications for how they view themselves if they 

choose to use accommodations. The desire for students with disabilities to be independent and 

self-sufficient is evident in several studies (Black et al., 2015; Lyman et al., 2016; Marshak et al., 

2010; Perry & Franklin, 2006). Students experienced anxiousness when discussing academic 

performance with professors and working with them outside of class (Safer et al., 2013). 

The social and emotional well-being of students with disabilities is affected by their need 

for independence and self-sufficiency (Toutain, 2019). Several studies found that students 

reported faculty having adverse reactions when they received notification of accommodations or 

chose to utilize them (Denhart, 2008; Hong, 2015; Olney & Kim, 2001). Vaccaro et al. (2015) 

studied college students with disabilities and their sense of belonging. They found that "for 

students with disabilities, being seen as a legitimate student was essential to a sense of 

belonging" (p. 679). Vaccaro et al. (2015) research emphasizes the impact of perceptions of 

academic legitimacy for students with disabilities. Self-advocacy skills reflect the students' lack 

of understanding of the need for disability supports services and accommodations (Toutain, 

2019). Some students felt that using accommodations reduced their legitimacy as a student, and 

they felt that faculty valued their work more when they did not utilize accommodations (Toutain, 

2019). 

Mamiseishvili and Koch (2010) recommended that rehabilitation counselors, DRC staff, 

faculty, and administrators become aware of crucial factors which encourage students with 

disabilities to persist in college and carry out their academic goals. Students with disabilities in 

higher education have the option of disclosing their disability or choosing to take classes 

deprived of the accommodations and modifications provided by the institution's disability 

support offices. Since accommodations are vital to students pursuing their education, students 
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should know DRC availability before college admission. Once they arrive on campus, students 

must be educated about DRC and taught self-advocacy skills to make these requests (Dong & 

Lucas, 2016). Self-advocacy is vital in the registration process when entering higher education 

(Becker & Chapin, 2021). 

Very little can be known about the prevalence and experiences of students with 

disabilities and special educational needs attending postsecondary institutions and the DRC 

provided. To date, colleges have successfully aided these students, which has heightened their 

ability to attend and succeed; however, students with disabilities are less likely to utilize existing 

resources through DRC once enrolled. Unfortunately, graduation data indicates that students 

with disabilities are less likely to complete their education once they start (Dong & Lucas, 2016; 

Kim & Lee, 2016). 

Improved abilities to manage life and school are the most significant factors affecting 

academic success. Graduation rates for students with disabilities are hindered by the short time to 

focus on school while handling the effects of a disability or disabilities (Sachs & Schreuer, 

2011). Simply navigating campus can be challenging. Utilizing the stairs during an elevator 

outage is inconvenient to the general population of college students; to the student in a 

wheelchair, it may make class attendance impossible. Disabilities amplify life and school 

management challenges, making them an even more critical matter that can often be aided and 

alleviated by registering for support services offered by higher education institutions (Becker & 

Chapin, 2021).  

Hudson (2013) revealed that students who disclosed their disabilities within the first year 

of enrollment resulted in higher graduation rates than those who self-disclosed later. To the 

extent that every year a student deferred disclosing a disability, the time to graduate increased by 
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almost half of one year (Safer et al., 2013). Research has identified numerous significant issues 

which impact a student's decision about whether and when to seek special services at the college 

level. While this decision is complex and highly personalized, crucial issues related to stigma, 

knowledge of one's disability, and the value of transition services appear vital (Lightner et al., 

2011). High school students concentrating on postsecondary education who registered with DRC 

early elicited increased transitional programming in their high schools compared to those who 

delayed registration (Lighter et al., 2011). 

Pursuing academic help is indicated to be beneficial for student success (Chen, 2017; 

Collins, 2012). However, students—primarily those in need—often do not seek help for 

academic purposes (Hoyne & McNaught, 2013). Many students stated that an important reason 

for not gaining access to academic support is the lack of knowledge about individualized services 

and felt that disability support offices needed to enhance the promotion of services provided 

(Bornschlegl & Caltabiano, 2021). McTighe and Brown (2005) reasoned that an equilibrium is 

necessary between educational standards for all students and individualized approaches to 

teaching and learning for students with special needs. The simple act of identifying that learners 

are diverse is crucial for the academic success of these students (McTighe & Brown, 2005).  

Access to adaptive technology or being limited to outdated technology may make 

learning and success harder than necessary. Student health services may need help finding 

themselves outfitted to meet specialized medical needs involving constructing a network of 

specialized people to assist them in a new community environment. College transfer rates are 

high for students in general; however, students with disabilities often transfer because they did 

not or could not obtain the proper support in their first institution. Effective communication and 
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collaboration among faculty, staff, and students contribute immensely to student success (Sachs 

& Schreuer, 2011). 

With so many issues impacting their academic performance, students with disabilities 

often find it challenging to adjust to the expectations and pressures of a university environment. 

They need to obtain the support services and accommodations needed for college success 

(Becker & Palladino, 2016). Faculty and students may have real or perceived negative attitudes 

regarding support services and accommodations (Lombardi et al., 2012). College students with 

disabilities who need accommodations must take responsibility for their academic plan and 

pursue disability services (Lechtenberger et al., 2012). The more information and resources a 

student can access, the more empowered and independent they become to address their 

individualized needs in postsecondary education. 

It is dire for an institution of higher education to pinpoint the needs of students with 

disabilities and deliver the support they need (Kayhan et al., 2015). Nevertheless, students with 

disabilities must self-identify in higher education programs. By law, higher education faculty, 

administrators, and support staff cannot seek to identify these students. It violates the Family 

Educational Rights and Privacy Act of 1974 (FERPA) to ask a student if he or she has a 

disability. Conversely, because students with disabilities are personally required to take on a 

vaster role in advocating for themselves, they often do not register. Due to a lack of assistance 

from their parents as when they were in high school, many students choose not to register with 

their campus disability office (Shallish, 2015).  

Statement of Purpose 

Higher education institutions are a gateway to a brighter future, and those who complete 

a degree are more likely to become financially stable and productive citizens. Research shows 
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that postsecondary education increases the potential of an individual's life, both for people with 

and without disabilities (Lyman et al., 2016). People with disabilities who received a college 

education have a greater employment rate and earn wages comparable to their peers without 

disabilities. However, they register for college at half the rate of individuals without disabilities 

(Houtenville, 2007). Students with disabilities graduate at an even lower rate than their typical 

peers. These graduation rates and lower college enrollment rates play a huge role in people with 

disabilities having less economic success. They are often paid at lower rates and are less likely to 

be employed; 26% of people with disabilities live below the poverty rate compared to 9% of 

individuals without disabilities (Lyman et al., 2016). 

Historically, students with disabilities result in poor postsecondary outcomes. In 2005, 

individuals with disabilities in the U.S. were still less likely than those without disabilities to 

possess a college degree 13% v. 30%, respectively (Houtenville, 2007). People with disabilities 

face many challenges, resulting in lower postsecondary attendance and college graduation rates 

than those without disabilities (Dowrick et al., 2005; Henderson, 2001; Kober, 2001). Higher 

education institutions aim for all students to succeed, including those with disabilities. Colleges 

and universities have a distinct responsibility to optimize the learning experiences of students 

with disabilities. Literature supports that these students experience many challenges similar to 

their peers without disabilities, some of which pertain specifically to their disabilities (Safer et 

al., 2013). 

There is a substantial achievement gap for students with disabilities in higher education. 

Documentation of poor academic performance in students with disabilities parallels those 

without them, and, most recently, studies indicate that one in ten college students have a 

disability (Lombardi et al., 2012). The quantity of students with disabilities who register as first-
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year students in colleges and universities does not correlate with the number of students with 

disabilities who graduate from colleges and universities (U.S. Department of Education, 2020). 

Students with disabilities wrestle with low retention rates and mounting challenges of 

transferring institutions; longer degree completion times, which increases the burden of the 

financial cost of higher education on these students; and higher dropout rates, which limit career 

earning potential (Lombardi et al., 2012).  

This study identified the benefits of registering with DRC by students self-advocating and 

disclosing their disability to the college's disability resource center and utilizing its services. The 

disability support office's services include letters of registration given to faculty and staff who 

work with the student, accommodation suggestions, testing center options, counseling, and aid 

for physical disabilities. Students with disabilities often get overlooked by higher education 

institutions, and the transition can be overwhelming, contributing to a gap in achievement for 

these students. Retention, academic achievement, and on-time graduation all measure student 

success. 

A student's registration with DRC impacts their trajectory for success in postsecondary 

education through accommodations, modifications, and use of the university's social support 

systems (De Los Santos et al., 2019). This study focused on enrolling students with disabilities 

and their registration status with the DRC at Mississippi State University (MSU). Students can 

only receive accommodations if they register for the services with DRC. Among students who 

responded that they did have a disability while attending college, approximately one-third of 

students (37%) informed their college of their disability status (National Center for Education 

Statistics [NCES], 2022). Students are not required to disclose their disabilities to the university. 
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However, if seeking accommodations, they must self-identify and provide documentation of 

their disability to the DRC office to access their right to accommodations. 

The results of this study increase knowledge regarding students with disabilities and their 

success in higher education. The results aid college and university administrators, as well as staff 

in disability services offices, in pursuing the success of accommodations for students with 

disabilities. It helps universities better understand the benefits of institutional support services. It 

also promotes faculty engagement in implementing accommodations and assisting students in 

seeing the advantage of student registration with the institution's office of disability services. 

Communication and collaboration among faculty, staff, and students contribute immensely to 

student success (Sachs & Schreuer, 2011). 

Many students choose not to register with DRC for various reasons, from social stigmas 

to fear of faculty's lowered expectations (Hadjikakou & Hartas, 2007). The present study fills 

this gap and explores students' experiences with disabilities and the viewpoints of the institution's 

faculty, staff, and academic collaboration with students who chose to register with disability 

services. Issues regarding teaching and environmental or physical modifications, access to 

resources and support services, identification of needs, and accommodations available are all 

factors that impact student performance (Hadjikakou & Hartas, 2007). 

Significance 

The findings of this study provide a deeper understanding of the benefits of students 

disclosing their disabilities in higher education when choosing to register for DRC. A lack of 

disclosure prevents students from receiving accommodations and modifications that may better 

serve them in achieving academic success. This study increases the understanding of the services 
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available at disability support centers, the importance of self-advocacy and faculty and staff 

relationships, and the need to disclose disabilities. 

Research Questions 

The research questions in this study identify students with disabilities utilizing DRC 

compared to those with disabilities who chose not to register with university DRC by exploring 

the following questions: 

1. Are students registered with DRC engaging in active learning and collaboration with 

peers significantly more than students with disabilities not registered with DRC? 

2. Are students registered with DRC engaging in collaborative strategies with faculty 

significantly more than students with disabilities not registered with DRC? 

3. Do students with disabilities feel that faculty members foster positive relationships with 

themselves and their peers, thus supporting their social and emotional well-being? 

4. Do students with disabilities feel the faculty members create an environment on campus 

conducive to supporting their academic progress? 

Limitations 

Academic success outcomes are complex and dependent on a wide range of variables. 

The vast scope of variables that lead to the success of students with disabilities in this study is 

too broad to pinpoint precisely. It is not practical to control these factors, given the design of this 

study. Successful students with disabilities were more likely to complete this survey than those 

stressed and overwhelmed with the expectations of college—those the researcher desired to hear 

from most. Participation in this study is voluntary. 
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Delimitations 

This study is limited to the perceptions of the first-year and senior MSU students who 

chose to fill out the National Survey of Student Engagement at MSU. Voluntary participation 

limits this study because there will not be a broad view of all perspectives. Not all first-year and 

senior MSU students with disabilities at the university choose to fill out the survey. 

Theoretical Framework 

Within Tinto's (1993) Model of Student Departure, Tinto identifies three significant 

sources of student departure from higher education: academic difficulties, the inability of 

individuals to resolve their educational and occupational goals, and their failure to become or 

remain incorporated into the intellectual and social life of the institution. 

Tinto's Model of Institutional Departure states that to persist, students need integration 

into formal (academic performance) and informal (faculty/staff interactions) educational systems 

and formal (extracurricular activities) and informal (peer-group interactions) social systems. In 

higher education, persistence rates indicate a student's ability to continue to the next semester. 

Tinto's (1993) Interactional Theory of Individual Departure from institutions of higher education 

focused on the college attrition process. He identified three diverse phases of association with 

other members of an institution: separation from communities of the past, transition between 

high school and college, and inclusion into the society of the college. Tinto's consequent work 

addressed effective formal and informal institutional retention interventions that result in 

persistence to graduation from college (Wessel et al., 2009). Belonging, involvement, purpose, 

and self-determination are essential factors affecting retention for college students with apparent 

and nonapparent disabilities (Belch, 2004). 
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Tinto's Model of Institutional Departure states that students become prepared to attend a 

university because they desire to succeed. Institutions should provide resources for program 

development and incentives for program participation that reach out to faculty and staff alike. 

Institutional actions should coordinate collaboratively to ensure a systematic, campuswide 

approach to student retention. Higher education institutions should be committed to retaining 

students with disabilities and making the necessary accommodations to accomplish their success 

(Kerby, 2015). 

Institutional interventions to encourage academic persistence can take many forms. 

Fostering student persistence to graduation is not the responsibility of one office; instead, it is the 

responsibility of several offices across various departments and units of a university (Komives et 

al., 2003). Each university department has a role; "support systems and programs assist students 

in moving successfully through the college or university" (Chickering & Reisser, 1993, p. 444). 

Many colleges have an office dedicated to accommodation access for students with disabilities. 

DRC's role is to "provide academic services such as note takers . . . improve physical access on 

campus for students with mobility challenges, advise students about their rights and 

responsibilities, and provide outreach and consultation to other campus offices and academic 

units" (Komives et al., 2003, p. 346). 

Many students with disabilities become involved in campus life through various 

mechanisms, thus facilitating and bolstering transitional success between high school and 

postsecondary education. This transition is attributed to the success and retention of the college 

student, as suggested by Tinto (1993). Figure 1 illustrates Tinto's Theory of Student Departure 

which suggests that the level of academic and social integration into college life, facilitated by 

the academic system (academic performance, interactions with faculty/staff/peers, and 
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extracurricular activities), is a predictor of student success thus resulting in positive departure 

decisions and higher graduation rates (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). The identified relationship 

between Tinto's Model of Student Departure and this study lays the foundation to explore and 

understand the relationship between students' choice of utilizing disability support resources, 

faculty, and faculty staff relationships, campus environment, and academic success. Much like 

this study, Tinto attempts to correlate the academic systems to the social systems that drive 

student success.  
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Figure 1.  

Diagram of Tinto's Theory of Student Departure (Tinto, 1993, 114) 

p.  

Definitions 

Accommodation: An alteration of the environment, curriculum format, or equipment that 

allows an individual with a disability to access content or complete assigned tasks (Timmerman 

& Mulvihill, 2015). 

Disability Resource Center (DRC): This university's office is responsible for housing 

documentation of all students with disabilities who identify with the university and request 

accommodations. The type of services and accommodations provided depends on the individual 

student's needs, the documentation provided, and what is reasonable to provide. Using a web 
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request form, DRC supplies students with notification letters to give to their professors and 

advisors. The student also requests testing accommodations via a web request form. The 

provision of priority registration is available to all DRC students who remain active in the 

database. DRC serves as the coordinating body for services provided to students with disabilities 

by other divisions within the university and state rehabilitation agencies. DRC staff educate 

university faculty and staff on modifying and accommodating students with disabilities. The 

director of DRC attends departmental faculty meetings yearly and informs them of services 

offered. DRC works daily to promote the inclusion of students on campus in every facet of the 

university through peer mentoring, life coaching, and fraternity and sorority involvement.  

Faculty: Faculty includes the professors, teachers, and lecturers at a university or college. 

Generally, the faculty is responsible for designing and disseminating the plans of study offered 

by the institution (Becker & Palladino, 2016). 

Higher education: Higher education is third-level education after leaving k-12 school. It 

occurs at universities and colleges and typically includes undergraduate and postgraduate studies 

(Kim & Lee, 2016). 

Modification: A change provided to tests or assignments a student is taught or expected 

to do in school such as limiting short answer questions, removing essay questions, reading tests 

to students, and removing timed assessments (Scheef et al., 2020). 

P-12: The system of academia that consists of preschool through the senior high year 

(Kim & Lee, 2016). 

Postsecondary education: Postsecondary education, also known as tertiary education, is 

the education level that follows the successful completion of secondary education, often referred 
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to as high school. Postsecondary education includes universities, colleges, trade, and vocational 

schools (Kendall, 2016). 

Self-advocacy: The ability to communicate needs and wants and make decisions about 

the supports necessary to achieve those needs and wants (Holzberg et al., 2017). 

Self-determination: An idea that includes people choosing and setting their own goals, 

making life decisions, self-advocating, and working to reach their goals (Holzberg et al., 2017). 

Staff: People who perform duties and are involved directly in the educational process 

related to higher education are not teachers (Becker & Palladino, 2016). 

Transition: Planning for one's future after high school while still in high school (Kim & 

Lee, 2016). 

Universal Design for Learning/Universal Design (UDL/UD): A teaching approach that 

accommodates the needs and abilities of all learners and eliminates unnecessary hurdles in the 

learning process (Ketterlin-Geller & Johnstone, 2007). 

Summary 

Research states that approximately 96% of college classrooms have students with 

disabilities. Despite the significant presence of students with disabilities, most faculty, staff, and 

college campuses struggle to accommodate their needs fully. Higher education has suffered a 

significant achievement gap among individuals with disabilities. This study examines how the 

academic success of students with disabilities affects the utilization of MSU’s DRC. This study 

supports the notion that disclosing an individual's disability and taking advantage of available 

resources and accommodations can significantly increase overall success in higher education. 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Historically, children with disabilities did not receive equitable treatment when seeking 

public education in the United States. During the civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s, 

parents started to advocate for their children with disabilities. Parents used the U.S. federal court 

system to compel states to provide equal opportunities in education and rights for children with 

disabilities (Forte Law, 2022). Before 1800, individuals with disabilities were not seen as 

complete humans and were treated accordingly (De Los Santos, 2018). Intellect was the 

foundation of human existence, and philosophers believed that individuals with disabilities did 

not possess intelligence; therefore, their humanity was reduced and devalued (Goodey, 2011). 

