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FROM THE EDITOR
DAVID R. PARKER

This summer issue of JPED refl ects the diversity 
of people, topics, services, cultures, and life stages that 
contribute to higher education’s ongoing development 
of greater universal access for all.  The fi rst research 
article, by Patrick and Wessel, reports on faculty men-
tors’ infl uence on undergraduates with disabilities dur-
ing their transition to university life. Read more from 
this team’s line of research on faculty mentoring and 
how this unique service affects student self-advocacy 
and retention.

Leisure time physical activities are an increas-
ingly central component of college students’ physical 
health, emotional well-being, and social engagement.  
Devine explored the perceptions of 16 undergradu-
ates with various physical and sensory disabilities 
as they utilized campus activities and facilities.  Her 
qualitative investigation is one of the fi rst to study the 
intersection of disability and this important aspect of 
campus life.   

In an era of diminishing resources, many secondary 
schools are minimizing efforts to prepare students with 
disabilities for postsecondary education.  Countering 
this trend, Barnard-Brak, Schmidt, Wei, Hodges, and 
Robinson report on a school-based mentoring program 
for high school seniors with disabilities that positively 
impacted students’ attitudes about applying to college 
and requesting accommodations.

Students with psychiatric disabilities are one of the 
fastest growing groups of students seeking Disability 
Services (DS).  Concerns of being stigmatized often com-
plicate the self-disclosure decisions of students with these 
non-apparent disabilities.  Stein conducted an in-depth 
qualitative study to learn more about students’ perceptions 
of how a DS offi ce and accommodations could assist them 
as they navigated these complicated waters.

This issue of JPED also includes two practice 
briefs and one book review.  Authors have responded 
positively to the recently revised Author Guidelines 
for practice briefs, which are non-empirical articles 
that describe innovative practices that could form the 
basis of future research studies.  In the fi rst practice 

brief, Lewis and Nolan report on efforts at Trinity Col-
lege in Dublin, Ireland to accommodate students with 
sensory defensiveness while taking exams.  Read more 
about the partnership involving students, occupational 
therapists, and DS providers in identifying challenges 
and developing solutions.

To address the communication needs of students 
with autism spectrum disorders, Trammel presents a 
highly innovative practice brief in which students were 
coached to use television sitcoms as models of social in-
teraction skills they could utilize on campus.  Read more 
about this practice and how other campuses could adapt 
an individualized approach to skills development.

This issue of JPED concludes with a review of 
Paul Nolting’s e-book, Mathematics and Disabilities 
Handbook: A Guide for Students with LD, ADHD, TBI 
and Wounded Warriors.  The reviewer, Jack Trammel, 
attributes the author’s success in part to his unique 
combination of research and practitioner skills.  This 
publication helps readers implement specific ap-
proaches to mathematics education and assessment for 
students with a range of learning needs.

May the summer provide each of you with a chance 
to unwind, savor some thoughtful reading, and refl ect 
on evidence-based practices to explore in the coming 
academic year.
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Faculty Mentorship and Transition Experiences of 
Students with Disabilities

Shawn Patrick
University of Hawai’i Mānoa

Roger D. Wessel
Ball State University

Abstract
Students need to learn to navigate the transition from high school to college in order to be successful and stay in 
college.  This process is especially challenging for many students with disabilities who may face additional dif-
ficulties due to their disability.  The intent of this study was to gain a better understanding of the academic and 
social transition experiences of students with disabilities who had a faculty mentor in their first year of college.  
Although research has been conducted on the importance of student-faculty interaction, faculty mentoring, and 
the transition to college (Getzel, 2005; Halawah 2006; Madaus, 2005; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1977, 1978, 1979; 
Tinto, 1987, 1993), more research is needed with respect to the unique challenges students with disabilities face as 
they transition to college.  This study found that for many students with disabilities, having a faculty mentor was 
helpful support during their transition to college.

Keywords: Students with disabilities, mentoring, transition, phenomenology

Since 2003, the number of students with disabili-
ties enrolled in postsecondary education has hovered 
around 11 percent; 2,154,000 students in 2003 and 
2,266,000 in 2008 (National Center for Educational 
Statistics, 2009).  Since many students with disabilities 
often enter college unprepared (Getzel, 2005), mentor-
ship programs may increase their likelihood of success 
(Stumbo, Blegan, & Lindahl-Lewis, 2008).  The intent 
of this study was to gain a better understanding of the 
academic and social transition experiences of students 
with disabilities who had a faculty mentor in their fi rst 
year of college.

Literature Review
The theoretical framework for this study rests with 

Tinto’s theory of individual departure (1987, 1993) 
for students transitioning from high school to college.  
Tinto, using the rites of passage model created by Van 
Gennep (1960 [original work published in 1909]), 
maintained college students undergo three stages of 
transition as they adjust to and become assimilated into 
college life: separation, transition, and incorporation.  

The degree of successful transition is directly related 
to the ability of a student to leave his or her former 
community and academically and socially integrate 
into the college community.  During this transitional 
period, students depart from their families and high 
school communities and begin to make the transition 
to a new identity as a college student.

Colleges are made up of both academic and social 
systems, each with its own characteristic formal 
and informal structure and set of student, staff, and 
faculty communities.  The former, the academic, 
concerns itself almost entirely with the formal edu-
cation of students….The latter, the social system 
of the college, centers about the daily and personal 
needs of the various members of the institution, 
especially the students.  (Tinto, 1993, p. 106)

Membership in one system does not inherently imply 
integration in the other.  The absence of integration arises 
from a lack of institutional fi t and isolation, happening 
when students do not fi t into at least one of the multiple 
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communities within the university community.  It is im-
portant for students to become integrated into both the 
academic and social university communities; departure 
may occur when they are not.  Tinto indicated disad-
vantaged students, including those with physical dis-
abilities, are more likely to experience diffi culty during 
the transition stage.  Several researchers have validated 
the utility of Tinto’s model in predicting college student 
attrition (Christie & Dinham, 1991; Cotton & Wilson, 
2006; Fusani, 1994; McKay & Estrella, 2008).

Tinto’s theory has many implications for students 
with disabilities since they experience a dramatic 
educational transition from high school to college.  
Often, students with disabilities enter college “unpre-
pared for the demands of postsecondary education” 
(Getzel, 2005, p. 70).  The transitional issues are, in 
part, attributed to the change in how students are ac-
commodated in high school due to the stark contrast 
in the laws governing secondary and postsecondary 
education for students with disabilities.  “At the col-
lege level, signifi cant changes occur in the legal rights 
of students, and there is a sharp reversal of parental 
and student responsibility” (Madaus, 2005 p. 32).  In 
secondary education the onus is on the school to test 
students they assume may have a disability and pro-
vide the services needed free of charge (Individuals 
with Disability Act, 2004).  At the postsecondary level 
students need to become self-advocates as nearly all of 
the responsibility for initiating services is transferred 
from the school and parent to the student.  The empha-
sis is on equal access and reasonable accommodations 
rather than on modifying standards (Americans with 
Disabilities Act, 1990).

Many students with disabilities in high school are 
accustomed to altered academic standards and are, as 
a result, less prepared when they come to college (Ma-
daus, 2005).  Specifi cally, students may struggle with 
academic content, organization, time management, and 
study skills (Aderon & Durocher, 2007).  Educators 
can play an important role in helping students with 
learning disabilities have a more successful transition 
to college (Skinner & Lindstrom, 2003).  

Interaction between faculty members and students 
are important both in and out of the classroom.  “In-
volvement in the classroom leads students to seek out 
contact with faculty.  In this fashion, colleges can be 
seen as consisting not merely of multiple communities, 
but of overlapping and sometimes nested academic 
and social communities” (Tinto, 1993, pp. 132-133).  

Informal interaction between faculty members and 
students is benefi cial.  “Faculty should not discount the 
benefi t of informal, social interactions with students; 
such contact appears to provide an important founda-
tion for student effort from which students can begin 
to pursue more academically oriented interactions” 
(Cotton & Wilson, 2006, p. 515).  When students have 
this type of contact they are more likely to persist at 
the institution and achieve academically (Fusani, 1994; 
Martin, Myers, & Mottet, 1999).

While interaction with faculty members provides 
an additional layer of academic integration for students, 
there is little research on faculty members mentor-
ing college students (Brown, Takahashi, & Roberts, 
2010; Crisp & Cruz, 2009; Jacobi, 1991).  Nora and 
Crisp (2007), exploring the dimensions associated 
with mentoring that assisted students in adjusting to 
college life and becoming fully engaged in and out 
of the classroom, found three factors that contributed 
to adjustment and engagement: educational/career 
goal-setting and appraisal, emotional and psychologi-
cal support, and academic subject knowledge aimed 
at advancing a student’s knowledge relevant to their 
chosen fi eld.  Mentors can engage mentees in discus-
sions to explore ideas they have not considered related 
to the student’s goals, provide encouragement, act as 
a support system, and provide students with specifi c 
knowledge related to their fi eld of interest.

Researchers have been able to identify specifi c 
benefi ts to mentoring college students.  Campbell 
and Campbell (1997) found participation in faculty 
mentorship resulted in gains in academic performance 
and retention.  Having a mentor may be even more 
important for students with disabilities, especially if 
the mentors have a disability themselves (Burgstahler 
& Crawford, 2007).  Intentional mentoring programs 
for students with disabilities can help ensure these 
students are academically prepared because they help 
students become acclimated to college and provide 
them a personal connection on campus.  “Mentor-
ships are one example of an intervention aimed at 
decreasing risk factors and increasing the likelihood 
of success for persons with disabilities” (Stumbo et 
al., 2008, p. 45).

The purpose of this study was to gain a better 
understanding of the academic and social transition 
experiences of students with disabilities who had a 
faculty mentor in their fi rst year of college.  This study 
addressed the following research questions:
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What were the experiences of students with 1. 
disabilities who had a faculty mentor in their 
fi rst year of college?
What transitional experiences did college stu-2. 
dents with disabilities have when transitioning 
to their fi rst year of college?

Method

Faculty Mentorship Program
The Faculty Mentorship Program was developed 

by university faculty and staff in the summer of 2006 to 
address concerns about the transition to postsecondary 
education for students with disabilities.  The purpose 
of the Faculty Mentorship Program is to connect new 
students with disabilities with a faculty member in 
the student’s major or area of interest.  The disability 
services (DS) offi ce invites all newly admitted students 
who have disclosed a disability to participate in the 
program.  Approximately half of the students invited 
to join participate each year.  Professional educators in 
the DS offi ce pair the mentor with the mentee.  When 
possible, the mentor is from the department of the 
student’s major.  Students and mentors receive a mes-
sage from the program directors at the beginning of the 
academic year introducing students and mentors to one 
another and explaining the expectations and benefi ts 
of the program.  After the students and mentors have 
an introductory meeting, the frequency and continued 
contact is up to them. 

The faculty members selected to participate in the 
program were identifi ed as being “disability friendly” 
and having a positive history with the DS offi ce by 
demonstrating academic and personal care for students 
with disabilities.  At the time of the study, the 45 faculty 
members that volunteered to be mentors represented 36 
academic departments.  The faculty mentors represented 
all ranks and both genders, a few also had a disability, 
and received information on how to mentor students 
with disabilities when they fi rst joined the program.  
Luncheon discussion meetings and seminars take place 
every six to eight weeks to provide opportunities to learn 
more about students with disabilities and give the men-
tors an opportunity to share their experiences and advice.  
Topics of discussion have included technology options 
to accommodate blind or visually disabled students, an 
overview of universal design for instruction, how to as-
sist college students with an acquired brain injury, and 
support for students with autism. 

Design and Data Collection
This study was grounded in qualitative methodol-

ogy because it “seeks to answer questions that stress 
how social experience is created and given meaning” 
(Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. 10).  This methodology 
was chosen because the researchers believed the issues 
faced by students with disabilities would be best un-
derstood through in-depth questioning and analysis of 
their individual experiences.  Further, phenomenology 
was used to construct this study and analyze the data 
as it aims to understand the “lived experiences” of a 
group of people (Creswell, 1994, p. 12).

The study was conducted at a mid-size, doctoral, 
public institution in the Midwest that primarily serves 
undergraduate students.  The population consisted of 
traditional-aged college students with disabilities who 
met with a faculty mentor for at least one semester 
during their fi rst year in college.  Purposive sampling 
was used to locate informants (Patton, 1990).  The 
director of DS forwarded an email to the population 
seeking participants; participation had no infl uence 
on DS provided.  Phenomenological saturation was 
reached when the sample consisted of 12 students, the 
fi rst individuals who responded to the message from the 
director of DS.  The identities of the participants and 
the institution were concealed by pseudonyms.

Data were collected through personal interviews 
after the study had been approved by the Institutional 
Review Board.  Personal interviews were conducted 
to gain in-depth answers about participants’ experi-
ences.  The research team consisted of two researchers, 
a professor of higher education and a student affairs 
educator, with multiple experiences working with 
students with disabilities and gathering data on this 
subpopulation of students.  A semi-structured interview 
protocol was used; this allowed participants to share 
stories and experiences and the researcher to probe 
with follow up questions (Patton, 1990).  The research 
questions provided the organizational framework for 
the structure for this protocol.  The protocol focused 
on the experiences of having a faculty mentor and 
their transition/incorporation to college.  Since the 
instrument used to collect data was designed for this 
project, the researchers took measures to ensure the 
trustworthiness of the instrument.  A panel of experts 
(two DS educators, three faculty members skilled in 
research methodology, and two faculty members who 
had served as mentors for students with disabilities) 
reviewed a proposed interview guide.  A revised draft 
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of the interview guide was prepared based on the sug-
gestions of this panel.  Following this revision, a pilot 
test was conducted in which the proposed interview 
guide was given to three students of the population 
who responded to the call for participants, but they 
were not involved in the study.  Final revisions of the 
interview protocol were based on the recommendation 
of the pilot test.  

An attempt was made to create a relaxed atmo-
sphere during each interview.  The fi rst few minutes 
consisted of informal conversation that established a 
rapport with the subject.  Subjects were encouraged to 
share personal experiences and anecdotes.  Examples 
of questions in the protocol included, How was your 
transition to college?  What were the elements that 
made the transition easy and/or diffi cult?  What were 
some of the new experiences you adjusted to during 
your fi rst semester in college?  Do you feel like your 
mentor helped you transition to college?  What campus 
resources did your mentor refer you to?  What kind of 
advice would you give other students with disabilities 
about having a faculty mentor?  Interviews had no set 
time limit and continued until all questions from the 
interview protocol were exhausted.  Participants knew 
in advance the interviews would be audio recorded.

Data Analysis
Each interview was transcribed and verifi ed (re-

viewing the transcripts against the audio tapes to ensure 
there were no errors) by one of the researchers.  After 
the data were collected, thematic analysis was used 
to analyze the data (Van Manen, 1990).  The research 
questions provided the broad categories for themes: 
faculty mentorship and transition to college.  From 
the themes, codes were extrapolated to identify major 
categories that explained the experienced phenomenon.  
Subthemes were identifi ed by repeated reviewing of 
the transcripts and listening to the audio recordings for 
unique or repetitive responses.  The number of partici-
pants mentioning subthemes, as well as the qualitative 
information they shared, such as quotes or stories, were 
used to explain each subtheme.  For example, all 12 
participants mentioned receiving advice from their 
mentors, so information was shared about what advice 
was offered and how students perceived it. Finally, a 
narrative was constructed in relation to the original 
research questions.  Memoing was used (Hesse-Biber 
& Leavy, 2006) as it helped the researchers refl ect on 
data, themes, and codes.

Once themes were identifi ed, a variety of techniques 
were used for verifi cation including member checking 
and thick rich descriptions (Creswell, 2007).  Partici-
pants were sent a transcript of the interview and asked 
to verify for accuracy.  This process helped to ensure 
participant’s experiences were accurately recorded.  
Thick rich descriptions were used to provide detail and 
context to the experiences of participants.  Van Manen 
(1990) maintained thick rich descriptions allow for a 
more concrete understanding of the implications of the 
phenomenon.  Moreover, thick rich descriptions allow 
for increased transferability into a variety of contexts.  
Conclusions for the study were framed as a discussion 
of the fi ndings related to the research questions. 

Findings
The participants consisted of 12 students, seven 

students with physical disabilities (i.e., five with 
mobility restrictions using a wheelchair, one with 
low vision using a service dog, and one with a non-
apparent medical condition), and fi ve students with 
cognitive disabilities (i.e., one with Attention Defi cit 
Disorder [ADD], one with ADD and dyslexia, one 
with Asperger’s and dyslexia, one with ADHD and a 
learning disability, and one with an undisclosed cogni-
tive disorder).  Two of the participants were male and 
10 were female; most participants were Caucasian, 
one student was African American.  The fi ndings are 
organized into two broad categories: experiences with 
a faculty mentors, and transitional issues encountered 
by students with disabilities.

Faculty Mentorship
The participants shared mainly positive character-

istics regarding having faculty mentors as they transi-
tioned to college.  The topics students discussed with 
their mentors, from general advice and information 
about campus resources to how to approach faculty 
members, varied greatly based on the individual needs 
of the student and relationships between students and 
faculty mentors.

Advice.  Faculty mentors gave advice that was help-
ful for students regarding the transition from high school 
to college and how to become familiar with college.  
While they did not always act on the advice, students felt 
it provided them with useful information on a variety of 
topics.  Some of the faculty mentors took a holistic ap-
proach to their mentoring and tried to make sure students 
were successful in their transition to college.  One student 
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explained, “He said I need to learn to balance myself. . . . 
He sat me down and told me there are three components 
to my life: school, friends, and self.”  She came to college 
feeling prepared for the academic rigor of college, but 
needed some help with the social transition.  The mentor 
also gave her advice about meeting people and gaining 
experience, “Work experience: he says that every time I 
see him!  Now I am seeing why.”  She had a campus job 
for two years and in that time she has met others in her 
residence hall and made friends.  She, like many of the 
students, felt her mentor cared about her as an individual, 
not just a student.

Other students needed more help with the academ-
ic transition to college.  One student came to college 
feeling ready to make friends and be independent, so 
the conversations she had with her mentor centered on 
academics.  Her mentor encouraged her to be a self-
advocate regarding her disability.

One of the most important things she said was, do 
not be afraid to contact your professor.  If some-
thing is not working for you, go to your professor 
early.  Do not wait until the last minute...Tell them 
what you need.

This conversation helped her to be confi dent in dis-
cussing her disability and accommodation needs with 
faculty members.  At fi rst this was new to her, but 
over time and with the support of her faculty mentor 
she became more comfortable having these types of 
conversations.

Awareness of campus resources.  As participants 
adjusted to life at college, their mentors made sure 
they were aware of campus resources.  The campus 
resources mentors identifi ed depended on the needs 
of the student.  While students did not always seek 
out the campus resources their mentor talked about, 
participants felt being aware of the campus resources 
was important and added another layer of comfort 
during their transition.

Students acknowledged a variety of campus re-
sources existed to aid their transition to college.  One 
student shared, “Knowing the resources and making 
those available to me; that was extremely helpful.  If 
it was not for him . . . I would not have known where 
to get the help.”  Faculty mentors also normalized 
using campus resources that may have a negative con-
notation, such as the academic support center and the 
counseling center.  This student shared that when fi rst 

coming to campus she was nervous to go to the writing 
support center for help with papers.

In our fi rst meeting, she wanted to let me know that 
not just disabled kids go to the Learning Center 
or Writing Center.  I was not singled out because 
I went there.  It was more than just kids like me 
that go there.

Having a faculty mentor to encourage the use of cam-
pus resources was helpful for many students.

Getting to know faculty.  The students also men-
tioned the positive effect that getting to know faculty 
had on their transition.  Participants had a unique op-
portunity to form a close relationship with a faculty 
member, typically in their major, and learn what a 
faculty-student relationship was like.  As a result, the 
mentors often helped them form relationships with 
other faculty members.

When fi rst coming to college, one student was 
nervous about approaching her faculty members, but 
through forming a relationship with her faculty mentor 
this process became easier.  She talked about how to 
approach teachers and discuss her need for accom-
modations.  “I am not as nervous as I was before, so it 
is a lot easier to talk to my professors.  Last semester 
was the fi rst time I ever advocated for myself and that 
was not easy.”  Another student shared a similar ex-
perience, “I feel like it has prepared me more to talk 
to my professors.  I am not as scared as I would be if 
I were a normal student.”  Students thought having a 
faculty mentor during their fi rst year provided them 
with a unique vantage point and understanding of the 
role of faculty-student relationships.

One student’s mentor taught in his major and was 
able to answer department-specifi c information about 
the program and other faculty.  “My mentor was on 
faculty in the communication studies department, so 
she helped me know that I could talk to her about stuff, 
but that I could also talk to my teachers about stuff.”  
Sometimes, as was the case with this student, students 
had their mentor as a teacher.  “She helped me because 
I did not know any professors or anything and then 
second semester I had her as a teacher.  It was nice 
because we were already friends.”  Knowing someone 
in her major helped her with her academic transition 
not only to college, but also into her major.

Individual support.  All of the participants cited 
individual support from their faculty mentor as a contrib-
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uting factor to a positive transition to college.  While stu-
dents had support from other areas as well, they viewed 
the faculty mentor as someone who cared about their 
success and was familiar with campus.  They provided 
a wide range of support to students, including social and 
academic issues.  Students felt they had someone on 
campus who cared about their success.  They also went 
to their faculty mentor when they encountered problems 
and did not know where else to turn.  One student said 
it this way, “Even if I did not have a question, just the 
feeling of having someone that could help you was just 
awesome.  It was like a worry I did not have to worry 
about anymore.”  He had a close relationship with his 
mentor and often looked to him for help and advice.  “On 
a scale of one to 10, it would be a nine or 10, defi nitely.  
He always helps me when I need it and I know I can 
contact him at any time.”  

The transition to being self-advocates was diffi cult 
for some students and many appreciated the support 
their faculty mentor gave them.  Prior to college, par-
ticipants were used to family members and teachers 
advocating for their disability.  This student felt her 
mentor taught her to stand up for herself.

He let me know that I might be different, but I am not 
less.  The help I get is to even the playing fi eld, not to 
put me above.  He wanted me to know that being dif-
ferent is not a disability, it is an ability to see the world 
differently...One of my biggest fears was advocating 
for myself here but I am not by myself, especially 
with him.  He is there whenever I need him.

Having a faculty mentor made her feel someone on cam-
pus was looking out for what was best for her.  Through 
coaching conversations, this student learned how to 
disclose her disability to faculty members and ask for 
the accommodations she needed to be successful.

Mentor relationship.  All of the students inter-
viewed felt having a mentor relationship positively 
affected their transition.  It was only through forming 
a close bond with their faculty mentor that students 
felt comfortable opening up to them.  Additionally, 
students with a close relationship were likely to listen 
to the advice from their mentor and utilize the campus 
resources recommended.

Participants indicated getting to know their faculty 
mentor on a personal level was important to forming a 
close relationship.  In speaking about her transition to 

college, one student talked about how her faculty men-
tor was helpful.  “I felt comfortable talking to him and 
did not feel like he was judging me while I was talking 
to him.”  Another student had a similar experience, but 
her mentor ended up being one of her teachers too, 
which strengthened their relationship.  “I really liked 
having my professor as my mentor and knowing that I 
was always able to ask him questions, even if they were 
just life questions.  It defi nitely helped with the transi-
tion.”  One student’s mentor invited her and his other 
two mentees over to his house for Thanksgiving.  The 
close relationship she formed with her mentor helped 
her far beyond the academic and social transition issues 
commonly faced by students coming to college.  

While it is not necessary for mentors to have a dis-
ability, some participants indicated it helped them form 
a closer bond with their mentor, because they were 
able to share common experiences regarding having 
a disability.  Students appreciated being able to share 
common experiences and stories related to having a 
disability.  “She is blind and I am in a wheelchair, so 
we talked about funny things that happen to us that do 
not happen to other people. . . . We had a good time 
and could relate.”  The student felt this allowed them 
to relate on a deeper level as her mentor often talked to 
her about the challenges of having a physical disability, 
which enhanced their relationship.

On the other hand, mentor/mentee interactions 
did not last as long when students did not have close 
relationships to the faculty mentor.  One student said 
she would recommend the program to other students 
with disabilities, but felt having a close relationship 
was crucial.  “I actually did suggest the program to one 
of my friends and she did it, but she and her faculty 
mentor never really hit it off and it really was not a 
positive experience.”

Decreasing role of the mentor.  While having a 
faculty mentor was an important factor in the transition 
from high school to college, many students found the 
mentor less useful the longer they were in school.  After 
their freshman year many students indicated they did 
not need a faculty mentor and as a result the interaction 
with the mentor decreased.  One student indicated she 
met with her mentor six times her fi rst year, three times 
her second year, and has not met with him during her 
third year.  Another student shared a similar experience.  
“I have not met with her as much this semester, but I 
think she has prepared me.”  Faculty mentorship helps 
students with disabilities transition to college, but the 
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need for this type of relationship decreases as students 
become acclimated to the institution.

Transition to College
The participants in this study encountered many 

specifi c transitional experiences as a result of having 
a disability.  The common experiences shared by the 
participants included academic transition, social tran-
sition, family, and accommodations.  Additionally, 
students with a physical disability noted a sense of 
community, getting around campus, and attendants. 

Academic transition.  Eleven of the 12 par-
ticipants indicated the academic transition from high 
school to college was diffi cult.  While each student 
had a different disability and academic background, 
they were all able to share how their disability affected 
their academic integration.  One student reported the 
transition from high school to college was not easy.  
Although her parents knew about her disability since 
elementary school, they never disclosed it to her teach-
ers out of fear she would be treated differently.  While 
she attended regular classes all through primary and 
secondary school, she was not ready for college-level 
academics.  She said, “My high school did not really 
prepare me at all for college.”  While some students 
indicated a general feeling of unpreparedness, other 
students specifi cally cited how their disability affected 
feeling ready for college academics.  Some students 
reported they felt insulated in high school.  A student 
explained how her ADD affected her academics, “The 
fi rst semester was kind of rough. . . . I am really bad 
about doing big papers, because I cannot concentrate 
so I have trouble getting them done.”

