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Abstract:  When transformational learning has occurred, and the learner has acquired a new 
frame of reference, there is the general expectation that something very positive has occurred.  
Unfortunately, defining the benefits may be diverse and complicated to explain for each adult 
learner.  For postsecondary students with disabilities, however, there appears to be evidence that 
two valuable outcomes may result:  the discovery that (1) typical barriers that threaten 
accessibility can become pathways and (2) unknown potential is tapped.  These outcomes were 
common results of several interventions applied as part of an innovative approach to serving 
students with disabilities at one postsecondary institution.  Qualitative analysis of findings 
suggests that more attention may need to be given at intersections of transformational learning 
and disability.

Disability and Barriers
In most cases, a person with a disability experiences a life-long encounter with barriers.  
However, those who are able to enroll in and find success in higher education have in many ways
demonstrated success in dealing with barriers.  These students have often become proficient at 
knowing what resources are available to them under various federal and state laws as well as 
college policies.  Nevertheless, challenges abound.  For those with learning or emotional 
disabilities, access to aids and services may not be as adequate as those that were provided under 
a different set of laws that apply at the elementary and secondary levels.  Those who are blind or 
low vision may find certain courses that rely on graphics or visual aids problematic.  Most who 
are deaf may have insufficient oral language exposure to fully grasp complex concepts that are 
not easily conveyed in American Sign Language (ASL).  Those with physical disabilities may 
find mobility around large campuses a factor in delays or equal access to available experiences.  
An accumulation of these and other types of barriers or challenges can create frustration and 
sometimes lead to failure.

Interventions Beyond Auxiliary Aids and Services
To address these challenges, postsecondary institutions provide disability service offices that 
may not only provide auxiliary aids and services but also develop other ways of addressing 
challenges.  Some schools have developed experimental interventions to improve outcomes (for 
one example, see White, Summers, Zhang & Renault, 2014).  At one large community college in 
South Florida, the disability service office was permitted to provide additional programs with the
expectation that these would improve student academic success, retention, completion, and job 
placement.  Two of these programs became interventions that included repurposing a computer-
training program and a student organization.  Each of these programs, which served between 15 
and 20 students each semester, was redesigned to provide experiences that could be 
transformative in that each began with the following assumptions:  (1) students with disabilities 
may not always be aware of their own potential to address barriers, (2) students with disabilities 
need to be given more experiences that challenge them outside of typical course work, and (3) 
experiences that are service-oriented provide opportunities to demonstrate potential which may 



result in greater personal satisfaction and worth, which could also lead to a more motivated 
student.  

The Digital Media Studio Intervention
The original computer-training program had for many decades provided students with disabilities
an opportunity to be trained in the kinds of technology that was intended to improve job 
placement.   It involved numerous courses, and these were provided exclusively for students with
disabilities.  Over many years, and as most college students became proficient in computer 
technology, the students with disabilities did not enjoy the same advantage they once had and so 
job placements decreased.  Consequently, this program was repurposed as a digital media 
technology studio program that was open to both students with disabilities and (depending upon 
space available) students who did not have disabilities.  The digital media program was not 
taught by an instructor, but students received help with class or personal projects by 
collaborating with part-time staff that included a web designer, graphic artist, film editor, 
photographer, and a musician.  The justification for this program was that digital media tools 
would enhance both course work and job skills in modern markets.  In many cases, the digital 
media staff were also students and individuals with disabilities.  Participation ranged from parts 
of a semester to an academic year or more.  The program resulted in products such as PSA’s on 
disability issues, flyers, brochures and posters for college or community events, logos developed 
for associations and much more.  As the studio enrollment expanded and resulted in sophisticated
products, external organizations began to provide scholarships and entrepreneurships that 
expanded the program.

The naturalistic and inclusive nature of this intervention was intentional. The assumption was 
that a program available at convenient times, giving choices among digital media activities to 
pursue without grades or particular expectations would remove cognitive barriers and promote 
new learning opportunities. Most of the “ideal” conditions described by Taylor (2000b) were 
evident (e.g., openness, trust, student-centered, and problem-solving activities, p. 5).  There were
no formal activities that involved “critical reflection” or “rational discourse” but the experiences 
themselves may have provided the stimulus for critical reflection and interactions with staff, and 
the program manager may have fostered the necessary rational discourse in view of Mezirow’s 
statement that “[E]ffective learning does not follow from a positive experience but from effective
reflection,” (1991, p.162).  