People with disabilities were often demoralized in various ways, including desertion in 

orphanages; omission from everyday life; being displayed as attractions for public amusement in 

sideshows; expulsion from society; and even execution, in some instances (Spaulding & Pratt, 

2015). The families of those who had disabilities were often mocked because disabilities were 

frequently associated with being inhuman, abnormal, and even viewed as demonic (De Los 

Santos, 2018). These families often hid their family members from public life to evade this 

mockery. Any care given to the person with disabilities was more to assist the family in avoiding 

stigmas than to ensure the welfare of the individual with disabilities (Crissey, 1975). 

At the tip of the Civil War in 1860, discussions about race and the genetic makeup of 

America intensely contemplated life. The idea of eugenics—refining the genetic "quality of life" 
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by eradicating "undesirable genetic characteristics"—became quite popular during this era. The 

impetus of the Industrial Revolution, along with its need for trained factory workers, declined. 

Consequently, there was a corresponding decline in improving rights and educational 

opportunities for individuals with disabilities. As states approved school attendance laws, 

students with disabilities were grouped into separate classrooms to avoid their influence on other 

non-disabled children (Spaulding & Pratt, 2015). In many instances, individuals with disabilities 

were not taught skills or educated due to the fear that they would integrate into society and 

procreate. In 1931, ten million children in the United States required special education, and only 

one million received the necessary education (De Los Santos, 2018). 

After World War II and global terror toward the eugenics exercises in Europe that caused 

the deaths of six million Jews and three million other people Nazi Germany deemed genetically 

and socially undesirable, the United States distanced itself from these practices (Spaulding & 

Pratt, 2015). Medical advances in identifying and managing disabilities helped change the public 

perception of individuals with disabilities. New laws became enacted, and court cases ruled in 

favor of individuals with disabilities, defining a new era for this population. With laws 

necessitating classrooms to be inclusive, discussion around disability became impassioned 

(Spaulding & Pratt, 2015). 

Revolutionary Court Cases 

Numerous court cases have been instrumental in creating the foundation of today's 

education system. Many of these verdicts paved the way for students with disabilities to have the 

rights that afforded them the same opportunity as their fellow students without disabilities. 

Including students with disabilities attributes its success to the individuals and their parents 
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willing to fight for their rights. The court rulings in the following landmark cases created the 

path to inclusion for all students. 

Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) is a U.S. Supreme Court decision that upheld the 

constitutionality of racial segregation under the premise of the doctrine of "separate but equal." 

This case carried over from an incident in 1892 where African American train passenger Homer 

Plessy would not sit in a car for Black people. Brown v. Board of Education (1954) overturned 

this case, refusing to uphold segregation as constitutional (De Los Santos et.al., 2019). 

Brown v. Board of Education (1954) held that "education is perhaps the most important 

function of state and local governments … It is the very foundation of good citizenship" and 

"such an opportunity where the state has undertaken to provide it, is a right that must be made 

available to all on equal terms" (p. 493). Brown was one of the first pieces of legislation created 

to deliver federal aid to assist Local Education Agencies (LEAs) in meeting the needs of children 

with disabilities (Forte Law, 2022). 

In Pennsylvania Association of Retarded Children v. Commonwealth of 

Pennsylvania (1971), the Pennsylvania Association for Retarded Children (PARC) sued the state 

of Pennsylvania for not delivering education for students with intellectual disabilities. The court 

ruled in favor of PARC and stated that the more suitable place for these students with disabilities 

was an educational setting with their non-disabled peers, not isolated classrooms, courses, or 

faculties (De Los Santos, 2018). 

 The U.S. Supreme Court debated Mills v. Board of Education of the District of 

Columbia (1972). Eighteen thousand students in the District of Columbia could not attend school 

because of their behavior problems, hyperactivity, epilepsy, intellectual disabilities, and physical 

problems (Gollnick & Chin, 2013). The court ruled in favor of the plaintiffs and required the 
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District of Columbia to provide public education to all students with disabilities. These 

revolutionary court cases paved the way for people with disabilities inclusion in education (De 

Los Santos, 2018). 

Board of Education of the Hendrick Hudson Central School District v. Rowley (1982) 

came about when a deaf student could not get a sign language interpreter. The decision, in this 

case, defined the term "free and appropriate public education" in the "least restrictive 

environment." This case clarified that students with disabilities were entitled to an education that 

provided an educational benefit, though a school district does not have to maximize each child's 

potential (Forte Law, 2022). 

Honig v. Doe (1988) is a landmark decision because the court shaped what is now known 

as the "10-day rule," which permits a school to only suspend a child for up to 10 days without 

parent/guardian consent or court intervention. Furthermore, the court ruled that a student could 

not be removed from school if the inappropriate behavior resulted from their disability. Under 

the IDEA, expulsion is allowed for a child for up to 10 days for disciplinary violations and up to 

45 days for dangerous behavior concerning weapons or drugs. However, suppose a school is 

requesting a change of placement, suspension, or expulsion of a child for more than 10 days. In 

that case, an Individualized Education Plan (IEP) meeting to review the relationship between the 

child's misconduct and disability occurs. This specific meeting has become known as a 

"manifestation determination" review. This case also highlighted the need for functional 

behavioral assessments (FBA; Forte Law, 2022). 

Guckenberger v. Trustees of Boston University (1998)—the first class-action lawsuit of 

its kind—encompassed a claim that some students' disabilities prohibited them from learning a 

foreign language, a requirement in Boston University's College of Arts and Sciences. The case, 
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attentively observed by much of the nation's academic community, declared the right of colleges 

and universities to ascertain and implement academic requirements (Fitzgerald, 1998). "This 

decision is a victory for everyone who depends on the integrity of American universities," said 

BU President Jon Westling. "By preserving the right of universities to set and maintain 

educational standards, the court allows us to guarantee the credentials of our graduates, for their 

benefit and the benefit of their future employers" (Fitzgerald, 1998, p. 1). 

Bartlett v. New York State Board of Law Examiners (2000) found that Ms. Bartlett "is 

substantially limited in the major life activity of reading compared to most people." U.S. 

Supreme Court Associate Justice Sonia Sotomayor said that the board showed a "preoccupation 

with test scores" and a "distrust of clinical judgments" that appeared to be driven, in part, "by 

misperceptions and stereotypes about learning disabilities." "While the board's concern with 

protecting the integrity of the bar is laudable, the board cannot turn this legitimate concern into a 

bias against learning-disabled applicants," she said. "Plaintiff's experts have convinced me that 

the extra time provided to learning-disabled applicants merely levels the playing field and allows 

these individuals to have a knowledge assessment; it does not give them an unfair 

advantage" (Hamblett, 2001, p.1). 

Disability in Education 

Landmark court cases have advanced the inclusion of disabilities in education. Until 

recently, the impact of disabilities neglected educational concerns. However, numerous factors 

are now contributing to a change in this position. Growth in general enrollment supports more 

attention given to children who are tougher to reach, many of whom have one or more 

disabilities. There is growing awareness that universal primary education is possible if such 

children's participation in schooling remains safeguarded (Bines & Lei, 2011). There is more 
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acknowledgment of the rights of people with disabilities, including the right of children with 

disabilities to education, due to advocacy at both national and international levels. There have 

been related variations in attitudes toward people with disabilities and their capabilities.    

Increasing emphasis on rights and inclusion concerning disability has some influence on 

approaches to development, including rights relative to education. However, there are many gaps 

in policy and provision, and disability remains a significant factor in granting exclusion from 

school (Bines & Lei, 2011). Dramatic discrepancies exist in higher education achievement 

between students with disabilities and those without disabilities. 

The gap in higher education persistence between students with and without disabilities 

implies that this student demographic necessitates further consideration from college and 

university officials. This necessity for increased attention is continually reverberated by the 

federal government and researchers concentrating on students with disabilities (Newman et al., 

2021).  Leake and Stodden (2014) note: 

 As important as Section 504 and the ADA have been, and as important as it is for people 

with disabilities to have access [to] legal remedies to overcome discrimination, 

compliance with the law is not enough. It is merely the starting point universities and 

postsecondary institutions must move 'beyond compliance' and adopt new philosophies 

and approaches regarding students with disabilities. (p. 399) 

Disability in Higher Education 

Recently there has been a rise in enrollment of students with disabilities in institutions of 

higher education (Hadley, 2017; Squires & Countermine, 2018), with approximately half of all 

high school students with disabilities enrolling in classes after graduation (Sanford et al., 2011). 

Most universities lack preparation for the vast number of students enrolling at their institutions 
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with disabilities (De Los Santos, 2018). The U.S. Department of Education reported that the 

percentage of undergraduate students with disabilities in higher education increased from 11% to 

19.4% from 2011 to 2015 (Snyder et al., 2018; 2019). Postsecondary institutions have also seen 

an increase in enrollment of students with disabilities that are not visible and, thus, harder to 

identify. These include attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), intellectual disabilities, 

learning disabilities, emotional/behavioral disabilities, and autism spectrum disorder (Sanford et 

al., 2011). Nonvisible disabilities pose a severe problem due to this perception. An alarming fact 

at the university level is that administrators, faculty, and staff view disabilities as equivalent to 

physical disabilities (Couzens et al., 2015). Students falling under the umbrella of nonvisible 

disabilities are growing in number exponentially (De Los Santos, 2018). It is challenging to 

quantify the number of students in this category because many choose not to register with DRC. 

Their fears of not being taken seriously prevent them from enrolling in DRC to aid successful 

academic achievement (Couzens et al., 2015). 

The number of students exiting high school with hopes of entering higher education has 

significantly increased since the passing of the Rehabilitation Act (1973), the Americans with 

Disabilities Act (ADA) in 1990, and the Americans with Disabilities Act Amendments Act 

(ADAA) in 2008. The NCES reports that 19.4% of undergraduates and 11.9% of graduate 

students reported having a disability (NCES, 2015–2016). These numbers do not indicate all 

students with disabilities since they only include those willing to disclose their disabilities to 

higher education institutions. They also do not include those unwilling to disclose them (Collins 

& Mowbray, 2005). Understanding the utilization of DRC and the registration process in 

postsecondary education has increasingly become more important as more students with 

disabilities attend university. 
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There is a need to increase opportunities for a more inclusive environment to 

accommodate this influx of students. Colleges and universities now enroll 96% of their 

classrooms with students having some form of disability (Zhang et al., 2009). Even with the 

increasing presence of this student population, faculty, staff, and administrators often need help 

meeting their needs. Lack of knowledge and confidence in this area of higher education has left 

students with disabilities lacking the accommodations they need, which leads to a significant 

achievement gap. These gaps narrow with training in disabilities and proper implementation of 

accommodations (Zhang et al., 2009). 

Types of disabilities abound, each of which can be associated with different trials. It is 

common to differentiate between disabilities that are visible and nonvisible. Therefore, most 

likely to come to mind as a response for members of the public to the term "disabilities" (e.g., 

deafness, conditions requiring wheelchair use, blindness) and those that are hidden or invisible 

(e.g., learning disabilities and attention disorders). Less than 10% of students with disabilities 

have recognizable disabilities, while most have nonvisible disabilities (Newman et al., 2021). 

The prevalence of hidden disabilities is noteworthy when contemplating disability as a factor of 

diversity in higher education. Students with hidden disabilities are less likely to be viewed on 

campus in the same way as students with seeing eye dogs or wheelchair users might be, which is 

probable to leave the mistaken impression that disabilities are rare among students in higher 

education. Students with hidden disabilities are more prone to keep them hidden due to the 

perceptions of peers and faculty. Consequently, they do not self-disclose to peers who might 

offer social support or help obtain classroom accommodations and other supports to which they 

obtain under the ADA (Leake & Stodden, 2014). 
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Common Disabilities in Higher Education 

ADHD is one of the most common nonvisible disabilities and is often not taken seriously 

at the university level (Couzens et al., 2015). ADHD tends to remain very misunderstood. 

Students diagnosed with ADHD can be disorganized, unable to maintain focus, incapable of 

being still for periods, impulsive, and forgetful (De Los Santos, 2018). It is imperative that 

students with ADHD remain interested and engaged in active learning to decrease some of the 

disability's symptoms (Couzens et al., 2015). Studies show that approximately 50% of adults 

with ADHD have sought professional medical care, and many take prescription medication to 

reduce their symptoms (De Los Santos, 2018). 

Emotional disabilities fall under the umbrella of hidden disabilities and play a massive 

role in an individual's learning ability. Emotional disabilities often go unnoticed and cause great 

difficulty in interpersonal relationships, such as the skills required to engage in active learning. 

Interaction with peers, building relationships with peers and faculty, and maintaining friendships 

cause students with emotional disabilities a vast amount of stress (Friend & Bursuck, 2009). 

Emotional disturbances affect social interactions and can make attending college and functioning 

in a classroom challenging. This population of students may also lack emotion. A common 

misconception may be that these students overreact, but many do not display emotion. 

Consequently, this leads faculty to see the student as apathetic to learning or class participation 

(Friend & Bursuck, 2009). 

Students with emotional disabilities need to register with DRC to ensure their academic 

success and give them access to all the university offers to support them (De Los Santos, 2018). 

Adjusting to new environments, making new friends, coping without parental support, and living 

with unfamiliar roommates are overwhelming emotional experiences. Faculty and staff must 
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educate themselves on how to help these students cope in their classrooms (Friend & Bursuck, 

2009). 

Autism spectrum disorder, though not as expected at the university level, has become 

more prevalent in the last decade across college campuses. Like students with ADHD, students 

with autism spectrum disorder have trouble recalling learned material due to a lack of focus. 

They are also often disorganized and have trouble regulating emotions (Couzens et al., 2015). 

They do not quickly build new friendships like those with emotional disabilities. Social settings 

are the cause of high levels of stress for students with autism. Individuals with autism spectrum 

disorder struggle most with social interactions, communication, and engaging in repetitive 

behaviors (De Los Santos, 2018). 

Dyslexia affects an individual's ability to read, write, comprehend, manage time, and 

synthesize pieces of information (De Los Santos, 2018). Dyslexia can lead to severe and 

incapacitating anxiety in college students due to the amplified workload and inability to manage 

time effectively (Couzens et al., 2015). Difficulty processing information is a symptom of 

dyslexia, and for these students to achieve academic success, receiving extra time on tests and 

timed assignments can be very beneficial (De Los Santos, 2018). Notes from peers or faculty and 

study guides help these students overcome frustrations and increase their achievement levels 

(Couzens et al., 2015). 

Apraxia causes writing to be difficult, time-consuming, and often illegible due to a 

developmental coordination disorder. Students with apraxia often prefer oral exams or public 

speaking as their most crucial accommodation (De Los Santos, 2018). They can effectively 

convey what they know in a timely fashion as opposed to becoming frustrated when trying to 

write them. When modifying instruction delivery, oral assessments should be a consideration 
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(Couzens et al., 2015). Individualized accommodations, personalized support services, and 

tailored curricula are necessary for students with disabilities (Couzens et al., 2015). Strategies 

faculty use to educate students with common disabilities in higher education may overlap. 

Though the diagnosis of these disabilities is separate, this does not mean a student only has one 

disability, and these conditions can co-occur (De Los Santos, 2018). 

Completion and Transition 

The most common timeline of completing college is within six years for 60% of students. 

(Sanford et al., 2011). In comparison, only 40% of students without a disability graduate from a 

four-year university, and students with disabilities have a completion rate of approximately one-

third in six years (Sanford et al., 2011). The dropout rate for students with disabilities at four-

year universities is higher than for those without disabilities (Barnard-Brak et al., 2014; Clemson 

& Littlepage, 2018; Couzens et al., 2015). The underutilization of DRC offices and the 

difference between the students with disabilities graduating and those who do not signify the 

discrepancy (Dong & Lucas, 2016). Students transitioning from high school to college struggle 

with the skills to advocate for themselves (Hadley, 2017). 

A desire among students is to attend college and create a new identity free from the 

stigmas of being different or needing more help to succeed. This desire can be problematic for 

students not willing to self-identify with the disability office for their services, and it can cause 

academic failure and increase dropout rates (Hong, 2015; O'Shea & Kaplan, 2018). Faculty, 

students, and staff view students with visible disabilities more favorably than those with 

nonvisible disabilities (Sniatecki et al., 2015). Students with nonvisible disabilities can suffer 

academically and socially without self-identifying and advocating for their needs (Hadley, 2017).  



 

29 

Bento (1996) found that "ethical dilemmas emerged when the requested accommodation 

benefited the disabled student but implied negative consequences for other members of the class" 

(p. 497). These ethical and attitudinal barriers may be complex for faculty to navigate, especially 

if they have limited experience working with students with disabilities (De Los Santos, 2018). 

The literature reports them as more empathetic when students' disabilities are more evident to 

other faculty and students (Sniatecki et al., 2015). The main attitudinal barrier for faculty 

working with students with disabilities was uncertainty (Sniatecki et al., 2015). Bento (196) 

stated: 

On the one hand, faculty perceived disabled students as people who had to confront and 

overcome special challenges engendered feelings of respect and helpfulness toward the 

students. On the other hand, those feelings were also often accompanied by the 

perception that disabled students were somehow less able and that their disability could 

jeopardize their individual performance and limit the other students and the instructor. (p. 

498) 

Learning to transition from secondary to postsecondary education is vital for students 

with disabilities (Fullarton & Duquette, 1970). Students with nonvisible disabilities report they 

learned skills like time management, note-taking, and writing as part of their transition process 

(Francis et al., 2018). Students felt they were more prepared for college after learning and 

becoming more comfortable with these skills. Students report being taught transitional skills by 

special education teachers and guidance counselors in high school (Clemson & Littlepage, 2018).  