Students with disabilities want to do well in school 
just like any other group of students.  One student felt 
she had to overcome additional pressures to be success-
ful due to the prejudice her teachers and fellow students 
had regarding individuals with disabilities.

I think it made me more driven, too.  I know it 
made me more driven in high school because I was 
constantly having to prove myself to my teachers, 
and prove to all of the students of my class, that 
I was not dumb, and not stupid.  I was in a chair, 
but I got there the same way they got there and 
was in their same classes they were because I am 
smart and can handle myself.  I think it keeps me 
driven in a way.

She felt the accommodations received did not provide 
an academic advantage, but rather leveled the fi eld.

Another student even expressed aversion to teach-
ers providing different standards based on her disabil-
ity.  She did not want to be treated differently in any 
way because of her disability.

He is hard on everyone else; he pushes because 
he knows that we can do it.  My biggest pet peeve 
is when a teacher sees my disability and cuts my 
work in half, or even more.  That to me is a sign 
I cannot do it.  I can do it, maybe just not as fast 
as everyone else.

These additional challenges made it diffi cult to adjust to 
the academic environment of college.  While resources 
and support existed for these students, sometimes they 
were not aware of these resources or chose not to use 
them due to a perceived stigma

Social transition.  In addition to academic chal-
lenges, students with disabilities may also struggle 
socially.  Making friends and feeling socially accepted 
is important for students coming to college.  However, 
participants felt they were stigmatized and marginal-
ized due to their disability.  As a result, some students 
with disabilities found the social transition from high 
school and home to college diffi cult.  One student felt 
he overcame the hurdle his disability could have placed 
in front of him and got involved anyway.

Having a disability, sometimes you just do not want 
to go out and do stuff, but I just pull myself through 
it.  I always think of people who are out there who 
are way worse than I am that are getting out there, 
so that helps me get out there more.  I just think 
about people that have more stuff to deal with.

While most students have some challenges related to 
transitioning from high school and home to college, 
these students felt they experienced additional chal-
lenges.  However, many of them were able to overcome 
these challenges.  One student shared how her brother 
assisted her with the social transition to college, “He 
helped me more with my social skills.  With Asperg-
er’s, it is hard to have social skills. He helped me get 
started with the friends because I do not like being 
close to people.”  Students with physical disabilities 
also face unique challenges related to getting around.  
One student explained, “You cannot do some things 
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with people that other people can do.  You cannot go 
to someone’s house off campus or just get in the car.  
It is harder.”  These challenges can sometimes cause 
students with disabilities to feel isolated.

On the other hand, when students found compan-
ionship with other students with disabilities, they felt 
they had a support system.  This actually enhanced 
the social transition to college for many students, 
because they felt like a part of a group.  One student 
said, “I think what made it easier was that I knew we 
had a really good disability program here.  I knew 
there were people here I could go to for questions.”  
Students with a physical disability feel an additional 
sense of community.  Another student agreed by say-
ing, “Having other students in wheelchairs, in the same 
position as me, I felt good about that.  We connected 
. . . and having people understand that need was very 
good.”  Students living on campus found community 
in the residence hall.  One student explained, “I did 
not have any friends on my fl oor at Williams.  I was 
coming over to Baker [a hall with a large population 
of students with physical disabilities] to hang out with 
my friends there.”  In general, students with disabilities 
struggled socially while adjusting to college.

Family.  Students with disabilities also had to get 
used to not having their families around.  The partici-
pants had various levels of parental involvement both 
in high school and at college.  At times, students had a 
close relationship with family members and relied on 
them for help while others had their parents advocate 
on their behalf.

The hardest part for many students about leaving 
family members was becoming independent and having 
to do things on their own.  One student shared, “I was not 
homesick, I just missed my mom more and everything 
she does for me.”  Another student told a similar story, 
“The hardest thing was leaving my brother.  He has been 
there for my entire life and he is the one that took care of 
me.”  It was important for these students to learn how to 
be independent and take care of themselves.  This level 
of dependence was often deeply rooted from childhood.  
One student credited her mom for making sure she got 
the accommodations she needed.

My mom took care of the education part of it.  She 
was my advocate and told my teachers what was 
going to happen.  I do not look like a child with a dis-
ability so teachers would not believe me.  So Mama 
Bear, that is what they called her, would come in.

Often the parent’s active role made it diffi cult for stu-
dents to take the lead in their own education.  In high 
school, students were used to their parents and teachers 
making sure accommodations were in place, but once 
at college the students were completely responsible 
for this process.  They not only had to be proactive 
about getting accommodations, but they also had to 
serve as an advocate for themselves.  One student 
explained how her parents would help when teachers 
did not understand her illness, why she had to miss 
class more than other students, and how she is now 
responsible to be her own advocate.  “You cannot call 
your mom and have her call a teacher to talk about the 
illness.  In high school my parents would have called 
them and cleared things up, but here I have to handle 
everything on my own.”

Accommodations.  A common transitional issue 
for participants was becoming familiar with the accom-
modation process.  The accommodation process was 
different from high school to college and the student 
now had to be responsible for requesting accommoda-
tions and disclosing their disability to faculty members.  
Many students felt unprepared for the change.

I did not realize how much effort my parents and 
my teacher of record put into an IEP...Now all of 
that has shifted on to my shoulders and I have to 
make sure that I am on top of being in communica-
tion with the students with disabilities offi ce, but 
also with my professors.

This student realized she was the only person who 
could take the initiative to ask for accommodations 
and communicate to her teachers she had a disability.  
Another student said it this way:

You have to do more of it yourself, because if you 
do not then you are not going to receive help.  In 
K-12, someone was always there for you, they 
know what you need and your parents are always 
there...it went from someone else handling it to 
you handling it.

Not only was he now responsible for getting accom-
modations, but the process was also different.  A student 
explained, “There is no middle-man...Here, if I want 
something done, I go and talk to the director of disabil-
ity services.”  Many students thought this change was 
completely foreign when they came to college.  They 
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were used to others being involved in the process and 
in college everything was dependent on them.

While the accommodation process in college is 
different and the burden to request accommodations is 
on the student, they felt the college had resources and 
staff to assist them.  One student shared a story about 
working with the director of DS.

The fi rst time I visited here, I was with my parents 
and he came up to me and was asking questions.  
He was not really asking my parents questions, he 
was asking me questions and I had to answer them.  
I knew I was going to have to speak up for myself...
He would not physically do it, but he would help 
me with the information so that I could do what I 
need to in order to succeed.

He went on to say, the director of DS was the most 
helpful person on campus during his transition.

The accommodation process forced students to 
self-advocate.  If students needed accommodations 
they were responsible for providing documentation of 
their disability and making a request for services.  This 
process empowered them to disclose their disability to 
faculty members.  The process of disclosing a disability 
and asking for accommodations was not easy for stu-
dents, especially when they were new to college and 
unfamiliar with how to approach faculty members.  One 
student said, “Handing my professors the [accommoda-
tion] letter that I have a learning disability was a little 
intimidating, that I had to admit to a learning disability.  
To this day, it is still hard...because it is stigmatized.”

Sense of community.  Coming to college also 
provided many students with a new sense of commu-
nity with other students with disabilities.  In general, 
the large population of students with disabilities and 
services available to them at the university may play an 
important role in creating a sense of community.  It was 
important for students to fi nd others who could relate 
to them.  One student expressed, “Usually when you 
have a disability, you hang out with people that have 
a disability, because they understand you.  It is hard to 
break that cycle because those are the people you con-
nect with.”  The sense of community at college helped 
some students feel welcome on campus, an important 
piece of their transition to college.

Getting around campus.  A college campus can 
be diffi cult to navigate, especially for students with 
mobility and visual disabilities.  In high school students 

are used to being in one building, while at college they 
have to travel across campus.  This sometimes involves 
architectural barriers and challenges with the weather.  
Several students mentioned that campus accessibility 
played a signifi cant role in their decision to attend the 
institution and their overall success at college.  For 
example, one student shared a story about how the 
adaptive technology coordinator, who is also blind and 
has a service dog, took the time to show her where the 
veterinarian was and how to get around campus.

For students living on campus, the accessibility 
features in the residence halls allowed for them to live 
independently.  A student explained she had her “own 
accessible bathroom, which was nice and the prox cards 
[electronic access system] are nice to get inside places.”  
She went on to talk about how this was a major change 
from her parents’ house.  “My house is not accessible.  
I cannot get a drink or food without help.  I cannot 
shower or get off the couch without help.  Coming 
here, I could sit on the furniture and had to get my own 
food.”  As a result, she enjoyed being on campus more 
than at her parents’ house because she was able to live 
independently in the residence halls.

Attendants.  Four of the fi ve students in wheel-
chairs shared that using nursing staff (attendants) was 
a new experience when transitioning to college.  The 
students were used to having a family member help 
them with daily living tasks (i.e., bathing, toileting, 
getting dressed) and when they came to college they 
had to rely on hired attendants to help them.  This was 
often a foreign experience, having someone they did 
not know in situations that are normally private.  All 
of the students who talked about using attendants ex-
pressed frustration and how it added to the diffi culty of 
transitioning to college.  One student revealed, “The at-
tendants were the hardest part to get used to just because 
I am not used to having a set time to use the bathroom 
or . . . where I have to go and get in my bed.”

Discussion

The following conclusions were drawn from the 
study:  students with disabilities fi nd support through 
faculty mentorship and students with disabilities en-
counter transitional issues.  Each conclusion is supple-
mented by literature, discussion, and suggestions.
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Students with Disabilities Find Support Through 
Faculty Mentorship

For students with disabilities, faculty mentorship 
provides an added layer of support, which is often 
needed, especially during the transition from high 
school to college.  All participants in this study said 
their faculty mentor was crucial in their transition due 
to the individual support and help they provided.

A wide variety of topics was discussed during 
meetings between the mentor and mentee, depending 
on the needs of the student.  Participants commonly 
offered that mentors should attempt to take a holistic 
approach to working with their mentee, ensuring a 
smooth academic and social transition to college.  
Students appreciated when mentors would not only 
inquire about classroom experiences, but also inquire 
about their personal life.  As a source of knowledge 
and authority, faculty mentors should also encourage 
positive behaviors, such as attending class, building 
relationships with other faculty members, and self-
advocating regarding their disability.  Mentors may 
also serve as an academic resource, especially when 
students are matched with a faculty member in their 
major or a closely related fi eld.  Mentors can assist 
students in adjusting to college life and becoming 
fully engaged in and out of the classroom (Nora & 
Crisp, 2007).  Mentors should also seek to draw direct 
connections and parallels to students’ academics and 
personal interests.  Faculty mentors often have a unique 
relationship with their mentees and as a result can of-
fer advice regarding part-time jobs, joining a student 
organization, or being involved on campus.  Students 
felt individually supported and often relied on their 
faculty mentor as a resource and campus expert.

Students shared the conversations they had with 
their faculty mentor that helped them become accli-
mated to college and comfortable talking with other 
faculty members.  Students described a faculty mentor 
as someone who cared about their success and was 
familiar with campus resources, often normalizing 
campus resources that may have a negative connota-
tion (e.g., learning centers and counseling) due to the 
perception by students.  Mentors were able to use their 
intimate knowledge about students’ specifi c needs to 
personally refer them to specifi c campus resources.  

Developing a close and sometimes personal bond 
with faculty mentors was crucial to the success of 
mentor-student relationships.  Students who indicated 
they had a positive experience were able to identify 

some type of personal interest or bond, such as a similar 
research interest, or something as inconsequential as 
liking the same sports team or hobby.  Such a bond 
was the foundation for a closer relationship.  Once 
students developed a connection to their faculty men-
tor, discussions about academic and transition issues 
easily followed.  Furthermore, when students were 
paired with faculty members in their same or related 
academic discipline, they could have in-depth conver-
sations about personal and academic interests.  Many 
students felt it was important for their faculty mentor 
to be able to navigate their academic program and have 
experience in the fi eld they wanted to pursue.  Students 
with close bonds often stayed in contact with their 
mentors beyond their fi rst semester or freshman year.  
Deep-seated relationships taught students the benefi ts 
of student-faculty interaction.  Having a mentor may 
be especially benefi cial for students with disabilities 
if the mentors have a disability themselves.  While it 
is not necessary for a faculty mentor to share a similar 
disability, or a disability at all, it does provide a unique 
bond between the faculty member and student.  Regard-
less of the type of bond, it is important the mentor and 
mentee establish a bond; otherwise the relationship is 
not likely to be strong or long-lasting.

In order to navigate the complexities of a college 
or university, students should be encouraged by their 
faculty mentor to build formal relationships with 
other faculty members.  This is especially important 
as students need to be able to have candid conversa-
tions about their disability and individual needs in the 
classroom.  Once they learned how to interact with 
their faculty mentor, conversations with other faculty 
members were not as diffi cult for some students.  It is 
important for students to continue to establish close 
bonds with faculty members, even after the fi rst year 
and connection to their faculty mentor (Cotton & Wil-
son, 2006; Fusani, 1994).

Faculty, staff, and administrators should recognize 
the importance of providing individualized support 
to students with disabilities.  Student’s identities are 
malleable, especially during their fi rst year of college, 
and faculty mentors have the ability to shape mentees 
during this time.  Students with close relationships to 
faculty are more likely to persist at the institution and 
achieve academically (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1977, 
1978, 1979).  Pascarella and Terenzini also found with-
drawal was related to the frequency of informal (non-
classroom) student-faculty contact and the frequency of 
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interactions with faculty to discuss intellectual matters.  
Developing intimate relationships between students 
and faculty members in the same academic discipline 
should be a top priority.

Students with Disabilities Encounter 
Transitional Issues

The transition from high school to college can be 
profound for some students with disabilities.  Despite 
legal protections and campus resources, students with 
disabilities may face challenges with their academics 
and the accommodation process, which can make the 
transition diffi cult during the fi rst year.  Additionally, 
faculty and staff members who engage with students 
with disabilities cannot assume that these students fully 
understand their own advocacy rights and responsibili-
ties in postsecondary settings, which is different from 
the process in high school.

Students with disabilities have additional academic 
hurdles other students do not encounter.  Some use this 
energy to be productive and prove to themselves and 
others they are capable of being successful in college.  
The change in academics from high school to college 
is signifi cant for many, but this is especially true for 
students with disabilities.  Students may not feel pre-
pared for the academic rigor of college due to their 
disability as the workload and expectations differ from 
high school.  Student participation in faculty mentor-
ship can result in gains in academic performance and 
retention (Campbell & Campbell, 1997).  Eleven of the 
12 students in this study indicated that, as a result of 
their disability, they experienced a diffi cult academic 
transition to college.  It is important for students with 
disabilities to recognize they may face academic 
challenges and be proactive to seek help from faculty 
members and utilize academic support resources.

Tinto (1988, 1993) indicated disadvantaged 
students, including those with physical disabilities, 
are more likely to experience diffi culty during the 
transition to college.  Educators need to be aware that 
students with disabilities come to college with unique 
backgrounds and are not always fully prepared for all 
aspects of the collegiate experience.  Simply allowing 
students with disabilities in the classroom with their 
peers who do not have disabilities does not ensure 
equal access to the curriculum (Burgstahler & Craw-
ford, 2007).  Students with disabilities sometimes feel 
obligated to prove themselves as being equal to their 
faculty and fellow students.  Unfortunately, a nega-

tive stigma exists for students with disabilities.  This 
is, in part, due to society’s cultural perceptions about 
individuals with disabilities.  As a result, some of these 
students have negative attitudes about their disability 
because they felt others treated them differently.  This 
often leads to a feeling that they have to overcome their 
disability, rather than acknowledge it as a part of who 
they are.  It is important for faculty, staff, and students 
without disabilities to understand the unique challenges 
faced by students with disabilities.

Previous literature has highlighted the importance 
of postsecondary institutions developing support 
systems and resources in order for students with dis-
abilities to be successful; these students commonly 
struggle with academic course content, organization, 
time management, and study skills (Aderon & Duro-
cher, 2007).  The goal of faculty mentorship, specifi -
cally for students with disabilities, is to bridge the gap 
between their needs and the opportunities provided 
to all students.  The results of this study highlighted 
the important role faculty mentors played in helping 
participants overcome the academic hurdles associated 
with transitioning to college; this conclusion is consis-
tent with the extant literature regarding faculty-student 
out-of-class communication.  For several decades, 
researchers have found a positive relationship stem-
ming from faculty-student contact (Endo & Harpel, 
1982; Fusani, 1994; Martin et al., 1999; Pascarella & 
Terenzini, 1977, 1978, 1979).  This study reifi ed the 
positive effect of faculty-student contact.  Students 
repeatedly praised their faculty mentor for preparing 
them for their collegiate experience.  This idea was 
also supported by Halawah (2006) who found, “close 
personal relationships between staff and students plays 
a major part in fostering the intellectual development 
of students” (¶ 22).

University administrators and staff members 
should work to provide academic resources and support 
systems for students with disabilities.  While adminis-
trators and staff members are not directly responsible 
for classroom instruction, as educators, they can 
provide individual support and inform students about 
campus resources.  This type of support can come from 
the DS staff, but should not be limited to one offi ce.  
All faculty and staff should be knowledgeable about the 
unique needs of students with disabilities and how to 
assist them.  For further advancement, faculty mentors 
should receive proper training in assisting students with 
disabilities.  This training needs to include information 
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about the postsecondary accommodation as well as 
campus resources.

Additionally, students with disabilities must adapt 
to the postsecondary accommodation process, which 
is often different than what they experienced in high 
school.  This is due in part to the stark contrast in the 
laws governing postsecondary education for students 
with disabilities.  “At the college level, signifi cant 
changes occur in the legal rights of students, and there 
is a sharp reversal of parent and student responsibility” 
(Madaus, 2005, p. 32).  At the postsecondary level, 
students need to understand their rights under the 
law as nearly all of the responsibility is transferred 
from the school and parent to the student (Simpson 
& Spencer, 2009).  Faculty members should be aware 
of the accommodation process in case students who 
have not registered with the DS offi ce disclose it to 
them.  Faculty members should also be aware of how 
to provide necessary accommodations to students when 
they present documentation of their disability.

The accommodation process in college encourages 
students to self-advocate.  If students need accommoda-
tions, they are responsible for providing documentation 
of their disability and making the formal request.  This 
process also empowers students to be responsible to 
disclose their disability to teachers.  As a result, while 
students with disabilities are going through typical 
transitional issues, they must additionally learn how 
accommodations unfold at the postsecondary level 
(Simpson & Spencer, 2009).

Most participants in this study were unaware when 
fi rst coming to college how much responsibility was upon 
them in order to receive accommodation.  In high school 
they were accustomed to parents and teachers taking the 
lead and in college students have to take the initiative.  The 
staff in the disability services offi ce and faculty members 
expect students to be responsible for their disability and 
negotiate for reasonable accommodations, rather than 
the other way around.  In college, students must disclose 
their disability to the disability services offi ce, ask for 
accommodations, and self-advocate.

Little research has been conducted related to the 
transition services leading to college enrollment for stu-
dents with disabilities (Wilson, Hoffman, & McLaugh-
lin, 2009).  Most participants in this study were unaware 
when fi rst coming to college how much responsibility 
was upon them in order to receive accommodation.  
Considering the drastic change in the accommodation 
process between high school and college, two specifi c 

suggestions are offered regarding how to help students 
with this process.  First, all faculty members and staff 
should become familiar with the accommodation pro-
cess, sharing the responsibility of accommodation pro-
cess with the disability services staff.  Second, faculty 
members and staff should receive formalized training 
on the accommodation process.  This would allow them 
to better understand the process and how to better assist 
these students, based on their individual needs.

Limitations and Future Research
This study was limited to the experiences and 

issues discussed by 12 students with disabilities at a 
single institution.  A majority of participants in this 
program had a physical disability.  This resulted in a 
unique theme in the fi ndings regarding physical accom-
modations and getting around the campus, a theme not 
discussed by students with learning and/or psychiatric 
disabilities.  While the authors of this study acknowl-
edge the disproportionate number of participants with 
physical disabilities, the mentoring program is open 
to all students with a disability.  The university where 
this study took place has a distinguished history of 
providing access to students with physical/mobility 
disabilities, resulting in a higher percentage of students 
in the study.  Due to the inclusion criteria of the study, 
students with negative experiences were not as likely 
to be included as they would not have continued with 
the program for a full semester.  Additionally, since the 
experiences of these students were self-reported, data 
could not be triangulated.  However, efforts were made 
to minimize this by member checking and providing 
thick rich descriptions.

This study found that for many students with dis-
abilities, having a faculty mentor was helpful support 
during their transition to college.  Tinto’s (1987, 1993) 
theory of individual departure, specifi cally as it relates 
to academic and social integration, seems to apply 
to this population of students.  Future studies could 
explore in more detail how other portions of Tinto’s 
theory, such as how pre-entry characteristics, academic 
goals, and external commitments may have infl uenced 
academic and social integration.  It may also be useful 
to have a longitudinal study to better understand how 
the experiences of students with disabilities change 
over time, comparing the experiences of fi rst year 
students with those of seniors. 
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Group Member or Outsider: 
Perceptions of Undergraduates with Disabilities 

on Leisure Time Physical Activity

Mary Ann Devine
Kent State University

Abstract
College provides students with many opportunities to achieve academic success and enrich other aspects of their 
lives. Participating in campus activities can reduce stress, create social connections, promote healthy active living, 
and broaden civic engagement (Lindsey & Sessoms, 2006; Watson, Ayers, Zizzi, & Naoi, 2006). Studies noting 
these benefits appear to include only students without disabilities, particularly investigations that addressed physi-
cal recreation options. Thus, the purpose of this study was to explore the perceptions of college students with dis-
abilities on their access to and engagement in leisure time physical activities on their campus. Using a qualitative 
method, 16 full-time undergraduate students were interviewed.  Findings included themes of right fit, quality of 
life, and connectedness.  Recommendations focusing on the individual and the educational environments in which 
they live are provided.

Keywords: Physical activity, leisure, inclusion, people with disabilities, theory of involvement

The college years typically are an important for-
mative time for young adults who seek postsecondary 
education. It is not only a time for career preparation 
but a life phase when lifelong behavior and choice 
patterns develop. In particular, these years tend to be 
a time when young adults engage in a high degree of 
leisure time physical activity. 

Most college campuses are designed to promote 
activities such as walking, cycling, and hiking to 
encourage an optimal level of physical activity. Ad-
ditionally, it is more common than not for campuses 
to have recreation and wellness centers where students 
can engage in a wide range of fi tness, sport, and physi-
cally active recreation. Along with these centers, there 
are often many options for engagement in physical 
activity such as outdoor recreation trips (e.g., hiking, 
kayaking, skiing), intermural sport clubs, and a variety 
of fi tness and wellness classes (e.g., Zumba, yoga). 
Together, these opportunities offer many options for 
college students to be physically active. There is lim-

ited research, however, on the extent and manner of 
how students with disabilities utilize campus-based 
recreational and fi tness activities. The purpose of this 
study was to explore the perceptions of college students 
with mobility and sensory impairments on their access 
to and engagement in leisure time physical activities on 
their campus. Within this frame, perceived barriers and 
facilitators to recreational options were examined.

Review of Literature
College experiences not only prepare students for 

careers, but prepare them to be active and engaged 
community members upon graduation (Elkins, For-
rester, & Noel-Elkins, 2011). While attending college, 
students can learn valuable skills and gain various life 
experiences such as leadership skills, living and work-
ing with people from different backgrounds, prepara-
tion for civic engagement, and building a pattern of 
healthy active living. These skills and experiences 
gained in the late adolescent and young adult years 
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are important because they set the stage for life-long 
behavior patterns (Elkins et al., 2011). For the typically 
developing student, research in higher education has 
extensively studied variables that contribute to student 
retention and graduation. One important predictor is 
social involvement in student life beyond the class-
room. Greater involvement in student life (e.g., politi-
cal, civic, residential, social) leads to greater academic 
success (Gardner & Barnes, 2007; Henchy, 2011). 

Student involvement can and should include leisure 
engagement, activities that are chosen by an individual 
to enhance life satisfaction and quality of life. Leisure 
activities involve behavioral, affective, and cognitive 
engagement in a pursuit to achieve self-fulfi llment 
and quality of life (Mannell & Kleiber, 1997). In sup-
port of previous fi ndings, studies examining leisure 
involvement have reported that connection to others 
and spending time with people is a more important 
predictor of leisure engagement than the activity itself 
(Samdahl & Jacabovich, 1997). These are important 
fi ndings for academic institutions to consider when ad-
dressing student success in and beyond the classroom, 
especially for students with disabilities. 

College-based options for physical activity are 
enhanced by the ease and proximity students have to 
facilities and services. Often student recreation, fi tness, 
and wellness facilities are centrally located in an area 
that is easily accessible for the students. They typically 
offer a wide variety of options to meet the diverse 
needs and interests of the student body. According to 
Lindsey and Sessoms (2006), student recreation and 
fi tness options can include the typical cardiovascular, 
strength, and conditioning options as well as non-
traditional options such as indoor rock climbing walls, 
vortex pools, fi tness classes, outdoor recreation, and 
intramural team sports. With such a large variety of 
options, it could be assumed that participation in these 
activities would be signifi cant. According to Watson, 
Ayers, Zizzi, and Naoi (2006), about 78-88% of full-
time and part-time college students use these resources 
to engage in physical activity. Of these participants, 
most engage in the cardiovascular, strength, and con-
ditioning options including classes as well as fi tness 
equipment (e.g., weight lifting, stationary bikes, tread-
mills). While these data indicate a large percentage of 
usage of facilities and services, it does not delineate 
the number of college students with disabilities who 
engage in university-based physical activity.

According to theory of involvement, participation 
in extracurricular activities contributes to academic 
success and success beyond college (Astin, 1999). 
Specifi cally, this theory assumes that as extracurricular 
involvement increases, students’ learning and sense of 
belonging increases. However, this theory assumes that 
involvement is predicated on one’s belief that his or 
her needs will be met. Elkins et al. (2011) found that 
students who participated in campus recreation and 
sports perceived a greater sense of campus community 
than those who did not, thus developing a sense of con-
nectedness to place and others. Student participation 
in extracurricular activities also leads to friendships 
that continue beyond the social activity and college 
years (Tinto, 1993). 