Although transformative learning outcomes may include “threatened worldviews,” “critical self-
questioning,” and “psychological upheavals,” (Hodge, 2011), there was the expectation that the 
intervention would result in many positive and perhaps dramatic changes in thinking and 
behavior.  In fact, actual outcomes went beyond academic success.  In the majority of cases, 
students began to see or understand their relationship to barriers and their potential very 
differently.   The experience appeared to affect change in personal and academic directions for 
many students.  Some changed majors and career goals as they observed their strengths 
differently, found new talents or a new voice to use in accessing goals. As examples, a student 
who had previous training in graphic arts discovered a new talent for video editing, and a student
musician found strength in composing music rather than performing it.  These changes often 
paralleled greater interest in helping others with disabilities.   There was less a sense of being 
individuals who must cope with barriers every day, and more a sense of strength with which to 



reshape personal goals or incorporate the interests of others, suggesting some transformational 
learning had occurred.  
 

The Student Organization Intervention
The second intervention involved repurposing a student organization for students with 
disabilities.  An important assumption was that these students needed opportunities to show their 
potential by taking the lead in purposeful activities rather than expecting inclusion within groups 
of peers without disabilities.  Instead, the non-disabled peers would be welcome to join them in 
their organizational activities – an approach referred to as “reverse inclusion.”  About the same 
time, a grant became available to promote service-learning among students with disabilities.  
Others have noted the positive fit of service-learning with transformational learning 
(Fahrenwald, Eschenbacher, Porter, and Donald, 2014).   The group was composed of students 
with varying disabilities.  Over several years, the group elected presidents who were deaf, 
physically disabled, or had mental health impairments.  One year they elected a leader who was 
not disabled.  With each semester, students who had been focused upon their own needs now 
became uniquely absorbed in the needs of others.  For two years in a row, this organization 
received a national award for community service hours that were greater than any other service 
group from any of the many campuses at this college.  For the majority of these students, 
changes did appear transformational: there were observable changes in attitudes, personalities, 
and in life directions.  Extensive and continuing involvement in community service was the 
visible manifestation of these new frames of reference.

Foundations for Types of Transformative Learning Outcomes
The two interventions seemed complimentary.  For some students who were drawn to creating, 
the digital media studio served as an important catalyst.  For students drawn to the student 
organization, their ability to use their strength and energy on behalf of others proved effective for
them.  Both interventions provided challenges outside of the classroom and usually some form of
service for others.  Surprisingly, after 10 years of tracking, many of these students have built 
upon their new frames of reference.  A student with a learning disability who was trained as a 
graphic artist is now working to obtain funding for a documentary on individuals with 
disabilities.  A student who is deaf became a web designer employed by the studio and but also 
continues to volunteer time to maintain a website for a disability association.  Four others (one 
who is hard-of-hearing, one who is blind, one who has a physical disability, and one who has a 
learning disability) became employed in the department and are still there serving other students 
with disabilities.  A student with a traumatic brain injury who is a musician continues to devote 
some time to helping others with disabilities.  A former president of the student organization is 
now the chair of the county’s Commission on Disability Issues and has become a manager in one
of the county’s largest disability agencies.  The student who was not disabled but became the 
president of their organization is now completing her masters and volunteers a considerable 
portion of her time with a disability association.

It is important to note that positive outcomes were not always associated with retention, 
completion or academic success at college, but with a redirection in life, a commitment to do 
something for others, particularly others with disabilities, and to improve or change the 
community in some positive way.  Some students did not complete the academic programs that 
they began, but moved on to new opportunities that seemed to better capture their interests and 



personal objectives.  The four who accepted employment in the department seem to want to stay 
connected to the environment that nurtured their own sense of worth and value even though they 
have completed degrees and are qualified for more advanced positions in other fields.

The Fruits of Transformative Learning for Individuals with Disabilities
There are two important ways in which the outcomes may be described.  First, the students were
able to find new pathways in their college experience that challenged or ignored barriers rather
than just accommodate for them.  In the studio experience, many students took on extra work
and projects that were not always related to their coursework.  In numerous cases, the quality of
their work resulted in part-time employment in the studio, particularly if their work there directly
affected the success or involvement of other students coming into the studio.  One participant
with a significant physical disability was transported from another county to get more experience
with building a database in the studio.  He became so proficient, he eventually replaced the
department’s database manager.  The student organization members also demonstrated that they
could take on a challenge regardless of the evident barriers or the quality of the accommodations
that could be provided at some community locations.  