The authors note: 

However, students reported they thought they would have benefited from learning about 

the logistics of college life, like registering for classes, budgeting, and talking to 
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professors as part of their transition process. Students struggle with the transition process 

because they are unaware of the differences between disability laws governing secondary 

and postsecondary education. They expect to receive the same services they received 

while in college during their secondary school education. (Clemson & Littlepage, 2018, 

p. 149) 

The first year in higher education confronts students with sizable change, as McInnis et 

al. (1995) and others have documented. Many of those entering postsecondary education directly 

from a P-12 school must learn to live away from home and deal with a considerably different 

learning environment in which they are responsible for their progress. They are also likely to 

have an abrupt reality check concerning their expectations regarding higher education since there 

is evidence that many P-12 school leaders have misconceptions about higher education (Yorke, 

2020). Awareness of academic expectations in higher education allows students to prepare and 

not become overwhelmed. The preparation used during the transition process is vital to academic 

success. 

Academic Expectations 

Research shows that 96% of college and university classrooms have students with 

disabilities (De Los Santos et al., 2019; Zhang et al.,2009). Faculty members, instructors, 

teaching assistants, and administrators need help to meet the needs of an increasingly diverse 

student body, especially in courses with large enrollments or online courses. Students expect the 

same level of academic performance with disabilities as students without disabilities; therefore, 

institutions need to identify and support them. With graduation completion rates declining across 

higher education, administrators and teaching staff feel pressured more than ever to meet the 

needs of all students (De Los Santos et al., 2019). 
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With so many factors influencing their academic performance, students with disabilities 

often find it challenging to adjust to the expectations and requirements of a university. This 

population of students needs to receive the support services and accommodations they need to be 

successful in college (Becker & Palladino, 2016). One of the most significant factors affecting 

the academic success and graduation rates for students with disabilities is the shortage of time to 

focus on school while managing the effects of a disability or disabilities (Sachs & Schreuer, 

2011). 

The number of assignments and the expected standard in the college environment is a 

leading expectation that overwhelms students with disabilities. As revealed by students, these 

academic expectations are challenging because they lack the assistance they had in high school. 

Several students admitted reluctance to speak with their professors when concerned about 

assignments because they are uncomfortable talking about their disabilities. However, all 

students agreed that meeting with professors should be their first approach concerning course 

assignments (Hadley, 2006). Coping with the elevated expectations of classes and navigating 

college with little to no support yields most students just attempting to stay afloat academically. 

Most students become accustomed to large amounts of feedback from teachers, and in higher 

education, the amount of feedback from faculty is dramatically reduced (Hadley, 2019). 

In the P-12 environment, students with disabilities remain safeguarded by laws that allow 

them the support needed for academic success. Higher education does not comply with the same 

standards and thus creates a more stressful environment for the student experiencing the 

disabilities. Implementing regulations increases these students' support levels and decreases their 

academic challenges. 
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Laws and Regulations 

Local, state, and federal legislation has strengthened the real-world impact of people with 

disabilities created by landmark court cases. Significant legislation impacting students with 

disabilities at the university level is the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 and the ADAAA of 2008. The 

Rehabilitation Act of 1973 is the first anti-discrimination law for persons with disabilities. The 

law prohibited discrimination in any program or activity receiving federal funds of $2,500 or 

more annually. Financial assistance may be in grants, contracts, or general assistance. Such 

organizations must make appropriate settings and facility modifications to increase accessibility 

to persons with disabilities and comply with nondiscrimination policies for workers and 

individuals with disabilities.  

Since most universities (both public and private) receive federal funds through grants and 

other contracts, universities are required to follow the legislative mandates and have been for 

over 25 years. Although there are many sections to the 1973 Rehabilitation Act, the primary 

section relevant to postsecondary settings is Section 504, which focuses on providing equal 

opportunity to qualified persons with disabilities. 

Section 504 of The Rehabilitation Act of 1973 states: "No otherwise qualified 

handicapped individual shall, solely by means of handicap, be excluded from the participation in, 

be denied the benefits of, or be subject to discrimination under any program or activity receiving 

federal financial assistance." This mandate from the Rehabilitation Act expanded to include any 

public or private institution. Subpart E of the act mandates that an institution be prepared to 

make reasonable academic adjustments and accommodations to let students with disabilities 

fully participate in the same programs and activities available to students without disabilities. 

Section 504 mandates the provision of reasonable accommodations, which means that a school 
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does not have to experience undue hardship to accommodate. The accommodations received in 

college under Section 504 may differ from those received in high school under the Individuals 

with Disabilities Education Act of 1990 (IDEA). 

The Education for All Handicapped Children Act of 1975 requires all public schools to 

admit and educate students with disabilities. This law was reauthorized in 1990 and is presently 

known as IDEA. The IDEA holds educational institutions accountable and helps create 

opportunities for students with federally identified disabilities to transition from high school to 

postsecondary education or the workplace (Gibbons et al., 2015). 

The IDEA Act dictates that schools guarantee "free and appropriate public education" 

(FAPE) to students with disabilities in the "least restrictive environment" (LRE). FAPE and LRE 

remain in effect in the United States. Between 2008 and 2015, more than 2.2 million students 

documented having a learning disability (NCES, 2015). In the 2015–2016 school year, 6.7 

million children received services under the IDEA (NCES, 2018).  

Under the IDEA, parents are held responsible by being required to be involved in the 

decision-making process about their child's learning needs. An educational team composed of 

parents, teachers, and learning specialists determines if the school needs to conduct an 

assessment to conclude if the student has a disability. The presence of a disability determines 

student eligibility for special education services and the need for special education services to 

flourish in school. If the educational team discovers that the student needs special education 

services, he or she will then obtain aid from the LEA (IDEA,1990).  

Upon a student obtaining a placement in special education, an IEP authorization takes 

place. An IEP is a contract between the school and the child stating what offerings will benefit 

the student from the educational institution. An IEP must be in place for the student to obtain 
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special education services; an annual evaluation ensures that the best education plan is in place. 

Each IEP must include student performance, future goals, a plan to meet them, and the required 

student participation in the general education classroom. Funding is crucial for schools to meet 

the needs of students with disabilities in the classroom, and if special education programs do not 

comply with the law, the government can rescind funding (De Los Santos, 2018; IDEA, 1990).  

The 13 disabilities presently defined by the IDEA are learning disabilities, speech or 

language impairment, intellectual disability, emotional disturbance, autism, hearing impairment, 

visual impairment, deaf-blindness, orthopedic impairment, traumatic brain injury, other health 

impairment, multiple disabilities, and developmental delay. The IDEA also defines and explains 

the distinction between low-incidence and high-incidence disabilities. Low-incidence disabilities 

are rare; high-incidence disabilities occur in about one-in-ten children (IDEA, 1990).  

The ADA of 1990 further reinforces The Rehabilitation Act statutes. The ADA 

encompasses five "titles," or sections that protect individuals with disabilities from 

discrimination. Title I of the ADA addresses employment that prohibits discrimination in the 

hiring, promotion, and firing of qualified persons with disabilities. This legislation protects job 

applicants and employees with disabilities who work in postsecondary settings. Notably, the 

ADA only applies to businesses with at most 15 employees. 

Title II of the ADA refers to public services. They mandate that any state, local 

government, department, agency, or other state instrumentality shall not exclude persons with 

disabilities from participation in or deny them the benefits of services, programs, or activities of 

a public entity (e.g., colleges and universities). This title also creates standards for expanding 

accessible transportation such as buses, taxis, and other public transportation services. Under 

Title II, postsecondary institutions may not discriminate against students with disabilities. Higher 
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education institutions must offer educational programs in accessible buildings and offer related 

accessible services (e.g., classroom instruction, residence life, food service, parking). 

Title III of the ADA addresses public accommodations to provide that individuals with 

disabilities must benefit from full and equal rights to all goods, services, facilities, privileges, 

advantages, or accommodations of any places of public accommodation. Places of public 

accommodation include museums, hotels, professional offices, restaurants, schools (including 

classrooms and residence halls), sports complexes, and theaters. Title IV on telecommunications 

requires that inter- and intrastate telecommunications relay services are available to deaf and 

speech-impaired persons, resulting in greater access to communication devices. Television 

programs funded through the federal government must include closed captioning of the verbal 

content. Title V includes a variety of provisions, such as further delineating who is not covered 

under the ADA and reaffirming that a person with a disability is not required to accept an 

accommodation if that person chooses not to do so. It provides technical assistance to help all 

persons understand their legal responsibilities as contained in the ADA. 

The ADAAA of 2008—commonly referred to as the ADA Amendments Act—highlights 

that the definition of disability favors comprehensive coverage of individuals. This coverage 

should be to the maximum extent permitted by the terms of the ADA and generally shall not 

require extensive analysis. The act makes essential changes to the definition of "disability" by 

rejecting the holdings in several U.S. Supreme Court decisions and portions of ADA regulations. 

The effect of these changes is to make it easier for an individual seeking protection under the 

ADA to establish that he or she has a disability within the meaning of the ADA. 

The Architectural Barriers Act (ABA) of 1968 requires that federally funded buildings be 

accessible to people with disabilities. Buildings or facilities designed, built, or altered with 
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federal dollars or leased by federal agencies after August 12, 1968, must be entirely disability 

accessible. The law covers many facilities, including post offices, Veterans Affairs medical 

facilities, national parks, Social Security Administration offices, federal office buildings, U.S. 

courthouses, and federal prisons. It also applies to non-government facilities that receive federal 

funding, such as schools, public housing, and mass transit systems. 

The ABA of 1968 enforces standards for accessible design. Four federal agencies are 

responsible for these standards: the Department of Defense, Housing and Urban Development, 

the General Services Administration, and the U.S. Postal Service. The standards specify where 

access is required and provide thorough specifications for ramps, parking, doors, elevators, 

restrooms, assistive listening systems, fire alarms, signs, and other accessible building elements. 

Facilities covered by the ABA are required to meet these standards (Architectural Barriers Act, 

1968). 

Impacting Postsecondary Education Skills and Disability 

Creating disability service offices in higher education promoted compliance with new 

laws, not inclusion (Gordon et al., 2002). When the ADA passed in 1990, an increased focus on 

disability rights was born. A 1996 study of disability service programs found that only 11% of 

disability support programs in higher education institutions existed before the Rehabilitation Act 

of 1973, leaving 89% established since this time (Madaus, 2011). The definitions of disabilities 

varied significantly, leaving many things open to each institution's disability staff and counselors' 

interpretation. Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act requires colleges to review and consider the 

applications of students meeting the qualifications to register with DRC and implement 

necessary accommodations and services for students with disabilities (Madaus, 2011). The 

establishment of laws prohibiting discrimination against students with disabilities and disability 
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services in higher education has not guided how disability service offices should best practice or 

implement services (Marshak et al., 2010). 

The current approach for most disability service offices in higher education focuses on 

the individual and requires several actions of students with disabilities to qualify for and receive 

services. The services intend to offer alternatives within the learning, physical, and other 

campuses' social and recreational spaces for students with disabilities to participate to the fullest 

extent possible. While non-disabled students can participate in their higher education experience, 

at most institutions, students with disabilities must follow widely accepted procedures to secure 

participation services (Guzman & Balcazar, 2010). Students with disabilities in higher education 

are provided resources through reasonable accommodation or modification of university 

offerings (Lombardi et al., 2012). Specific accommodations allow students with disabilities an 

equal opportunity to benefit from those programs, services, and higher education facilities 

despite the limitations of their disability. Postsecondary education offers students with 

disabilities assistance through accommodations when they register with the institution's disability 

support office. 

DRC Process and Eligibility 

Eligibility for DRC assistance requires students to obtain documentation of their 

disability, such as a recent psychoeducational evaluation or a report from a medical professional. 

The documentation will depend on the disability and the requested accommodations (Marshak et 

al., 2010). Disability-related documentation should provide information on the functional impact 

of the disability to identify adequate accommodations. The source, scope, and documentation of 

content criteria differ by disability type. Documentation may include assessments, reports, or 

letters from qualified evaluators, professionals, or institutions (Gordon et al., 2002). Familiar 
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sources of documentation are health care providers, psychologists, diagnosticians, or information 

from a previous school (e.g., accommodation agreements/letters, 504, or IEP documents; MSU, 

2022). Examples of disabilities include blindness and visual impairments; learning disorders; 

intellectual and developmental disorders; psychological disorders; physical and medical 

impairments, such as cerebral palsy and diabetes; or motor impairments (College Board and 

National Merit Scholarship Corporation, 2022). 

Various colleges are asking for more in-depth assessments for students with disabilities. 

The rationale is that institutions can better assist students with disabilities if they have more 

comprehensive information than ordinarily available (Couzens et al., 2015). Comprehensive 

exams can be impactful in understanding necessary complications that students may combat in a 

college environment (De Los Santos, 2018). Some of the downsides to comprehensive exams 

involve financial cost, quality exams that are both valid and reliable, and the stigma the student 

may experience when required to take such an exam (Couzens et al., 2015). 

For almost 50 years, laws for people with disabilities have continued to provide students 

with specialized programs, services, and support systems to help them succeed in school. The 

IDEA (2004) protects students with physical, psychological, and learning disorders to receive 

accommodations to support their success in the classroom (Guzman, 2009). IDEA further assists 

students with disabilities by requiring special education at the primary and secondary levels 

(Belch, 2004). The public school system identifies and provides IEPs to students with disabilities 

from ages 3–21. However, IDEA does not apply to students at the postsecondary level (Abreu et 

al., 2015). 

The ADA and Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, which prohibit 

discrimination against individuals with disabilities, are applied to provide eligible students with 
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reasonable academic accommodations (De Los Santos, 2018). Disability support offices will 

advocate for the students when they register. However, the class professor decides the method 

and delivery of academic accommodations. The disability offices within higher education 

institutions are responsible for verifying documented disabilities and providing reasonable 

accommodations (Toutain, 2019). Inconsistencies arise when universities do not regulate 

accommodation practices and train instructors in best practices when teaching students with 

disabilities. Accommodations for various disabilities can vary based on the disability counselor 

(Hsiao et al., 2017). Accommodations are often subjective based on information the students tell 

their counselor and documentation provided by doctors and therapists (Belch, 2004). 

IDEA (2004) does not govern higher education institutions; students must advocate for 

themselves, self-identify as students with disabilities, and request accommodations to receive 

disability services (Belch, 2004). Once students initially identify and register as a student with a 

disability, they must continue to identify themselves to their professors to establish 

accommodations for each academic course they take every semester One out of five students 

with disabilities who receive disability services in high school continue to receive disability 

services in college (Cortiella & Horowitz, 2014; Sanford et al., 2011). This percentage is low, 

considering that over 90% of students with a learning disability receive disability services in high 

school (Cortiella & Horowitz, 2014). Additionally, only 58% of students at four-year colleges or 

universities with a disability receive accommodations and support (Sanford et al., 2011). 

Researchers have explored the acceptance and use of accommodations and their 

outcomes only to a limited extent (Barnard-Brak et al., 2009), often to create evidence-based 

practices. Further studies indicate the significance of institutional culture and the identification of 

the main concepts that clarify attitudes concerning the establishment of accommodations (Zhang 



 

40 

et al., 2009). Researchers have called for expanding policies and procedures to provide well-

defined guidance and training to educators and encourage knowledge sharing by considering 

how to use accommodations applicably (Schreuer & Sachs, 2011). 

The Association of Higher Education and Disability (AHEAD) created evidence-based 

standards for DRC providers in higher education. While this has helped guide best practices and 

service implementation for institutions to provide higher-quality instruction and more 

consistency for college students with disabilities, the standards are ambiguous and open to 

interpretation. They hinge on the perspective and values of the institution and the disability 

service professionals working at the institution (Guzman & Balcazar, 2010). Therefore, while 

specific procedures and services vary at each institution, they follow a consistent format 

(Fleming et al., 2016). Practices at DRC offices generally require students to seek help from the 

office and provide medical documentation, which tends to include a diagnosis of disability to 

substantiate the need or qualification of the student to receive services from the office of 

disability support (Loewen & Pollard, 2010). 

When registering for Disability Resource Center, the procedures occur as follows: 

Upon acceptance to the institution, students with disabilities must seek out and identify 

themselves with the DRC office. Registration typically includes intake and registration processes 

with the office. To qualify for services from the office, the student with disabilities must provide 

medical documentation to support that they have a disability and are eligible for services. 

Disability service professionals determine what they feel to be appropriate accommodations for 

the student. The determination of these accommodations can come from the student's input, the 

high school IEP, parent/guardian input, or the advice of the disability support professional 

(Fleming et al., 2016). 
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The determination of services granted occurs using the information provided by the 

medical provider. As such, medical professionals are often the gatekeepers for DRC at higher 

education institutions. Medical professionals provide diagnoses and descriptions of symptoms 

and limitations used to determine appropriate accommodations and often do not consider the 

student's needs, wants, or values (Haegele & Hodge, 2016). Additionally, the provision of 

services relies on the DRC staff member to properly evaluate the disability documentation 

(Cawthorn & Cole, 2007). Further, there is a focus on legal compliance when making these 

determinations because many institutions' response to accommodations is to do what is 

minimally required to maintain legal compliance for the institution (Guzman, 2009; Loewen & 

Pollard, 2010; Ostiguy, 2018). 

Higher education institutes possess the authority to mandate students to follow reasonable 

procedures to request accommodations. IEP and section 504 plans are the documentation 

typically required to identify supports that have been successful for the student with disabilities 

in the past. ADA requires universities to provide accommodations that coincide with these 

documents, just as the university requires that students possess this documentation and register 

with DRC. After viewing this documentation, the accommodations chosen by the DRC staff and 

the student may vary (De Los Santos, 2018). 