These fi ndings may be true for college students 
with disabilities; however, few studies examining 
these variables have been conducted. Blinde and Taub 
(1999) found that college males with disabilities who 
participated in extracurricular sports or fi tness activities 
felt empowered. This empowerment enhanced their 
perceptions as a social actor particularly relative to 
experiencing a sense of accomplishment and social 
inclusion. Another study examining engagement in 
extracurricular activities and use of a campus-based 
student recreation center on student success found that 
it was benefi cial for student recruitment and retention, 
enjoyment in participation, and improved quality of 
life (Henchy, 2011). Henchy also found that students 
experienced a variety of social benefi ts from using a 
campus-based student recreation center such as feel-
ing at home, an increased sense of belonging, and 
opportunities to develop friendships. While Henchy 
discusses some demographics of the study’s subjects, 
there is no indication that any of the respondents were 
students with disabilities. 

In another investigation, Miller (2011) examined 
the impact of social belonging and  retention on the use 
of student recreation facilities. He found that student 
recreation centers provided strong emotional ties to the 
university and a reason to persist. Miller also reported 
that students felt that a student recreation center was 
essential for creating social bonding. Respondents 
felt that involvement in the recreation center created 
a sense of belonging to the university, a sense of com-
munity, and an increased commitment and trust in their 
peers. While Miller had a strong rate of return (76%) 
of the surveys and a fairly equal male/female respon-
dent ratio, there was no indication whether any of the 
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respondents had a disability. In an examination of char-
acteristics of users and non-users of campus recreation 
centers, Miller, Noland, Rayens, and Staten (2008) 
used a random sample of undergraduate students and 
asked them to self-identify personal characteristics. 
These characteristics included typical demographics 
(i.e., age, gender, race/ethnicity) as well as living situ-
ation, marital status, grade point average, membership 
in sorority or fraternity, participation in intercollegiate 
athletics, but did not include disability.

The lack of studies examining the role of extracur-
ricular activities and use of student recreation facilities 
on academic success of students with disabilities is 
problematic on several levels. Leisure requires be-
havioral, affective, and cognitive engagement for an 
individual to understand the role of leisure in his/her 
life. For students with disabilities, recreation contexts 
are forums from which many skills can be learned 
and practiced. Indeed, Devine and O’Brien (2007) 
found that with viable opportunities, adolescents with 
disabilities can make and sustain social relationships 
with their typically developing peers. Second, college 
students often rely on recreation activities as a means 
for reducing stress. Without involvement in such activi-
ties, students with disabilities could experience a high 
degree of stress with limited options for decreasing or 
buffering it (Devine & Koch, 2003). Devine and Koch 
asserted that engagement in recreation activities can 
be a training ground for individuals with disabilities 
for future careers and provide access to informal job 
networks. A lack of inclusion of students with dis-
abilities in college life beyond the classroom decreases 
the potential for social acceptance by their typically 
developing peers. Given the increased diversity on 
college campuses, in the workforce, and community 
life, social acceptance is an important component of 
inclusion of people with disabilities (Devine & Lashua, 
2002). Thus, engagement in leisure time activities by 
college students with disabilities has the potential to 
produce substantially better prepared individuals for 
their college experiences as well as life after college. 

Lastly, inclusion of students with disabilities on 
college campuses can be viewed from a social justice 
perspective in providing valuable opportunities for 
these students (Tollefsen, 2010).  Inclusion in leisure 
time physical activity can have social, physical, and 
psychological benefi ts while in college and throughout 
life. Given the recent dialogue about the importance 
of engagement in physical activity for lifelong health, 

offering a variety of options for physical activity on 
college campuses is not only an important step for 
promoting healthy active living for the typical college 
student, but for developing a lifelong commitment to 
being physically active. 

In general, people with disabilities are less likely to 
engage in regular physical activity than those without 
disabilities, yet they have the same needs to promote 
their health, prevent disease, and reduce secondary con-
ditions to their disability. Several reasons for inactivity 
have been identifi ed, including a lack of knowledge of 
the importance of physical activity, limited transpor-
tation to and from these sites, inaccessible facilities 
and equipment, and attitudinal barriers on the part of 
those without disabilities (Rimmer & Braddock, 2002; 
Rimmer, Riley, Wang, Rauworth, & Jurkowski, 2004). 
Do college students with disabilities encounter these 
same reasons for inactivity? Given the prevalence of 
campus-based recreation and fi tness facilities as well 
as the lifelong preparation these facilities can offer to 
students, this study sought to explore and understand 
the perceptions of college students with disabilities on 
their access to and engagement in leisure time physical 
activities on their campus. The research questions that 
guided this study were: What are the perceptions of 
college students with disabilities relative to accessing 
and engaging in leisure time physical activities on their 
campus? What are meaningful and valued aspects of 
participation in physically active leisure on their cam-
pus? Secondary aspects explored in the fi rst research 
question centered on perceptions of barriers and fa-
cilitators encountered when accessing and engaging in 
leisure time physical activities on their campus.  

To best understand the perspectives of college 
students with disabilities, a qualitative investigation 
was undertaken, as recommended by Miller (2011), to 
develop a body of knowledge regarding the benefi ts 
of student recreation centers for a university. Criteria 
for participation in this study included: (a) must be 
enrolled full-time or ¾ time in a four-year institution, 
(b) the student’s college campus must have a student 
recreation/wellness facility, and (c) the student had to 
have a mobility or visual impairment. Only students 
with mobility and visual impairments were sought 
for participation in this study because individuals 
with these disabilities have historically encountered a 
greater breadth of barriers to engagement in physical 
activities than individuals with intellectual, hearing, or 
mental health disabilities (Ashton-Shaeffer, Gibson, 



Journal of Postsecondary Education and Disability, 26(2)122     

Autry, & Hanson, 2001; Wilhite & Shank, 2009). En-
gagement in leisure tends to involve a broader range 
of accommodations (e.g., programmatic, physical, 
visual, tactile, auditory) for individuals with visual and 
mobility impairments than are needed to accommodate 
people with intellectual, hearing, or mental health dis-
abilities (Blinde & Taub, 1999; Lundberg, Taniguchi, 
McCormic, & Tibbs, 2011). For instance, Rimmer et 
al. (2004) reported that individuals who used mobility 
devices (e.g., wheelchairs) and individuals with visual 
impairments needed programmatic, environmental, and 
architectural accommodations, whereas individuals 
with intellectual, hearing, and mental health disabilities 
tended not to need all three types of accommodations. 
One of the primary intents of this study was to under-
stand the perceptions of college students with disabilities 
about accessing and engaging in leisure time physical 
activities. The purpose of the research questions was to 
understand a breadth of barriers such as those already 
identifi ed. Additionally, given the accommodations 
needed and the growing body of physical activity and 
disability literature, one assumption upon which this 
study was based is that students with mobility and vi-
sual impairments would tend to engage in leisure time 
physical activity less than those with intellectual, hear-
ing, and mental health impairments. Thus, given these 
factors, this inquiry sought only students with mobility 
and visual disabilities for examination. 

Recruitment was conducted through the univer-
sity’s student accessibility services using an electronic 
message. Students interested in participating were in-
structed to contact the researcher directly. After initial 
contact, a screening was conducted to determine if the 
student met the criteria of the study. A snowball method 
was also used to gain additional research participants. 
Research participants were 16 undergraduate college 
students from ages 18-24 attending fi ve different uni-
versities near the Great Lakes in a Midwestern state. 
See Table 1 for demographic information about the 
participants. Participants who agreed had a variety of 
ethnic backgrounds and disabilities. Most had lived 
with their disability from birth or for an extended pe-
riod of time, suggesting participants were most likely 
well-adjusted to their disability. Nick was the exception 
to this sample as he sustained double leg amputations 
as a result of engagement in military interventions. At 
the time of his involvement in this study, Nick had been 
living with his amputations for three years. All partici-
pants had been in college for at least one year. Eleven 

lived in residence halls on their respective campuses 
and fi ve lived in homes or apartments within one mile 
of campus. Exactly 50% of the research participants 
were currently engaging in some form of leisure time 
physical activity and 50% were only occasionally (e.g., 
once/month) engaged. Engagement in leisure time 
physical activity was operationalized as participation in 
an activity that required physical activity at least three 
days weekly for a minimum of 30 minutes. 

In-depth, open-ended interviews were conducted 
with participants. A written interview guide was de-
veloped based on (a) a literature review of physical 
activity and people with disabilities and participation in 
college campus recreation centers, (b) ADA guidelines 
for accessibility, and (c) anecdotal information from 
students with impairments about access to physically 
active recreation options. From this, 12 guiding ques-
tions were developed for interviews with research 
participants (see Table 2). Interviews were conducted 
on an individual basis lasting from 45-70 minutes. They 
were recorded, transcribed verbatim, and coded the-
matically using NVivo software to organize the data. 

Data Analysis 
The analysis of the collected data was conducted 

using qualitative data analysis (Strauss & Corbin, 1998) 
and Classical Grounded Theory (Glaser, 1978) methods. 
The qualitative analysis gave the researcher a starting 
point to analyze data by identifying patterns, behaviors, 
and perceptions of the research participants. Grounded 
Theory provided the framework for constant comparison 
of themes and patterns. The themes and patterns were 
compared to participant perceptions to then frame results 
in a theoretical model grounded in the data.

Data were analyzed in several layers by the re-
searcher and two research assistants as recommended 
by Strauss and Corbin (1998). First, transcripts were 
read and coded line-by-line, examining the data for 
themes. Next, initial coding was examined to identify 
common and consistent themes across research par-
ticipants. According to Glaser (1978), the last layer 
of analysis identifi ed relationships and interactions 
between themes to more fully understand the data and 
to develop categories grounded in the data. 

Trustworthiness, as it relates to reliability and 
validity of the data, is always an issue worthy of ad-
dressing in qualitative inquiries. As guided questions 
were developed and data gathered, the researcher and 
assistants acknowledged and refl ected on their bias. 
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Table 1

Information on Study Participants

Table 2

Sample Interview Questions

Pseudonym Age Gender Ethnicity Disability
Clare 18 F Caucasian Paraplegia, T-8
Kate 19 F African American Cerebral Palsy
Jane 18 F Caucasian Spinal Muscular Atrophy

Bryan 21 M Caucasian Macular Degeneration
Abe 22 M African American Blindness (birth)
Ellen 19 F Asian American Cerebral Palsy
Lydia 24 F Caucasian Multiple Sclerosis
Jay 22 M African American Paraplegia, T-10

Craig 24 M Caucasian Spina Bifi da
Kyle 23 M Asian American Paraplegia, T-6

Maryn 20 F Asian American Cerebral Palsy
Ashley 18 F Caucasian Blindness (birth)
Kevin 19 M Caucasian Spina Bifi da
Susan 20 F African American Cerebral Palsy
Denise 19 F Caucasian Paraplegia, T-6
Nick 23 M Caucasian Double AK Amputation

What do you like to do in your free time?1. 

What type of physical activity do you participate in on campus?2. 

What are your reasons for doing (not doing) these activities?3. 

What are things or features that really help or make it possible for you to do these activities? What gets in 4. 
the way or what are the barriers to doing these activities?

What do you gain or get out of these activities? What about them is valuable to you?5. 
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During data analysis, the researcher and assistants 
discussed accuracy of themes, verifying emerging 
themes with data until consensus was achieved. 
Credibility of fi ndings using member checks was ac-
complished with research participants via telephone 
calls and electronic mail correspondence. Feedback 
and additional comments from research participants 
was used as additional data (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). 
A researcher not associated with this study was used 
to examine and confi rm the data analysis process, 
codes, and categories produced through data analysis 
(Guba & Lincoln, 1985). The resulting analysis was 
agreed upon with this triangulation of analysis via the 
researcher’s interpretation, member checks from the 
research participants, and outside researcher. 

Results

The primary purpose for this study was to investi-
gate perceptions, meaning, and value of engagement in 
on-campus leisure time physical activities for college 
students with mobility and visual impairments. The 
intent of investigating these constructs is to better 
understand barriers and facilitators experienced by 
these students. The fi rst question asked the research 
participants to discuss their perceptions of access and 
engagement in campus based leisure time physical 
activity. The theme that emerged centered on the ex-
perience being the right fi t for the person given his or 
her needs, interests, and sense of perceived acceptance 
by those without disabilities. 

Right fi t. A common thread through all 16 research 
participants was the notion of the physically active 
leisure activity being in alignment with their needs, 
interests, desires, and resources. This theme had several 
dimensions but, overall, centered on the tasks, skills, 
resources, and effort needed to engage in an activity. 
This theme also emerged as a factor that facilitated 
engagement in leisure time physical activities on their 
campus. Specifi cally, if the experience was a right 
fi t, participants were more likely to engage in it on 
a regular basis. If it was not the right fi t, participants 
perceived it as a barrier to engage in leisure time physi-
cal activities on their campus. 

Maryn, a 20 year-old woman with cerebral palsy 
(C.P.) stated, “it [the activity] works if it is the right 
fi t on lots of levels. Like, it has to be something I’m 
interested in fi rst of all. It also must be accessible 
and feasible.” She felt an activity was feasible if the 

amount of effort she had to put forth matched her level 
of energy and stamina. Maryn indicated that she did 
not participate in activities regularly mostly due to the 
effort the logistics took to get to the student recreation 
center, stating “even once I get there, it takes a lot of 
effort to go from the bus stop to the rec[recreation 
center] and then get around in the building because 
it’s so big.” Lydia, a 24 year-old woman with multiple 
sclerosis (m.s.) expressed a perception of engagement 
in physical activity being “daunting.” Specifi cally, she 
felt that, most times, she was overwhelmed with what 
it took for her to participate in a physical activity on 
her campus.  According to Lydia:

I like to dance and used to do a lot of it before my 
m.s. So, I signed up for a Zumba class and just 
felt it took too much to do it, from getting to the 
building, to the locker room, to the studio; I was 
worn out before the class even started.

She and others also discussed how the pace of fi t-
ness classes was a barrier in that they had diffi culty 
keeping up with the instructor. Abe, a student with a 
visual impairment, indicated that the layout or design 
of a facility was important to being a right fi t for him 
in that a facility that has taken the use of people with 
visual impairments into account allowed him to use 
his auditory cueing skills. Ellen, a 19-year-old woman 
with c.p., conveyed frustration with not being able to 
keep up with the instructor in a fi tness dance class, “I 
felt more like a spectator than a participant.”

Kevin, a 19-year-old man with spina bifi da (s.b.) 
who participates regularly in physically active leisure, 
discussed the right fi t in terms of being able to do the 
activity and meet his personal needs. He said, “I love 
to take risks and kinda ‘get out there,’ but I gotta be 
able to, you know, take care of myself.” He went on 
to describe how he likes to try high risk adventure ac-
tivities, but the activity must be feasible relative to the 
length of time it takes to do the activity, the availability 
of adaptive equipment, and proximity to accessible re-
stroom facilities so he can attend to his personal needs 
regularly. Kevin did state that he likes to participate 
in indoor rock climbing using climbing walls because 
it is challenging and he can do it in a length of time 
that meets his personal needs. Clare, an 18-year-old 
woman with T-8 paraplegia, perceived engagement in 
physically active leisure centered on meeting her needs 
and interests. She described herself as being a person 
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who liked to “escape to my recreation so I swim and 
do yoga.” She sought those activities because they fi t 
what she was able to accomplish and wanted to gain 
from the experience; specifi cally, she engaged in them 
to gain the solace she needed.  

Another dimension of the right fi t theme was the 
idea of fi tting in. Jane, Jay, and Clare, all of whom use 
wheelchairs to ambulate, discussed the experience as 
being the right fi t if they perceived that there was a 
welcoming atmosphere. Jane, an 18-year-old woman 
with spinal muscular atrophy, did not participate in 
physically active leisure on a regular basis because “it 
makes me feel like I stick out like a sore thumb.” She 
stated that it made her feel like she was on display and 
was always being watched. Jane acknowledged that 
she knows she should be physically active for health 
reasons, but did not do so because she felt like it drew 
negative attention. This dimension was also echoed 
by Jay, a 22-year-old man with T-10 paraplegia, but 
from a different perspective. He regularly engaged in 
physically active leisure because:

It makes me feel like a regular guy. Ya know, like 
any other 22-year-old in there lifting [weights], play-
ing basketball. I need to do this to stay healthy, ya 
know, and don’t mind if people are watchin’ [me] 
cause it makes me want to lift more or make that 
long shot. Like I’m giving them a show and showing 
‘em what I can do, just like any other guy.

Jay claimed that feeling like he fi t in when engaging 
in leisure time physical activities facilitated his regu-
lar participation. Clare expressed that she needed few 
adaptations to do her chosen activities (swimming, 
yoga) and felt most comfortable when staff or teach-
ers took the accommodations she needed in stride. 
She described engagement in her yoga class as being 
fl exible to adaptations she needed:

No one seems to care that I hop in and out of my 
chair to do it. It’s like when they stand and do stuff, 
I sit and when they get on the fl oor I do, too. I don’t 
know if it would be like that if I was in another type 
of class, maybe it would. But, in my yoga class, no 
one seems to care and the teacher and I adapt as 
we go along.

The approach or attitude teachers and staff at campus 
recreation and fi tness facilities take to the modifi cations 

or adaptations she needs were factors Clare considered 
important to her regular engagement.

For some, the right fi t had a clear dimension that 
related to specifi c accessibility needs. These needs 
varied according to the participant’s disability, but 
most indicated that if their individual accommoda-
tions needs could be met, the activity was a right fi t. 
As students with visual impairments, Abe, Ashley, and 
Bryan discussed needing someone to orient them to the 
building, surroundings, and equipment. Ashley said 
that she loved hiking and biking, but did not like being 
in large buildings like the student recreation center on 
her campus. According to Ashley:

I love being outdoors and hiking and biking, tan-
dem [bicycle] of course, are great for me. But when 
I’m biking, my front person better describe where 
we are, where we’re going,  what’s around us, and 
all that stuff. I don’t like being surprised by a big 
bump or sharp turn.

She described feeling “lost” and “not really engaged” 
in the activity if her co-cyclist did not describe the sur-
roundings, people in the area, or other aspects of the 
environment. Neither Abe nor Bryan participate regu-
larly in leisure time physical activities because they felt 
the large recreation/fi tness facilities on their campuses 
were daunting. Bryan stated that he needed a thorough 
orientation to large areas and buildings and found it 
diffi cult to use sound cues to navigate in the recreation 
center on his campus. Abe had a similar perception and 
felt his campus recreation center was not a place where 
he felt welcomed or included for several reasons, one 
being that it was not designed for people with visual 
impairments. According to Abe, “Sounds bounce all 
around in there like a bunch of ping pong balls. It’s 
also really open so it’s hard to really fi gure out where I 
am. If I go there with someone else it’s okay, but really 
can’t go there by myself.” Nick, a 23-year-old-man 
with double amputations who used a wheelchair for 
mobility, expressed the opposite perception in that he 
felt the facility and equipment was accessible and met 
his accommodation needs. However, he was unsure if 
he could be included in some of the outdoor recreation 
programs and trips offered at the recreation center on 
his campus. Nick stated:

I love to be in the outdoors and, before I lost my 
legs, I hunted, canoed, kayaked and all that stuff. 
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I see kayak trips and stuff offered through the 
Adventure Center and don’t know if they could or 
would be able to fi t me in. It’s one thing to go there 
and uh, lift [weights], but another if I want to go a 
step further.

Participants who use wheelchairs discussed needing 
adequate space to meet their specifi c needs relative to 
this dimension of a right fi t. Kyle, a 23-year-old male 
with a T-6 spinal cord injury, described needing ad-
ditional space between weight and exercise machines 
to maneuver his chair and transfer to machines. Jay 
and Clare stated that space to move about in the locker 
rooms and accessible features such as showers was im-
portant to them, but viewed these aspects as something 
they expected to be in place. 

Meaningful and Valued Aspects of Participation
Participants were asked about the meaningful and 

valued aspects of participation in leisure time physical 
activity on their campuses to understand what they held 
important about these experiences. The other purpose 
of this question was to delve into their perspectives of 
social justice relative to inclusion in this aspect of col-
lege life. The interest was to understand whether and to 
what degree leisure time physical activity provided a 
valued and valid/meaningful experience. Two themes 
emerged in this portion of the inquiry, quality of life 
and connectedness. 

Quality of life. This theme had a range of dimen-
sions, from enhancing quality of life to a reminder of 
life prior to acquiring a disability. Clare and Ashley 
were enthusiastic in discussing the value and meaning 
of engagement in their chosen leisure activities. For 
them and others this engagement enhanced their quality 
of life. Clare stated, “For me swimming is an equal-
izer. I can be as competitive or as determined to push 
myself as anyone else in the pool and that’s important 
to me.” Ashley claimed that she did not do activities 
that she was not excited about, “I love to be outdoors 
so anything that gets me outside, I’m in for. For me it 
means freedom from built environments, which some-
times I fi nd confi ning, like the walls close in on me.” 
She went on to say that if she could not get outdoors 
she would “not be loving life.” Denise, a 19-year-old 
female with T-6 spinal cord injury, who loved danc-
ing, discussed the narrow view she felt her peers had 
about her abilities and capabilities. Specifi cally she 
stated that her experiences led her to believe that her 

peers without disabilities felt there is only one way to 
execute a skill such as dancing. Denise stated:

I like to broaden people’s ideas of how stuff can be 
done and what I can do. Like there’s not one way 
to dive or dance. I love to dance and use my chair 
to do it. And even though I use my chair, it’s still 
dancing. Like, you should have seen my Zumba 
teacher’s face the fi rst time I showed up. She was 
like, ‘Really? You are going to do this?’ And I just 
started following what they were doing and moving 
in my chair and stuff. It was a real rush.

The common thread between these students was that 
they valued being able to do these activities. While their 
reasons for valuing their leisure time activities varied, 
they held a high degree of importance in their lives.  

The other dimension of this theme highlighted 
the experiences some have living with a disability. 
In particular, engagement or lack of engagement in 
leisure time physical activity brought to light the lack 
of opportunities, equity, or differences between these 
students and their peers without disabilities. Lydia 
described her engagement in activities as “lame.” By 
that she meant that, compared to the activities she did 
before her onset of m.s., what she currently engaged 
in was less rigorous or interesting to her. “I look at 
what other 24-year-olds are doing and what I used 
to do and what I’m doing is just lame. It just always 
reminds me of what I can’t do any more.” Lydia stated 
that she felt very self-conscious about her participation 
in any physical activity. However, she continued to do 
so and valued it because she knew it was important to 
staying healthy and countering the effects of m.s., but 
it was not something she felt that enhanced her qual-
ity of life. Nick expressed a similar perspective in that 
participating in physical activity was a reminder that 
his life is different since his limb loss, “I was always 
really active like playing paintball, hunting, mountain 
biking and that kind of stuff. I can’t do that stuff now. 
Or if I do, it will be different.” 

When probed about trying the things he used to 
do, Nick responded, “I don’t know if I will like it the 
way I used to and I just haven’t ‘gone there’ yet to try 
those things. Um, uh, I might not like them. I kinda 
miss doing them and I just haven’t ‘gone there.’” Oth-
ers talked about having opportunities for inclusion in 
valuable and valid activities, particularly in comparison 
to students without disabilities. Susan (20) and Kate 
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(19), females with spastic c.p., discussed the lack of 
opportunity and equity in what is available to them. 
Susan said, “I look around at the rec[reation center] 
and feel there’s very little for me to do here. About the 
only thing I can do is swim. Then I look at the program 
book and again fi nd few things I can do.” When probed 
as to what she would value doing, she offered, “Chair 
exercise classes would be good or group line dancing 
or something that I could use the skills I have.” Kate 
raised a point related to equity in that she was paying 
for her campus recreation center and services with 
the fees she paid, but felt there was little in which she 
could engage. According to Kate, “I can’t get excited 
or interested in things that are not designed to include 
me. They [activity options] do nothing for me.” 

Interestingly, Susan and Kate also described a 
disability sub-culture that does not encourage people 
with disabilities to be physically active. Kate said that 
when she was growing up she was never encouraged by 
parents, teachers, or medical personnel to be physically 
active so the idea of participating in leisure time physi-
cal activity was a fairly new concept for her. Susan 
shared this perspective and felt that this sub-culture 
contributed to the low expectations people without 
disabilities have toward the abilities and capabilities of 
people with disabilities to be physically active. Craig, 
a 24-year-old male with spina bifi da, felt that others 
did not view him as someone who needed or wanted 
to participate in physical activity. He said that when 
he has gone to the campus recreation and fi tness center 
he feels one of two ways, “I feel like I either ‘stick out 
like a sore thumb’ or I’m invisible.” When probed for 
clarifi cation, Craig said that when he lifts weights or 
uses the hand cycle, everyone is watching him and at 
other times he feels people look past or ignore him. 

Connectedness.  The second theme in this cat-
egory was the notion of the ways in which leisure time 
physical activity promotes social connection to others. 
The meaningfulness of leisure time engagement in 
physical activities appeared paramount to this theme. 
Specifi cally, the participants talked about what the ac-
tivities did for them socially and emotionally as well as 
physically, the role the activities played in their lives, 
and the role of others in the engagement process.

Several participants discussed the ways in which 
involvement in physically active recreation helped to 
manage and decrease stress. Kevin described it as his 
“escape time” in that engagement in physical activity 
helped him to take a break from the pressures of school. 

He stated that it was not just the activity that he went to 
his campus recreation center for, but to “joke and talk 
with others. Sometimes we just talk about stupid stuff, 
but it feels good not to always be talking about school.” 
Abe said that when he did do something physically 
active, he felt less stressed; “I know I should go there 
[recreation center] more often, ‘cause when I do I feel 
much better; like when the pressure is building I should 
just head there to get a break.” Ashley explained the 
meaningfulness of the social aspect of her engagement, 
“I don’t do anything without other people, like I feel 
like what’s the point? I like to mostly do outdoor stuff 
but if I have to I’ll do indoor stuff if that’s what others 
want to do.” Denise felt the way to make new friends 
was through the dance classes she participated in, “We 
have something in common to talk about and maybe 
do together. It’s like meeting and making friends who 
have that thing that connects them already.”