The second important outcome appeared to be the discovery of unknown potential.  The fact that 
these were students enrolled in higher education, suggested that they possessed a considerable 
degree of potential.  However, it was striking to note potential that was unexpected.  One 
example involved the transformation of one student with a learning disability and mental health 
disorder from a reticent and hesitant individual into an outspoken and dynamic leader of the 
organization.  Another student who had not been particularly successful in his academic program,
became the person who led the group to compete with all other student organizations in 
community service and achieve their goal as top group for two years in a row; his academic 
performance also improved. Discovering new potential became a common thread.  Generally, the
organization as a whole found itself taking the lead in volunteering when previously many in the 
group had been discouraged by their instructors from needing to participate in service-learning.  
The studio group also found previously unknown potential.  A student who was employed in a 
sheltered workshop became adept at creating and writing about digital comic book characters 
with disabilities. His work was featured on video screens on campus, he became more successful
in his academic program, and was eventually accepted for a position by an AmeriCorps agency.  
A student with autism whose major was communications found a passion for video editing in the 
studio and became a top student in film production.   A student who was deaf developed 
exceptional skill as a photographer and also became an on-camera presenter for PSA’s in sign 
language.  In some cases, undiscovered potential was less dramatic in terms of undiscovered 
talents or abilities than resulting qualities or personality changes such as acquiring a commitment
to a goal or a passion for a new area of interest, or a new dedication to serve others.

Since student epistemological views were not measured upon entry, it cannot be said with 
confidence that frames of reference changed as a direct result of the two interventions. In fact, 
one longitudinal research investigation following students with learning disabilities into 
adulthood found that a positive outcome trajectory may be established if these individuals have 
or can acquire certain “success attributes” such as self-awareness, proactivity, perseverance, 
appropriate goal setting, use of social support systems, and emotional stability (Goldberg, 
Higgins, Raskind, & Herman, 2003, p. 224).  Students with other types of disabilities may also 



have diverse life experiences depending upon the nature of programs in elementary and 
secondary schools that may have fostered positive outcomes.   Family environments, early 
language experiences may also be major factors in adult learning and college success.   
Nevertheless, the frequency with which shifts in life directions were apparent subsequent to the 
studio and organization experiences seems to suggest that the interventions contributed to 
transformative learning in general.  Students who were usually guided to these programs were 
those who were experiencing some kind of difficulty or challenge.  Students entered the 
interventions with one direction in mind and a significant number changed direction in terms of 
academic programs, career paths, or incorporated service components in their lives.  However, 
these new directions did not always include all the kinds of “success attributes” that might be 
useful for other positive outcomes.  The students in the studio were in a multicultural 
environment and there were problems with communication issues across language groups.  Some
students wanted to provide leadership but did not always draw followers.  Some competed with 
other students for time and attention.  Nevertheless, these difficulties did not interfere with the 
very positive outcomes that appeared transformative in nature.

At the Intersection of Transformative Learning and Disability
It is important to recognize that transformative learning may not be that unusual for persons with 
disabilities.  In the aforementioned department, it was not always necessary to have students 
experience the studio or student organization in order to affect significant changes in thinking 
and behavior and direction in life.  At times, encouraging a student with a disability to take on a 
new experience or to take advantage of opportunities to test potential seemed to provide an 
impetus for a new direction.  One student who struggled in his academic program was 
encouraged to take a photography class that was not part of his program.  He discovered a 
passion for this field, and became so skilled that the department created a gallery to feature his 
work.  Quite a few students who were not able to join the student organization were still 
encouraged to take on community service opportunities, and in quite a few instances this led to 
employment at the agency using them as volunteers.  These changes were not just changes in 
direction but appeared to be changes in attitudes and actions.

Seeing pathways instead of barriers and discovering unknown potential among other fruitful 
outcomes is not unusual for many individuals with disabilities. One well-known example is 
Hugh Herr who was a rock climber caught in a freezing storm and who lost both legs (Osius, 
1991).  He was told that he would never climb again and was fitted with painful prosthetic 
devices.  He enrolled in a community college to get the knowledge and training necessary to do 
something about the prosthetic devices.  Although he believed he was not good at math and 
science, he actually discovered in his coursework an exceptional talent and passion for these 
subjects.  He became so accomplished in his studies that he was eventually accepted at MIT and 
Harvard.  He helped to develop the prosthetic devices that allowed him to return to rock 
climbing.  His research has opened up new avenues for many with disabilities.  Although his 
story was dramatic and now well-known through his presentations on TED Talks, engaging 
barriers as challenges and creating new pathways and discovering hidden potential may be more 
common than we think among persons with disabilities. For Hugh Herr, as in the case of many 
others with disabilities, it may be the disability condition itself that triggers transformation.  This 
may be likened to Mezirow’s “disorienting dilemma” described by Taylor (2000a).  However, in 



other cases, there may be a need for additional learning experiences (e.g., the aforementioned 
interventions) for transformations to occur.