The campus community often perceives that the disability support professional is the 

expert on the disability and accommodation plan rather than the student maintaining ownership 

of their own needs. However, many disability service counselors have much experience and can 

guide students through available university accommodations (Abreu et al., 2015). With the 

information provided and the student's high school IEP can help guide the student in expressing 
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their preferences for accommodations and services that best suit them in their academic 

coursework and campus life. 

Finally, because many services or accommodations need implementation in the learning 

environment, students with disabilities must disclose their disability-related needs to faculty to 

receive specific academic accommodations. The notification of registration given to faulty by the 

student or disability support staff is often in the form of an official accommodation letter from 

the DRC office that lists the accommodations for which the disability support office has 

determined that the student qualifies (Barnard-Brak et al., 2014). While notifying faculty is 

necessary to provide services, this process can isolate and impact the labeled and identified 

student (Fleming et al., 2016). Further, the responsibility to accommodate is then almost entirely 

left to the practices of the faculty member. Some higher education institutions provide 

accommodation letters to faculty through email at the beginning of every semester or upon the 

student's registration date with the disability office (Hong, 2015). Students identify themselves 

on day one of the class, leaving little time to consider the best learning approach to ensure the 

accommodations meet their needs and facilitate inclusivity and success for students with 

disabilities receiving support (Guzman, 2009). 

An approach that benefits all students is universal design, and it allows faculty to 

differentiate assignments and activities for students of all abilities, often creating a positive 

learning environment. Faculty in college classrooms today can be assured they will teach diverse 

students from all walks of life with many dissimilar learning needs. The more educators 

understand their students, the more effective their teaching can be (Friend & Bursuck, 2009). 

Respecting and uplifting all students builds confidence and encourages motivation. Each 
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approach to teaching works for some students, and Individualization is the most effective 

teaching method. Teach the student, not the class, admonished Bain (2004). 

Accommodations v. Universal Design 

The two most prevalent approaches within disability service models are the 

accommodations approach and the Universal Design (UD) approach. The individual or 

accommodation service model is rooted in the medical model of disability. At the same time, UD 

focuses on inclusion principles and instruction differentiation to meet learners' needs across the 

board (Guzman, 2009). Accommodations and modifications often derive from the medical 

documentation of disability and legal reforms such as the ADA of 1990 and the Rehabilitation 

Act of 1973. Most research has found that reasonable accommodation levels the playing field for 

college students with disabilities (Safer et al., 2013). Ketterling-Geller and Johnstone (2007) 

believe that UD creates an environment that is accessible, understood, and utilized to the greatest 

extent possible by all people. It can remove barriers altogether while increasing student 

engagement and retention. Even in a time of legal and societal shifts, little change has occurred 

on the organizational level at higher education institutions to move toward UD for students of all 

abilities (Smith, 2020). 

One of the most straightforward examples of UD is the curb cut. The curb cut—designed 

for people who use wheelchairs or with mobility disabilities—has also proven valuable and 

beneficial for many others: the elderly population; parents pushing children in strollers; and 

people using the sidewalks for recreation like cycling, skateboarding, and rollerblading 

(Ketterlin-Geller & Johnstone, 2007). The UD approach strives to create inclusive learning 

environments through a lens of inclusivity. It aims to reduce the need for accommodation or 

service provision to reconstruct university environments specifically for students with disabilities 
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(Loewen & Pollard, 2010; Longmore, 2003) by proactively planning for various learners of 

differing abilities when designing instruction (McGuire et al., 2006). 

Judicial rulings indicate evidence that universities are inconsistent when making 

decisions about accommodation requests leaving this inconsistency, along with the unresolved 

social stigma students bring (Ketterlin-Geller & Johnstone, 2007). Accommodations can level 

the playing field of assessment for students with disabilities, but only when students register for 

the services in the university's disability office and request specific accommodations. Even 

though students with disabilities may have approved accommodations through a DRC, this does 

not mean they have assured access to these approved accommodations (De Los Santos, 2018). 

The method faculty choose to provide accommodations is inconsistent, at best; disability services 

offices and faculty often prefer to implement preventive measures to minimize the need for 

accommodations (Guzman, 2009). One approach to this prevention is universal learning design. 

Universal Design 

The National Disability Authority (2020, p.1) defines UD as "the design and composition 

of an environment so that it can be accessed, understood and used to the greatest extent possible 

by all people regardless of their age, size, ability or disability." The shift from accommodating 

students with disabilities to full inclusion has resulted from enacted legislation and societal 

changes in recent years. These changes include more inclusivity and positive perceptions of 

students with disabilities (Ketterlin-Geller & Johnstone, 2007). 

Universal assessments can benefit all students as assessments are where most students 

struggle. These assessments allow students to exemplify their understanding of the materials 

taught without barriers. Faculty and DRC offices can apply the principles and theories for the 
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universal design of assessments to postsecondary settings to make assessments as accessible as 

possible without diminishing the curriculum's objectives (Sniatecki et al., 2015).  

UD will not remove the need for accommodations, yet it ensures that students with 

disabilities get comparative assessments to their typical peers. The purpose of accommodations 

is to change the difficulty of the test or lower course expectations but to level the playing field by 

changing the accessibility. Implementing the principles of universal design helps reduce test bias 

and systematic errors. Integrating the refinement of assessments can be beneficial to all 

(Ketterlin-Geller & Johnstone, 2007). 

The formulation of the concept of UD was initially to make products and environments 

usable to the greatest extent possible for all people regardless of disability status (Rogers-Shaw 

et al., 2018). This concept was incorporated and termed Universal Design for Learning (UDL) in 

education. UDL provides students with alternatives to learning when they struggle to acquire 

concepts through more traditional means (Jimenez et al., 2007). UDL focuses on creating the 

initial designs of educational environments to accommodate the needs of all students in general 

instead of using individual adaptations for each student (Rose et al., 2006). The three main 

principles of UDL are having multiple means of representation, multiple means of action and 

expression, and multiple means of engagement (Rose et al., 2006). Teachers are encouraged to 

reflect on how they view teaching, incorporate differentiation in their existing classroom tools, 

and add alternate methods into their lessons. Each way of presenting information suits all 

students; everyone learns differently. UDL allows students to try different learning methods to 

find the way they learn best (Rogers-Shaw et al., 2018). 
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Newman et al. (2021) provided conflicting evidence about using disability services. The 

effects of students with disabilities accessing universally available and disability-related 

supports examined student retention. Retention rates were higher for students who only 

used universally available supports, such as tutoring and writing centers that are available 

to all students regardless of disability status and do not require self-disclosure. For 

students with learning disabilities and ADHD, getting help learning coping strategies and 

fostering time management and organization skills was beneficial to their success. 

(Kreider et al., 2019; p. 10) 

Higher education institutions recognize that the connection between accommodations and 

UD benefits students and faculty. Giving students with and without disabilities the ability to both 

learn and undergo assessment in many ways only allows students to participate socially and 

academically at the post-secondary level actively. While the creation of accommodations should 

tailor to each student's particular needs, a UD for teaching and assessing can be proactive and 

beneficial for all (Ketterlin-Geller & Johnstone, 2007). Higher education institutions can support 

faculty by providing training and workshops on assistive technology, disability rights, and 

collaboration with the disability support office. Learning, assessment, and student success often 

increase when colleges use the accommodations and UD approaches. Integrating these 

approaches to support student success across the curriculum provides support to faculty, staff, 

and students regarding accommodations and their appropriateness will reduce stress and increase 

academic success rates (Ketterlin-Geller & Johnstone, 2007). 

Accommodations 

Accommodation procedures in higher education institutions are characteristically 

university-specific but driven by the ADA and Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973. 
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Under these laws, students with disabilities are entitled to reasonable accommodations if they are 

otherwise qualified to participate in the educational program (Ketterlin-Geller & Johnstone, 

2007). Accommodations characterize changes in instruction or assessment procedures that lessen 

the influence of an individual's disability on his or her interaction with the material. 

Accommodations can include modifications to the instructional environment, assessment tasks, 

and the amount of time allocated to a student to learn a concept or complete a task. 

Accommodations may also include formatting information understandably and can show how 

the student responds to questions or the materials or equipment that support the student's ability 

to interact with the material. 

Testing in Higher Education 

Higher education institutions generally have testing centers where professors and 

instructors can send tests to accommodate DRC-registered students. Faculty members may 

accommodate them in the classroom or another alternate setting. DRC has a member who will 

pick up tests from faculty, or faculty can email them to a secure link for DRC staff to print and 

administer. DRC staff maintain the integrity of the test and confidentiality of the student's 

disabilities. Upon the student's completion of the test, DRC staff return the test to the desired 

location of the faculty member for them to grade and record. (MSU, 2022) 

Post-secondary institutions offer an array of academic supports to improve student 

learning outside of the classroom; students have a variety of readiness and skills that influence 

their learning. Support programs can include, but are not limited to, specific content areas such 

as math, writing, and reading; technological support; the development of learning skills and time 

management; and supplemental or essential skills development (Newman et al., 2021). Research 

has revealed that college supports designed to help students in the general population are 
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associated with improvements in college persistence and completion. Patterns of accessing 

support also differ by type of institution. For example, Newman and Madaus (2014 reported that 

approximately 49% of students with disabilities had accessed the types of support universally 

available to the entire student body (e.g., tutoring, learning assistance centers). However, various 

individualized supports are available when a student discloses their disability and is registered to 

receive accommodations through DRC. 

Standard Accommodations in Higher Education 

• Extended time on assessments (e.g., quizzes, midterms, final exams) 

• Testing in an alternative location 

• Breaks during exams 

• Calculator or laptop access 

• A note-taker, reader, and scribe 

• Access to audiobooks 

• Accessible specific classroom seating/layout 

• Accessible specific housing/dorm 

• American Sign Language interpreters 

Accommodations that May be More Difficult to Obtain 

• Extensions for specific assignments 

• Alternate test format (e.g., multiple choice, true/false, essay) 

• Tests and directions are read out loud or read and repeated 

• Reduced course load and extended time to complete degree requirements 
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Assistive Technology and Other Services 

Auxiliary aids and services can take many forms, depending on the individual student's 

needs: 

• Audio recordings of classes 

• Qualified interpreters 

• Class materials in alternative formats (e.g., texts in Braille, recorded lectures, 

digital files) 

• Access to voice recognition software 

• Access to text-to-speech programs 

• Regular meetings with an accessibility counselor/learning specialist 

• Alternate ways to evaluate (e.g., projects or oral presentations instead of written 

tests) 

• Writer for assignments and test if mobility is an issue 

For overall effectiveness, accommodations should reduce construct-irrelevant variance 

caused by the individual's disability without changing the construct targeted by instruction or 

assessment (Ketterlin-Geller & Johnstone, 2007). The university's accommodations include 

modified facilities, policies, course delivery, time given, activities, and other services. These 

allow the students with disabilities to benefit from those offerings despite the limitations they 

may experience from their disabilities. Possible accommodations may include closed captioning 

for online classes or videos shown, books in accessible formats, extending the testing time for 

time-limited exams, and other communication aids. These accommodations demand extra effort 

by the faculty and staff and require modification and changes to curriculum, materials, or 

classrooms in higher education institutions not originally designed to accommodate students with 

disabilities. 
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Although mandated accommodations have promoted accessibility for higher education 

students, institutions historically strive to meet the needs of students without disabilities best 

(Shifrer & Frederick 2019). An alternative approach to higher education for students with 

disabilities lies within the concept of UD, the principles initially developed for the built 

environment but have become a theory used to address learning in higher education in the form 

of UDL (Madaus, 2011). A more individualized course of action must commence when these 

approaches are unsuccessful. Students with disabilities must then self-identify and register for 

the services offered through DRC. 

Student Success when Registered with DRC 

Factors impacting or hindering success identify across multiple institutions. Providing 

appropriate accommodations, having an ongoing working relationship with DRC staff, having 

positive faculty cooperation, and implementing accommodations work for the success of students 

with disabilities. Poor faculty attitudes, accommodations lacking to meet the student's academic 

needs, and an unwillingness to communicate the needs of the students with disabilities hinder 

their success. Extensive research evaluates the effectiveness of disability support programs and 

their impact on student success in post-secondary education (Barnard-Brak et al., 2009; Belch, 

2004; Davies et al., 2013; Kruse & Oswal, 2018, Yssel, et al., 2016). 

  University disability support offices offer an array of accommodations and 

support services for students with disabilities, like academic accommodations, support groups, 

life skills help, and assistance with communicating with professors (Fleming et al., 2017). 

Students note that disability service offices are often beneficial in helping them decide what 

accommodation would best serve them in their courses and support them in campus life (Ju et al., 

2017). Most students with disabilities believe that this office's main job is to provide 
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accommodations and advice on course offerings and their disability rights (Magnus & Tøssebro, 

2014). DRC offices noted helping students with disabilities develop positive self-perception. 

Most disability service offices provide individual student accommodations based on their 

specific needs and disability (Gordon et al., 2002). However, some institutions also offered 

universally available supports that were either available to all students with disabilities or the 

student body through universal design for learning and assessment (Ketterlin-Geller & 

Johnstone, 2007). 

Students with disabilities believe disability services offices should provide support and 

advice, be willing to provide various exam conditions and modify or reformat assignments for 

students with disabilities (Francis et al., 2018). Alternative testing environments and extended 

time on a test are the most widely used accommodations reported by students (Francis et al., 

2018). The population of students with disabilities also reported needing emotional and mental 

health support. They agreed that getting help with academics significantly reduces stress levels, 

thus making the job of DRC much more critical (Francis et al., 2018; Timmerman & Mulvihill, 

2015). While students with disabilities in higher education may have appropriate 

accommodations, this does not mean they have assured Access to these approved 

accommodations (De Los Santos et al., 2019).  The institution can adjust accommodations if they 

would sustain costs that would be financially or administratively burdensome. Additionally, 

students with disabilities must personally notify faculty members of their accommodations (De 

Los Santos, 2018). 

While students place so much importance on their needs and how beneficial services can 

be to their post-secondary success, they often feel like the services they received were not 

individualized to their needs and are often unhelpful (Black et al., 2015; Fleming et al., 2017; 
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Kendall, 2016). Students registered with disability support offices feel that setting up and 

receiving accommodations took too long and was often useless due to the untimeliness of 

implementing these services (Squires & Countermine, 2018). Administrators in higher education 

often find that students with disabilities do not always know their rights and typically do not 

know the difference between the provisions granted through IDEA (2004) and ADA (Gordon et 

al., 2002). These provisions usually require the disability office's guidance to understand how 

they vary and how setting up and receiving services works (Clemson & Littlepage, 2018). 

Many students found setting up services extremely frustrating and desired to change the 

process (Fleming et al., 2017). Students further expressed a desire for more valuable options 

within disability services. Some students reported not knowing about disability support when 

entering college and feeling very confused after meeting with the staff of these offices (Gordon 

et al., 2002). Students reported inappropriate accommodations and those not specifically tailored 

to their individualized needs as a distraction to their coursework (Black et al., 2015). The 

researcher assumes this lack of adequate accommodations impaired them from being 

independent and that a more class-wide approach, such as universal design, would have helped 

them become more independent and feel less excluded and stigmatized (Ketterlin-Geller & 

Johnstone, 2007). Students felt they lacked knowledge in choosing accommodations and even 

locating the disability office to ask for help. 

Since every disability presents itself differently, expanded services could be more tailored 

to each person. Furthermore, the lack of availability of materials needed by the disability support 

office and the time it took to set up accommodations and establish the services needed proved to 

impede their success (Fleming et al., 2017). Some students registered with disability support got 

appropriate accommodations but chose not to use them due to a strong need to feel independent 
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and self-accommodating (Zhang et al., 2009). The students hoped to exercise their independence 

and use the accommodations as a backup plan when needed (Lyman et al., 2016). Many students 

felt that if they were to maintain good grades, the accommodations might be considered 

unnecessary and thus taken away. Some feared being a burden and, at times, thought their 

disabilities were not severe enough to ask for accommodations (Pfeifer et al., 2020). 

Individual interactions such as self-advocacy and class preparation impacted the 

academic success of this population (Lombardi et al., 2012). Students reported that actively using 

accommodations and DRC benefited them and helped them continue in higher education and 

have higher grades (Fleming et al., 2017). The success of higher education, as seen in higher 

grades and continued enrollment, was impacted by quality relationships with other people in 

their lives (Lombardi et al., 2012). Additionally, students with disabilities reported feeling 

comfortable self-advocating, requesting accommodations, and knowing which accommodations 

were essential to their college success (Terras et al., 2015). Students who chose not to register for 

the support of the disability service offices when they enrolled had lower grade point averages 

(GPAs) than those who registered when entering the institution. Students were more likely to 

graduate when registered and actively utilizing DRC. 

Accommodation use, social and institutional support use, and registration with the 

disability services office as a predictor of student success were measured by GPA. Most 

participants went to their professors for help with problems in their classes. However, 

academic accommodation and institutional and social support use did not predict 

academic success, contradicting previous research on academic success in students with 

disabilities. (De Los Santos et al., 2019; p. 17) 
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Students may choose, for various reasons, to refrain from registering for their institution's 

DRC. For this reason, a hindrance to their academic success and their underutilization of these 

services may decrease their academic, social, and emotional well-being. 

Disability Resource Center Underutilized 

The rising concern campuses face as the enrollment of students with disabilities increases 

is that campus disability services are underutilized (Abreu et al., 2015; Fleming et al., 2017; 

Hong, 2015). The underutilization could be due to a lack of knowledge of the available services 

or several other factors, such as faculty's lack of cooperation in accommodating students, 

inadequate facilities, or verified documentation to receive services (Sniatecki et al., 2015). The 

reasons for students not making initial contact with DRC varied; most cited more than one 

reason. The explanations duplicated in literature were: 1) lack of time, 2) lack of knowledge, 3) 

establishing an identity independent of disability status, and 4) feeling that things were going 

well/lack of recognition that things were not going well (Lightner et al., 2011). 