Another dimension of this theme was the role 
connectedness played in their lives when engaging in 
leisure time physical activities. Many of the partici-
pants discussed how involvement helps to meet others, 
whether it is peers with or without disabilities. Clare 
expressed that participation in activities provided an 
opportunity to show her peers without disabilities what 
she was capable of doing. Clare stated, “Sometimes 
I feel people have really low expectations of what 
people who use chairs can do so I love to show what 
I can do.” Jay shared a similar sentiment as Clare, 
but also expressed that being engaged in physically 
active recreation created a sense of belonging, “You 
know, like I’m a part of things that go on, on campus. 
Like I can go to the rec and to watch the basketball 
games.”  Maryn and Bryan described their small social 
circles and how these narrowed the range of overall 
leisure activities they engaged in. Both said they felt 
uncomfortable doing the social activities on campus 
(e.g., concerts) and that, if they were more involved in 
campus recreation activities that might not be the case. 
Nick stated that  participating in physical activities on 
campus gave him something to talk about with others, 
“Like, before I was injured, that was a lot of what my 
buddies and I talked about, hunting and kayaking and 
stuff. I can talk about weights and stuff with them [oth-
ers who are lifting].” Even though Ellen felt it diffi cult 
to keep up with the dance instructor, she said it was a 
topic she could use to connect with others. Ellen said, 
“I can see like when everyone is having a hard time 
with the steps and stuff I can talk to the others about 
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it, like, ‘Man, that was wicked,’ and we’ll have that 
in common.” 

Several participants described the role of their 
engagement in campus-based leisure time physical 
activity as giving them the confi dence to try other 
things. Kate stated that even though she did not partici-
pate very much in the physically active opportunities, 
having done a few things gave her the confi dence to 
join a sorority. She claimed her confi dence stemmed 
from the positive interactions she had with her peers 
and felt the more social aspects of campus life would 
work better for her given the nature of her disability. 
Kevin described how his involvement in rock climb-
ing has given him the sureness to try other activities, 
particularly outdoor pursuits. He stated, “I’m strong 
enough to rock climb so I fi gured I could do mountain 
biking as well with a hand cycle. So there was a trip 
last spring so I went. It was cool, everything was cool.” 
Jay raised a negative aspect of the role his engagement 
played, that being creating what he termed as a “hero 
syndrome.” By that he meant that that there was a 
perspective his peers without disabilities expressed to 
him that made him feel like he was extraordinary for 
engaging in activities. Even though he voiced feeling 
quite included and comfortable engaging in several 
physical activities, he also experienced his peers saying 
things like, “Dude, you are so brave,” “It is so cool you 
do this; I don’t know if I could,” and “I don’t know 
how you do it man, you are really awesome.” He said 
comments like these left him feeling like he was “on 
the outside looking in” where he was compared to 
others based on his disability. 

Discussion

According to the study participants - college 
students with physical or sensory disabilities - their 
perceptions of engagement in leisure time physical 
activities on their campus can be understood through 
the contexts of a right fi t and the meaningful and val-
ued aspects of participation. Through their lens, we 
can better understand their perceptions based on their 
individual needs, leisure interests, aspects of quality of 
life, and the meaningfulness of feeling connected.

Right Fit
The right fi t was an overriding theme that emerged 

from all participants, but with various dimensions. 
One of the more meaningful outcomes of this study 

was the insight into how an activity had to be the 
right fi t given the individual’s personal needs (e.g., 
personal hygiene), adaptation needs (e.g., accessible 
equipment, facility orientation), and leisure interests. 
In general, people with disabilities are less likely to 
participate in physically active recreation or fi tness 
on a regular basis (Rimmer et al., 2004). Activities not 
meeting the personal, adaptational, or leisure interests 
may provide practical and theoretical explanations for 
low involvement of people with disabilities in physi-
cally active leisure. From a theoretical perspective, if 
students do not feel their needs or interests are taken 
into consideration, they are less likely to be involved 
in these types of activities (Astin, 1999). 

Theory of involvement also asserts that student 
learning and development are directly proportional to 
the quality and quantity of student involvement and 
engagement in a program. In other words, for students 
to learn and grow, they need to actively engage in their 
environments. Milem and Berger (1997) found that 
social integration on college campuses was more infl u-
ential in predicting persistence to earn college degrees 
than academic integration. If students with disabilities 
are not actively engaged in leisure time physical activ-
ity on their college campuses, then they will gain little 
to nothing from this aspect of college life. 

Quality of Life
Another dimension of a lack of engagement in 

leisure time physical activity is what some participants 
described as a sub-culture that does not encourage 
people with disabilities to be physically active. This 
subculture was raised when participants were asked 
to discuss meaningful and valued experiences.  Their 
comments led to the emergence of the quality of life 
theme. Evidence supporting this perception of a sub-
culture of inactivity was found on several dimensions. 
For instance, two participants discussed not being 
encouraged by family members or others to partici-
pate in physically active endeavors; thus, it was not a 
valid component of their life. Others discussed a lack 
of options available to them for active engagement 
and a perception that programs and facilities were not 
designed with them in mind. For instance, the students 
with visual impairments indicated that the facilities 
were overwhelming in size, making auditory cues 
diffi cult. Another dimension of this sub-culture is the 
low expectations people without disabilities expressed 
about what those with disabilities can accomplish. This 
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was evident in descriptions of the “hero syndrome” 
where any type of engagement was viewed as extraor-
dinary. This outcome supports previous fi ndings that 
attitudinal and cultural barriers can prevent people with 
disabilities from participating in physical activities 
(Rimmer et al., 2004). Lundberg et al. (2011) reported 
that negative labeling, stigmatizing, and stereotyping 
of people with disabilities were barriers to participation 
in adaptive sport and recreation activities. Specifi cally, 
Lundberg et al. reported that people with disabilities 
perceived less was expected of them physically and 
mentally by society.  This attitudinal barrier resulted 
in not only fewer activity options, but a lack of interest 
and motivation to pursue sport and recreation activities. 
Addressing this requires a shift in perceptions about 
people with disabilities from viewing them as passive 
spectators of activity to engaged participants. Another 
conceptual area that may explain this fi nding is the 
notion of social justice. 

Social justice is founded on the tenants of respect, 
dignity, and equal opportunity. This also encompasses 
the right to fair treatment and a share of the benefi ts 
of society based on the foundations of human rights 
and equality of all people (Lindsey & Sessoms, 2006). 
Smart (2001) offered parameters relative to under-
standing social justice and individuals with disabilities: 
(a) everyone receives equal treatment, (b) everyone 
receives what he/she earns, and (c) everyone receives 
what he/she needs. Overall, these parameters mean 
the opportunity for valuable and valid life experiences 
(Silva & Howe, 2012). A lack of social justice for 
individuals with disabilities may offer insight into the 
notion of a sub-culture of inactivity. In particular, social 
justice may explain the data that pointed to a lack of 
equity in opportunities, in building design that limited 
engagement and program offerings that had few if any 
options for the inclusion of people with disabilities in 
the activities. What is clear from this study is that op-
portunities and access to physically active leisure time 
activities is not equal between students with and with-
out disabilities. This is problematic because it limits the 
rights and opportunity of students with disabilities to 
grow and develop as human beings including learning 
skills, providing the opportunity for mutual develop-
ment of social acceptance, and exercising their option 
to have a healthy active lifestyle. Leisure environments 
can be contexts that connect people with and without 
disabilities and promote positive attitudes and social 
acceptance (Devine, 2004; Devine & Wilhite, 1999; 

Lundberg, et al., 2011). Applying social justice by 
promoting leisure time physical activity for college 
students with disabilities frames this approach in of-
fering equitable valuable and valid leisure experiences 
(Devine & Piatt, 2012; Silva & Howe, 2012), thus 
enhancing the students’ quality of life.

Connectedness
The last theme that emerged from the data was 

connectedness. Participants noted that they engaged in 
leisure time physical activities not only for the physical 
benefi t, but also for the social and emotional benefi t 
they gain from the activity. Connectedness when en-
gaging in physical activities aided in decreasing stress 
and creating bonds with others. Leisure environments 
are known as contexts where relationships and bonds 
are built (Kleiber, 1999), whether a person has a dis-
ability or not. Lundberg et al. (2011) reported that 
participation in sport and recreation provided people 
with disabilities a peer group and social support.  How-
ever, these individuals were participating in disability-
only activities, not inclusive options with their peers 
without disabilities. Staeger-Wilson and Sampson 
(2012) reported that students with disabilities felt 
more connected to their university and that they were 
valued members of the university community when 
the institutions took their needs into consideration 
when designing recreation facilities and programs. 
Connectedness also helped students with disabilities 
meet their peers who had common leisure interests 
around which they could connect.  For instance, Nick 
felt that being involved in weight lifting activities gave 
him something to converse about with his peers. Some 
participants reported that their involvement empow-
ered them to do other activities, made them feel more 
connected to campus, and gave them opportunities to 
counter stereotypes. 

Leisure time physical activity can improve quality 
of life, health, self-effi cacy, and community involve-
ment (Devine, 2004; Giacobbi, Stancil, Hardin, & 
Bryant, 2008; Lundberg et al., 2011). Giacobbi and 
colleagues reported that other people were a driving 
motivational force in continued involvement in physi-
cal activity, a behavior important for healthy active 
living. In addition, this study supports what has been 
found in previous studies, which is that the social aspect 
of a leisure activity was more important to individu-
als’ engagement than the activity itself (Samdahl & 
Jekubovich, 1997). Thus, the social aspects of physical 
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activity, such as connectedness, should be treated with 
equal importance as the physical outcomes.

Barriers and Facilitators to Participation
A secondary purpose of this examination was to 

understand the perceptions of college students with mo-
bility or visual impairments on barriers and facilitators 
to participating in leisure time physical activity. Directly 
and indirectly, the participants offered a number of per-
ceptions that inform this segment of the study.

Most participants shared similar perspectives on 
aspects that facilitated their engagement, particularly 
when discussions centered on the atmosphere of an 
environment. Generally, those who participated in 
physically active leisure regularly noted the importance 
of a welcoming atmosphere. They used terms such as 
“fi tting in” and “just like any other guy,” and noted the 
positive attitudes of staff. Participants also discussed 
the importance of the accessibility of the facility, equip-
ment, and layout of the facility to their participation. 
Accessibility also included having someone available 
to orient students to the facility and its amenities. An-
other feature that facilitated engagement was having 
activities that students with disabilities were interested 
in and in which they could actively participate. When 
students found activities that they could do, such as 
swimming or yoga, they expressed satisfaction in 
numerous ways. Lastly, students expressed a strong 
desire to engage in physical activities that provided 
social experiences and helped them to socially connect 
with others. These fi ndings support previous studies 
that reported the need and usefulness of accessible 
facilities and features in promoting physical activity 
for individuals with disabilities (Rimmer et al., 2004; 
Zabriske, Lundberg, & Groff, 2005), and the need for 
accepting environments including positive attitudes ex-
hibited by staff members (Devine & O’Brien, 2007). It 
also extends the understanding of the needs of students 
with disabilities for physical activity to be feasible rela-
tive to location, time of day, access to facilities to care 
for personal needs, and pace of an activity. 

The barriers described by participants refl ect theo-
retical and practical implications. Interestingly, some 
students discussed a sub-culture of inactivity within 
the context of their lives. Two participants discuss 
how they were not encouraged to be physically active 
through their youth. One participant discussed how 
any form of activity was viewed by people without 
disabilities as extraordinary. While these views juxta-

pose each other, they may be “two sides of the same 
coin” from a social construction theory framework. 
Social construction of disability posits that society 
assigns meaning to disability in predominantly nega-
tive ways (Berger & Luckmann, 1967). We associate 
those meanings to behaviors, objects, and language 
as they relate to disability and perpetuate these mean-
ings through our social interactions. Historically, the 
social construction of disability has refl ected a nega-
tive meaning of disability including stigmatizing and 
stereotypical perspectives. The barriers described by 
the participants of this study have been found in previ-
ous examinations (Giacobbi, et al, 2008; Lundberg, et 
al., 2011).  They are examples that can be explained 
by social construction theory in that in physically ac-
tive contexts, society assumes people with disabilities 
cannot be actively engaged and if/when they are, it is 
so extra ordinary that it is heroic (Devine & Wilhite, 
2000).  If those who design, plan, and operate campus 
recreation services continue to assume students with 
disabilities will not be active users of these services, 
then the social construction of disability will continue 
to be perpetuated. 

The other signifi cant barrier described by partici-
pants was the lack of equity. Students discussed feel-
ing like there were few to no opportunities for them to 
participate in physical activities. They also discussed 
not being taken into consideration in the activity pro-
gram planning process, nor did they perceive that they 
were always welcomed when they did participate. Prior 
studies have also found that people with disabilities 
were not readily taken into consideration when physi-
cally active options were planned or offered (Groff & 
Kleiber, 2001; Lundbert et al., 2011).  Giacobbi et al. 
(2008), found that not only does active engagement in 
physical activity boost the psychological, social, and 
physical benefi ts, but it increased the quality of life for 
people with disabilities. Additionally, from a practical 
standpoint, student involvement in campus activities 
not only can lead to academic success but can aid in 
retaining students in college to graduation (Gardner & 
Barnes, 2007; Henchy, 2011). Applying the principles of 
universal design (removing physical and environmental 
barriers to people with disabilities) could be used to 
address this reported inequity (Roberts, Park, Brown, 
& Cook, 2011).  In particular, applying the principle 
of equitable use in physical and environmental designs 
could decrease the barriers described in the recreation 
facilities. Another principle of universal design that 
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could be helpful if applied to the fi ndings in this study 
is the principle of fl exibility in use (Roberts et al., 2011). 
By applying this principle, instructors would vary their 
teaching methods, activities, and expectations that all 
skill outcomes are exactly the same.

Limitations

While this study extends the literature on active 
living, quality of life, barriers, and facilitators to par-
ticipation in leisure time physical activity for young 
adults with mobility and visual impairments, it is not 
without limitations. One limitation was the single in-
terview procedure with each participant. Multiple inter-
views can explore not only the perceptions, but extend 
knowledge of experiences students with disabilities 
have when engaging in leisure time physical activity. 
This procedure can also further delve into the students’ 
perspectives of meaningful and valued aspects of 
participation to further understand motives, benefi ts, 
and equity issues. Another limitation of this study was 
that it lacked a quantitative comparison. Studies that 
have examined involvement in campus activities with 
increased academic success and retention to graduation 
did not specify if any of the subjects were students with 
disabilities, thus it is not known how or to what extent 
the benefi ts described by participants in the present 
study might infl uence their own academic success or 
retention. An extension of this study could include a 
comparison of the grades, graduation rates, and cer-
tain health indicators of students with disabilities who 
participate in leisure time physical activity and those 
who do not. Lastly, this study was limited to the inclu-
sion of research participants with mobility and visual 
impairments. Further inquiries could also explore the 
perceptions of students with other disabilities such as 
hearing impairments or mental health disabilities.

Conclusions

This study explored the perceptions of college 
students with disabilities about their access to and 
engagement in leisure time physical activities on their 
campus. It also sought to understand the meaningful 
and valued aspects of participation in physically active 
leisure on their campus. Rich qualitative descriptions 
of the participants’ perspectives on their engagement 
and attempts of engagement and what was meaning-
ful and valued by them, revealed important themes, 

particularly the notion of a right fi t. From a theoretical 
perspective, if the context and activity are a right fi t 
for the student with a disability, they are more likely to 
engage in physical activities. In addition, if the experi-
ence was meaningful and valued, the students reported 
a higher quality of life and stronger connectedness to 
others and their campus. Previous studies about the 
benefi ts of engagement in campus life such as leisure 
time engagement in physical activity on retention and 
academic success have not included students with 
disabilities (Gardner & Barnes, 2007; Henchy, 2011; 
Miller, 2011). Given the fi ndings of those studies, it 
would be benefi cial to examine those constructs with 
students with disabilities. 
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Abstract
The results of a pilot program to provide transition services for high school seniors with disabilities via one-on-one 
mentoring services over the course of an academic year were examined. Results indicate significantly improved 
attitudes toward requesting accommodations over the course of the nine month program.  These results suggest 
positive outcomes associated with the pilot program including increased application and subsequent enrollment to 
postsecondary education over and above national estimates. Information highlighting aspects of the program are 
provided including the positive preliminary results of the program. The paper concludes with a section on lessons 
learned and future adjustments in order to provide some practical program guidance for individuals who anticipate 
beginning a similar program. 
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There has been considerable improvement over 
the past two decades in postsecondary education (PSE) 
transition services provided to students with disabilities 
in the United States. Kohler and Field (2003) suggest 
that these improvements can be attributed to the federal 
government’s concerted effort to improve policies and 
legislation that support transition services, an increase 
in federal funds invested in transition services, and the 
growing body of scholarly research addressing the issue 
of transition services. A tangible measure of improve-
ment in transition services is the growing number of 
students with disabilities who are pursuing PSE.  For 
example, the National Longitudinal Transition Study 2 
(NLTS-2), which followed a nationally-representative 
sample of youth with disabilities, found a 17% increase 
in PSE enrollment between the years 1987 through 2003 
(Wagner, Newman, Cameto, & Levine, 2005).  While 
this increase in enrollment is encouraging, according 
to the same study only approximately one-third (31%) 
of high school graduates with disabilities enroll in PSE 

compared to 40% enrollment for students in the general 
population (Wagner, Newman, Cameto, & Levine, 2005; 
Wagner, Cameto, Garza, & Levine, 2005). Thus, while 
the pursuit of PSE as a result of enhanced transition 
services for youth with disabilities is improving, it is 
evident that several challenges remain. 

There are multiple challenges commonly faced 
by students with disabilities as they transition to PSE, 
including (1) the consequences of a less than ideal sec-
ondary preparation  (Hitchings, Retish, Horvath, 2005; 
Horn & Berktold, 1999; Johnson, Stodden, Emanuel, 
Luecking, & Mack, 2002; Kohler & Field, 2003); (2) 
differences in services provided by secondary educa-
tion and PSE (Madaus & Shaw, 2004; Padron, 2006; 
Sitlington, 2003), and (3) inadequate self-advocacy 
skills that may allow them to meet the rigors of PSE 
(Anctil, Ishikawa, & Tao Scott, 2008; Kissel, 2006; 
Lancaster, Schumaker, & Deshler, 2002). 

Further, students with disabilities are often en-
rolled in secondary educational tracts that are not 
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comprehensive enough nor possess the academic 
rigor conducive to PSE (Blackorby & Wagner, 1996; 
Johnson et al., 2002; Stodden, Conway, & Chang, 
2003), which occurs despite the requirements of the 
Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement 
Act (IDEA) 2004. IDEA specifi es that youth must be 
provided with accommodations and services that will 
“prepare them for further education” (IDEA, 2004, 20 
U.S.C. § 1400 d(1)(a)). Hitchings et al. (2005) noted 
that, of a sample of students with disabilities who had 
expressed interest in attending PSE, only 5% were 
enrolled in an academic program rigorous enough to 
prepare them for the demands of PSE. 

Interestingly, those few students with disabilities 
who actually meet the academic criteria for PSE typically 
encounter a myriad of diffi culties particular to services 
provided at the postsecondary level. Madaus (2007) 
suggested that this transition period can be “confusing 
and overwhelming” (p. 32) for students with disabilities. 
The incongruence between secondary and postsecondary 
institutions in terms of services and accommodations pro-
vided warrant attention (Johnson, et al., 2002; Stodden, 
et al., 2003). Stodden, Jones and Chang (2002) outlined 
two primary differences in services, supports, and ac-
commodations between secondary educational settings 
and those in postsecondary settings.  They indicated that 
differences exist in terms of (a) the laws and interpreta-
tion of the laws that regulate services provided and (b) 
between the services that each setting is required to pro-
vide students with and under what circumstances.  For 
example, IDEA, which regulates secondary education, 
places the burden on school personnel to identify and 
provide necessary services whereas ADA (Americans 
with Disabilities Act) at the PSE level requires students 
to self-identify and request accommodations and services 
on their own (Stodden et al., 2001). 

Given that ADA requires students with disabilities 
to self-report and request appropriate services, those 
who have developed self-advocacy skills can manage 
this process with greater ease (Brinckerhoff, 1994; 
Durlak, Rose, & Bursuck, 1994; Getzel & Thoma, 
2008; Hitchings et al., 2005; Johnson et al., 2002; 
DOE, 2007). Self-advocacy as a concept is nested 
within self-determination theory (Field, 1996; Ward, 
1988) and has been reported to be the most crucial 
skill students with disabilities must develop in order 
to succeed in PSE (Janiga & Costenbader, 2002). Test, 
Fowler, Wood, Brewer, and Eddy (2005) recommend 
that youth develop self-advocacy skills that enable 

them to understand who they are, understand and 
exercise their rights, communicate effectively about 
their needs, and become leaders and advocates for 
themselves in the cause for students with disabilities. 
Another recommendation is that self-advocacy skills be 
acquired early in life with guidance from parents and 
school personnel prior to enrollment in PSE (Brinck-
erhoff, 1994; Hitchings et al., 2005). It has been noted, 
however, that these skills are not always being taught to 
youth during secondary education (Brickerhoff, 1994), 
with teachers citing time constraints and diffi culty in 
imparting self-advocacy training as reasons for not 
doing so (Lancaster et al., 2002). Yet, the importance 
of early development of self-advocacy skills cannot be 
overstated in light of the relative absence of this type 
of training offered in PSE. According to Stodden et al. 
(2001), institutions of higher education are more likely 
to provide services that advocate for students with dis-
abilities than they are to teach self-advocacy skills or 
offer self-advocacy training to students. 

Accessing PSE may be the product of such self-
advocacy on the part of students with disabilities. Anc-
til et al. (2008) found evidence indicating that students 
who exercised self-advocacy skills were more likely 
to persist and successfully meet their academic goals. 
Given that secondary education often fails to prepare 
students to self-advocate, it is not surprising that two-
thirds of all students with disabilities who could tran-
sition into PSE never do (Wagner, Cameto, Garza, & 
Levine, 2005). Contributing to these low numbers are 
inadequate transition services, which regularly exclude 
student input and often deter them from transitioning 
into PSE (Hitchings, et al., 2001). Students who do 
transition into PSE must further exercise their advocacy 
skills in order to request educational accommodations, 
a process that typically entails registering with an 
on-campus offi ce along with providing appropriate 
disability documentation. A number of students with 
disabilities in PSE, however, fail to request the accom-
modations or do so only after struggling academically 
or socially (Barnard-Brak, Lechtenberger, & Lan, 
2010). As a result, many students with disabilities in 
PSE no doubt encounter challenges with persistence 
and drop out of college.

Failure to access and persist in PSE places indi-
viduals with disabilities in a precarious and vulner-
able position in society. Often the consequence of not 
completing PSE burdens individuals with undue eco-
nomic strain as their potential for securing meaningful 
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employment is signifi cantly limited (National Council 
on Disability [NCD], 2003). Thus, individuals with dis-
abilities are more likely to live below the poverty line 
as compared to their non-disabled counterparts (She & 
Livermore, 2006). This relationship between disability 
and socio-economic status prompted the Task Force 
on Postsecondary Education and Disabilities (2000) to 
conclude that higher education is the key determinant 
as to whether an individual with a disability continues 
to experience material (e.g., fi nancial) hardship. 

There appears to be a paucity of studies that as-
sess the impact and value of transition service models 
implemented towards PSE. This observation is echoed 
by Cobb and Alwell (2009) who, after a systematic 
review of literature of transition services, concluded 
there is a “relative absence of transition models,” and 
that while some have been described in the literature, 
it is “time to move from descriptions to empirical vali-
dation of these models” (p. 79).  Thus, the purpose of 
the current study was to examine the effectiveness of 
a mentoring program to assist youths with disabilities 
in transitioning to PSE. To achieve this purpose, two 
research questions were examined. The fi rst research 
question examined whether the mentoring intervention 

was associated with a statistically signifi cant decrease in 
negative attitudes towards requesting accommodations 
among high school students with disabilities across the 
academic year. The second research question examined 
whether these differences in attitudes towards request-
ing accommodations were signifi cantly associated with 
whether the participant applied to college. 

Methodology

Participants
A total of 43 high school students with disabilities 

participated in this study.  Among the participants, 
approximately 48.8% (n = 21) reported being female 
and 51.2% (n = 22) reported being male.  In terms 
of ethnicity, 46.5% (n = 20) described themselves as 
White, followed by 37.2% (n = 16) African American, 
and 20.9% (n = 9) Hispanic.  The sum of participants 
from each ethnic group exceeds the sample size be-
cause the respondents were permitted to endorse more 
than one ethnicity. Table 1 provides a summary of the 
frequency and percentages by types of disabilities 
reported by participants.

Table 1

Participants by Disability (N=43)

Disability n %

Learning disability or specifi c learning disability 28 65.1

Intellectual disability 2 4.7

Hearing impairment 2 4.7

Emotional disturbance 1 2.3

Visual impairment 1 2.3

Health condition 1 2.3

ADHD 1 2.3

Multiple disabilities 3 7.0

No disclosure 4 9.3
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With the informed consent of the students and 
their parents, students’ eligibility for special educa-
tion services was confi rmed with school personnel but 
not the disability(ies) reported.  Disabilities such as 
visual and hearing impairment are typically regarded 
as visible disabilities, while other disabilities such as 
learning disabilities and diabetes are typically regarded 
as hidden or non-visible disabilities.  In the current 
study, approximately 76.7% (n = 33) of the participants 
reported having hidden disabilities and 7.0% (n = 3) 
reported having visible disabilities. We did not make 
any evaluation of this attribution of hidden versus vis-
ible disability by participants.