The two interventions described in this paper may offer some useful ideas about transformational
learning.  As others have suggested, the interventions support the notion that the environment 
must be supportive for transformative learning to occur, that community service or service-
learning may provide the necessary engagement that fosters critical reflection.   However, at the 
intersection of transformative learning and disability may exist some new information that has a 
much broader application to those without disabilities:  How many of us without disabilities still 
see barriers?  How many of us without disabilities have enormous potential that lies dormant?  
These questions might be answered with the creation of more challenging and innovative 
programs or opportunities that test our human potential and ability to see and understand life and 
daily living in new ways.

The Bi-Directionality of Transformative Learning for Persons with Disabilities and Its
Application to Those Without Disabilities

One of the most interesting outcomes of the interventions is perhaps the most positive aspect of 
transformational learning:  a shift from self-focus to the service of others.  Since many of the 
participants are still engaged in service activities many years after their first exposure to the 
interventions, there seems to be something very good that has been found, valued, and sustained 
by them.  However, for individuals with disabilities in general, transformations may be bi-
directional; the stress of dealing with or acquiring a disability may be negatively transformative, 
causing one to become more focused upon self and one’s battle against barriers.  Certainly lack 
of access and confrontation with barriers may be real in some postsecondary environments, but 
in others access/barriers may be more attitudinal.  The better alternative seems to result in 
minimizing or ignoring barriers and discovering sources of personal strength and abilities 
previously unknown.  More research needs to be done to see how the intersection of 
transformational learning and disability may result in greater movement in the direction offering 
the most positive outcomes, not just for persons with disabilities, but for any adult.  

This investigation is currently being applied in new ways at another postsecondary institution 
with students who may not have disabilities but may encounter barriers related to the interplay of
learning in first and second languages.  Community service opportunities have been developed to
foster learning as a process of both acquiring knowledge and utilization of it.  Investigation is 
underway to examine changes in epistemologies, changes in behavior and attitudes, and the 
discovery of unknown potential. 

References
Fahrenwald, C., Eschenbacher, S., Porter, M., Donald, B. F. (2014).  Facilitating 
             transformative learning in educational organizations through service-learning in
             educational organizations through service-learning:  A cross-cultural approach. 
             Proceedings of the XI International Transformative Learning Conference on Spaces of
             Transformation and Transformation of Spaces, Teachers College, Columbia University,
             NY, 58-69.  Retrieved from https://drive.google.com/file/d/0By1yh67DPBk-
             YnBtcDJaSEJYeUU/view
Goldberg, R. J., Higgins, E. L., Raskind, M. H., and Hermand, K. L. (2003).  Predictors of

https://drive.google.com/file/d/0By1yh67DPBk-


              success in individuals with learning disabilities:  A qualitative analysis of a 20-year 
              longitudinal study.  Learning Disabilities Research & Practice, 18,(4), 222-236.
Hodge, S. (2011).  Learning to manage:  Transformative outcomes of competency-based
             training.  Australian Journal of Adult Learning, 51(3), 498-517.
Hoggan, C. (2015).  Clarifying transformational outcomes.  11th International
             Transformative Learning Conference, NY, NY, 186-193.
Mezirow, J. (1991). Transformative dimensions of adult learning. San Francisco:  Jossey-
             Bass.
Osius, A. (1991).  Second ascent:  The story of Hugh Herr.  Mechanicsburg, PA:  Stackpole
              Books.
Taylor, E. W. (2000a).  Analyzing research on transformative learning theory. In J.  
              Mezirow and Associates (Eds.), Learning as transformation: Critical perspectives on
              a theory in progress.   San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2000b. 
Taylor, E. W. (2000b).  Fostering Mezirow’s transformational learning theory in the adult
              education classroom:  A critical review.  The Canadian Journal for the Study of Adult
             Education, 14(2), 1-28.
White, G. W., Summers, J. A., Zhang, E., and Renault, V. (2014).  Providing support to
              postsecondary students with disabilities to request accommodations: A framework
              for intervention.  Journal of Postsecondary Education and Disability, 26, (3), 229-250.