Approximately 24% of college students with disabilities register for support with the 

disability office of higher education campuses (De Los Santos et al., 2019). Unsurprisingly, this 

statistic is low, considering post-secondary students feel stigmatized and struggle to self-

advocate (Fleming et al., 2016). Students who attended four-year colleges used academic 

services and requested accommodations at higher rates than students at two-year colleges. The 

requested rate was valid for students with disabilities and students who did not report a disability 

in higher education (NCES, 2022). Faculty members with limited knowledge of disabilities and 

accommodations may not encourage using the services among their students (Sniatecki et al., 

2015). The underutilization of disability services has led to a lack of academic success and 

higher stress levels (Fleming et al., 2017). 
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In contrast, students who utilize accommodations have more contact with faculty and are 

less likely to struggle with assignments (McGregor et al., 2016). Students with disabilities who 

utilize the services are more likely to experience positive post-secondary outcomes (Newman et 

al., 2021). Students who self-advocate experience less stress with their academics (Daly-Cano et 

al., 2014; Fleming et al., 2017). Faculty and staff often help students with self-advocacy. While 

barriers to registering for disability services have been problematic previously, there is a need to 

study further ways to increase the utilization of disability services (Fleming et al., 2017). 

The selection of participants in studies involving students with disabilities comes from 

pools of students who have chosen to register with their university's disability services 

department. However, students do not always find it easy to register with disability services, and 

students with disabilities often do not speak up for themselves (Barnard-Brak et al., 2014). 

Additionally, some students do not like asking for disability services alone. Students heavily 

depend on the advocacy of their parents, and when entering higher education, that advocacy 

lessens, leaving them without adequate knowledge of their disability and setting up services 

(Lightner et al., 2011). Students struggle because they need information about where to get 

services and available accommodations (Abreu et al., 2015). Fleming et al. (2017) surveyed 

student perceptions about campus climate, satisfaction with their university, and utilization of 

campus resources. They reported several obstacles facing students with disabilities. 

Barriers to Registering 

Findings indicate that students did not register for services due to accessibility problems, 

negative faculty attitudes, and lack of disability awareness by university staff. Hong (2015) 

conducted a qualitative study of students with disabilities. He found that students did not seek 

disability services due to negative past experiences, intimidating university faculty and staff, and 
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thinkable stigmas within their peer groups. Lyman et al. (2016) found that students with 

disabilities deeply desired to avoid negative social perceptions of their accommodations. They 

made it apparent that others were aware of their accommodations use and felt it left the 

perception of them being less capable of performing at the same level as their peers without 

disabilities. In the study by Lyman et al. (2016), students voiced these concerns about the 

perceptions of incapability focused not only on their peers but also on professors' and instructors' 

views. 

Many students interviewed by Lyman et al. (2016) also feared suspicion from their peers 

about accommodation use. The idea that it may seem like they are receiving special treatment, a 

fear that they may be taking advantage of the system or using accommodations when they did 

not need them, drove many students with disabilities to not register for DRC. Several students 

with disabilities questioned the fairness of accommodation usage, and this was a common 

dilemma among this population that they struggled over time and again. These students with 

documented disabilities would see others stressed and unsuccessful and feel they may not 

deserve something to which all students were not entitled (Lyman et al., 2016). Feelings of 

unfairness seem to stem from a lack of knowledge about their disability and DRC. 

Furthermore, students with disabilities did not want the perception of being a burden by 

those employed by higher education institutions. Students did not want to be seen as disabled 

students and treated as incompetent or frail (Lyman et al., 2016). Students also avoided 

requesting disability services due to their desire to be more independent (Yssel et al., 2016). 

Students with disabilities must learn to advocate for their needs to be successful despite the 

possible stigmas. 
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Self-advocacy 

Higher education institutions must provide students with disabilities the support they 

need to succeed. Nevertheless, students with disabilities must self-identify on university 

campuses to receive support. By law, faculty, staff, and administrators in higher education 

cannot pursue the identification of these students. This action is out of their scope of practice and 

violates the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act of 1974 (FERPA). Therefore, self-

advocacy becomes the key to lessening academic stress and receiving the support needed to level 

the playing field for students with many disabilities. 

The development of self-advocacy skills in students transitioning to college has helped 

improve the registration of DRC for students with disabilities (Fleming et al., 2017). Self-

advocacy has many definitions; most encompass an in-depth theme: the individual's ability to 

recognize and articulate one's needs and rights effectively. Self-advocacy strategies equip 

students with tools to facilitate the transition and access their accommodations in post-secondary 

education and beyond (Holzberg et al., 2017). Self-advocacy occurs when a person acts on their 

behalf without the help or interaction of another person. Self-understanding is necessary for self-

advocacy (Garner & Sandow, 1995). A study by Daly-Cano et al. (2014) found self-

understanding essential to post-secondary success when students with disabilities learn to self-

advocate. The study also found that self-advocacy contributes to students' acceptance of 

themselves and their disabilities. 

Furthermore, students with self-advocacy skills had more active social lives and were 

more confident in caring for themselves. However, due to stigma and negative perceptions, 

students did not always self-advocate for disability services. Students also reported fear and 

insecurity regarding self-advocacy (Squires & Countermine, 2018). Fleming et al. (2017) found 
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that students who learned self-advocacy skills were more apt to seek out the services of disability 

support and thus reduce academic stress levels. 

Prater et al. (2014) found that students with self-advocacy training felt it helped them get 

more class support and ask for more appropriate accommodations than they had requested before 

the training. Students also reported that their self-advocacy skills improved as they matured 

(Timmerman & Mulvihill, 2015). Undergraduate students registered with DRC offices on their 

campuses stated feeling a greater sense of belonging and satisfaction with their college 

experience after training on self-advocacy skills (Fleming et al., 2017). The more students can 

self-advocate, the higher their GPA (Kinney & Eakman, 2017). 

Family members can be both a support system and a barrier to the post-secondary 

education of students with disabilities. Parents help students learn basic advocacy skills (Kimball 

et al., 2016). Students reported that family members who provided verbal support encouraged 

them to ask for help. They aided them in self-advocacy in junior high and high school and helped 

them succeed in a post-secondary environment (Daly-Cano et al., 2014). Students expressed 

learning to self-advocate due to their parents' refusal to enable them and insistence that they learn 

to fend for themselves. 

Further, some students mentioned parents telling them they should go to the disability 

services office of their university to ask for help. Similarly, students with disabilities relied on 

parents and friends to support them in requesting disability services. Parents sometimes serve as 

models of advocacy for their children (Fullarton & Duquette, 2015). Students report P-12 

teachers with disabilities to be incredibly supportive of students, assisting with the transition 

process from high school to college and often serving as mentors for students during the 

transition process (Fullarton & Duquette, 2015). According to O'Shea and Meyer (2016), high 
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school is critical to students developing the skills to disclose their disability while in college and 

utilize disability services. Support from P-12 educators in high school also helped students learn 

about self-advocacy.  

Positive experiences in high school contributed to students' success in higher education 

and taught them to disclose their disability status to seek out DRC (O'Shea & Meyer, 2016). 

Furthermore, P-12 teachers allowed students to practice self-advocacy before going to college, 

which helped them feel more comfortable requesting services with their post-secondary 

education (Daly-Cano et al., 2014). Upon entering higher education, utilizing the practice of self-

advocacy in registration with DRC allows them to receive accommodations in their classes and 

throughout their campus life. 

Accommodation Implementation 

A wide-ranging 45% of students who acknowledged having a disability in high school go 

on to pursue post-secondary degrees (Lechtenberger et al., 2012). Though the obligation of 

higher education institutes by law to deliver information and accommodations for students with 

disabilities is present, DRC offices are seldom totally utilized by students to guarantee they 

realize academic success, graduate on time, and accomplish their full potential (Lechtenberger et 

al., 2012). In their 2016 study, Kim and Lee describe reasonable accommodations as "the most 

critical tools to facilitate learning for students with disabilities in higher education" (p.41). 

Accommodations in disability service programs are guided and protected by the ADA and 

Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973. Reasonable accommodations are the necessary 

academic, programmatic, or physical adjustments to ensure equal Access to higher education for 

students with disabilities (Barnard-Brak et al., 2009). Federal law mandates higher education 
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institutions to provide accommodations or academic adjustments, yet these learning 

modifications deflect to the professor's discretion (Kim & Lee, 2016). 

Students with disabilities must follow the typical process outlined by the institution's 

disability support office to secure these accommodations. It is also important to note that while 

the ADA (1990) and the Rehabilitation Act (1973) apply to all levels of education, the legal 

requirements differ. In P-12 education, educators identify students with disabilities, and those 

students receive support services. Higher education institutions have no legal mandate at the 

post-secondary level to seek out students with disabilities (Barnard-Brak et al., 2009). Students 

not used to advocating on their behalf must independently reach out to the disability support 

office to make them aware of their disability and provide verified documentation (Scheef et al., 

2020). 

Students may have apprehension about disclosing their disability for a multitude of 

reasons: the uncertainty of navigating the process, the desire to leave behind the persona of a 

disability, and apprehension and fear about the perceptions and stigma of having to 

accommodate changes when they require more effort on the faculty's part (Sniatecki et al., 2015). 

Some students with non-visible disabilities are subject to questions from faculty about the 

legitimacy of their disabilities (Barnard-Brak et al., 2009; Kimball et al., 2016; Kruse & Oswal, 

2018). The belief is that instructors can reject accommodations because they provide an unfair 

advantage for students with disabilities over their non-disabled peers (Kimball et al., 2016; Kruse 

& Oswal, 2018; Loewen & Pollard, 2010). This misconception is rooted in faculty needing to 

perceive a genuine need for accommodations or limited time to implement these needed changes 

(Sniatecki et al., 2015). 
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Instructor/professor self-efficacy around fully understanding and being knowledgeable 

about the administration of accommodations, as well as having empathy for students with 

disabilities, directly impacts the student's ability to self-disclose and effectively utilize 

accommodations (Wright & Meyer, 2017). DRC professionals must often intercede for the 

students or negotiate accommodations with faculty members, which strips autonomy from the 

student and prevents the faculty member from developing appropriate solutions for an inclusive 

classroom environment (Loewen & Pollard, 2010). 

Challenges for students when seeking disability accommodations can create multiple 

barriers that widely exist (Barnard-Brak et al., 2014). Inconsistency, complexity, and 

burdensome processes for verifying eligibility at institutions and high variability in the services 

provided (both type and quality) amongst different institutions are barriers to their education. 

The student perception of the accommodations provided by disability service programs is 

generally positive and considered by students to be essential to their success in higher education 

despite the vast number of barriers. However, students often need clarification on the 

effectiveness of the programs and coordination of the accommodations provided (Getzel & 

Thoma, 2008; Kendall, 2016; Kimball et al., 2016). 

Students report a lack of clarity with procedures and the practical limitations of the 

disability support offices' ability to administer the services. Kimball et al. (2016) outline 

examples: 

Taking tests with accommodations away from the standard exam administration makes it 

difficult or impossible to seek clarification about unclear exam items; unreliable means of 

identifying competent note-takers promptly; and unclear administrative processes for 

declaring disability status and requesting accommodations. (p. 101) 
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There have been several studies to analyze the effectiveness of academic 

accommodations. Studies found accommodations adequate for first- and second-year students' 

persistence. They found that students who utilized reasonable accommodations in their first year 

were more likely to be successful and make it to the second year than those who did not utilize 

accommodations (Guzman, 2009; Guzman & Balcazar, 2009; Lombardi et al., 2012). Testing 

accommodations changed the student's GPA, precise additional time, and modified testing 

materials (Becker & Palladino, 2016). These accommodations indicated improved test scores. 

Modifications and course material accommodations negatively impact students' GPAs (Kim & 

Lee, 2016). Faculty play a significant role in implementing accommodations, and the 

relationship fostered between the faculty and student can be the ingredient that determines 

students' success. 

University Support Systems Offered 

Counseling 

Studies show that many students value mental health services, even though they generally 

underutilize them on college campuses (De Los Santos, 2018). The purpose of college 

counselors is to aid students with difficulties disturbing their well-being, which often spill over 

into their academic performance and retention rates. A national study found that 4.3 million 

individuals did not finish college instead of having early-onset mental disorders (National 

Alliance of Mental Illness, 2012). Mental disorders cause more harm among young adults than 

any other health issue (De Los Santos, 2018). Students choose not to seek treatment for mental 

health issues with counseling services due to fear of others finding out and personal or familial 

beliefs about the stigma of accepting mental health treatment (De Los Santos, 2018). 
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Peer Tutoring 

Students with disabilities continually encounter academic challenges. Peer tutoring is 

available to help combat these challenges and increase the student success rate by many 

universities (De Los Santos, 2019). Fundamental to student success in college is studying. De 

Los Santos (2019) found that recent studies show a positive relationship between peer tutoring 

and academic performance. Peer tutoring is practices and strategies that place student peers as 

teachers to provide individualized instruction (De Los Santos, 2018). Peer tutoring has increased 

GPA, student success, and academic performance. Peer tutoring can be flexible in that it can 

occur in small groups, class-wide, or in an individualized setting (De Los Santos, 2018). Peer 

tutoring is often viewed as positive when faculty encourages this type of interaction peer 

tutoring. 

Faculty Student Relationships 

The relationship between faculty and students is essential for students with disabilities 

(Yssel et al., 2016). Environments that are disability friendly and have faculty and staff members 

who utilize inclusive teaching practices help improve services at the university level for students 

with disabilities (Fleming et al., 2017). Many students with disabilities have reported a variety of 

experiences with faculty and staff that were both positive and negative. Even though the 

percentage of students with disabilities in higher education has increased in the last 20 years, this 

population still claims they drop out due to feeling misunderstood, unsupported, unwelcome, and 

excluded on campus (De Los Santos, 2018). Students with disabilities repeatedly state that they 

do not feel that faculty and staff know how to handle their individualized needs (De Los Santos, 

2018). 
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Scholars agree that faculty and staff would benefit from additional or better training to 

help students with disabilities (Francis et al., 2018). According to Francis et al. (2018), students 

with disabilities reported that professors providing academic accommodations and empathetic 

and supportive professors were equally important. However, they also found that professors 

lacked preparation in dealing with disabilities and were often unsure of how to provide or 

unwilling to provide appropriate student accommodations (Guzman, 2009). Students reported 

that faculty did not understand their need for accommodations and that, while faculty may not 

have initially accepted accommodations, most eventually complied with requests for 

accommodations (Timmerman & Mulvihill, 2015). 

Another study found that students with disabilities received positive and negative 

responses from university faculty and staff about their disabilities. This study examined the 

perceptions of students with disabilities by faculty. Faculty members viewed students with 

disabilities favorably, with physical disabilities viewed more favorably than students with 

learning disabilities and mental health disabilities (Sniatecki et al., 2015). Sniatecki et al. (2015) 

also found that their results suggest a small proportion of faculty members still held negative 

views about students with disabilities, with the most negative attitudes directed toward those 

with mental illness. 

Faculty also reported uncertainty about ADA procedures and demonstrated 

misconceptions about the types of services that DRC offered. Alternatively, faculty members are 

sympathetic to the needs of students with disabilities and flexible with them (Kranke et al., 

2013). Students who contacted faculty early in the semester to disclose their disabilities felt 

professors were more empathetic when there was a decline in academic achievement or class 

attendance (Getzel & Thoma, 2008). Faculty members were willing to engage with students with 
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disabilities and accommodate students beyond ADA regulations. However, some faculty 

members reported only accommodating students with extended time on tests, and others reported 

believing accommodations were unfair (Zhang et al., 2009). Faculty members also reported they 

were unaware of students who may not have been willing to disclose their disability status and 

reported they had limited knowledge about students with disabilities. (Becker & Palladino, 

2016). Faculty members had the most experience with the needs of students with learning 

disabilities. 

Students reported that faculty members lacked knowledge about individual disabilities 

(Kendall, 2016; Squires & Countermine, 2018). It is common for professors to lack knowledge 

of policies and procedures involving students with disabilities (Sniatecki et al., 2015). Many 

faculty members stated they were still comfortable providing accommodations despite feeling 

like they did not have enough knowledge of disability law (Dallas & Sprong, 2015). Faculty 

members with disability-related training often support students with disabilities, and faculty 

members with more extensive disability-related training had more favorable attitudes toward 

inclusivity in their classrooms (Sniatecki et al., 2015). 

Additionally, faculty members were not as willing to provide less reading and 

accommodations for students without disabilities as those with disabilities. Faculty members 

often took the time to mentor students. A study of 45 faculty mentors found that faculty 

mentorship provides additional support for first-year students with disabilities and helps students 

transition better because of the one-on-one support they receive (Patrick & Wessel, 2013). 

Through mentorship, faculty members encouraged students to attend classes and build 

relationships with other faculty members, served as an academic resource in their field of study, 
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and helped students self-advocate and adjust to college life. Timmerman and Mulvihill (2015) 

also found that faculty mentorship helps students enhance their self-advocacy skills.  

Faculty mentors gave advice to students, helped them navigate college as a student with a 

disability, and helped guide them in the right direction. Students also noted that having a faculty 

member to talk to helps them maintain a positive outlook when facing obstacles. Students often 

did not receive appropriate accommodations for their disabilities (De Los Santos et al., 2019). 

Many students reported that professors were not knowledgeable enough to work with students 

with disabilities. 

Even though the literature implies that faculty are willing to help students with 

disabilities, the degree to which they do so differs (Becker & Palladino, 2016). Some faculty will 

implement one or two accommodations, while others are unwilling to increase their knowledge 

or learn new methodologies or advanced technologies to assist their students (Becker & 

Palladino, 2016). Becker and Palladino (2016) said faculty from colleges of arts, sciences, and 

business are less prone to accommodate students with disabilities than faculty in colleges of 

education. This lack is likely due to their more profound knowledge of the laws associated with 

students with disabilities. Due to their work in education, they may also be more accustomed to 

the diverse needs of students and more dedicated to furthering student success. 