Mentoring Intervention
The pilot program included one-on-one mentoring 

for each of the participants for approximately an hour 
a week throughout the academic year. Each of these 
mentors were graduate students in school psychology 
or social work who received approximately two weeks 
of training and a structured curriculum of materials 
from a team of education practitioners before working 
with students in the schools. In exchange for fulfi lling 
the roles as mentors in the program for the academic 
year, these graduate students were funded externally 
with stipends and tuition assistance as graduate assis-
tants. Each mentor was assigned between seven and 
ten high school students, which would vary according 
to logistics as the pilot program served four different 
school districts covering a geographical area of ap-
proximately 29 square miles. 

Mentors met with student participants approxi-
mately once a week for about an hour on a routine basis 
while observing the school’s calendar. Mentors would 
usually coordinate to meet with multiple students at a 
school consecutively to reduce time commuting from 
school to school. Based upon the structured curriculum, 
mentors would cover a range of topics related to tran-
sition to PSE for students with disabilities. Example 
topics covered included role playing self-advocacy ac-
tivities (e.g., discussing a request for accommodations 
with faculty), how to fi ll out a FAFSA (Free Application 
for Federal Student Aid) checklist, and discussing ser-
vices available to individuals with disabilities through 
the state vocational rehabilitation agency. The cur-
riculum also included structured campus visits, which 
consisted of tours and meeting with personnel such as 
staff in disability accommodations offi ces.

None of the four school districts had a transition spe-

cialist dedicated to serving students with disabilities who 
were college-bound. For our program, we had a point 
of contact with a school counselor who would help us 
identify students and arrange the most appropriate times 
to pull students out of class. For the school districts we 
worked with, there was no distinction in PSE transition 
services between students with and without disabilities. 
Throughout the academic year, mentors received weekly 
supervision by two faculty members in the school psy-
chology program. Thus, this mentoring program to help 
students with disabilities transition into higher education 
presents a model for providing long-term, individually 
based services for students with disabilities utilizing 
graduate students in school psychology, social work, 
and other allied fi elds. 

Measures
To measure students’ pre- and post-intervention 

attitudes toward requesting accommodations, the At-
titudes Toward Requesting Accommodations scale 
([ATRA]; Barnard-Brak, Sulak, Tate, & Lechtenberger, 
2010) was utilized. The 32-item scale consists of four 
subscales measuring student attitudes toward request-
ing accommodations: Academic Integrity, Disability 
Disclosure, Disability Acceptance, and Accommoda-
tions Process.  Respondents were asked to rate each 
item on a 5-point Likert scale with values ranging from 
1 (strongly agree) to 5 (strongly disagree).  Total scores 
were calculated by summing individual item scores 
without recoding any items. As such, higher scores 
on this scale indicate more negative attitudes toward 
requesting accommodations, while lower scores indi-
cate more positive attitudes.  Barnard-Brak et al. (2010) 
reported that the internal consistency of scores for the 
data was α = .912. Acceptable levels of internal con-
sistencies for scores for the data on the four subscales 
were also revealed: Academic Integrity (α = .906), 
Disability Disclosure (α = .875), Disability Acceptance 
(α = .903), and Accommodations Process (α = .943).  
As the mentoring intervention spanned the academic 
year, the pre-test was administered in August and the 
post-test was administered in the following May.  

Analysis
All analyses were performed in SPSS (v. 16.0). 

Missing data were limited as approximately 9% (n = 
4) of the cases had incomplete data on some variables. 
Missing data were handled using a pairwise method 
of deletion. To answer the fi rst research question, a 
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paired or dependent samples t-test was performed given 
that data were repeated measures. For the second research 
question, we performed an independent samples t-test to 
examine the difference scores in attitudes toward request-
ing accommodations from two time points according to 
whether the participant subsequently applied to college. 
In performing our independent samples t-test, the as-
sumption of homogeneity of variance was evaluated by 
the Levene’s F test for the equality of variances. Results 
of the Levene’s F test indicated that the assumption of ho-
mogeneity of variances may be considered met, Levene’s 
F (1, 41) = .116, p = .735. Cohen’s d was calculated as the 
measure of effect size. Values for Cohen’s d of .20, .50, 
and .80 and larger may be considered as small, medium, 
and large respectively (Cohen, 1988).

Results

In answering the fi rst research question, results 
indicate that negative attitudes towards requesting 
accommodations signifi cantly decreased across the 
academic year in which the intervention occurred, t 
(42) = -6.03, p < .001, d = -.74. This value of Cohen’s 
d may be considered as indicating a close to large and 
substantial effect that may be attributed in at least part 
to the mentoring intervention. As of fi rst time point in 
data collection in August of the academic year, partici-
pant mean ATRA scores were 96.30 (SD = 9.33) and 
decreased to a mean score of 89.23 (SD = 9.78) by the 
second time point at the end of the academic year in 
May. Thus, the mentoring intervention appeared to be 
associated with an increase in positive attitudes toward 
requesting accommodations among the participants. 

For the second research question, we examined for 
differences in attitudes toward requesting accommoda-
tions according to whether the participant applied to col-
lege. Approximately 81% (n = 35) of the sample applied 
to at least three institutions of PSE while 19% (n = 8) 
did not apply to any institution of PSE. Approximately 
half of the students with and without disabilities in the 
study’s school districts attempted PSE prior to this pilot 
study. We should also note that participation in the men-
toring program required the completion of at least three 
college applications; otherwise, the student chose not to 
continue participating in the program. Thus, students 
either completed three or zero college applications. 

Postsecondary institutions to which participants 
applied ranged from two-year technical and community 
colleges to four-year institutions of higher education. 

Results revealed no statistically signifi cant differences 
in ATRA scores between those participants who applied 
to college and those who did not, t (41) = 1.10, ns. A 
post hoc statistical power analysis was conducted to 
examine if there was a suffi cient sample size distribu-
tion between the two groups. Results indicate a lack of 
an acceptable level of statistical power (1 – β = .27) to 
reveal statistically signifi cant differences. Subsequently, 
100% (n = 35) of the sample that applied to PSE were 
accepted to at least one institution and chose to attend. 
Approximately 94% (n = 33) of these institutions were 
two-year community colleges or vocational schools 
(e.g., The Culinary Institute of America) followed by 
the four-year degree-granting institutions of higher 
education with approximately 6% (n = 2).  This outcome 
coincides with national fi ndings indicating that students 
with disabilities were fi ve times more likely to attend a 
two-year versus a four-year institution (Wagner, New-
man, Cameto, & Levine, 2005). The majority of the 
institutions were located in the state where the mentor-
ing intervention occurred, many of which were close to 
home (e.g., within 50 to 100 miles). 

Discussion

From the results of the current study, it appears 
that the mentoring intervention was associated with 
a substantial and signifi cant decrease in negative atti-
tudes toward requesting accommodations. In producing 
more positive attitudes toward requesting accommoda-
tions among participants, previous research has indi-
cated that these attitudes are associated with students 
subsequently requesting accommodations in higher 
education and higher grade point averages in higher 
education (Barnard-Brak, Davis, Tate, & Sulak, 2009). 
Results did not, however, reveal that this decrease in 
negative attitudes toward requesting accommodations 
was associated with the participant applying to college. 
Yet, post hoc analyses also revealed a lack of statistical 
power given that only eight out of the 43 participants 
(e.g., 19% of the sample) did not apply to an institution 
of PSE. This lack of suffi cient sample size distribution 
may make the pilot program a victim of its own suc-
cess in not producing enough participants that did not 
apply to college for the purposes of statistical analysis. 
Results of the current study indicate that mentoring 
intervention programs, such as in this pilot program, 
are associated with positive outcomes for high school 
students with disabilities. 
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Lessons Learned and Future Adjustments
In addition to making a noticeable impact on stu-

dents with disabilities with respect to their attitudes 
toward requesting accommodations, the pilot program 
provided opportunities for lessons learned and subse-
quent future adjustments that might assist others when 
pursuing a similar program model. In pursuing this 
program, the local university partnered with local in-
dependent school districts to provide access to students 
and also a location in which to meet with students on 
a regular basis. Without the support from schools, this 
pilot program would not have been successful. Thus, 
the value of these partnerships with schools was pivotal 
in the success. Future fi rst year programs should engage 
schools, at all levels of personnel, as early as pos-
sible in implementing such a program.  Support from 
district-level administrators was critical to this type of 
program by scheduling parent night programs, work-
ing with local Educational Service Centers, providing 
access to student records more expediently than local 
staff, as well as organizing bus transportation when 
needed to make college campus tours, and scheduling 
roundtable discussions with all necessary adults who 
were invested in this program. Campus personnel, 
while helpful, did not necessarily have the resources or 
knowledge on how to enact program-related activities 
described above. We should note that bus transportation 
for college campus tours was not part of the funded 
mentoring program and the program was fortunate 
enough to have the cooperation of schools. A future 
adjustment will be to anticipate involving the parents 
throughout the year in order to help them become an 
integral part of their student’s transition into PSE.  
In addition, the future plan is to collaborate with the 
educational service centers to strengthen and expand 
the efforts of this project. 

Thus, the logistics of executing programs such as 
this were clearly the domain of school district-level ad-
ministrators as there was a noticeable degree of integra-
tion between district-level and school-level leadership to 
infl uence the logistics across the majority of the school 
districts. By utilizing district-level administrators, it is 
intended that all parties involved will combine resources 
to strengthen necessary services. Being an outside agen-
cy (i.e., a university) bringing this program into selected 
schools required the efforts of many school personnel 
from different levels of the organization. 

Another lesson learned was to accommodate the 
school personnel’s request for the type of academic 

subject a student can be removed from in order to 
meet with a mentor. The initial plan was to request a 
one-hour per week meeting. For logistical reasons, at-
tempts were made to coordinate the university mentor 
being on the high school campus for blocks of time 
since the school locations caused signifi cant driving 
distances for some mentors. This coordination would 
mean that the mentor would attempt to schedule several 
high school students over consecutive hour blocks as 
much as possible. This scheduling of students was met 
with initial resistance by some school offi cials because 
of the subject areas that certain students would miss. 
A compromise was usually agreed upon, typically 
through consultation between the mentor and the prin-
cipal, to not take students out of class when subjects 
such as math or English were taught but rather for 
elective class periods such as theatre arts. Through 
creative scheduling and occasionally having no more 
than a one-hour block of time between mentor-student 
meetings, this potentially critical problem was resolved 
to the satisfaction of the school personnel. 

An additional lesson learned was addressing the 
timing of establishing contact with the local school 
districts. The funding for this program was fi nalized 
about the time local public high schools began their 
academic year. Therefore, the fi rst month of the pro-
gram focused on hiring graduate students and establish-
ing contacts in the public schools during a time when 
school personnel were preoccupied with coordinating 
and organizing the opening of their school. A future 
adjustment for the second year of the program is to 
establish contacts with schools in the spring in prepa-
ration for the fall semester. 

A third lesson learned that might benefi t future 
programs focuses on establishing a larger pool of 
initial students. The goal of year one of this program 
was to enroll approximately 50 high school students 
with disabilities and we ended up enrolling 43, with 
only 35 completing the program. Further, several of the 
initial contacts with prospective participants revealed 
that some were the typical age of seniors (i.e., 17-18 
years old) but were juniors or sophomores academi-
cally in terms of credits earned. Since the project is 
geared as a one-year mentoring program, the referral 
of these students introduced several challenges ranging 
from adapting the curriculum to collecting pre- and 
post-program data because one of the most meaning-
ful data points is whether students applied to college. 
A future adjustment will be to, more clearly and early 
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on, communicate the type of student needed for the 
program (i.e., student with a disability who is on track 
to graduate at the end of the academic year), and to 
have a “wait list” of students in the fall semester in case 
some students are unable or unwilling to participate in 
the program. It may be necessary to inform students 
about the project during the spring of their junior year 
in high school in order to have the group ready to begin 
as soon as they start their senior year. 

A fi nal lesson learned was the diffi culty in main-
taining contact with the fi rst cohort of project par-
ticipants once they graduated from high school. Then, 
due to the nature of the graduate programs at the local 
university, it is diffi cult to continue with the same 
mentors. An artifact of this situation is attempting to 
get high school graduates to respond to contacts from 
another individual other than their year-long mentor. 
In addition, it was discovered that email, postal ad-
dresses, and telephone numbers were often inaccurate. 
Future adjustments to this situation include preparing 
the high school student to anticipate having a different 
person contact them during the summer after gradua-
tion.  Additionally, we recommend setting up contacts 
via Facebook and Twitter accounts prior to graduation 
and guiding participants to use the accounts prior to 
graduation so they will anticipate and have experience 
communicating with program staff. Subsequent cohorts 
should be easier and more effectively communicated 
with after graduation using these methods. 

Limitations

Several limitations emerged as part of conducting 
the current program. First, evaluation of the program is 
confounded by the self-selection bias of student-partic-
ipants. All selection and participation in the program 
was voluntary, thus some students (and/or their parents) 
who were already inclined to higher education would 
have volunteered to participate in this program. Thus, 
improving attitudes toward requesting accommoda-
tions and having students apply to college might not be 
as diffi cult given the self-selected nature of the sample 
versus a randomly selected sample of college-bound 
high school students with disabilities. The infl uence 
of the self-selected nature of participation on results is 
an issue that confronts all correlational research with 
human subjects as initial and continued participation 
of human subjects. Second, subsequent and more so-
phisticated analyses were precluded given the small 

number of students-participants not applying to college 
(n = 8). Again, this limitation may be in part due to the 
self-selected nature of the sample. Additionally, the act 
of applying to college signifi es an important choice 
in the life of a young person regardless of disability. 
A limitation of the current study is that the infl uence 
of the variables that interact to produce this choice to 
pursue PSE cannot be underestimated but often are in 
the current study and relevant literature. 

Finally, given the sensitive nature of socioeconom-
ic status (e.g., as measured by household income), we 
chose not to collect this information from participants, 
which would have provided further information to 
inform conclusions. Information about SES and other 
relevant follow-up data such as their college GPAs and 
their progress through freshmen courses would have 
been useful in determining the long-term effi cacy of 
the program. Thus, results are limited to describing the 
effi cacy of the program as to whether students’ attitudes 
toward requesting accommodations improved over the 
course of an academic year and whether students were 
accepted into a postsecondary institution for study.

Conclusion

The results of the pilot program, though prelimi-
nary, provide positive support for the implementation 
of similar programs that provide one-on-one mentoring 
over the course of an academic year (e.g., 9 months) 
that serve students with disabilities and train future 
generations of school psychologists, social workers, 
and others in allied fi elds. In conclusion, the results of 
this pilot program are particularly powerful given that 
only one-third (31%) of all students with disabilities 
who are capable of pursuing PSE do so (Wagner, New-
man, Cameto, & Levine, 2005). From our sample of 
participants, approximately 81% pursued PSE, which 
may be considered a substantial gain over 31% even 
when considering the issue of self-selection bias of 
those who participated in the program.      
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 DSS and Accommodations in Higher Education: 
Perceptions of Students with Psychological Disabilities

Kathleen F. Stein
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Abstract
The number of individuals with psychological disabilities attending colleges and universities has increased steadily 
over the last decade. However, students with psychological disabilities are less likely to complete their college pro-
grams than their non-disabled peers and peers with other types of disabilities. This qualitative study explored how 
college students with psychological disabilities utilize assistance provided by Disability Support Services (DSS), 
including accommodations, in order to reach their postsecondary goals and examined how these students perceived 
and described the impact of these services. The researcher conducted in-depth interviews with 16 participants and 
utilized grounded theory research methods to collect and analyze data. Various themes emerged from the study, 
including benefits and challenges of using accommodations, the role of DSS on participants’ academic experiences, 
and issues regarding disclosure and stigma.

Keywords: Postsecondary education, postsecondary transition, psychological disabilities, accommodations, 
 higher education

Over the last decade, the number of postsecond-
ary students with psychological disabilities (PD)1  has 
steadily increased (Cleary, Walter, & Jackson, 2011; 
Collins & Mowbray, 2008; Gallagher, 2009).  Exact 
percentages of individuals with PD attending post-
secondary institutions are not known (Belch, 2011; 
Cleary et al., 2011). However, there is much evidence 
indicating the growing number college students with 
PD (Belch, 2011; Cleary et al., 2011; Collins & Mow-
bray, 2008; Newman, Wagner, Cameto, Knokey, & 
Shaver, 2010; Sharpe, Bruininks, Blacklock, Benson, 
& Johnson, 2004). Furthermore, the prevalence rate 
of students with psychological disabilities (SWPD) 
attending institutes of higher education is beginning 

1 For the purposes of this study, the term “psycho-
logical disabilities” refers to “a health condition charac-
terized by alteration in thinking, mood, or behavior, or a 
combination of all three linked to distress and/or impaired 
functioning in a person” (Mental Health: A Report of 
the Surgeon General, 1999). The term “psychological 
disabilities” will be utilized throughout the study, unless 
another expression appears within a quoted text or is used 
within a specifi c context or framework.

to surpass those of learning disability and attention 
defi cit disorder combined (Kiuhara & Heufner, 2008; 
Sharpe et al., 2004).  Anecdotal evidence also suggests 
an increase in the number of SWPD seeking and receiv-
ing services from university disability service support 
(DSS) providers in higher education (Preece, Beecher, 
Martinelli, & Roberts, 2005).  Moreover, Gallagher 
(2004) found 90.6% of college counseling directors 
are concerned with the increasing prevalence of college 
students with serious psychological disorders. 

Attending college and working towards academic 
goals is challenging for most students, with or with-
out a disability. In addition to the typical demands of 
increased academic rigor, new social situations, and 
living away from home for the fi rst time, attending a 
postsecondary institution involves further challenges 
for individuals with psychological disabilities. These 
include monitoring and managing symptoms of their 
disability in new and unfamiliar situations, both aca-
demic and social; determining to whom they should 
disclose their disability; deciding if they are going to 
seek assistance, and if so, what types of assistance; and 
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fi guring out how to obtain these supports. Furthermore, 
students who receive services from a therapist or psy-
chiatrist may not have access to the same providers if 
they have relocated to attend school. They also have 
less immediate access to other support systems, such 
as family members and friends. Finally, they must 
contend with stigma and misinformation regarding 
mental illness, perhaps the most diffi cult and perva-
sive challenge (Blacklock, Benson, & Johnson, 2003; 
Stein, 2012).  

Although appropriate supports and treatment can 
help assist SWPD achieve their postsecondary educa-
tional goals (Collins & Mowbray, 2005), this popula-
tion poses new challenges to administrators and faculty 
who are not familiar with their needs (Belch, 2011). 
Psychological disabilities are the least understood and 
least academically supported disability at institutes of 
higher education (Belch, 2011; Megivern, Pellerito, & 
Mowbray, 2003). Not surprisingly, SWPD are often un-
successful in their academic pursuits (Unger & Pardee, 
2002), and these students have consistently completed 
their programs of study at a lower rate than their non-
disabled peers (Best, Still, & Cameron, 2008; Newman 
et al., (2010). According to Salzer (2012), 86% of 
students with psychological disabilities withdraw from 
their postsecondary programs compared to 45% of the 
general population.  Despite the increase of students 
with psychological disabilities attending postsecond-
ary institutions, they are enrolling at a lower rate than 
peers with other disabilities, with 34% enrollment for 
students with psychological disabilities versus 78% 
enrollment of individuals with visual impairments, 
72% of individuals with hearing impairments, 58% of 
individuals with autism, and 47% of individuals with 
learning disabilities (Newman et al., 2010). 

Disability support service providers report they 
are “often challenged in meeting the needs of students 
with psychiatric disabilities” (Sharpe et al., 2004, 
p.1) due to the complex problems individuals with 
psychological disabilities face, such as academic 
failure, withdrawal, and social isolation (Blacklock et 
al., 2003). In order to respond to the needs of SWPD, 
postsecondary institutions offer a variety of services, 
such as university based counseling, outpatient therapy, 
medication, and academic accommodations. The intent 
of academic accommodations and DSS is to address 
the functional limitations (e.g., diffi culty managing 
time and deadlines, extreme reactions to negative 
feedback, diffi culty with concentration) a student is 

experiencing, thereby reducing the effects of an indi-
vidual’s disabling impairment (Shaw & Dukes, 2005). 
Because services are provided based on functional 
limitations, the accommodations for SWPD are often 
similar or identical to supports for students with other 
disabilities, such as extended time and separate rooms 
for testing, note-taking, tape recording of lectures, and 
fl exibility regarding attendance (Sharpe et al., 2004). 
Furthermore, specifi c and appropriate accommodations 
are not as evident for individuals with psychiatric dis-
abilities (Blacklock, et al., 2003).  According to Ham-
blet (2009), providing supports and accommodations 
to this population can be “tricky” because symptoms 
vary among individuals and “affect students differently 
at different times” (p. 6). 

Currently, there is limited research to guide dis-
ability service providers in best assisting SWPD 
(Salzer, 2012; Sharpe et al., 2004). Salzer, Wick, and 
Rogers (2008) suggest “little is known about familiar-
ity with and use of accommodations among students 
with mental illnesses...nothing is known about which 
accommodations are most used, which are perceived 
to be most helpful, and the barriers that students face 
in obtaining accommodations” (p. 371). In addition, 
few research studies have explored the perspectives 
and experiences of individuals with disabilities (Carter, 
Trainor, Ditchman, & Owens, 2011). It is important 
to understand the perspectives of individuals with 
psychological disabilities engaged in postsecondary 
activities, as supports and services must be based on the 
concerns and experiences of this population (Kurth & 
Mellard, 2006; Stein, 2012). The purpose of this study 
was two-fold: (1) to explore how college students with 
psychological disabilities utilize assistance provided by 
DSS, including accommodations, in order to reach their 
postsecondary educational goals; and (2) to explore 
how college students with psychological disabilities 
perceive and describe the impact of these services.

Methods

The researcher utilized grounded theory research 
methods and followed systematic methods of recruit-
ing participants, data collection and data analysis, 
as delineated by Charmaz (2006). Grounded theory 
methods “consist of systematic, yet fl exible guidelines 
for collecting and analyzing data to construct theories 
grounded in the data themselves” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 
2). A study using grounded theory examines a process 
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or action that occurs or develops over time, with the 
goal of developing a theory of the identifi ed process 
(Creswell, 2013). According to Creswell (2013), a theory 
is “an explanation of something or an understanding 
that the researcher develops” (p. 85). He further notes 
the goal of grounded theory methods is not to develop a 
“grand” theory, but a “substantive” level theory (p. 290). 
That is, a “low-level theory applicable to immediate 
situations” (p. 290) emerging from the examination of 
a phenomenon situated in a specifi c context (Creswell, 
2013; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). The researcher chose to 
utilize grounded theory methods because she is interest-
ed in the process of college students with psychological 
disabilities seeking and utilizing accommodations and 
other assistance provided by DSS to assist them in their 
postsecondary academic achievement.

Participants 
The researcher used purposeful sampling proce-

dures for this study. Specifi cally, participants were se-
lected based on certain criteria, rather than convenience 
sampling methods, in which the researcher recruits 
participants based on availability or willingness to 
participate (Sandelowski, 1995). These specifi c criteria 
included the following: participants were registered with 
the DSS offi ce at their university and were identifi ed as 
having a psychological disability as either their primary 
or secondary disability; they were receiving accom-
modations through DSS, or other supports provided by 
DSS at the time of the study; and, they were currently 
enrolled in full time course work at their university, 
maintaining a 2.5 GPA or higher. This GPA was chosen 
as one of the criteria as it is a minimum requirement for 
many academic programs at this university. All partici-
pants were enrolled at a regional public university in 
the Mid-Atlantic area of the United States, which serves 
approximately 21,000 students. 

The researcher worked with the university’s DSS 
offi ce to recruit participants. Specifi cally, the researcher 
developed a fl yer describing the study, its purpose, what 
was involved in the study, and the researcher’s contact 
information, which was then distributed to students 
registered with DSS and identifi ed as having a psycho-
logical disability, as either a primary or secondary dis-
ability, by DSS staff. Interested students contacted the 
researcher, who explained the study in further detail, 
and answered questions from the potential participants. 
This initial phone conversation also served as a screen-
ing to confi rm participant qualifi cations. Eighteen of 

the 22 students who contacted the researcher met the 
criteria. The researcher explained the study in further 
detail, answered participants’ questions, and began to 
establish rapport during the phone conversation; ap-
pointments were scheduled during the phone screening. 
Sixteen of the 18 students attended the scheduled ap-
pointment. Two decided not to participate and contact-
ed the researcher to cancel their interview. Participants 
were undergraduate students, including one freshman, 
two sophomores, seven juniors, and six seniors. One 
student was earning a second bachelor’s degree.  Ages 
ranged from 19 to 34, with a mean age of 24.25. The 
majority (n=13) of participants were female; 14 were 
Caucasian, and two African-American.  A variety of 
majors were represented; three students were double 
majors and two were undecided. Of the 16 participants, 
four had IEPs in elementary, middle, or high school, 
and three additional participants received accom-
modations through a Section 504 plan. Four students 
attended small private schools because they needed 
“extra help,” and received accommodations without 
an IEP or Section 504 plan. Psychological disabilities 
included panic disorder, anxiety, bipolar 1 and 2, non-
specifi ed mood disorder, major depressive disorder, 
obsessive compulsive disorder (OCD), agoraphobia, 
and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). Several 
participants identifi ed themselves as having multiple 
diagnoses, including non-psychological disabilities 
such as dyslexia, processing disorders, and ADHD. 
Anxiety and mood disorders were the most common 
disabilities represented. Demographic information is 
presented in Table 1.