Hong (2015) found that professors lack knowledge about disabilities, do not trust 

students who claim to have a disability, and have lower expectations of students with disabilities. 

Students felt professionals did not value confidentiality when their disabilities were disclosed 

and felt professors might embarrass them in class (Sniatecki et al., 2015). Some students also 

reported that professors no longer expected the same quality of work from them after disclosing 

a disability (Hong, 2015). Students have also reported that professors express that they do not 
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believe the student can be successful in their program and even recommended they change 

majors after disclosing their disability status (Squires & Countermine, 2018). Kendall (2016) 

reported that students felt faculty members did not see past their disabilities. 

Abreu et al. (2016) found that faculty members did not understand the different types of 

disabilities they may have encountered among students. Some students found it embarrassing 

and degrading to explain their difficulties to faculty members repeatedly. Students also reported 

dissatisfaction with how faculty treated them and encountering inflexible professors (Fleming et 

al., 2017). Students sometimes felt judged by professors when explaining their needs and felt 

professors did not see them as competent as their classmates without disabilities. Students with 

disabilities feel professors need continuing education and training on identifying the needs of 

students with disabilities, interacting with them, and handling academic and mental health issues 

more effectively (Francis et al., 2018). 

When faculty members treat students with respect and are genuinely concerned, the 

whole environment of the classroom shifts and students without disabilities will mirror their 

instructor's role modeling and assume respectful, accepting attitudes concerning their peers with 

disabilities. Positive faculty attitudes regarding students with disabilities and accommodations 

promote positive attitudes, confirming campus experiences and self-worth for these students (De 

Los Santos, 2018). Positive faculty interaction with students with disabilities encourages learning 

and fosters more opportunities for students to display their knowledge (Becker & Palladino, 

2015). De Los Santos (2018) reported that research shows that the more contact and exposure 

you have to students with disabilities, the greater your willingness to modify your teaching and 

accommodate their individualized needs. The way that faculty and staff choose to handle the 
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needs of students with disabilities can significantly impact their academic success and social-

emotional well-being, thus placing them in a crucial role in higher education. 

Staff and Student Relationships 

The staff of DRC plays an essential role in the lives of students with disabilities because 

they foster positive academic outcomes by helping students with disabilities advocate for 

themselves and refer them to other available services when needed or deemed valid and 

appropriate (Chui et al., 2018). Students registered with DRC who have a relationship with the 

staff of these services are more likely to have a relationship with the faculty, and they 

communicate with them openly (De Los Santos et al., 2019). Students reported appreciation for 

the staff member's efforts and claimed they benefited from attentive, compassionate staff 

members who responded to their needs with suggestions and implementation of appropriate 

accommodations (Ju et al., 2017). 

Students reported appreciation for the efforts of staff members and noted they benefited 

from staff members who were caring, responsive to their needs, and implemented 

accommodation requests (Fleming et al., 2017). Research supports that the significance of the 

relationship between staff members of students with disabilities is of great importance and 

increases their level of success (De Los Santos et al., 2019). Students with disabilities also report 

being less successful when the relationship with disability support staff is not helpful or 

approachable (Hong, 2015). Higher education staff members are not always aware of the 

difficulty of transitioning to post-secondary education for students with disabilities. Many 

students felt the staff of DRC were off-putting, impersonal, and ineffective (Squires & 

Countermine, 2018). Students were often unhappy with their interactions with staff members, 

attributing this to a lack of care and respect (Fleming et al., 2017). 
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Students felt the staff did not appreciate their efforts to express their limitations and did 

not understand how uncomfortable it could be to go outside their comfort zone to ask for help 

with their coursework (Hong, 2015). Many students feel that the staff of the disability support 

offices were not helpful and often seemed dismissive. Students did not feel the DRC staff 

advocated for them and more often supported the faculty (Abreu et al., 2016). The number of 

students with disabilities has increased significantly in recent years, and many colleges and 

universities do not have the staff to meet the needs of the students. Students often consider this a 

problem (Clemson & Littlepage, 2018). Students report being more inclined to seek disability 

services when the support staff members are well-trained (O'Shea & Meyer, 2016). However, 

DRC staff often need more professional training in DRC and come from various educational 

training and experience levels, so they are only sometimes adequately prepared (Fleming et al., 

2017). 

Active Learning 

The implementation of active learning can happen in many ways. Instructors across 

active learning profiles observe lecturing, asking questions, working with students, posing 

clicker questions, administering worksheets, and implementing group work (Martella et al., 

2021). Higher education institutions are encouraging a more active learning approach. The 

predominant mode of instruction in most courses continues to be the lecture method, where 

instructors delve into specified topics as students listen to and potentially take notes on the 

information presented (Freeman et al., 2014; Stains et al., 2018). However, the scrutinizing of the 

lecture approach for promoting passive learning, lower student performance, and eventual 

"fatigue" (that is, lack of enthusiasm/motivation) and attrition (i.e., dropped courses, changes of 
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principal, and even dropping out of college; Freeman et al., 2014; Gasiewski et al., 2012; Reimer 

et al., 2016). 

Surprisingly, educators' use of "active learning" has relied more on intuitive 

understanding than a standard definition. Consequently, many faculty believe that all learning is 

inherently active and that students are actively involved while listening to lectures in the 

classroom. However, literature analysis (Chickering & Gamson, 1987) suggests that students 

must do more than listen; they must read, write, discuss, or be engaged in solving problems. 

Most importantly, students must be actively involved in higher-order thinking tasks like analysis, 

synthesis, and evaluation. Within this context, strategies promoting active learning define 

instructional activities involving students' participation and thinking about what they are doing. 

Using these techniques in the classroom is vital because of their powerful impact on student 

learning. For example, several studies have noted that students prefer strategies promoting active 

learning and participation to traditional lectures (Gasiewski et al., 2012). Other research studies 

evaluating student achievement demonstrate that many strategies promoting active learning are 

comparable to lectures promoting content mastery but are more effective than lectures promoting 

the development of students' skills in thinking and writing (Freeman et al., 2014). 

Further, some cognitive research has shown that many individuals must learn styles best 

served by differentiating in ways other than lecturing. Therefore, a thoughtful and scholarly 

approach to skillful teaching requires faculty to learn strategies promoting active learning 

success across disciplines. Further, each faculty member should engage in self-reflection, 

exploring their willingness to experiment with alternative approaches to instruction (Bonwell & 

Eison, 1991). 
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Collaboration 

Students have reported that more collaboration is necessary between DRC and other 

campus support. Higher education institutes currently have their DRC offices on an island, with 

most faculty and staff feeling the DRC employees bear sole responsibility for supporting 

students with disabilities (Guzman & Balcazar, 2009). Likewise, DRC staff feel overburdened by 

the overwhelming number of students registering with DRC each year. Collaboration between 

DRC and other departments would foster a partnership encouraging the inclusivity of students 

with disabilities (Leake & Stodden, 2014). The AHEAD governs DRC. 

AHEAD values multiple perspectives and worldviews and believes increased diversity 

enhances our professional organization. AHEAD is committed to equity, inclusion, and 

Access, and works intentionally to represent diversity across the organization and support 

professional development and practice congruent with these values (AHEAD.org, 2022 

p.1). 

AHEAD created evidence-based standards for DRC providers in higher education 

(Guzman & Balcazar, 2009). These standards include: See Table 1. 
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Table 1  

Evidence-based Standards for DRC Providers 

No. Domain Title Description 

1 Leadership & Collaboration 

Disability resource professionals are to provide 

institutional leadership in advancing the equal 

participation of people with disabilities through a 

collaborative process. 

2 
Consultation & Information 

Dissemination 

Disability resource professionals share information, 

educate, and consult with a broad cross-section of the 

campus community to facilitate equity for individuals 

with disabilities in all services, programs, and activities 

offered by the institution. 

3 Access and Equity 

Disability resource professionals address individual 

situations and support the implementation of accessibility 

solutions, including modifications and accommodations. 

4 
Office Administration and 

Operations 

Program missions guide disability resource professionals 

and lend appropriate resources to fulfill the mission, 

operate under practices consistent with the mission, and 

establish an ongoing assessment process to achieve the 

mission. 

5 Professional Development 

Disability resource professionals maintain up-to-date 

knowledge and skills relevant to Access and equity for 

individuals with disabilities. (AHEAD, 2022) 

 

Domain 1: Leadership & Collaboration 

Disability resource professionals are to provide institutional leadership in advancing the 

equal participation of people with disabilities through a collaborative process. 

Domain 2: Consultation & Information Dissemination 

Disability resource professionals share information, educate, and consult with a broad 

cross-section of the campus community to facilitate equity for individuals with disabilities in all 

services, programs, and activities offered by the institution. 



 

73 

Domain 3: Access and Equity 

Disability resource professionals address individual situations and support the 

implementation of accessibility solutions, including modifications and accommodations. 

Domain 4: Office Administration and Operations 

Program missions guide disability resource professionals and lend appropriate resources 

to fulfill the mission, operate under practices consistent with the mission, and establish an 

ongoing assessment process to achieve the mission. 

Domain 5: Professional Development 

Disability resource professionals maintain up-to-date knowledge and skills relevant to 

Access and equity for individuals with disabilities (AHEAD, 2022). AHEAD offers these 

program domains, standards, and performance indicators to guide expanding the vision of 

disability equity at the post-secondary level. The standards reflect an aspirational goal for 

disability resource professionals in addressing systemic and individual barriers for disabled 

people in all aspects of higher education. The design of these domains is to guide campus 

administrators' understanding of the breadth of disability resource work, direct the development 

and evaluation of disability resource offices, and improve the preparation of professional 

personnel. These standards may also inform audiences outside higher education about the nature 

and scope of disability resource management in the post-secondary setting. In line with higher 

education efforts towards diversity, equity, and inclusion, the overarching goal of disability 

resources is to mitigate barriers to Access for disabled individuals in all institutional programs, 

services, and activities (AHEAD, 2022). 
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To realize the goal of removing as many obstacles as possible for students with disabilities, 

disability resource personnel must: 

Provide leadership and collaboration in framing a commitment to disability access 

and equity as an integral aspect of their institution's culture (Domain 1): This standard aims 

to foster an institutional commitment to allow Access to all students. It seeks to develop policies 

within the institution that demonstrate the dedication to providing Access and equity to all 

programs, services, and activities in all physical, digital, academic, and cocurricular 

environments (AHEAD, 2022). Collaboration with administration, faculty, staff, and students in 

the design of equitable campus environments is the goal. Disability support staff, in collaboration 

with academic leaders, review and revise academic policies and procedures that create barriers 

for students based on their disability. These reviews and revisions decrease the divide among 

students with disabilities in higher education (AHEAD, 2022). 

Advise and educate the campus community about disability and inclusive practices 

(Domain 2): Domain 2 gives guidance to providing information and training to faculty, staff, 

and administrators regarding policies and procedures throughout the university for ensuring 

inclusive experiences for students with disabilities. It aims to inform faculty of the procedures 

they and students with disabilities must follow in planning accommodations and their 

implementation (AHEAD, 2022). 

Provide services, strategies, and accommodations to mitigate the barriers faced by 

individual disabled people (Domain 3): This domain guides how to determine and provide 

individual student rights to accommodations through a non-burdensome and ongoing interactive 

process that considers student narrative and appropriate, relevant documentation of disability. 

Through an individualized, interactive process, institutions should provide Access to whether 
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requested accommodations are necessary to ensure access in individual contexts. Institutions' 

DRC should determine whether requested accommodations are reasonable. DRC staff should 

communicate to students their right to Access and privacy and their role in implementing 

adequate accommodations. Disability support staff should explain to students and faculty what 

makes an accommodation appropriate and reasonable. The office of disability support should 

consult with faculty on accommodation decisions when there is a potential for a fundamental 

alteration of an academic requirement. They should inform faculty of accommodations for their 

students and the faculty's role in implementing them. DRC staff should seek to collaborate with 

faculty to ensure that design changes or accommodations effectively provide Access and are 

implemented efficiently. Following up with faculty when students report that accommodation is 

unavailable or ineffective should be a top priority (AHEAD, 2022). 

Administer office operations guided by a mission and with Access to appropriate 

resources (Domain 4): Domain 4 aims to ensure that the institution has a clear mission 

statement and has allocated appropriate resources for coordinating services for individuals with 

disabilities. The office of disability support should create written procedures and best practices 

for determining reasonable accommodations; review and revise them as needed. DRC staff 

should have an established communication process with faculty to determine if an 

accommodation would fundamentally alter an essential course or program objective. They 

should also have an established process for notifying faculty (and others on a right-to-know 

basis) of the accommodations determined to be reasonable for individual students. DRC staff are 

to create written procedures for managing standard accommodations (e.g., test accommodations, 

interpreting); review and revise as needed. They should develop procedures for determining 

when temporary accommodations are appropriate and review and revise as needed. DRC should 
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develop an internal procedure for students to grieve accommodation decisions and review and 

revise as needed. Implementing these policies and procedures will reduce the disconnect between 

faculty and DRC staff (Barnard-Brak et al., 2009; AHEAD, 2022). 

Enhance their professional knowledge and skills (Domain 5): Domain 5 suggests that 

DRC offices provide orientation to new staff. DRC administration should determine the 

professional development needs of staff members individually, including disability, Access, 

technical, executive, and leadership knowledge and skills. DRC administration should also 

provide professional development when laws or institutional policies change (Katsiyannis et al., 

2009; AHEAD, 2022). 

While this has helped guide best practices and service implementation for institutions to 

provide higher quality and more consistency for college students with disabilities, the standards 

are open to interpretation. This interpretation hinges on the perspective and values of the 

institution and the disability service professionals working at the institution (Guzman & 

Balcazar, 2010). Therefore, while specific procedures and services vary at each institution, they 

follow a consistent format (Fleming et al., 2016). Routine operating procedures in DRC offices 

generally require students to seek help from the office and provide medical documentation 

usually including a diagnosis of disability—to substantiate the need or qualification of the 

student to receive services from the office of disability support (Loewen & Pollard, 2010). 

Social and Emotional Well-being 

The resentment of people with disabilities primarily compelled the disability rights 

movement, and they were seen and treated as unworthy humans (Leake & Stodden, 2014). 

Notwithstanding considerable progress in fostering the full inclusion of people with disabilities, 

students with disabilities who are allowed to share their thoughts and opinions with others 
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frequently describe that they face countless social barriers and often experience marginalization 

on campus (Leake & Stodden, 2014). A widespread understanding exists in higher education that 

students who feel socially accepted and understood are more apt to remain in college until 

completing a degree. Research denotes that if new students do not start to feel like they belong 

within two months of arriving on campus, they are at an exceptionally high risk of dropping out 

(Leake & Stodden, 2014). However, students who cultivate supportive social networks are more 

academically successful. Promoting young people's social and emotional well-being is an 

essential determinant of their positive development, enabling them to achieve positive outcomes 

in school, work, and life more generally (Durlak et al., 2015). 

While higher education impacts students with disabilities in many unique ways, it is also 

an open system subject to various external influences and residing within the same cultural 

environment encountered by people with disabilities when not enrolled in higher education. 

Consequently, the prevailing societal viewpoint about disability profoundly influences the 

experiences of students with disabilities (Kimball et al., 2016). Students with learning disabilities 

commonly spend more time on academic tasks than the typical student, leaving less time for 

cocurricular activities and socializing, ultimately leading to fear of judgment by faculty and peers 

(Markoulakis & Kirsh., 2013; Tinklin et al., 2004). 

As defined by Crocker and Major (1989), stigma identification occurs when people 

identify with a minority social group "about which others hold negative attitudes, stereotypes, 

and beliefs, or which, on average, receive disproportionately poor interpersonal or economic 

outcomes relative to members of the society at large because of discrimination against members 

of the social category" (p. 610). Students experiencing disability stigma fear discrimination, 

exclusion from academic opportunities, social isolation, and diminished prospects for 
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employment upon graduation (Markoulakis & Kirsh, 2013; Trammell, 2009). A disability stigma 

can cause a reluctance to engage in practical tasks, such as disclosing one's disability and asking 

for help (Markoulakis & Kirsh, 2013; Weiner, 1999). In higher education, a stigma about peers' 

views may determine the decision not to use available services (Denhart, 2008; Hartman-Hall & 

Haaga, 2002). 

Along with the need to enroll in DRC and gain Access to services and accommodations 

for academics, students also need emotional support systems to reduce stress and keep 

problematic psychological issues to a minimum. Specifically, stress can lead to physical illness 

and behaviors that become destructive. The more common destructive behaviors associated with 

the college population include, but are not limited to, alcohol and drug consumption, poor diet, 

and lack of proper exercise. By seeking support systems, students with disabilities are much 

more likely to achieve academic success and maintain healthy overall well-being (De Los Santos 

et al., 2019). 

Summary 

People with disabilities are impacted in all facets of life by enacted laws and society's 

evolving attitudes and perceptions. Society treats people with disabilities as an overlooked, 

underestimated, and misunderstood homogenous group. Their disabilities often change the 

expectation of their ability to be successful, not only in higher education but in life in general. 

Students with disabilities can be helped or hindered by the supports available and implemented at 

the post-secondary level. Faculty and staff attitude, empathy, and teaching expertise significantly 

impact students' social and emotional well-being, retention rates, and academic success. The 

body of research supports the notion that the availability of DRC, counseling services, tutoring, 

and a welcoming, supportive academic and social environment on campus can make or break a 
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student with disabilities attending post-secondary education. However, students must disclose 

their disability to receive DRC support, and NSSE survey responses may give rise to student 

disclosures.  