Data Collection
Intensive interviews were conducted with each 

participant.  This method of collection was chosen 
because intensive interviewing allows for an in-depth 
exploration of a particular topic or experience and thus 
is a useful method for interpretive inquiry (Charmaz, 
2006). The researcher used an interview protocol (see 
Table 2); however, questions sometimes varied depend-
ing on the responses of the participant.  Flexibility is 
important to allow for answers to be fully explored 
and to address topics in an order that is comfortable 
to the participant (Legard, Keegan, & Ward, 2003). 
The interviews ranged from 45 to 125 minutes, with 
the majority of interviews lasting between an hour 
and an hour and a half. Follow-up interviews, which 
allowed for member checking and theme verifi cation, 



Journal of Postsecondary Education and Disability, 26(2)148     

Domain Frequency Percentage of Total
Gender
  Male 3 18.75
  Female 13 81.25
Race/Ethnicity
  African American 2 12.5
  Caucasian 14 87.5
Age
  19 1 6.25
  20 2 12.5
  21 3 18.75
  22 2 12.5
  24 1 6.25
  25 1 6.25
  26 1 6.25
  27 1 6.25
  28 1 6.25
  29 1 6.25
  30 1 6.25
  34 1 6.25
College Year
  Freshman 1 6.25
  Sophomore 2 12.5
  Junior 7 43.75
  Senior 6 37.5
Previous Services
  504 3 12.5
  IEP 4 25
  Private School Accommodations 4 25
Major Course of Study
  Education 3 18.75
  Business 1 6.25
  Journalism 1 6.25
  Sports Management 1 6.25
  Graphic Design 1 6.25
  English 1 6.25

Table 1

Description of Participants
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  Biology 1 6.25
  Family Studies 1 6.25
  Religious Studies 1 6.25
  Undecided 2 12.5
  Dual Majors* 3 18.75
Diagnosis (some participants have dual or multiple diagnoses)
  Depression 7 43.75
  Anxiety 7 43.75
  Bipolar 3 18.75
  Mood Disorder, NOS 2 12.5
  Obsessive Compulsive Disorder 2 12.5
  Attention Defi cit Hyperactivity Disorder 2 12.5
  Panic Disorder 1 6.25
  Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder 1 6.25
  Agoraphobia 1 6.25
  Dyslexia 1 6.25

(Table 1, continued)

* Dual majors include Psychology and Animal Behavior, Psychology and Deaf Studies, and Music and 
English.

ranged from 10 to 35 minutes, and took place no later 
than two weeks after the initial interview. The duration 
for interviews varied depending on the participants’ 
responses. Some of the variation may have been due 
to the range of participants’ experiences. For example, 
the freshman and sophomores, as well as students who 
had recently registered with DSS, had less experience to 
draw from as compared to individuals who have received 
accommodations for several years. Face-to-face follow 
up interviews were conducted with seven participants 
and four interviews were conducted over the phone. 

Consistent with grounded theory methods, the 
researcher collected data until saturation was reached 
(Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Theoretical saturation oc-
curs when no new or relevant data seem to emerge 
regarding a category; the category is well developed in 
terms of its properties and dimensions demonstrating 
variation.  Thus, the relationships among categories 
are well established and validated (Strauss & Corbin, 
1998, p. 212).  The researcher utilized a zigzag ap-
proach, going back and forth between data collection 
and analysis, until categories emerged and reached 

saturation (Creswell, 2013). It was determined satu-
ration was reached at the fourteenth interview. The 
researcher confi rmed this determination several times 
throughout the research process by revisiting the data 
continuously and considering whether data suggested 
new properties (Charmaz, 2006). 

Participants were given a choice to meet in the 
DSS offi ce, the researcher’s offi ce, or an alternate 
location where they felt comfortable. Ten met with 
the researcher in the DSS offi ce, and six chose to meet 
in the researcher’s offi ce. During the phone screen-
ing and before the face-to-face interview began, the 
researcher worked towards establishing rapport with 
participants by engaging in neutral conversation. She 
also described her educational background and why 
she was interested in this particular topic. Although 
the researcher was not an instructor of any of the par-
ticipants, nor did she know them before the interviews, 
some participants may have been nervous or anxious 
to provide “right” answers because the researcher was 
a professor at the university. For example, a couple 
of participants would ask, “Is that what you meant?” 
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after responding to a question. In order to address 
these concerns, the researcher stated that she was not 
looking for a particular response but was interested 
in their experiences. She stressed there were no right 
and wrong answers and their responses would not 
be connected directly to them. The researcher noted 
most participants appeared very eager to share their 
experiences and many expressed gratitude that they 
were given the opportunity to talk about the issues 
addressed in the interview.

As previously stated, the researcher conducted fol-
low up interviews with 11 participants, seven in person 
and four on the phone. During these interviews, the 
researcher conducted the following steps:

The researcher shared selected segments of the 1. 
participant’s interview transcript representa-
tive of categories and themes that emerged 
from the data (if they preferred, the partici-
pants were given a hard copy of the transcript 
excerpts) and asked the following questions 
for each segment:

a. When I asked about (question), you 
 mentioned (read transcript).  Does this  
 sound like what you meant to say?
b. Is there a way that I should modify the  
 statement to refl ect a more accurate 
 portrayal of your experiences? 
c. Do you agree or disagree with this 
 segment? Please explain.
After each segment was reviewed, the research-2. 
er asked participants if there were any other 
questions, or if there was anything they forgot 
to mention during the initial interview.

The follow up interviews allowed participants to 
add to their responses. No participants stated they dis-
agreed with the transcripts presented, and the majority 
confi rmed their responses with a simple affi rmation or a 
brief explanation. Three participants expanded on their 
responses in more detail. However, no new themes or 
codes emerged from the follow up interviews, thus 
reinforcing the categories and relationships among the 
categories that emerged from the initial interviews. 

Table 2

Interview Questions

Interviewee Background
   How long have you been a student at this institution?
   What is your major?
   What are your career plans?
   When did you graduate high school?
   Did you attend a community college before attending this institution?
   When were you diagnosed with a psychological disability?
   Did you receive accommodations in elementary, middle or high school? If so, describe.
Accommodations
   How long have you received accommodations from DSS?
   How did you learn about the services DSS offers?
   What accommodations do you currently receive? Describe how they help you.
   What accommodations have you received in the past? Describe how they helped you.
   Why aren’t you receiving those accommodations now?
   Describe the impact of DSS on your experience at this institution.
   What accommodations would you like DSS to offer? Explain.
   Thinking about this topic, is there anything you would like to add?
Disclosure and Asking for Assistance
   Do you ever want assistance but do not ask? Why? What factors do you consider?
   What is diffi cult about asking for or receiving assistance?
   Thinking about this topic, is there anything you would like to add?
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Data Analysis
The researcher was guided by Charmaz’ (2006) 

framework for grounded theory analysis, engaging in 
three levels of coding:  open, focused, and theoretical. 
Coding allows the researcher to stop and consider ana-
lytic questions of the gathered data (Charmaz, 2006). 
Initial, or open, coding involves studying segments of 
data for “analytic import” (p. 42). The second major 
phase, focused coding, requires the researcher to select 
the most useful initial codes and test them against the 
data (p. 42). During the theoretical coding process, the 
researcher “weaves the fractured story back together” 
(Glaser, 1978, p. 72) by integrating the focused codes 
to form a coherent narrative. The researcher used N-
VIVO 9 software throughout the coding process. 

Results

Several core themes emerged from the participants’ 
descriptions of their experiences of seeking and utiliz-
ing supports while they worked toward their academic 
goals. These include the benefi ts and challenges of us-
ing accommodations, the role of DSS on participants’ 
academic experiences, and issues regarding disclosure 
and stigma.

Benefi ts and Challenges of Using Accommodations 
According to the participants, accommodations 

help mitigate challenges related to their psychologi-
cal disabilities, particularly for those who identifi ed 
themselves as having anxiety or a mood disorder such 
as depression or bipolar. Specifi c challenges include 
the inability to focus or concentrate during class time, 
diffi culty taking tests in a large group setting or within 
a set timeframe, and feeling anxious when attending 
certain classes. Many participants stated they did not 
ask for accommodations in every course but only when 
they felt they were needed for them to be successful. 
Most expressed they were “grateful” to have accom-
modations and other supports provided by DSS. 

Participants received a variety of accommoda-
tions, including note taking, extended time and/or 
a distraction-free environment for testing, frequent 
breaks, access to notes/power points, preferential 
seating, excused absences when disability related, and 
priority registration. The two most frequently cited 
accommodations were testing accommodations (e.g., 
extended time, distraction free testing environment) 
and the use of a note taker or access to instructors’ notes 

and power points. Overall, the participants described 
the accommodations as “helpful” and “necessary.” 
However, they noted some challenges to receiving and 
using their accommodations.

Testing accommodations. Participants reported 
testing accommodations allowed them to concentrate 
and feel less anxious when taking exams.  One student 
credited this accommodation as allowing her to be suc-
cessful in her classes that required a lot of testing, “I 
would take the tests in the DSS offi ce. That was very 
helpful. I would have never passed without the extend-
ed time.” Another participant stated, “I would never be 
able to fi nish tests on time. I know the information, but 
have a lot of trouble focusing.”  However, diffi culties 
arose when students had questions regarding the test 
and were not able to ask the professor because he or 
she was unavailable. Taking tests in a professor’s of-
fi ce was also challenging, as the professors often made 
phone calls or had other students stopping by during 
offi ce hours. According to one participant:

Sometimes, I like extra time, but I like taking it 
with the class because I have questions and it is 
impossible to get a hold of the professor to ask 
questions [while taking the test]. In one class, I 
asked the professor if I could take it with class but 
with extra time, but he said no, I had to choose. 
Most let me have time if I take it with the class, 
but some don’t.

“It’s tough because you have to make a choice,” stated 
another participant, “you need the quiet space but then 
you can’t ask questions, and sometimes the directions 
or questions are confusing. I tried taking tests in a pro-
fessor’s offi ce, but there were too many interruptions.” 
Most participants stated they had to choose between 
the benefi ts of the testing accommodations or being 
able to ask the instructor questions regarding the test.  
The majority of the participants made this decision on 
a class-by-class basis. 

Note taking accommodations. Almost all par-
ticipants receive, or have received, a note taker or 
access to the instructor’s power points or notes as an 
accommodation. Most participants stated this accom-
modation is benefi cial because it is diffi cult for them to 
concentrate on information presented during class and 
take notes at the same time and they would not “know 
what is going on” without notes provided to them. In 
addition, symptoms of their psychological disability 
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often interfere with their ability to take quality notes. 
As one participant described, “sometimes the depres-
sion affects how well I remember things and how I 
interact so having the notes really helps.”  According 
to another participant, “the note taking is absolutely 
key because I can’t keep up and if I can’t focus on class 
and understand what is going on I can use the notes 
[from the note taker] as a backup.”  The quality of the 
note taker is also important:

There is defi nitely variation in the quality of notes, 
which makes a difference. In history, the guy was 
really organized and he typed everything. It was 16 
pages long per day. It was amazing. I did so well in 
that class and a big part of it was the notes.

This accommodation, however, involves several chal-
lenges, including fi nding a note taker, receiving quality 
notes, and issues of confi dentiality.  Some participants 
reported not being able to get a note taker, particularly 
when the professor only announces the request once.  
An additional challenge was receiving notes once a 
note taker is assigned:

In one class, the note taker never provided me 
with notes…it makes it hard because I need notes 
to be successful on tests; I can’t concentrate and 
take notes at the same time…my English teacher 
wouldn’t get me one and by the time she did it was 
too late…I was too far behind.

Another participant experienced the same frustration:

The teacher said there was nothing he could do and 
was not very understanding about it. It’s his job to 
get the note taker and make sure we get the notes 
because the note taker doesn’t even have to know 
who we are. We got a new one but no notes yet. Not 
sure how well I’m going to do in that class.

Some fi nd even when they do receive student notes, 
there are problems with the quality.  As one student 
explained, “Rarely do I have problems getting one, 
but rarely do I have an excellent one.” Some described 
their note takers as “inconsistent,” “awful,” and “dis-
organized.” Also, the notes were sometimes diffi cult to 
read, “The note taker I had in the other English class 
was a terrible note taker. Wrote in cursive you couldn’t 
read, she would show up late to class. It wasn’t help-

ful.” Also, some participants felt the note takers are not 
provided enough information regarding the note taking 
process, and therefore often do not follow through.  
According to one participant, “It’s confusing for them; 
they don’t know what to do. They don’t know they get 
money, where to go to get a copy card…most profes-
sors don’t even know.” Many participants wished they 
were able to switch note takers if there was a problem 
or receive the instructor notes until they were comfort-
able asking a class mate to serve as their note taker, 
“Being able to switch would be great…it’s [the quality 
of the notes] always better when I ask someone I’ve 
gotten to know.” Indeed, participants seemed to fi nd 
more success when they knew someone from a previ-
ous class or if they waited a few weeks until they were 
comfortable asking someone for notes.  One student 
commented, “When I ask someone specifi cally, they 
are great and really follow through.” One participant is 
in a cohort and takes her classes with the same students, 
“I’m really lucky because I found someone who takes 
great notes the fi rst semester I was in a cohort, and she 
does it every semester.” 

Another issue regarding note taking involves the 
issue of confi dentiality. Some professors announce 
the student’s name or indicates who needs the notes 
in front of the entire class:

I fi nd it ironic they’ll make an announcement in 
class, “An anonymous person needs a note taker, if 
you are willing to take notes stay after class,” and 
then after class, a lot of students are still there and 
the instructor will say, “Oh [student name], here is 
your note taker.” It can be embarrassing. 

In fact, confi dentiality was a frequently mentioned 
concern among participants regardless of the type 
of accommodations they received. As one student 
stated, “Confi dentiality is defi nitely an issue… there 
is a stigma attached to a disability sometimes…and 
it’s really no one’s business.” According to another 
student, “Anonymity is defi nitely an issue because of 
the…stigma.” As a consequence, some participants 
stated they would often wait a few weeks to see if 
they felt they needed notes in a particular class before 
requesting a note taker.  

Because of the challenges regarding note taking, 
participants made several suggestions for improve-
ment, such as the professors being more proactive in 
securing a note taker, providing their power points to 
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the student consistently, and adhering to the confi denti-
ality policy.  One participant suggested, “The professor 
could be more persistent, bring it up in class, follow up 
through email, etc. Because they need them, and every 
day that goes by without notes it’s harder and harder.” 
According to another participant:

Actually getting a note taker would be great, the 
professors need to follow through more…it’s 
understandable if they forget, but it’s frustrating 
because you don’t want to ask before class because 
then everyone knows. And professors tend to forget 
to be hush hush about it sometimes. I’m not neces-
sarily that upset about it, because I deal with it…
but in terms of other students, I can see that it can 
be upsetting or intimidating.

Most participants agreed having access to the instruc-
tor’s power points or providing their notes would 
mitigate diffi culties regarding note takers:

I have access to power points most of the time, but 
sometimes it’s an issue. I wish it was an accom-
modation. I got into an argument with one of the 
professors, he refused to send me his notes and 
power points but it is impossible to take notes in 
that class.

Another suggestion was for DSS to allow students 
“…the right to dismiss and fi nd another note taker; if 
that was stated in writing, it’s not as much of a break 
in contract.”

Multiple and frequent breaks. In addition to 
testing and note taking accommodations, another fre-
quently mentioned accommodation was the ability to 
leave class and take frequent breaks. Some participants 
experience panic attacks in class and being allowed to 
leave, or even knowing they can leave class without 
penalty, alleviates some of the pressure and anxiety. 
Many participants do not receive this as a formal ac-
commodation, but fi nd some professors are willing to 
work with them when they disclose the nature of their 
disability and ask for this additional accommodation. 
However, most would prefer it to be a “required” ac-
commodation so they would not have to disclose their 
psychology disability to their professors or ask for 
“special treatment.”

Suggestions for accommodations. The most 
common suggestion for additional accommodations 

not offered by their university was extended time on 
assignments.  Most participants said they would not 
use this accommodation often, but only when the 
symptoms of their psychological disability prevented 
them from being able to concentrate. As one partici-
pant stated:

If you are in a severely depressed period, you are 
not going to be able to do what you need to do. I 
understand the diffi culty regarding the policy of 
needing a hard deadline, but extra time [on assign-
ments] would be very helpful. Tests, too, if you are 
in a place when you can’t concentrate, can’t think, 
how well are you going to do?

 According to another participant, “Depression…it 
eats energy. I have these times that I call dead; I have 
no energy and I just sleep.” Several others mentioned 
the effects of medication, which makes them tired and 
unable to “think clearly.”

Many participants described how the pressure of 
completing assignments became a “vicious cycle,” 
as their anxiety makes it diffi cult to concentrate on 
assignments, which then causes them to be late or not 
complete the assignments in a timely manner, which 
increases their anxiety. Participants also described the 
diffi culty of completing multiple assignments during 
a short period of time:

If it wasn’t three assignments due on the same day. 
If you can’t concentrate the week of, and can’t 
focus at home to do the work, and you don’t feel 
confi dent to turn in the work you are capable of; 
having three deadlines on the same day makes you 
feel that much worse.

Some participants reported their professors work with 
them and provide extended time on assignments as an 
informal accommodation, but others do not. Therefore, 
they would like extensions for assignments to become 
a formal accommodation.  As one participant stated, “If 
that was actually written down [as an accommodation] 
then the student themselves wouldn’t feel so uncom-
fortable asking for that.” Many stated just knowing 
they had that option, even if they did not use it, would 
alleviate some stress and anxiety. 

Although participants described challenges to 
receiving accommodations, all agreed they helped 
them be successful in their course work. Most said they 
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would not perform as well in their classes without their 
accommodations, and some stated they would have 
“failed out” or “given up” without the benefi t of ac-
commodations and the assistance provided by DSS.

The Impact of Disability Support Services
Participants reported DSS at their university has 

been integral not only to their academic achievement, 
but allowing them to stay in school. As one participant 
described:

It does help knowing if I really do have an issue, I 
can be able to express that and be understood and 
not have it destroy my life because it’s already 
affected my life thus far. It really is nice having 
it there.

Students learned of DSS through a variety of ways, 
including high school counselors, freshmen orienta-
tion, the university website, and course syllabi. Most 
participants registered with DSS their fi rst semester 
of college. Those who waited stated they wish they 
sought accommodations sooner, and reported failing 
classes or having to withdrawal from classes. One 
participant who waited until her junior year to register 
with DSS stated:

I have to say I wish I did this a lot earlier…freshmen 
or sophomore year…it’s kind of a cyclical thing, 
each year had its bad points but some have been 
way worse than others. I think if I did this earlier, I 
would have been more successful early on.

Indeed, many participants stated they would not have 
been able to stay in school without the support provided 
from DSS.  Typical comments included, “It’s allowed 
me to stay in the program if I’m honest,” and “It’s 
defi nitely a big plus and I don’t think I would be here 
if they weren’t here.”

The majority of participants identifi ed additional 
supports, other than accommodations, offered by 
DSS that are benefi cial and integral to their academic 
success. Supports include advising, intervening with 
professors when necessary, help with time management 
and organizational skills, a feeling of security knowing 
they have someone on campus who understands their 
challenges, guidance regarding how to handle chal-
lenges with courses, career counseling, goal setting, 
and guidance on when to withdraw from a course when 

necessary. For all participants, the most salient benefi t 
of being registered with DSS and receiving services 
was the knowledge they had a support system and were 
not “out there all alone.”

As previously discussed, many participants have 
had diffi culty completing their assignments on time. 
Therefore, assistance with time management and or-
ganization is benefi cial to most participants:

DSS has made the workload I have to do a lot 
more manageable. It gives me a way to relate to 
another person when I feel overwhelmed with an 
assignment. Instead of procrastinating I can dive 
right in. It helps me tackle problems step by step 
with another person instead of looking at a stressful 
workload and getting overwhelmed.

Students meet with DSS staff not only for assistance with 
time management, but for advice and support throughout 
the semester. Specifi cally, participants reported receiving 
advice regarding what courses to take and how to handle 
challenges as they arrive.  As one student observed, “You 
go to class prepared as best as you can be, assignment 
wise or mentally, but sometimes you fall short, so having 
that option, ‘I need some help today,’ that’s really nice.”  
Participants also perceive a difference in their interac-
tions with professors when they present the DSS letter 
when asking for accommodations, “I can openly explain 
to teachers and have documentation, yes, I have a real 
disability and they can see that and then they make the 
accommodations.”  

Participants also appreciated the immediacy of 
services and the sense that the DSS staff cares about 
their success and well-being:

I was able to get a meeting very quickly, within the 
week I emailed her I saw her. And she was very 
nice, and it surprised me how much that makes a 
difference but when you’re nervous the person you 
are talking to being friendly and empathetic is re-
ally helpful…how they treated me when I walked 
in the door…that really helped me.

According to another participant, “It’s good to know 
someone is there as a resource. Also, it’s good that 
someone on campus knows I have a psychological 
issue so it’s a support system.”

The most common suggestion regarding DSS 
involved the notifi cation process. At this university, 
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DSS requires students to pick up a letter detailing their 
accommodations and present it to their professors. 
Some participants are satisfi ed with this process and 
feel it is benefi cial to discuss their accommodations 
with the professors in person.  One student summed 
up this perspective by saying, “I like giving them the 
letter and starting the conversation…I think the face to 
face interaction is good.” In addition, some participants 
appreciate the fl exibility of this process because they 
have the choice to request accommodations. Some 
stated there are classes in which they do not need 
accommodations and prefer not to disclose that they 
have a disability if it is not necessary.  Others, however, 
would prefer a different method of notifi cation:

I feel like they should be notifi ed from disability 
services, and possibly, I don’t know, I think like 
they should have a meeting or something with fac-
ulty members because I feel like they’re not fully 
aware of the student and what’s going on.

Many participants agreed it would be benefi cial for pro-
fessors to be notifi ed before the semester.  According 
to one participant, “It would be helpful if the profes-
sor did know before the semester so they are prepared 
mentally, coming from a teacher’s point of view.” Some 
participants would like the DSS specialists to meet with 
the students and the professor.  As one student said, “It 
would be good if all three people met, that way the spe-
cialist could answer questions the instructor had, and 
everyone would be on the same page.” A few students 
suggested there should be meetings between academic 
advisors and their DSS advisor, as they sometimes re-
ceive confl icting information. Another suggestion was 
to have support groups for students with psychological 
disabilities, as it would be “helpful to know you’re not 
the only one out there.” 

Disclosure and Stigma
Although participants were not asked directly 

about stigma, it was a recurrent theme throughout their 
interviews, particularly when asked about disclosing 
their disability and asking for accommodations. Many 
expressed discomfort having to ask for assistance, but 
did so because they knew receiving supports and ac-
commodations were integral to their ability to achieve 
their postsecondary academic goals. Also, most par-
ticipants asserted there is a greater amount of stigma 
attached to psychological disabilities and only disclose 

the nature of their disability when it is “absolutely neces-
sary” or “obvious” they were struggling with anxiety or 
depression or other psychological symptoms. Further-
more, most participants described stigma as a pervasive 
problem and felt most people held misconceptions or 
negative attitudes regarding psychological disabilities.  
One student spoke for many other participants by say-
ing,  “There are so many misperceptions about it…the 
media only portrays the extreme.” 

Most participants stated they did not reveal the 
nature of their disability out of concern of stigma and 
that professors would “think less” of them.  A typical 
comment about this perspective came from a student 
who said, “As far as professors, there isn’t anyone I can 
think of that I would want to talk to about it. I’ve had 
it used against me. I don’t like to tell people unless it’s 
absolutely necessary.” As previously mentioned, those 
who did disclose they have a psychological disability 
only did so when their symptoms were evident or inter-
fered with their ability to meet course expectations. For 
all, the hesitancy again stemmed from concern regard-
ing stigma. “If someone doesn’t understand they can 
treat you differently and it’s not fun.” Another partici-
pant reports he is discouraged from disclosing because 
“I think I’m going to be treated differently because of 
it…there are times I purposefully leave out what I have 
because I’m afraid of being discriminated against.” 
Some felt their grades may be impacted if a professor 
knew they had a psychological disability.  One student 
reported, “My concern with all professors is that if I 
have a disability they’re going to look for something to 
take off.” For others, the symptoms of their disability 
interfere with asking for assistance, exemplifi ed by the 
participant who reported that “sometimes the anxiety 
makes it hard to get up the guts and go ask to meet 
with somebody and talk about what’s going on and 
the problem you’re having.” 

Participants also described hesitancy to disclose to 
their friends and family as well.  One student said, “I 
don’t explain to my professors I have bipolar because 
of the stigma. But I don’t like to with most of my 
friends either. In the past, some of my friends attribute 
my moods to bipolar…no, I’m just human.” According 
to another participant:

The thing about depression is most people don’t 
look at it as a disability. There are people in my 
family I just don’t talk to about it because they don’t 
get it. They just can’t comprehend that you can’t put 
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yourself in a state of mind because that’s all they 
know. You can’t expect the teacher to…they might 
be empathetic but they might not get it…they may 
have their biases.

Many participants felt attitudes regarding disability 
differ depending on the type of impairment and are 
concerned about negative attitudes and misinforma-
tion regarding psychological disabilities. Several have 
dual diagnoses and will discuss their other disability 
instead:

I think people are more accepting of visible dis-
abilities, something concrete. I wear a hearing aid, 
and everyone understands that. I told one profes-
sor I had depression, and she was like, “Everyone 
has problems,” so I’m really careful about who I 
disclose to now.

When explaining this phenomenon, participants used 
words like “real,” “concrete,” and “actual” to describe 
how people view other types of disabilities, particu-
larly visible disabilities or medical conditions. For 
example:

I think it is more societal standards that drive that 
with the stigma. With migraines, there is a clear 
and distinct issue. Like I’ll throw up and I can’t 
concentrate. You can tell I don’t feel good. With 
the depression, I’ve been battling the stigma with 
myself for a very long time and because a lot of 
people don’t see it as something [pause], I don’t 
know how to word this. So people don’t see it as 
a real thing. There’s defi nitely negativity because 
a lot of people don’t understand it or try to under-
stand it. They’re like, “You’re just sad.” It’s more 
than that; you’re so far in the dumps you don’t 
know what happiness feels like.

Other participants used examples such as a family 
member dying or having an injury. They were com-
fortable asking for an assignment extension or an ex-
cused absence because they felt the professors would 
understand:

It’s a little fear of stigma. It’s very hard to explain. 
It’s hard to go to a professor and say (pause), “Last 
semester I broke my leg and was late sometimes 
and had to move my seating” and they were re-

ally cool about it, but I can’t imagine going up to 
a professor and saying I’ve changed my meds and 
am going to be a little fl aky. They don’t view it in 
the same way. 