This research evaluates the NSSE survey responses to compare the perspectives of 

students with disabilities registered with DRC at MSU that utilized eligible services and 

accommodations to those students with disabilities who chose not to register for disability 

services and, therefore, did not receive accommodations and services. The knowledge gained 

through this study will help current and future students who attend higher education and have 

disabilities by highlighting the positive outcomes of disclosing disabilities and utilizing the 

services provided by the institution’s disability resources. 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

The purpose of this chapter is to outline the methodologies used to compare the 

perspectives of students with disabilities registered with DRC at MSU that utilized the services 

and accommodations they were eligible to receive to those students with disabilities who chose 

not to register for disability services and did not receive accommodations and services. The 

survey questions provide insight into how students feel about active learning, positive 

collaboration, and support for social and emotional well-being. Survey responses were used to 

answer the research questions and inform a deeper understanding of the importance of using 

DRC resources for academic success in higher education. The following chapter comprises the 

following sections: participants, data collection, instrumentation, survey instrument validity, and 

data analysis. 

Participants 

The NSSE gathers information yearly at hundreds of four-year colleges and universities 

about the first-year and senior students' participation in campus programs and activities that 

institutions provide for their learning and personal development. The results provide insight into 

how undergrads spend their time and what they gain from attending college (NSSE, 2022). 

Bachelor's degree-granting institutions may choose to participate in NSSE to assess the 

quality of undergraduate education; this provides institutions with diagnostic, actionable 

information that fosters information for evidence-based improvement efforts. NSSE annual 
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registration opens in June and closes in October for the following spring administration (NSSE, 

2022). The data used for this study derive from the 2021–2022 school year and are the most 

current data available. Data were analyzed from the NSSE given by MSU's Office of Research 

and Economic Development (ORED) to all first-year students and seniors seeking a bachelor's 

degree. 

The NSSE survey data report how students perceive interactions with faculty in active 

learning, positive collaboration, and social and emotional well-being. The results of this study 

estimate how undergraduate students spend their time and what they gain from attending college 

based on interactions with faculty, staff, and the learning environment. The purpose of the data 

reported for this study from the NSSE survey is to understand the academic success of students 

with disabilities who chose to utilize the DRC available through the disability resource center on 

campus. The effects it had on active learning and collaboration with peers, collaborative 

strategies with faculty, their social and emotional well-being, and the support given by faculty to 

produce a campus environment conducive to supporting academic success. 

Data Collection 

Once notification of institutional review board (IRB) approval was received, the Office of 

Institutional Research and Effectiveness (OIRE) at MSU gathered and shared the data of the 

most recent NSSE administered in spring 2022, which was reported de-identified. This survey 

was an existing instrument designed to allow a larger population of participants to be included in 

this study (Dillman et al., 2014). The NSSE is designed to provide information about the 

educational institutions' learning and personal development activities. The NSSE was 

administered to all first-year bachelor's degree-seeking students and all senior students enrolled 

for the 2021–2022 school year. The survey is administered online, collecting data from students 
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who voluntarily participate and share their experiences. The approach of online-based 

methodology has been found to improve the response rates of participants (Stern et al., 2014).  

The data were comprised of the survey voluntarily taken by first-year students and 

seniors at MSU. The data for this study were de-identified before being reported to the researcher 

by the MSU OIRE. MSU's OIRE provided an Excel spreadsheet with raw data for analysis. 

Instrumentation 

The NSSE collects information from first-year and senior bachelor's degree-seeking 

students about the characteristics and quality of their undergraduate experience. Through its 

student survey, The College Student Report, NSSE annually collects information at hundreds of 

four-year colleges and universities about first-year and senior students' participation in programs 

and activities that institutions provide for their learning and personal development. The results 

estimate how undergraduates spend their time and what they gain from attending college. 

Since the inception of the survey, nearly 1,700 bachelor's-granting colleges and universities in 

the United States and Canada have used it to measure the extent to which students engage in 

effective educational practices. These are empirically linked with learning, personal 

development, and other desired outcomes such as persistence, satisfaction, and graduation. 

NSSE's sampling methodology calls for either a census of all first-year and senior students or a 

random selection of an equal number of students from each group, with a sample size based on 

total undergraduate enrollment (NSSE, 2022). 

This survey was an existing instrument designed to allow a larger population of 

participants to be included in this study (Dillman et al., 2014). The survey was designed to meet 

the needs of the population of interest, a suggestion presented by Dillman et al. in 2014. The 

NSSE survey, launched in 2000 and updated in 2013, assesses the extent to which students 

https://nsse.indiana.edu/nsse/survey-instruments/index.html
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engage in educational practices associated with high levels of learning and development. The 

questionnaire collects information across five categories: 1) participation in dozens of 

educationally purposeful activities, 2) institutional requirements and the challenging nature of the 

coursework, 3) perceptions of the college environment, 4) estimates of educational and personal 

growth since starting college, and 5) background and demographic information (NSSE, 2022). 

Questions were given in multiple-choice, open-ended, and yes/no formats. 

Multiple dimensions of student engagement are reported; NSSE identified 10 

Engagement Indicators (EIs) calculated from 47 core NSSE items and grouped them within four 

themes. EIs provide valuable information about distinct aspects of student engagement by 

summarizing students' responses to sets of related survey questions (NSSE, 2022). This study 

used the following engagement indicators: learning with peers, experiences with faculty, and 

campus environment. The learning with peers indicator addresses collaborative learning by 

asking how often the students have interacted with other students to understand, explain, and 

prepare coursework. The experiences with faculty indicate how often students interact with 

faculty and to what extent these interactions occur. Campus environment indicators give us a 

picture of the quality of interactions with the faculty and staff of the entire university. It also 

reports how much the university emphasizes providing different types of support and 

encouragement for students academically and addresses the support of their well-being. 

Validity of Survey Instrument 

The NSSE established the psychometric portfolio as a data collection to facilitate the 

usage and understanding of NSSE results. Studies are categorized into six categories based on 

the validity evidence outlined in the American Educational Research Association, American 

Psychological Association, and National Council for Measurement in Education's 2014 
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Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing. The NSSE survey is designed to assess 10 

EIs (NSSE, 2022). 

Response process evidence illustrates how respondents interpret and respond to survey 

questions. Internal structure evidence demonstrates the statistical coherence of survey items as 

they relate to various survey constructs. Internal structure evidence to support such measures 

includes factor analysis to assess how strongly items relate to their respective indicator and not to 

other constructs. Consequences of survey evidence should examine the extent to which claims 

about data use are warranted. The proof of feedback process illustrates how respondents interpret 

and respond to survey questions. Evidence of response processes often comes from respondents 

themselves using methods such as cognitive interviews and focus groups, where respondents talk 

about the processes they were involved in while answering a question (NSSE, 2022). 

The internal structure evidence demonstrates the statistical consistency of the survey 

items concerning the various survey concepts. Evidence of internal structure should reflect the 

element-construct and construct-construct relationships conceptualized by student engagement 

theory or previous research. Evidence of the internal structure supporting such measures includes 

factor analysis to assess the extent to which items relate to their respective indicator and not to 

other constructs. Other evidence of internal structure includes measures of internal consistency, 

differential functioning of elements, and correlations between constructs (NSSE, 2022). 

Data Analysis 

A t-Test is a statistical test that is used to compare the means of two groups. It is often 

used in hypothesis testing to determine whether a process or procedure influences the population 

of interest, or whether two groups differ from each another. A t-test (also known as Student's t-

test) is a tool for evaluating the means of one or two groups using hypothesis testing. A t-test 
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may be used to evaluate whether a single group differs from a known value (a one-sample t-test), 

whether two groups differ from each other (an independent samples t-test), or whether there is a 

significant difference in paired measurements (a paired, or dependent samples t-test). The two-

sample t-test (also known as the independent samples t-test) is a method used to test whether the 

unknown population means of two groups are equal or not (JMP Statistical Knowledge Portal, 

2022). 

To determine if significant differences existed between students with disabilities who 

register for DRC compared to those students who have disabilities but choose not to register, 

first-year and senior NSSE survey data for 2021 were compared between these two groups. The 

NSSE survey data were collected and organized into two groups: students with disabilities who 

registered for support through MSU’s DRC and students who disclosed having a disability but 

choose not to register. These criterion result in categorical variables at two levels and one 

continuous dependent variable. Therefore, to compare the means of two samples the statistical 

test used was the t-Test for independent sample means (Isaac & Michael, 1997).  

Data were analyzed in SPSS on all data reported with students listing "yes" as having a 

disability. This test compared those who answered "yes" when reporting a disability and whether 

they chose to register with DRC. The independent variable for the study was the registration 

status of students with disabilities. The dependent variable for this study was active learning and 

collaboration with peers, engagement in collaborative strategies with faculty, positive 

relationships being fostered by faculty among peers, and faculty supporting a campus 

environment supportive of their academic progress. The purpose was to examine whether 

registering with MSU’s DRC significantly impacted the overall success of students with 
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disabilities on campus. See Table 2 for the relationship between the survey item and the 

corresponding research question(s). 

 

Table 2  

Research Questions, Survey Items, Methods of Analysis 

Research Questions Survey Items Methods of Analysis 

Are students who registered 

with Disability Resource Center 

engaging in active learning and 

collaboration significantly more 

than students with disabilities 

who chose not to register with 

Disability Resource Center? 

1,11,13,14,34a Independent t-Test 

Are students who registered 

with Disability Resource Center 

engaging in collaborative 

strategies with faculty 

significantly more than students 

with disabilities who chose not 

to register with Disability 

Resource Center? 

11,13,34a Independent t-Test 

Do students with disabilities 

report that faculty members 

foster positive relationships 

with them and their peers, thus 

supporting their social and 

emotional well-being? 

 

3,8,11,13,14,15,34a 
Independent t-Test 

Do students with disabilities 

report that faculty members 

create an environment on 

campus conducive to supporting 

their academic progress? 

11,13,14,34a Independent t-Test 
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CHAPTER IV 

FINDINGS 

Introduction 

This research aimed to compare the perspectives of students with disabilities registered 

with DRC at MSU that utilized the services and accommodations they were eligible to receive to 

those students with disabilities who chose not to register for disability services and did not 

receive accommodations and services. Understanding the viewpoints of students with disabilities 

is essential for future students entering postsecondary education, university faculty and staff, and 

MSU's DRC. The study provided insight into the perceptions of students with disabilities and 

how they feel about MSU's DRC and utilizing its services and accommodations. Comparisons 

were made of students with disabilities who chose to register with DRC and those who did not, 

regarding their engagement in active learning, collaboration with peers, collaborative strategies 

with faculty, and facilitating the student's social and emotional well-being and a supportive 

academic environment on campus by faculty.  

Quantitative methods were utilized to analyze the 2021-2022 NSSE data provided by the 

MSU OIRE. The NSSE collected the data using a 39-question survey. The NSSE survey 

consisted of 38 multiple-choice questions and one open-ended question. The survey questions 

analyzed were chosen based on the questions that contained answers coinciding with NSSE 

indicators correlating with the desired research topics.   
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Overview of the Findings 

Survey scores of the 186 students who disclosed their disability when filling out the 

2021-2022 NSSE survey were analyzed to determine if differences exist in scores of those who 

chose to identify themselves with MSU's DRC and those who chose not to disclose their 

disability and receive services from the DRC. Results indicate that registration with DRC 

significantly increases students with disabilities participation in active learning and collaboration 

with their peers. Students who registered with DRC also viewed that faculty created positive 

campus environments significantly more than those students who did not choose to identify 

through registration with DRC. Consequently, being registered with DRC did not significantly 

change the views of students with disabilities regarding their engagement in collaborative 

strategies with faculty nor did their perspective portray that faculty foster positive relationships 

with themselves or their peers.  

Description of the Sample 

There were 1,427 first-year students and seniors seeking a bachelor's degree who chose to 

participate in the 2021-2022 NSSE survey. Of those, the 186 students who identified as having a 

disability during participation in the survey were considered for this study; 96 were registered 

with DRC and 90 were not registered. Permission was granted by the Institutional Review Board 

(IRB) for the OIRE office to share the NSSE 2021-2022 survey results of all participants along 

with whether they indicated having a disability and their DRC registration status for this study. 

Quantitative Data Analysis 

Four research questions guided this study to understand the perspectives of the first year 

and senior students with disabilities at MSU registered with DRC that utilized the services and 
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accommodations they were eligible to receive to those students with disabilities who chose not to 

register for disability services and did not receive accommodations and services. NSSE survey 

questions selected for analysis that paralleled the study’s research questions were questions 1, 3, 

8, 11, 13, 14, 15, and 34a (found in Appendix A). Table 3 displays the NSSE survey partitioned 

into themes; themes are further segregated by EIs in each theme. Table 4 illustrates the link 

between research questions and NSSE themes, EI’s, and survey questions selected for analysis. 

 

Table 3  

NSSE Engagement Indicators by Theme (NSSE, 2022) 

Theme Engagement Indicators 

Academic Challenge 

Higher-Order Learning 

Reflective & Integrative Learning 

Learning Strategies 

Quantitative Reasoning 

Learning with Peers 
Collaborative Learning 

Discussions with Diverse Others 

Experiences with 

Faculty 

Student-Faculty Interaction  

Effective Teaching Practices  

Campus 

Environment 

Quality of Interactions 

Supportive Environment 
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Table 4  

Research Questions Linked to Theme, EI’s, and NSSE Survey Questions. 

Theme 
Engagement 

Indicators 

NSSE 

Survey 

Questions 

Research Questions Linked to Indicator 

Learning 

with Peers 

Collaborative 

Learning 

1, 8, 11, 

13, 14, 

34a 

Are students registered with DRC engaging in 

active learning and collaboration with peers 

significantly more than students with disabilities 

not registered with DRC? 

Experiences 

with Faculty 

Student-

Faculty 

Interaction  

3, 11, 13, 

14, 15, 

34a 

Do students with disabilities feel that faculty 

members foster positive relationships with 

themselves and their peers, thus supporting their 

social and emotional well-being? 

Effective 

Teaching 

Practices 

11, 13, 

34a 

Are students registered with DRC engaging in 

collaborative strategies with faculty significantly 

more than students with disabilities not 

registered with DRC? 

Campus 

Environment 

Supportive 

Environment 

11, 13, 

14, 34a 

Do students with disabilities feel the faculty 

members create an environment on campus 

conducive to supporting their academic progress? 

 

An independent t-Test was conducted to analyze data in SPSS version 28. A test for 

normality was completed prior to comparing the data; all data sets were within a normal range. 

Significance was considered at the alpha = 0.05 significance level.  

Each research question was analyzed by the corresponding EI to determine the 

significance of the impact between students with disabilities who chose to register with DRC and 

students with disabilities who did not register with DRC. Students with disabilities that registered 

with DRC engaged significantly (P<0.001) more in collaborative learning with peers than those 

who reported a disability but chose not to register 33% v. 30%. Students with disabilities who 

were not registered with DRC reported engaging significantly (P<0.001) more in collaborative 

strategies with faculty than those students who registered with DRC 35% v. 37%.Students who 

identified as having a disability on the NSSE survey but did not register with DRC also reported 
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having significantly (P<0.001) more positive relationships with faculty members thus supporting 

a more positive social and emotional well-being than those who were registered with DRC 23% 

v. 24%. Students registered with DRC felt faculty members created a more positive campus 

environment supporting their academic progress significantly (P<0.001) more than those who 

were not registered with DRC 33% v. 31%. Independent t-Test results for each research question 

are shown in Table 5.  Figure two depicts NSSE question scores by research question topics 

aggregated by EI’s for students indicating a disability on the survey. 

 

Table 5  

Independent t-Test Results by Research Question 

Research 

Question 
Engagement 

Indicator 
Number of 

responses 
SEMa P-value Mean 

1 
Collaborative 

Learning 
R=95 

NR=88 
1.57 

1.59 
<0.001  

33.21 
30.05 

2 
Effective Teaching 

Practices 
R=80 

NR=89 
1.61 

1.59 
<0.001 

35.07 
36.58 

3 
Student Faculty 

Interaction 
R=88 

NR=88 
1.73 

1.92 
<0.001  

22.75 
24.49 

4 
Supportive 

Environment 
R=73 

NR=88 
1.73 

1.52 
<0.001  

32.82 
31.10 

(a) SEM = Standard Error Mean 
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Figure 2.  

Research question results by percent of the 186 students indicating a disability on the NSSE 

survey.  
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSIONS 

By design, this study aimed to compare the perspectives of students with disabilities 

registered with DRC at MSU that utilized the services and accommodations they were eligible to 

receive to those students with disabilities who chose not to register for disability services and did 

not receive accommodations and services. The results indicate that registration with MSU’s DRC 

positively impacts students’ engagement in active learning and collaboration with peers along 

with their feelings that faculty members create a more positive campus environment conducive 

to fostering their academic progress. Subsequently, students registered with DRC report having 

less engagement with faculty and do not feel faculty members work to foster positive 

relationships with themselves and the student’s peers. Therefore, students with disabilities who 

are not registered with DRC perceive to have a more positive social and emotional well-being 

than those who are registered.  

Overview of the Study 

The literature review identified a vast significance in completing college, the low college 

graduation rate for students with disabilities, and the effect of support services on students in the 

general population's ability to complete college. Understanding the link between accessing 

support and attaining positive outcomes in higher education is crucial for the general populace of 

postsecondary students with disabilities (Newman et al., 2021). Higher education institutes 

expect students with disabilities and students without disabilities to perform at the same level 
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academically, yet there is little indication that their needs are being met (Couzens et al., 2015). 

They must self-identify as having a disability to gain access to the support available through 

disability resource centers (Kayhan et al., 2015). Current literature reports that attendance at the 

postsecondary level is higher than ever among students with disabilities, yet they do not perform 

as well as their peers without disabilities (Sachs & Schreuer, 2011). As graduation rates decline 

throughout higher education, administrators, faculty, and staff are more pressured than ever to 

meet the needs of students with disabilities. Institutes of higher learning are developing and 

restructuring the services they provide to accommodate students with disabilities (Couzens et al., 

2015).  