When asked why they sought assistance despite their 
concerns, all responded it was out of need or necessity.  
One student said, “I guess initially it was that I knew 
things were getting to the point I couldn’t handle them 
anymore so I had to get help.” Although the majority 
(n=12) of participants sought accommodations their 
fi rst semester and asked for them in most of their 
classes, several waited to register with DSS until it 
“was almost too late,” or there was “no choice” because 
of concern of failure. Indeed, a few participants stated 
they had dropped out of courses in the past or they were 
in danger of having to drop out of school: 

I mean the reason I sought help was fear of ruining 
my entire college career that one semester. Mind 
you, I don’t think I did a medical withdraw, which I 
should have but I didn’t know [about] it at the time. 
I wish I had, but it turned out being okay anyway. 
It was more like the emergency type situation, 
and it’s the same with getting help for the mood 
disorder because I was at my breaking point….I 
do wait too long sometimes to seek out an appoint-
ment or seek out help because I’m worried people 
will think less of me. That’s one problem I’m still 
working on…it’s a self-stigma I guess, too.

Several participants also discussed self-stigma, ei-
ther as an impediment to seeking out supports or as 
something they have “overcome” and have learned 
to “deal with.” When asked how they were able to 
do this, they credited support from DSS, family or 
friends, and their own abilities and strengths.  One 
student spoke to this issue by saying, “I just realized 
everyone has problems, mine have a different label…
but I’m not worse or better than anyone else.” Another 
participant stated, “I just had to get over my pride and 
accept I need help.” Learning more about disabilities 
was helpful, too.  According to one participant, “DSS 
was great with that. They helped me realize I’m not 
alone. Now I’m an advocate and will speak out when 
I hear misconceptions.” 

The participants’ descriptions of their experiences 
seeking and utilizing assistance from DSS revealed 
several key categories to help explain the role and 
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impact of these services on their academic achieve-
ment. Participants credited assistance provided by 
DSS, including accommodations, as integral to their 
academic achievement. However, they offered sugges-
tions regarding how to further support students with 
psychological disabilities. They also discussed the 
challenges presented by disclosure and stigma and the 
need to overcome these concerns in order to receive the 
supports needed to achieve their academic goals.

Discussion

This study explored the experiences of college 
students with psychological disabilities utilizing accom-
modations and other supports provided by DSS to help 
them achieve their postsecondary educational goals. 
Although research indicates a high percentage of indi-
viduals with psychological disabilities drop out of their 
college programs (Salzer, 2012), the 16 participants in 
this study were enrolled full-time at a four year univer-
sity and maintained a 2.5 GPA or higher. Six participants 
were seniors at the time of the interviews and were on 
schedule to graduate by the end of the academic year. 
The seven juniors stated they were on track to graduate 
the following year. Clearly, participants found ways to 
deal with the demands college students, with or without 
disabilities, experience.  Perhaps more signifi cantly, 
they were able to cope with the challenges presented 
by their psychological disability, such as managing their 
symptoms, fi nding and accessing appropriate supports, 
and dealing with stigma. 

It is evident from the participants’ narratives that 
accommodations and other assistance provided by DSS 
are essential to their academic achievement. Indeed, 
most, if not all, participants believe they would not 
be able to achieve their academic goals without these 
supports.  Disability Support Services provides a wide 
variety of assistance participants deemed “necessary” 
for their academic achievement, including help with 
time management and organizational skills, advising, 
advocacy, and goal setting.  The positive impact of 
knowing they were “not alone” was a salient theme 
throughout the interviews. Furthermore, accommoda-
tions such as the ability to take breaks during class, 
note taking and extended time on tests, and testing in a 
distraction free environment helped mitigate functional 
limitations students experienced due to their psycho-
logical disabilities. Findings from the current study are 
consistent with Kurth and Mellard’s (2006) fi ndings 

in their mixed method study, in which they conducted 
focus groups and surveys to examine accommodations 
used by college students with disabilities. The students 
they surveyed identifi ed note takers and extended time 
on tests as the most effective accommodations they 
received in college, 87.5% and 85.7% respectively 
(Kurth & Mellard, 2006). However, results from their 
focus groups indicated mixed feelings regarding these 
accommodations, particularly note taking. These 
included problems with confi dentiality, obtaining a 
note taker, and quality of the notes (Kurth & Mellard, 
2006). These challenges were similar to the concerns 
expressed by participants in the current study. 

It is important to note the cost/benefi t relationship 
of seeking and receiving accommodations, including 
the risk of stigma and being treated differently by 
professors and other students. Maintaining confi den-
tiality is a closely related issue, particularly in regard 
to the notifi cation process and obtaining a note taker. 
Some professors breached university rules regarding 
confi dentiality at times, causing the students to be 
embarrassed or feel uncomfortable.  The fear of stigma 
may prohibit some from seeking assistance at all. A few 
participants in this study reported they waited until they 
were at risk of failing because of these concerns. Black-
lock et al. (2003) noted fi ve major barriers impacting 
the delivery of services and education to students with 
psychological disabilities: stereotypes and stigma, ac-
cess to information and services, the complex nature 
of psychological disabilities, access to resources, and 
organization and institutional barriers. Of these barri-
ers, stigma and negative stereotypes are perhaps the 
most frequently cited in the literature (Becker, Martin, 
Wajeeh, Ward, & Shern, 2002; Eudaly, 2002; Sharpe et 
al., 2004). Furthermore, according to Liebert (2010), 
“many students don’t actually go to their professors 
until after they’ve taken their fi rst exams and realized 
that they really do need accommodations to perform 
well in class” (p. 2).  He further states these fears are 
not completely unfounded, as some faculty mistakenly 
believe individuals with psychological disabilities pose 
a risk to themselves and others (Liebert, 20120).  

Even though students are not required to disclose 
the specifi c nature of their disability, some still feel 
hesitant to identify they have a disability because they 
are afraid their professors will think less of them or 
treat them differently. Some expressed concern they 
would be “found out” because their symptoms were 
noticeable. This may indicate some self-stigma and 
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internalization of negative beliefs. Also, some felt it 
was necessary to disclose their specifi c disability in or-
der for professors to understand their challenges. This 
disclosure was met with varying degrees of success. 

Participants were able to recognize they needed 
supports and followed the necessary steps to receive 
accommodations. They sought, and continue to seek, 
assistance despite fears of stigma. Although some waited 
until the situation became “dire,” they were still able 
to “overcome” their concerns and ask for assistance. 
Furthermore, most did seek services at the beginning or 
near the beginning of their college careers. There were 
also able to identify accommodations and supports that 
work for them and make suggestions regarding what 
other services could be benefi cial to their success. These 
participants were registered with DSS and receiving ac-
commodations, so they have been able to deal with their 
fears and concerns regarding stigma, at least to some 
degree. Throughout the interviews, it was evident the 
participants’ desire to succeed and achieve their goals 
was a motivating factor in seeking assistance:

I ask for help because I know I need help. I realized 
I don’t need to be embarrassed about it because a 
lot of people have it [a psychological disability]. 
I think it’s more about myself because the teacher 
doesn’t encourage you. It’s your choice [to ask for 
accommodations].  

Others discussed wanting to do well and wanting to 
achieve their goals as chief motivators to asking for 
assistance.  One student, for example, said, “If I want 
to graduate, I have to,” and “I hate failure so I deal 
with it…I don’t have a choice.” This is consistent 
with Perry and Franklin’s (2006) fi ndings in their 
study examining the experiences of college students 
with AD/HD:  “The drive to achieve along with the 
need for self-encouragement and motivation was an 
important strategy used by these students to continue 
their existence in college” (p. 106).

It is important to note the majority of participants 
received some sort of assistance in the K-12 setting; 
seven had either IEPs or Section 504 plans and four re-
ceived accommodations informally at private schools. 
They knew the benefi t of assistance, and many were 
encouraged by their teachers, counselors and case 
managers to seek accommodations in their postsecond-
ary educational setting. Many also saw psychiatrists 
and/or therapists and the majority took prescription 

medication for their diagnosed disorder at one time 
or another. Therefore, they had documentation either 
through the school system or through a mental health 
professional. This may have made it easier for them to 
register with DSS and become eligible for accommoda-
tions. The required documentation can be expensive 
to obtain privately, and individuals in crisis may have 
diffi culty fi nding the energy and motivation to procure 
the required documentation. 

Implications for Practice 
The participants’ narratives indicate several im-

plications for supporting college SWPD. Specifi cally, 
DSS providers may want to consider ways to encour-
age students with psychological disabilities to seek 
assistance. Disability Support Services clearly played 
a signifi cant role for the participants in the study. How-
ever, college SWPD seek accommodations at a lower 
rate than peers with other disabilities. Accordingly, 
DSS providers should consider ways to identify and 
assist students with psychological disorders who do 
not have that history and familiarity with services. Per-
haps more outreach during orientations, coordination 
with other student support services (e.g., counseling 
services, admissions offi ce), as well as university-wide 
efforts to address stigma, would encourage students 
with psychological disabilities to seek assistance or 
accommodations. Also, DSS personnel may want 
to consider additional ways to facilitate diagnostic 
testing and the identifi cation process, which is often 
expensive and can be overwhelming, particularly for 
individuals in crisis.  

There is also a need for increased faculty awareness 
regarding the challenges and needs of SWPD. Faculty 
need to understand, if they do not already, that the vast 
majority of SWPD do not pose a threat to them or other 
students and have the ability to be successful and thrive 
in postsecondary educational settings when given the 
appropriate supports. It is also important for faculty 
and students to recognize psychological disabilities are 
“real” and students with these disabilities are not merely 
providing excuses when they have diffi culties. 

Universal Design for Instruction (UDI) can be 
an effective classroom strategy to enhance academic 
achievement for SWPD. UDI is an approach to teach-
ing designed to maximize learning for all students, 
regardless of the presence of a disability, through 
the proactive use of inclusive instructional strategies 
and assessment methods (McGuire, Scott, & Shaw, 
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2003; Scott, McGuire, & Embry, 2002). Of particular 
relevance for this study is how UDI could address 
challenges involved with note taking and assessment 
accommodations, particularly in regards to stigma. It 
is also important to consider ways to increase faculty 
knowledge and use of the principles of UDI. 

Further Research
There are several implications for further research. 

For example, it would be benefi cial to explore the ex-
periences of individuals with psychological disabilities 
attending postsecondary institutions who do not seek 
formal accommodations or other assistance from DSS. 
Specifi cally, what types of supports and services are 
they using? How are they coping with and managing 
the challenges presented by their disability? Do they 
seek accommodations informally, and if so, how do 
their professors respond? This could be done through 
a variety of research methods, including a mixed meth-
ods study involving a survey and individual interviews. 
It would also be helpful to survey a larger sample of 
individuals with psychological disabilities regarding 
the accommodations and supports they receive from 
DSS. This study explored the experiences of 16 indi-
viduals; surveying a larger sample may provide addi-
tional insight into the supports and services benefi cial 
to college students with psychological disabilities. It 
would also be interesting to explore the perceptions of 
students with disabilities enrolled in classes where the 
instructor adheres to the principles of UDI (McGuire, 
Scott, & Shaw, 2003).

Conclusion

Barriers impacting educational experiences of 
students with psychological disabilities include stereo-
types and stigma, access to information and services, 
the complex nature of psychological disabilities, ac-
cess to resources, and organization and institutional 
barriers (Blacklock et al., 2003; Sharpe et al., 2004). 
However, the participants in this study were found to 
be working towards achieving their academic goals 
with vital supports provided by DSS, including ac-
commodations. Without the benefi t of these supports, 
most participants believed they would not be suc-
cessful in their postsecondary pursuits. Despite some 
challenges regarding accommodations and concerns 
of stigma, accommodations mitigated the functional 
limitations presented by their disabilities. Further-

more, DSS provided additional supports such as goal 
setting, advocacy, and training in organizational and 
time management, which participants also deemed 
necessary for their success.
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PRACTICE BRIEF:
Examination Accommodations for 

Students with Sensory Defensiveness
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Abstract
Traditional examination accommodations include extra time, scribes, and/or separate venues for students with 
disabilities, which have been proven to be successful for the majority of students.  For students with non-apparent 
disabilities such as sensory defensiveness, where sensitivity to a range of sensory information from the environ-
ment can severely limit one’s ability to engage in activities, accommodations such as those advocated above may 
not prove effective in removing barriers and promoting fairness and equity in examinations.  A pilot study was 
undertaken by the Unilink and the Disability Services within Trinity College, Dublin to explore the difficulties 
encountered by students experiencing sensory defensiveness and to examine the efficacy of the provision of low 
distraction examination venues for this population.  The Unilink Service is a college-based Occupational Therapy 
support service for students experiencing mental health and/or physical sensory difficulties (Nolan & MacCobb, 
2006; Nolan, Quinn & MacCobb, 2011).  The aim of the service is to support students in their college journey, to 
enable them to engage in their student role, and to complete their studies throughout their college career.  A three 
phased descriptive non-experimental approach was taken within this pilot study using questionnaires and audits.  
Findings indicated that a significant proportion of the students availing of traditional examination accommoda-
tions were experiencing difficulties with auditory and visual distractions. Evidence supported the findings that the 
provision of low distraction examination venues enabled students experiencing sensory defensiveness to better 
participate in their examinations and that the low distraction venues were appropriate to their needs.

Keywords: Postsecondary education, examination accommodations, sensory defensiveness

Examination accommodations such as additional 
time and alternative formats are some of the most com-
mon accommodations used by students with disabilities 
within school or college (Barnard-Brak, Sulak, Tate, & 
Lechtenberger, 2010; Ketterlin-Greller, Alonzo, Braun-
Monegan, & Tindal, 2007). These accommodations 
have proved successful for students with some non-
apparent disabilities such as dyslexia (Gregg, 2009; 
Gregg & Nelson, 2010) but may have limited useful-
ness for those with other non-apparent disabilities such 
as sensory defensiveness or sensory over-responsivity, 
which can be experienced by students with Attention 
Defi cit /Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), Asperger’s 
Syndrome (AS), and Developmental Co-Ordination 
Disorder (DCD) (also known as Dyspraxia) as well as 
some mental health diffi culties (Blakemore et al, 2006; 

Brown, Cromwell, Filion, Dunn, & Tollefson, 2002; 
Lane, Reynolds, & Thacker, 2007; & Parush, Sohmer, 
Steinberg, & Kaitz, 2007). Gregg (2009) maintains 
that test setting accommodations such as a private or 
quiet room or a smaller group setting are often recom-
mended by professionals, but there appears to be little 
evidence to support their effectiveness.  The purpose 
of this article is to expand and evaluate the concept of 
environmental accommodations appropriate to students 
with sensory defensiveness within higher education.

Sensory Processing and Sensory Defensiveness 
Sensory processing is the means by which we 

take in information about the environments around us 
through our senses.  However, some individuals can 
be so hyper-responsive or so hypo-responsive that 



Journal of Postsecondary Education and Disability, 26(2)164     

their sensory processing interferes with their ability to 
engage in their daily activities (Brown & Nicholson, 
2011).  Dunn (1999) suggests that people with atypical 
sensory processing may display exceedingly high or 
low thresholds for sensory information. Such individu-
als require either more sensory information or much 
less than others; therefore, the ability to attend and 
focus on the task at hand is affected.  Consequently, 
they are either under-responsive or over-responsive to 
sensory input or environmental stimuli. 

Sensory defensiveness is where a student’s neu-
rological system has a very low threshold for sensory 
information and can be overly sensitive (hyper-re-
sponsive) to sensory stimuli which can be triggered by 
virtually everything in the environment.  Pfeiffer and 
Kinnealey (2003) claim that sensory defensiveness is 
a negative reaction to certain sensory inputs, which 
can elicit avoidance, increased arousal, fi ght-or-fl ight 
behaviours, and extreme reactions in response to sen-
sory stimuli such as touch, loud noises, or bright lights.  
Responses to stimuli tend to be more intense if they 
are unexpected by the individual.   Sensory input can 
often have a summative effect, which is that prolonged 
exposure to uncomfortable sensory stimuli can lead to 
an exaggerated response to a seemingly ordinary event 
(Miller, Anzalone, Lane, Cermak, & Olsten, 2007).  
Adults with sensory defensiveness have been found in 
several studies to report higher levels of anxiety and 
depression (Engel-Yeger & Dunn, 2011; Kinneally & 
Fuiek, 1999). Students with sensory defensiveness can 
become over-loaded by sensory stimuli (e.g., sound, 
light, touch, smells, and movement), which can impact 
upon their completing everyday academic and non-ac-
ademic tasks in college.  Environments such as lecture 
halls, restaurants, libraries, and examination venues 
can be overwhelming, leading students to avoid these 
environments and preventing them from fully engaging 
in their daily tasks (Johnson & Irving, 2008). 

Individuals often develop coping strategies that 
involve avoidance of activities and environments that 
provide too much sensory input, which can greatly 
limit their choice of career, interpersonal relationships, 
leisure pursuits, and overall participation in daily life 
(Abernethy, 2010; Kinnealey, Oliver, & Wilbarger, 
1995; Pfeiffer, 2002). Students with sensory defensive-
ness may experience diffi culty in fi ltering out various 
sensory stimuli from their environment. As a result, 
many of these students choose to study at home or 
in low distraction environments and may experience 

great diffi culty in maintaining concentration in the 
examination environment.  

Test Setting Accommodations
Providing test accommodations for students with 

disabilities is designed to promote fairness in testing and 
to promote validity by removing construct-irrelevant 
barriers (Sireci & Pitoniak, 2006).  For the majority of 
students with disabilities, the provision of extra time 
in examinations is a very effective form of reasonable 
accommodation offered in higher education institutes.  
However, for students with sensory defensiveness, the 
provision of extra time alone was hypothesised as not 
being enough for them to engage and complete their 
examinations satisfactorily.  A survey (TCD, 2011) was 
carried out within the Trinity College, Dublin by the 
Disability Service, which enabled staff to examine the 
provision of appropriate test setting accommodations 
for this group of students.  A second follow up study 
traced students that had identifi ed sensory sensitivity 
as a problem (n=8).

Context 
The number of students registered with the Disabil-

ity Service in Trinity College Dublin with AS, ADHD, 
and DCD has increased greatly over a four year period 
from 2008 to 2012 as illustrated in Table 1.   A signifi -
cant proportion of these students reported diffi culties 
in modulating sensory information in venues such as 
libraries, lecture halls, and examination venues.   The 
Occupational Therapists within the Unilink Service 
began to examine the environments that the students 
were functioning within, to ascertain if adaptation of 
these environments could facilitate better participation 
in their day-to-day activities.  

Research Design and Method
A descriptive non-experimental design that was 

predominantly quantitative was used in this research. 
The research was carried out over three phases within 
Trinity College, Dublin from February 2011 to June 
2012 (Figure 1).

Phase I – Questionnaire Design and Distribution
The study aimed to examine and enhance the 

examination environments for students experiencing 
sensory defensiveness.  In  order to meet this aim a 
questionnaire (see Appendix A) was sent in February 
2011 to all students who were availing of examination 



Lewis & Nolan; Exam Accommodations 165

Table 1

Numbers of Students with AS, ADHD and DCD registering with the Disability Service in Trinity College Dublin 
in the period 2008-2012.

Figure 1.Three Phases of the Research Design.

Academic Year 2008-09 09-10 10-11 11-12

ADHD 18 20 37 50

AS 18 22 29 39

DCD 2 9 8 26

accommodations through the Disability Service in 
Trinity College Dublin (n=371).  All surveys designed 
and utilised within the Disability Service meet the 
accessible information guidelines used within Trinity 
College.  The purpose of the questionnaire was to ex-
amine the experiences of students with disabilities of 
taking examinations in Trinity College.  Forsyth and 
Kviz (2006) suggest that the initial step in building 
the questionnaire is to identify the key variables to be 
measured. This questionnaire was designed specifi cally 
for this study using a focus group made up of Occu-

pational Therapists and Disability Offi cers who had 
expertise in working with students with non-apparent 
disabilities.  This group formulated the questions to be 
used in the questionnaire, which centred upon student 
feedback on examination accommodations and on rat-
ing examination venues.  In order to ensure face valid-
ity, this questionnaire was piloted with three students.   
Feedback from the students was incorporated into the 
questionnaire design.  For example, the question related 
to noise was broken down into noise from within or 
outside the venue.  The survey was designed using 
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a mixture of likert scales and open-ended questions, 
which allowed students to expand upon their answers.   
SurveyMonkeyTM  software (www.surveymonkey.
com) was used to distribute the questionnaires.  

Results

A total of 102 (27% response rate) students com-
pleted the questionnaire.  The majority of students with 
disabilities had used multiple venues and had found 
them to be excellent.  Of the 102 respondents, 87 had 
taken examinations in the main test centre.  This cen-
tre contains group venues catering for a maximum of 
60 students as well as individual venues.  A majority, 
87.3% (n=76), described the venues as being excellent 
to good. While the feedback from the majority of stu-
dents was positive, results indicated that the experience 
of some students (n=34) was very different from the 
majority.  This group of respondents rated the venues as 
poor or unacceptable.  Students were asked to comment 
on their experiences during the examination.  Table 2 
illustrates some of the comments made by students.

These comments would suggest that some students 
were experiencing diffi culty processing sensory stimuli 
during the examination period and within the venues. 
Based upon these fi ndings and the diffi culties that these 
students reported in meetings with Disability Service 
and Unilink staff, and upon a literature search in the 
areas of Attention Defi cit / Hyperactivity Disorder, 
Asperger’s Syndrome and sensory defensiveness, the 
authors hypothesised that providing extra time within 
a group venue of 30 – 60 students (Figure 2) would 
not be providing the most effective accommodation 
for this group of students.

Phase 2 - Audit of Examination Venues and 
Recommendations to the Examinations Offi ce

As a result of these fi ndings, the literature review, 
and the experience of two Occupational Therapists 
working with students experiencing sensory defensive-
ness and who had completed postgraduate education in 
Sensory Integration, an audit of the main examination 
venues used for students with disabilities receiving 
examination accommodations was conducted in March 
2011.  This audit examined the venues under the fol-
lowing headings:  room capacity/ proximity of students 
to each other, auditory distractions (within and outside 
the venue), and visual distractions.  The fi ndings of this 
audit indicated that, out of 16 rooms within the main 

test centre, there were auditory, visual, and proximity 
issues in most of the venues. Figure 3 illustrates the 
types of diffi culties students encountered.

Following this audit and the diffi culties identifi ed 
from the questionnaire in Phase 1 (Table 2), recom-
mendations were made to the Examinations Offi ce for 
the establishment of low-distraction venues on a pilot 
basis.  Criteria were established for choosing venues 
(see Table 3) and recommendations were made for the 
set up of the venues (see Table 4).

Phase 3 - Provision of the Low Distraction Venues on 
a Pilot Basis, Audit of Student Files and Evaluation

As a result of the recommendations, two venues 
were established (one with four seats and one with three 
seats) as well as two individual venues for students 
using computers who also required test setting accom-
modations (Figure 4).  These venues were located in an 
area of the examination centre where the least number 
of offi ces were located. 

As part of Phase 3, a further audit of student fi les of 
those who were attending the Unilink Service was un-
dertaken to identify students who had reported sensory 
sensitivity or high levels of distraction. The purpose 
of this second audit was to identify students and to of-
fer them an assessment using the Adolescent / Adult 
Sensory Profi le (AASP) (Brown & Dunn, 2002).  The 
AASP is a 60 item self-report questionnaire in which 
the individual is asked questions in relation to how he/
she generally responds to sensory information.  The 
aim of the profi le is to provide valuable information 
about an individual’s sensory processing and to enable 
more informed intervention planning (Brown & Dunn, 
2002).  The development of the AASP involved the 
evaluation of item face validity, reliability, construct 
validity, and revisions to ensure that the instrument 
was understandable by the relevant age group (Rieke 
& Anderson, 2009).

Eight students were identifi ed during this audit 
process and were offered the opportunity to work col-
laboratively with the Unilink Staff in learning more 
about sensory defensiveness and its impact upon their 
student role.  They explored and developed strategies 
to manage sensory defensiveness within college and 
to ensure that the venues were appropriate to their 
individual sensory preferences.  The students were 
involved in the design of the low-distraction test setting 
in terms of lighting, space between desks, and levels 
of auditory distraction.  Students were also given an 
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Table 2

Diffi culties Most Frequently Reported by Students with Disabilities

Diffi culties experienced most frequently were:
Noise [within and outside the reasonable accommodation venues].• 
Distractions [other students, overcrowding, examinations ending at different times, invigilator (also • 
known as proctor) announcements].
Temperature [very cold at end of the fi rst term examinations].• 
Students with ADHD expressed the view that the high level of people coming and going from the venue • 
caused distraction. 
Students with DCD (Dyspraxia) experienced sensory diffi culties with noise, temperature and light.• 

Figure 2. Example of a Group Venue

Figure 3. Frequency of Distractions within the 16 Audited Venues
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Table 3

Criteria for Room Selection

Table 4

Recommendations for the Setup of Low Distraction Venues

Room Selection Criteria:
Examination rooms to be located away from main road side the building to reduce noise from traffi c.• 
Examination rooms to have concrete walls and doubled glazed windows for increased sound proofi ng.• 
Examination rooms to be located away from departmental offi ces, toilets, lockers, stairwells, and common • 
seating areas.
Examination venues to be well ventilated so that windows or doors do not have to be opened during • 
examinations.
Students using a computer but who also require test setting accommodations should have an individual • 
venue.