Recent studies indicate that as many as 96% of college classrooms contain students with 

disabilities. Faculty, instructors, staff, and administrators in higher education contend daily with 

the ever-growing needs of diverse populations (De Los Santos, 2018). Minimal research exists to 

prove that students with disabilities are gaining instruction differentiated in the ways they 

deserve (McTighe & Brown, 2005). The need for accessibility also expands as the number of 

individuals with disabilities grows in postsecondary education. 19.4% of undergraduate students 

reported having a disability in the 2015–2016 school year (U.S. Department of Education, 2020). 

An underrepresentation likely exist in these statistics as enrollment in higher education is not as 

vast in student with disabilities (Dong & Lucas, 2016).  

Research suggested that only 35% of high school students who received special education 

services while in high school registered for disability support when they attended college 

(Newman & Madaus, 2014). Therefore, colleges and universities are uninformed of 65% of 

students with disabilities attending their institutions who chose not to disclose their disabilities. 
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As a result, graduation data is skewed, indicating that students with disabilities are less likely to 

complete college degrees (Dong & Lucas, 2016). 

Literature reports that 8-10% of students self-identify and register for disability support 

while attending college (Hadjikakou & Hartas, 2007). Studies document that using DRC 

increases academic performance and graduation rates for students with disabilities. 

Postsecondary institutions meet the need for support through the provision of the DRC for 

students with disabilities to meet their individual needs and facilitate academic success (Becker 

& Chapin, 2021). Students with disabilities often struggle with negative social stigmas about 

disclosing their disability and often want to maintain their independence and not feel stigmatized 

or demeaned when discussing their needs (Lechtenberger et al., 2012). Many obstacles influence 

the completion rates of individuals with disabilities in higher education. The more knowledge 

they possess about their legal rights and the support available through the DRC, the greater their 

success rates (Becker & Palladino, 2016). 

The IRB granted approval for MSU's OIRE office to share gathered data from the 2021-

2022 NSSE sent out via email to all first-year and senior MSU students who disclosed a 

disability in question 34a. The NSSE survey consisted of 39 questions, 38 multiple-choice 

questions, and one open-ended question, and multiple-choice questions were used for this study. 

Discussion of the Findings 

After data analysis, the results indicate a positive perception of collaborative learning 

with peers amongst students registered with DRC. These data also support that registered 

students of DRC feel that faculty members support their academics by creating a campus 

environment conducive to learning. Positive perceptions are indicators that these students who 

self-advocate and register with DRC are feeling supported in the college environment and are 
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collaborating more with their peers while engaging in active learning. The attitudes of students 

regarding their social and emotional well-being is higher amongst those who indicated having a 

disability and are not registered with DRC versus those who chose to register with DRC. The 

less positive attitudes of students registered with DRC towards their social and emotional well-

being and engagement with faculty provides opportunities for faculty and higher education 

institutes to educate themselves and facilitate more positive interactions with students. 

Conclusion 

MSU students with disabilities that chose to register with MSU's DRC have significantly 

more positive perceptions than those who chose not to register concerning their engagement in 

active learning and collaboration with peers along with the perceptions that faculty members do 

support an environment conducive to supporting their academic progress. MSU students who 

indicated having a disability on the 2021-2022 NSSE survey but did not identify with the 

university’s DRC and utilize the supports available feel they engage more in collaborative 

strategies with faculty than their peers who chose to register with DRC.  

Students with disabilities enrolled at MSU not choosing to register with DRC also felt 

faculty fostered positive relationships with themselves and their peers and reported a more 

positive social and emotional well-being than their peers registered with DRC. The results 

indicate a need for more faculty training to support the social and emotional well-being of 

students with disabilities along with some professional development to encourage implementing 

ways to foster positive student faculty interaction.  The findings also point to the need for faculty 

to engage in more effective teaching practices when educating students with disabilities. 
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Limitations 

Participation in this study was voluntary. Participation was not incentivized; therefore, 

struggling students with disabilities likely did not take the time to fill out the survey if 

overwhelmed by the college's social and academic expectations. The possibility of this limitation 

may have created bias.  

Future Research 

Future research would be beneficial for a student with disabilities entering postsecondary 

education, and research concerning the dissemination of this information is needed. Providing 

schools with students with disabilities information during transition planning in high school 

would motivate them to identify themselves with disability support service offices at their 

university and create awareness of the accommodations and services available. Self-advocacy 

training and studies following students with disabilities involved in these training and their 

postsecondary outcomes could benefit educators and students at both the P12 and postsecondary 

levels.   

Research conducted to find out the reasons students choose not to disclose their 

disabilities would be beneficial to disability support offices. Disability support offices could then 

use this research to educate students, parents, faculty, and staff on the benefits of utilizing their 

offices and counselors. There is a need to research the faculty's attitudes and perceptions of 

disability support services and accommodations. This information would be a gateway to 

positive relationships between faculty and disability support offices. Disability support offices 

could use this research to provide training for faculty in areas that are harmful or perceived 

misconceptions.  
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Conducting research to determine the most beneficial accommodations at the 

postsecondary level for students with disabilities would pave the way for disability support 

offices to utilize adequate accommodations and conduct training with their counselors to inform 

them of these accommodations students have noted as being the most beneficial. A study of 

postsecondary completers who registered and utilized the services of disability support offices 

while in higher education, along with their current employment status, if positive, could 

encourage using disability support services in college. Focused attention needs to remain on the 

success of students with disabilities in higher education. 
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NSSE 2022 U.S. English Version 

Copyright © 2022 Trustees of Indiana University  

1.   During the current school year, about how often have you done the following? 

Response options: Very often, Often, Sometimes, Never 

a. Asked questions or contributed to course discussions in other ways 

b. Asked another student to help you understand course material 

c. Explained course material to one or more students 

d. Prepared for exams by discussing or working through course material with other students 

e. Worked with other students on course projects or assignments 

f. Given a course presentation 

2.   During the current school year, about how often have you done the following? 

Response options: Very often, Often, Sometimes, Never 

a. Combined ideas from different courses when completing assignments 

b. Connected your learning to societal problems or issues 

c. Included diverse perspectives (political, religious, racial/ethnic, gender, etc.) in course 

discussions or assignments 

d. Examined the strengths and weaknesses of your own views on a topic or issue 

e. Tried to better understand someone else's views by imagining how an issue looks from 

their perspective 

f. Learned something that changed the way you understand an issue or concept 

g. Connected ideas from your courses to your prior experiences and knowledge 

3.   During the current school year, about how often have you done the following? 

Response options: Very often, Often, Sometimes, Never 

a. Talked about career plans with a faculty member 

b. Worked with a faculty member on activities other than coursework (committees, student 

groups, etc.) 

c. Discussed course topics, ideas, or concepts with a faculty member outside of class 

d. Discussed your academic performance with a faculty member 
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4.   During the current school year, how much has your coursework emphasized the 

following? 

Response options: Very much, Quite a bit, Some, Very little 

a. Memorizing course material 

b. Applying facts, theories, or methods to practical problems or new situations 

c. Analyzing an idea, experience, or line of reasoning in depth by examining its parts 

d. Evaluating a point of view, decision, or information source 

e. Forming a new idea or understanding from various pieces of information 

5.   During the current school year, to what extent have your instructors done the 

following? 

Response options: Very much, Quite a bit, Some, Very little 

a. Clearly explained course goals and requirements 

b. Taught course sessions in an organized way 

c. Used examples or illustrations to explain difficult points 

d. Provided feedback on a draft or work in progress 

e. Provided prompt and detailed feedback on tests or completed assignments 

f. Explained in advance the criteria for successfully completing your assignments 

g. Reviewed and summarized key ideas or concepts 

h. Taught in a way that aligns with how you prefer to learn 

i. Enabled you to demonstrate your learning through quizzes, assignments, and other 

activities 

6.   During the current school year, about how often have you done the following? 

Response options: Very often, Often, Sometimes, Never 

a. Reached conclusions based on your own analysis of numerical information (numbers, 

graphs, statistics, etc.) 

b. Used numerical information to examine a real-world problem or issue (unemployment, 

climate change, public health, etc.) 

c. Evaluated what others have concluded from numerical information 

7.   During the current school year, about how many papers, reports, or other writing tasks 

of the following lengths have you been assigned? (Include those not yet completed.) 
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Response options: None, 1-2, 3-5, 6-10, 11-15, 16-20, More than 20 papers 

a. Up to 5 pages 

b. Between 6 and 10 pages 

c. 11 pages or more 

8.   During the current school year, about how often have you had discussions with people 

from the following groups? 

Response options: Very often, Often, Sometimes, Never 

a. People of races or ethnicities other than your own 

b. People from economic backgrounds other than your own 

c. People with religious beliefs other than your own 

d. People with political views other than your own 

e. People with sexual orientations other than your own 

f. People from countries other than your own 

9.   During the current school year, about how often have you done the following? 

Response options: Very often, Often, Sometimes, Never 

a. Identified key information from reading assignments 

b. Reviewed your notes after class 

c. Summarized what you learned in class or from course materials 

10. During the current school year, to what extent have your courses challenged you to do 

your best work? 

Response options: 1=Not at all to 7=Very much 

11. Which of the following have you done while in college or do you plan to do before you 

graduate? 

Response options: Done or in progress, Plan to do, Do not plan to do, Have not decided 

a. Participate in an internship, co-op, field experience, student teaching, or clinical 

placement 

b. Hold a formal leadership role in a student organization or group 
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c. Participate in a learning community or some other formal program where groups of 

students take two or more classes together 

d. Participate in a study abroad program 

e. Work with a faculty member on a research project 

f. Complete a culminating senior experience (capstone course, senior project or thesis, 

portfolio, recital, comprehensive exam, etc.) 

12. About how many of your courses at this institution have included a community-based 

project (service-learning)? 

Response options: All, Most, Some, None 

13. Indicate the quality of your interactions with the following people at your institution. 

Response options: 1=Poor to 7=Excellent, Not Applicable 

a. Students 

b. Academic advisors 

c. Faculty 

d. Student services staff (career services, student activities, housing, etc.) 

e. Other administrative staff and offices (registrar, financial aid, etc.) 

14. How much does your institution emphasize the following? 

Response options: Very much, Quite a bit, Some, Very little 

a. Spending significant amounts of time studying and on academic work 

b. Providing support to help students succeed academically 

c. Using learning support services (tutoring services, writing center, etc.) 

d. Encouraging contact among students from different backgrounds (social, racial/ethnic, 

religious, etc.) 

e. Providing opportunities to be involved socially 

f. Providing support for your overall well-being (recreation, health care, counseling, etc.) 

g. Helping you manage your non-academic responsibilities (work, family, etc.) 

h. Attending campus activities and events (performing arts, athletic events, etc.) 

i. Attending events that address important social, economic, or political issues 

15. To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements? 
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Response options: Strongly agree, Agree, Disagree, Strongly Disagree 

a. I feel comfortable being myself at this institution. 

b. I feel valued by this institution. 

c. I feel like part of the community at this institution. 

16. About how many hours do you spend in a typical 7-day week doing the following? 

Response options: 0, 1-5, 6-10, 11-15, 16-20, 21-25, 26-30, More than 30 (Hours per week) 

a. Preparing for class (studying, reading, writing, doing homework or lab work, analyzing 

data, rehearsing, and other academic activities) 

b. Participating in co-curricular activities (organizations, campus publications, student 

government, fraternity or sorority, intercollegiate or intramural sports, etc.) 

c. Working for pay on campus 

d. Working for pay off campus 

e. Doing community service or volunteer work 

f. Relaxing and socializing (time with friends, video games, TV or videos, keeping up with 

friends online, etc.) 

g. Providing care for dependents (children, parents, etc.) 

h. Commuting to campus (driving, walking, etc.) 

17. Of the time you spend preparing for class in a typical 7-day week, about how much is 

on assigned reading? 

Response options: Very little, Some, About half, Most, Almost all 

18. How much has your experience at this institution contributed to your knowledge, skills, 

and personal development in the following areas? 

Response options: Very much, Quite a bit, Some, Very little 

a. Writing clearly and effectively 

b. Speaking clearly and effectively 

c. Thinking critically and analytically 

d. Analyzing numerical and statistical information 

e. Acquiring job- or work-related knowledge and skills 

f. Working effectively with others 
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g. Developing or clarifying a personal code of values and ethics 

h. Understanding people of other backgrounds (economic, racial/ethnic, political, religious, 

nationality, etc.) 

i. Solving complex real-world problems 

j. Being an informed and active citizen 

19. How would you evaluate your entire educational experience at this institution? 

Response options: Excellent, Good, Fair, Poor 

20. If you could start over again, would you go to the same institution you are now 

attending? 

Response options: Definitely yes, Probably yes, Probably no, Definitely no 

21. Do you intend to return to this institution next year? [Only non-seniors receive this 

question] 

Response options: Yes, No, Not sure 

22a. How many majors do you plan to complete? (Do not count minors.) 

Response options: One, More than one 

22b.  [If answered “One”] Please enter your major or expected major: [Text box] 

22c.   [If answered “More than one”] Please enter up to two majors or expected majors (do 

not enter minors): [Text box] 

23. What is your class level? 

Response options: Freshman/first-year, Sophomore, Junior, Senior, Unclassified 

24. What types of courses have you taken at this institution this current school year? 

Response options: Mostly in-person courses, Mostly remote courses (online, web-based, Zoom, 

etc.), Mostly hybrid or blended courses that combine in-person and remote instruction, A 

balanced mix of the above course types 

25. What have most of your grades been up to now at this institution? 

Response options: A, A-, B+, B, B-, C+, C, C- or lower 

26. Did you begin college at this institution or elsewhere? 
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Response options: Started here, Started elsewhere 

27. Since graduating from high school, which of the following types of schools have you 

attended other than the one you are now attending? (Select all that apply.) 

Response options: Vocational or technical school, Community or junior college, 4-year college 

or university other than this one, None, Other 

28. What is the highest level of education you ever expect to complete? 

Response options: Some college but less than a bachelor's degree, Bachelor's degree (B.A., B.S., 

etc.), Master's degree (M.A., M.S., etc.), Doctoral or professional degree (Ph.D., J.D., M.D., etc.) 

29. What is the highest level of education completed by either of your parents (or those who 

raised you)? 

Response options: Did not finish high school, High school diploma or G.E.D., Attended college 

but did not complete degree, Associate’s degree (A.A., A.S., etc.), Bachelor’s degree (B.A., B.S., 

etc.), Master’s degree (M.A., M.S., etc.), Doctoral or professional degree (Ph.D., J.D., M.D., 

etc.), I prefer not to respond 

30. How would you describe your gender identity? (Select all that apply.) 

Response options: Woman; Man; Agender or gender neutral; Demigender; Genderqueer, non-

binary, or gender non-conforming; Genderfluid; Two-spirit; Cis/Cisgender; Trans/Transgender; 

Questioning or unsure; Another gender identity, please specify:___ ; I prefer not to respond 

31. How would you describe your sexual orientation? (Select all that apply.) 

Response options: Straight or heterosexual; Bisexual; Lesbian; Gay; Queer; Pansexual or 

polysexual; Ace, gray, or asexual; Demisexual; Questioning or unsure; Another sexual 

orientation, please specify: __; I prefer not to respond 

32. How would you describe yourself? (Select all that apply.) 

Response options: Asian; Black or African American; Hispanic, Latina/o, Latine, or Latinx; 

Indigenous, American Indian, Native American, or Alaska Native; Middle Eastern or North 

African; Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander; White; Another race or ethnicity; I prefer not to 

respond 

33a. Are you an international student? 

Response options: Yes, No 

33b. [If answered “yes”] What is your country of citizenship? 
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33c. [If answered “no”] What is the 5-digit ZIP code of your home address during your last 

year of high school? 

34a. Do you have a disability or condition that impacts your learning, working, or living 

activities? 

Response options: Yes, No, I prefer not to respond 

34b. [If answered “yes”] Which of the following impacts your learning, working, or living 

activities? (Select all that apply.) 

Response options: Sensory disability: Blind or low vision; Deaf or hard of hearing Physical 

disability: Mobility condition that affects walking; Mobility condition that does not affect 

walking; Speech or communication disorder; Traumatic or acquired brain injury (TBI); Mental 

health or developmental disability: Anxiety; Attention deficit or hyperactivity disorder (ADD 

or ADHD); Autism spectrum; Depression; Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD); Another 

mental health or developmental disability (schizophrenia, eating disorder, etc.) Another 

disability or condition: Chronic medical condition (asthma, diabetes, Crohn’s disease, etc.); 

Learning disability; Intellectual disability; Disability or condition not listed 

35. To which of the following social or service Greek letter organizations do you belong? 

(Select all that apply.) 

Response options: Interfraternity Conference (IFC); National Panhellenic Council (NPC); 

National Pan-Hellenic Council (NPHC, The Divine 9); United Greek Council (UGC) or 

Multicultural Greek Council (MGC); Independent Greek Council (IGC); Another Greek letter 

organization, please specify:___; None, I am not a member of a Greek letter organization 

36. Which of the following best describes where you are living while attending college? 

Response options: Campus housing (other than a fraternity or sorority house), Fraternity or 

sorority house, House, apartment, or other residence within walking distance to campus, House, 

apartment, or other residence farther than walking distance to campus, Not applicable: No 

campus, entirely online program, etc., Not applicable: Homeless or in transition 

37. Are you a student-athlete on a team sponsored by your institution’s athletics 

department? 

Response options: Yes, No 

38. Are you a current or former member of the U.S. Armed Forces, Reserves, or National 

Guard? 

Response options: Yes, No 
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39. Prompt for Open-Ended Comments (Institutions select one of four questions for the end 

of the NSSE questionnaire or writes their own question.) 

• If you have any additional comments or feedback that you’d like to share on the quality 

of your educational experience, please enter them below. 

• What has been most satisfying about your experience so far at this institution, and what 

has been most disappointing? 

• Please describe the most significant learning experience you have had so far at this 

institution. 

• What one change would most improve the educational experience at this institution, and 

what one thing should not be changed? 
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