Room Set Up Recommendations: 
Number of students within the venue to be restricted to allow extra space between desks.• 
Desks should be placed facing the wall within smaller venues.  Desks should be placed against blank walls.• 
All unnecessary materials should be placed outside the room for the duration of the examination. These • 
include boxes, audio/visual equipment, unused chairs and tables, etc.
Blinds should be used in examination rooms to control the amount of natural light.• 
All computers and audio-visual equipment must be switched off in the room.• 
Invigilators (also known as proctors) to be made aware of the need to reduce auditory distractions such • 
as newspapers, laptops, eating, etc.
If there are a number of students sitting their examinations within one room, it is essential that auditory • 
distractions, such as moving about in chairs and people entering and exiting the venue, are kept to a 
minimum so as not to distract the other students.  
Cleaning staff / Director of Buildings should be informed of the different examination venues, dates, • 
and times of examinations in order to avoid unnecessary external noise.
Earplugs or noise-cancelling earphones to be provided within the room.• 
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Figure 4. The Four Seat Low Distraction Venue
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opportunity to visit the venue in the weeks leading up 
to the examination and mock examinations were run 
in these venues to help them become accustomed to 
the testing environment. 

Evaluation of the Pilot Test Setting Accommodations
The low distraction venues were piloted during 

the annual examination period from May to June 2011. 
Staff from the Unilink Service and the Disability Ser-
vice observed the venues, invigilators (also known as 
proctors) were asked to complete a questionnaire (see 
Appendix B) after each examination, and students were 
asked for feedback by email following the examination 
period (see Appendix C).  This questionnaire was again 
designed specifi cally for this study using a focus group 
made up of Occupational Therapists and Disability Of-
fi cers who had expertise in working with students with 
non-apparent disabilities within the college context.  
Findings from the invigilators indicated that the low 
distraction venues were appropriate for the students’ 
needs.  Table 5 indicates the mode number of times 
the invigilators rated the environment as acceptable 
and the number of distractions that they perceived to 
be present within the venues.

Students were asked for feedback on their experi-
ences of the low-distraction examination venues via 
a questionnaire.  Five out eight students responded to 
this questionnaire.  Students indicated that the low-
distraction venues were “perfect,” with one student 
commenting that “It was great as it really helped 
minimise distraction levels and it was easier for me to 
concentrate.”  Another commented in relation to the 

Table 5

Invigilator Ratings of Venues within Main Test Centre

set up of the room that, “Defi nitely the desk facing 
the wall, as there was nothing to distract you from 
your exam.”  All found that there was adequate space 
between the desks to minimise distractions. Two out of 
the fi ve students used earplugs during the examination 
so that “the noise did not really matter.” All students 
found the lighting to be appropriate to their needs. One 
student commented that it was an “excellent service, 
and really helped me to relax into the exams.”

Limitations

This study was carried out on a pilot basis within 
one University setting based upon eight students’ use 
of the low-distraction venues.   Comparisons were 
not made with the students’ academic performance 
and these variables may be considered in future stud-
ies.   Apart from the Adult/Adolescent Sensory profi le 
(Brown & Dunn, 2002), the assessments/questionnaire 
used within this study were designed specifi cally for 
this research.  These results cannot be generalised 
for all students with sensory processing diffi culties.  
However, they may provide an alternative approach 
to examining such issues.

Conclusion

The fi ndings of this pilot study indicate that when 
low-distraction venues are provided for students with 
sensory defensiveness, they can have a positive effect 
on levels of concentration and their ability to partici-
pate in annual examinations.  These fi ndings support 

Low-Distraction
(Mode Scale 1-5)

Group
(Mode Scale 1-5)

Individual
(Mode Scale 1-5)

Physical Environment Rating 
(1=unacceptable; 5=excellent) 5 4 4

Level of Distractions Rating 
(1=large number of distractions; 
5=no distractions)

4 4 4
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the use of test setting accommodations such as a pri-
vate/quiet room or smaller group venues as highlighted 
by Gregg (2009).   This study also lends support to the 
modifi cation of  environments for students experienc-
ing sensory defensiveness, by removing unnecessary 
barriers and making adaptations to environments such 
as lecture halls, restaurants, busy concourses, and 
libraries as advocated by Johnson and Irving (2008) 
and May-Benson and Koomar (2008). The transition 
to the college environment presents challenges for all 
students but especially to students with sensory defen-
siveness, who may experience diffi culty functioning 
within these new environments.  Although sensory 
defensiveness and sensory processing are linked to 
the individual, sensory integrative theory can provide 
therapists and other professionals with an alternative 
perspective on facilitating student engagement in their 
academic activities.  In line with Dunn’s (1999) model 
of sensory processing, this study does not propose an 
approach that seeks to change the student’s threshold 
for dealing with sensory information but to create an 
environment in which the student with sensory defen-
siveness can function.   

This pilot study was undertaken as a result of an 
identifi ed need amongst students with disabilities who 
were accessing the Unilink Service.  It highlights the 
need to recognise and assess sensory defensiveness in 
the student and use appropriate accommodations to 
help these students engage in their student role.  It also 
highlights the need for advocacy on behalf of students 
with the college administration and to raise awareness 
of the functional limitations encountered by people 
experiencing sensory defensiveness. As a result of this 
study, the number of students who use the low distrac-
tion venues has increased by 190% from eight in the 
annual examinations in 2011 to 29 in 2012. 

We have proposed one method of reasonably 
accommodating students who experience sensory 
defensiveness within the college environment.  Future 
research should investigate the prevalence of sensory 
defensiveness both within specifi c groups of college 
students with ADHD, Asperger’s Syndrome and DCD 
and also with the overall student population.   Other 
possible research could focus upon the types of envi-
ronments within colleges in which students with sen-
sory defensiveness experience diffi culty functioning, 
guiding the planning of college buildings as well as the 
development of other reasonable accommodations.   

References
Abernethy, H. (2010). The assessment and treatment 

of sensory defensiveness in adult mental health: A 
literature review.  British Journal of Occupational 
Therapy, 73(5), 210-218.

Blakemore, S. J. Tavassolli, T., Calo, S., Thomas, R. 
M. Catmir, C., Frith, U., & Haggard, P. (2006). 
Tactile sensitivity in Asperger syndrome. Brain 
and Cognition, 61, 5-13.

Barnard-Brak, L., Sulak, T., Tate, A., & Lechtenberger, 
D. (2010). Measuring college students’ attitudes 
toward requesting accommodations: A national 
multi-institutional study.  Assessment for Effective 
Intervention, 35(3), 141-147. 

Brown, C., Cromwell, R. L., Filion, D, Dunn, W., 
& Tollefson, N. (2002). Sensory processing in 
schizophrenia: Missing and avoiding information.  
Schizophrenia Research, 55(1-2), 187-195.

Brown, C., & Dunn, W. (2002) Adult/adolescent 
sensory profi le: User’s manual. San Antonio, TX: 
Psychological Corporation.

Brown, C., & Nicholson, R. (2011). Sensory skills. 
In Brown, C & Stoffel, V. (Eds.) Occupational 
therapy in mental health: A vision for participation 
(pp.280-297). Philadelphia, PA: FA Davis.

Dunn, W. (1999). The sensory profi le. San Antonio, 
TX: Psychological Corp.

Engel-Yeger, B., & Dunn, W. (2011) The relationship 
between sensory processing difficulties and 
anxiety level of healthy adults.  British Journal of 
Occupational Therapy, 74(5), 210-216.

Forsyth, K., & Kviz, F. (2006) Survey research design.  
In Kielhofner, G. (ed.).  Research in occupational 
therapy: Methods of inquiry for enhancement of 
practice (pp.607-619). Philadelphia, PA: FA Davis. 

Gregg, N. (2009) Adolescents and adults with 
learning disabilities and ADHD: Assessment and 
accommodation. New York: Guilford Press.

Gregg, N., & Nelson, J. M., (2010). Meta-analysis 
on the effectiveness of extra time as a test 
accommodation for transitioning adolescents with 
learning disabilities: More questions than answers.  
Journal of Learning Disabilities, 45(2), 128-138. 
doi:10.1177/0022219409355484

Johnson, M. E., & Irving, R. (2008).  Implications of 
sensory defensiveness in a college population.  
Sensory Integration Quarterly / American 
Occupational Therapy Association, 31(2), 1-3.



Journal of Postsecondary Education and Disability, 26(2)172     

Ketterlin-Geller, L. R., Alonzo, J., Braun-Monegan, 
J., & Tindal, G. (2007). Recommendations for 
accommodations, implications of (in) consistency. 
Remedial and Special Education, 28(4), 194-206.

Kinnealey, M., Oliver, B., & Wilbarger, P. (1995) A 
phenomenological study of sensory defensiveness 
in adults.  American Journal of Occupational 
Therapy, 49(5), 444-51  

Kinnealey, M., & Fuiek, M. (1999).  The relationship 
between sensory defensiveness, anxiety, depression, 
and the perception of pain in adults. Occupational 
Therapy International, 6, 195-296.

Lane, S. J., Reynolds, S., & Thacker, L. (2010) Sensory 
over-responsivity and ADHD: Differentiating using 
electrodermal responses, cortisol, and anxiety. 
Frontiers in Integrative Neuroscience 4, 1-11.

May-Benson, T., & Koomar, J.A. (2008) AOTA’s 
centennial vision and the sensory integration frame 
of reference. Sensory Integration Special Interest 
Quarterly / American Occupational Therapy 
Association, 31(1), 1-4.

Miller, L. J., Anzalone, M. E., Lane, S. J., Cermak, 
S. A., Osten, E. T. (2007) Concept Evolution in 
Sensory Integration: A Proposed Nosology for 
Diagnosis.  American Journal of Occupational 
Therapy, 61(2), 135-140. 

Nolan, C., & MacCobb, S. (2006). Uni-Link: A mental 
health service initiative for university students. 
WFOT Bulletin, 54, 53-59.

Nolan, C., Quinn, S., & MacCobb, S. (2011). The 
use of mobile phone technology, in particular 
text messaging, as a means of maintaining 
communication and developing relationships with 
third level students in the provision of a mental 
health service. Occupational Therapy in Mental 
Health, 27(2), 2011, 103–125.

Parush, S., Sohmer, H., Steinberg, A., Kaitz, M. (2007).  
Somatosensory function in boys with ADHD and 
tactile defensiveness.  Physiology & Behaviour, 
90, 553–558.

Pfeiffer B. (2002). The impact of dysfunction in sensory 
integration on occupations in childhood through 
adulthood: A case study.  Sensory Integration 
Special Interest Section Quarterly, 25(1), 1-2.

Pfeiffer, B., & Kinnealey (2003) Treatment of sensory 
defensiveness in adults.  Occupational Therapy 
International, 10(3), 175-184.

Rieke, E. F,, & Anderson, D. (2009) Adolescent/adult 
sensory profi le and obsessive-compulsive disorder.   
American Journal of Occupational Therapy, 63(2), 
138-145.

Sireci, S., & Pitoniak, M. (2006). Assessment 
accommodations. What have we learned from 
research? Paper presented at workshop of 
Accommodating Students with Disabilities on 
State Assessment: What Works? Savannah, GA. 
Retrieved from www.ets.org/Media/Research/
conf_accomm2006_sireci.ppt

SurveyMonkeyTM. http://www.surveymonkey.
com/s/ 

Trinity College Disability Service (2011) Report 
on Disability Service Exam Survey, February 
2011 (unpublished) http://www.tcd.ie/disability/
projects/archived%20projects/Lowdistract.php



Lewis & Nolan; Exam Accommodations 173

About the Authors

Kieran Lewis received his B.Sc. degree in Occupational 
Therapy from Trinity College Dublin.  He is currently 
working within the Unilink Service, part of the 
Disability Service in Trinity College, which is a 
practical support service for students who may be 
experiencing mental health diffi culties and/or physical 
and sensory diffi culties.  He has completed modules 
one and two of the Advanced Practitioner Training 
Route in Sensory Integration offered by the Sensory 
Integration Network UK and Ireland.  He is currently 
undertaking a M.Sc. by research in Occupational 
Therapy.  His research interests include Sensory 
Processing Disorder in adults, recovery-orientated 
practice and self-management approaches. He can be 
reached by email at: klewis@tcd.ie  

Dr. Clodagh Nolan qualifi ed in the early 1980’s with a 
Diploma in Occupational Therapy from the College of 
Occupational Therapists, London. Her Master’s Degree 
and Ph.D. studies were in the area of community mental 
health and the development of a self-report measure 
for students with disabilities. She has taught at both 
undergraduate and postgraduate levels within the 
Discipline. She is currently an Assistant Professor with 
the Discipline of Occupational Therapy and Director of 
the Unilink Service at Trinity College, Dublin, Ireland. 
Her research interests include fatigue management, 
students and mental health, community engagement, 
attitudes to community mental health, and transitioning 
into and from college for students with disabilities. She 
can be reached by email at: nolancl@tcd.ie



Journal of Postsecondary Education and Disability, 26(2)174     

Appendix A
Phase 1 - Questionnaire
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Appendix A
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Appendix A
Phase 1 - Questionnaire
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Appendix B
Phase 3 - Invigilator Questionnaire
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Appendix B
Phase 3 - Invigilator Questionnaire
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Appendix B
Phase 3 - Invigilator Questionnaire
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Appendix B
Phase 3 - Invigilator Questionnaire
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Appendix C
Phase 3 - Student Feedback Questionnaire

1.  How did you fi nd the setup of the room?

2. Would you prefer to have the desks facing against the wall or facing out into the room?

3.  Was there adequate room between the desks?

4.  Were there any distractions from within the room?

5.  Were there any distractions from outside the room?

6.  Did you use earplugs?



182     
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PRACTICE BRIEF:
Modeling Positive Behaviors for Postsecondary Students 
with Autism/Asperger’s: The Use of “Television Coaching”

Jack Trammell
Randolph-Macon College

Abstract
Students on the Autism spectrum, including those with Asperger’s, are attending postsecondary schools at record 
rates and bringing with them unique needs and challenges.  Although students with this diagnosis qualify for and 
often use traditional academic accommodations such as testing in a separate room, they also commonly experience 
academic difficulties more specifically related to the social interaction/communication deficits associated with 
their disability.  This practice brief reports on a modestly scaled attempt (n = 5) to use Television Coaching to help 
students become more successful in social interactions in postsecondary academic settings (specifically, classroom 
discussions and job interviews senior year).  Utilizing predispositions toward visual media and imitation, which 
are characteristic of many students on the spectrum, the results suggest promise for similar techniques that can be 
readily adapted.

Keywords: Autism, Asperger’s, television coaching

Problem

Over a period of two years, fi ve students with Au-
tism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) diagnoses voluntarily 
contacted the disability support services (DSS) offi ce 
at a small liberal arts school seeking help with several 
communication challenges: classroom discussion activi-
ties that required uncomfortable levels or types of social 
engagement, direct interactions with professors, and 
interviews for graduate school or employment.  In each 
case, the student had received feedback that strongly 
suggested his/her attempts were not judged by others 
as successful.  All fi ve students were already utilizing 
more common academic accommodations and agreed to 
attempt a new approach to solve the current challenge.

Method

During a structured interview based on individu-
alized questions prepared by the DSS director in ad-
vance, each student generated with the DSS director 
a preliminary list of wanted and unwanted behaviors 

associated with the communication activity they were 
having diffi culty carrying out successfully.  Examples 
included seeking out and accurately processing direct 
feedback from professors and/or interviewers.  This 
list eventually became a rubric for informally assess-
ing changes in behavior over time (see Tables 1 and 
2).  Such lists have proven useful to students on the 
spectrum, particularly if they have executive function-
ing challenges, since the list can provide hierarchy and 
an external priority (Adreon & Durocher, 2007; Azano 
& Tuckwiller, 2011).  The list also became the start-
ing point for identifying a series of television sitcoms 
to watch, which were readily accessible online or 
through the college cable system, where the students 
could study similar communication behaviors in an 
exaggerated format.  

There is research to suggest that students on the 
spectrum favor visual media, in particular screen-based 
media, and that they often can be quite imitative of 
behavior they witness repetitively (Mazurek, Shattuck, 
Wagner, & Cooper, 2012; Shane & Albert, 2008).  One 
recent study also shows that individuals with ASD tend 
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Table 1

Rubric for Jimmy

Table 2

Rubric for Sally

Unwanted Behaviors Positive/Desired Behaviors

1.  Appearance of disengagement Body language of engagement

2.  Aversion of gaze Direct eye contact/focused gaze

3.  Too much/not enough emotional response Appropriate emotional response to content

4.  Appearance of disrespect toward professor Appropriate level of professorial respect

5.  Disengagement from other students Practical cues toward fellow students

6.  Blurting out/interrupting Watching interaction cues from professor

Unwanted Behaviors Positive/Desired Behaviors

1.  Smiling at inappropriate times Smile with intention/restraint

2.  Talking too fast Speaking deliberately/thoughtfully

3.  Blinking excessively Breathing deeply and slowing down

4.  Giving too much detail/negativity Intentionality with detail/sharing the positive

5.  Excessive nervousness Focus on posture and slowing down

6.  Forced or inappropriate laughter Use laughter with caution
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to watch television more, earlier, and prefer more adult 
programs than their peers (Chonchaiya, Nuntnarumit, 
& Pruksananonda, 2011).  There is also evidence that 
individuals with ASD respond to interventions with 
strong visual elements and transparent structure that 
lends itself to easier transferability (Slavin, 2010). 

All of television, and arguably drama in general, 
is an abstraction: time is compressed, expressions 
and gestures are exaggerated, moods fl uctuate wildly, 
body language is abnormally emphasized, and the plot 
is manipulated to skip events and exchanges that are 
not germane to most viewers.  In particular, televi-
sion sitcoms intentionally manipulate these variables 
much more intensely than movies or longer dramas.  
Sitcoms, therefore, have the potential to be overt ex-
amples of communication skills or challenges that can 
be observed by individuals who can fi nd it diffi cult to 
understand more nuanced social behavior in real life.

“Coaching” in this practice brief is defi ned as 
guided practice with frequent feedback and modeling 
of desired behaviors and skills.  Coaching has been 
shown to be an effective strategy in preparing profes-
sionals to work with students with ASD (Radley, 2012; 
Wilson, Dykstra, Watson, Boyd, & Crais, 2012).  Just 
as importantly, it is a direct form of intervention for 
individuals with ASD, sometimes referenced with 
similar terms that include “play” or “mock” experi-
ences, which normally also include guided assistance 
and practice (Kasari, Huynh, & Gulsrud, 2011; Swarns, 
2012).  The use of “television coaching” is also consis-
tent with strategies for helping students with ASD that 
combine unusual activities that play to ASD strengths, 
such as educational music therapy for social skills 
development (Baraba, 2012).

Each of the fi ve students was already well aware of 
the general nature of such shows, but lacked a sophis-
ticated grasp of the abstractions they involved.  When 
they were asked to explain the use of exaggeration 
in sitcoms, they generally could not explain it well.  
Therefore, after looking at the initial lists of desired 
and undesired behaviors created collaboratively, the 
DSS director helped each student select a series of 
shows to watch for at least four episodes (e.g., Seinfeld, 
Friends, etc.).  The shows were intentionally chosen for 
high degree of exaggeration.  Students were specifi -
cally instructed to note which expressions, reactions, 
or body language exaggerations were the most note-
worthy in their opinion, and where similar behaviors 
intersected with their own on the lists.  They were in 

essence doing an informal analysis of communication 
skills portrayed through caricature and exaggeration 
on television (Hewitt, 2011).  

After the initial viewings, a brief dialogue occurred 
between the students and DSS where each student 
received specifi c feedback and recommendations for 
“exaggerating” or staging (planning to use) the class-
room/interview behaviors that were more desirable on 
their lists. For example, smiles were recommended dur-
ing introductions and when interviews digressed into 
personal topics.  Conversely, smiles were to be avoided 
when serious topics like sexual harassment policy 
were discussed.  Students were guided to seek more 
practice in meaningful settings such as the academic 
center for mock interviews, classrooms where routine 
discussion was an expectation, or practice interviews 
at the career center.  At the same time, students were 
assigned to watch four more episodes and continue to 
observe and generalize behaviors to their own situation.  
As the process evolved, students were asked to take 
notes.  Given the utility that strategy proved to have, 
future replications should require that all participants 
do so from the start.  

By the third meeting, all fi ve students had made 
signifi cant progress in recognizing behaviors in the ab-
stract that sent concrete messages to an audience in real 
time.  One student, who had been told she smiled too 
much during an interview, reported consciously making 
decisions in the next interview about when to smile.  
At no time was there any pressure placed on students 
to behave in any way that was uncomfortable to them.  
Their general comfort level with experimentation and 
“staging” increased with each session, however, as 
observed by the DSS director and often confi rmed by 
their personal statements during debriefi ngs.

Jimmy (all student names are pseudonyms) was 
a sophomore transfer student who came to the school 
expecting that the smaller environment would help him.  
In reality, he found the higher degree of social interaction 
quite stressful.  He reported that, after going through this 
project, he was as afraid to pretend he was looking at 
the professor even though he was actually focused on 
the wall behind him.  It did not matter that he was not 
actually looking at the professor; it mattered that the 
professor perceived him as being engaged.  In this case, 
Jimmy felt that he had learned how to engage in a behav-
ior that satisfi ed a need to communicate in the classroom 
by observing how television characters exaggerated their 
use of eye contact while talking to another character.  
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He reported more confi dence in looking around in the 
classroom and observing what others were doing, rather 
than his initial habit of looking down.

Sally was a senior who was very stressed about 
interviews and applications for graduate school.  Her 
interviews became increasingly polished and success-
ful as reported by others and based on her own percep-
tion.  She reported, as mentioned earlier, that her smil-
ing skills improved; people reacted to her smile with a 
smile themselves.  Prior to this training, Sally tended 
to smile at inappropriate moments in the interview, 
such as when the topic of offi ce behavior was being 
discussed.  This initially heightened the anxiety of the 
interviewer (who called DSS) and perplexed Sally.  
Sally, an extremely intelligent young woman, studied 
her shows to the point where she could identify every 
example of a character’s smile in a particular episode 
and the events with which the smiles were associated.  
Ultimately, she was accepted into a graduate program 
after a successful interview.

Conclusion

Using Television Coaching on a small scale ap-
pears to provide another option in addressing the 
complex social skills defi cits amongst individuals with 
ASD in the postsecondary setting.  This approach ap-
pears to take advantage of students with ASD’s general 
preference for visual media and positive responses to 
coaching and repetition.  It is not a replacement for 
academic accommodations but may hold the promise 
of helping students learn the social behaviors needed 
to navigate typical social situations in college with less 
anxiety by providing more immediate feedback than 
they may receive in other settings.

The primary DSS resources required for this proj-
ect were time and a willingness to dialog with students.  
If the students were willing to invest their own time in 
the television watching activities, as well as in meeting 
face-to-face, the results were uniformly perceived by 
DSS and students as positive.  Implementing this prac-
tice has already led to refi nements, such as recognizing 
the value of having students take notes while watching.  
This new service does not replace traditional therapies 
or technically qualify as an accommodation.  None-
theless, its value to DSS offi ces is signifi cant in that 
social skills defi cits can impact students with ASD’s 
academic experience in myriad ways, ranging from 
one-on-one interaction with professors to completing 

labs or other group projects where close teamwork and 
communication are necessary.

Larger replications or similar projects may lead to 
the possibilities of professional training being offered 
to DSS.  Research about this practice could enrich the 
literature with more information about the effi cacy of 
such interventions.  While the limitations of this in-
vestigation are primarily related to its small scale and 
experimental nature, the informal results are positive 
and indicative of further possibilities.
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Nolting, P. D. (2012).  Mathematics and disabilities handbook: A guide for students with LD, ADHD, TBI and 
Wounded Warriors (eBook).  Bradenton, FL: Academic Success Press, 416 pp.

Paul Nolting’s recently published Mathematics and 
Disabilities Handbook is quite unusual – it examines 
various processing disabilities, compares them to spe-
cifi c math skills, and then offers very explicit strategies 
and ideas for classroom accommodations.  In a day and 
age where it is increasingly diffi cult to distinguish one 
student from another simply based on a label (and the 
2008 ADAAA renders the label less important), efforts 
like this that target specifi c problems with specifi c 
solutions are worth their weight in gold.  Moreover, 
Nolting has a gift for combining the practicality of the 
classroom teacher with the wisdom and theoretical 
connections of an academic researcher.

Nolting displays a depth of knowledge in the fi eld 
that is useful and often missing from many disability 
support publications and programs.  To cite an example, 
his linear history of disability accommodation from 1976 
to 2009 in Chapter 1 is concise, coherent, and very little 
known in broader educational circles.  Understanding the 
history of disability accommodation is critical to devel-
oping a comprehensive methodology and rationale for 
decision-making, yet many disability support services 
(DSS or DSO) and other service providers, as well as 
researchers, pay less attention than they should to the 
relatively recent but historically important context.

Nolting’s chapters are rich with examples that are 
easily generalizable and build on his own experience, 
as well as reference important research fi ndings.  In 
Chapter 2, for example, the author suggests a method 
for identifying undiagnosed students with learning 
disabilities that distinguishes them from struggling 
developmental students.  These kinds of anecdotal and 
practice-based strategies are eminently useful to DSS/
DSO providers.  Moreover, Chapter 2 also includes ex-
tensive information on interpreting test scores.  While 
this information may be a review for DSS veterans, it 
is still organized in such a fashion as to be useful to 
almost anyone in the fi eld.

Nolting often outlines very practical and interest-
ing interventions.  In the chapter that includes a section 
on helping Wounded Warriors (another unique aspect 
of the book), he suggests reasons why returning vets 
may struggle, particularly in math.  But he also sug-
gests a range of interventions, ranging from universal 
design principles in instruction to the use of innova-
tive math software.  He also tackles the potentially 
controversial issue of math course substitution with 
care and common sense.

If there is any criticism of this book, it could be that 
occasionally the language lapses into the informal.  It is 
likely, however, that this choice was intentional if the 
author intended the book to be completely accessible 
to a working audience in DSS/DSO circles.  It is also 
a book with an ambitious scope.  On the other hand, he 
spends considerable time organizing global structures 
to help frame the current understanding of learning 
disabilities and how they impact math learning.  The 
usefulness (and diffi culty of doing so in a meaningful 
way) cannot be overstated.

This book does a notable job of making research 
and practice eminently accessible to a general DSS/
DSO audience in a specialization (math learning/
instruction) that is more cogent than ever.
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