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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this qualitative collective case study was to explore the 

perceptions and experiences of community college disability service providers and how 

they are reasonably accommodating student veterans with post-traumatic stress disorder 

(PTSD) and/or traumatic brain injury (TBI).  Student veterans returning from Operation 

Enduring Freedom and Operation Iraqi Freedom are utilizing their Post 9/11 GI Bill 

benefits and enrolling in community colleges in record numbers.  Although no definitive 

number of student veterans is currently available, estimates range from approximately 

40,000 to more than 500,000 with approximately 40% of those returning veterans 

diagnosed with PTSD and/or TBI, the signature injuries of Operation Enduring Freedom 

and Operation Iraqi Freedom.  Veterans have been a part of higher education since 

colonial times, but the student veterans returning to campuses now bring with them 

injuries that impact their ability to learn.  Disability service providers at colleges and 

universities must understand the impact these disabilities have on student veterans.   

There has been little research done on how best to accommodate student veterans 

with PTSD and/or TBI in the classroom so they have equal and effective access to their 

courses.  This qualitative research study used a collective case study research design in 

order to identify, through the perception and experience of disability service providers at 

community colleges in Texas, the best practices for accommodating student veterans with 

PTSD and/or TBI.  There were seven Texas community colleges located throughout the 

state of Texas that served as the settings for the study.  The participants in the study 

included eight disability service providers.  Data were collected through several avenues, 
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including semi-structured interviews, field notes, reflexive journaling, and document 

review.  Open coding and the constant-comparative method was utilized to analyze the 

collected data. 

The findings of the study revealed that the participants allow for flexibility when 

working with student veterans, particularly surrounding appropriate documentation of a 

disability.  Additional findings indicated that the participants agreed that face-to-face 

interactions with student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI are critically important.  

Another finding of this study pointed to the need of remaining flexible in determining 

accommodations when working with student veterans.  The findings of the study 

indicated that the participants recognized that equal access may not be fully achievable 

for student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI in higher education.  The findings of the 

study also revealed that the perception of the participants as to the most requested 

accommodations for student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI, the most and least effective 

accommodations for the student population, and best practices for working with student 

veterans. 

The findings of the study lead to several implications for higher education 

practice.  Institutions of higher education should consider amending institutional 

guidelines as it relates to acceptable disability documentation from student veterans.  A 

second implication is that disability service providers should maintain flexibility when 

working with student veterans.  A third implication is that disability service providers are 

in need of guidance on understanding the challenges faced by student veterans with 

PTSD and/or TBI.  A final implication is that community college administration, and 
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disability service providers should work together to provide outreach to student veterans 

with PTSD and/or TBI.   

The findings of the study also lead to recommendations for higher education 

practice.  The Association of Higher Education and Disability (AHEAD) should provide 

immediate guidance to disability providers that include how best to work with student 

veterans with disabilities.  AHEAD should go further by conducting a survey to assess 

current knowledge of disability providers, and offer information about best practices 

when serving student veterans.  A second recommendation is that community college 

disability service offices should offer feedback to AHEAD in order to create new 

guidelines for acceptable forms of documentation from student veterans with PTSD 

and/or TBI   

The third recommendation surrounds the requirement of self-disclosure from 

students with disabilities in higher education. Because student veterans may not be aware 

of the services provided for students with disabilities or even that they have a qualifying 

disability, the requirement of self-disclosure should be reviewed.  The final 

recommendation involves collaboration with other student services offices, including the 

VA or financial aid to help with disseminating information about services the student 

veteran may be eligible for.
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Student veterans have been a part of higher education since colonial times (Cohen 

& Kisker, 2010).  The American Association of Community Colleges ([AACC], 2017) 

identified that community colleges served 12.2 million credit and non-credit students in 

2016.  Of those 12.2 million, 4% or 488,000 students were student veterans (AACC, 

2017).  Students with disabilities represented 12% of these total enrollees.  The student 

veterans returning to college campuses in the 21st century bring with them significant 

injuries that will have an effect on their ability to learn (Grossman, 2009; Madaus, 2009; 

Shackelford, 2009).   

According to the Institute of Medicine of the National Academies (2012), 

between 13 and 20% of the 2.6 million veterans who fought during Operation Iraqi 

Freedom and/or Operation Enduring Freedom would be diagnosed with post-traumatic 

stress disorder (PTSD) and/or traumatic brain disorder (TBI) disorder.  These projections 

were lower than what Grossman (2009) projected as a conservative estimate of 40% or 

approximately 800,000 of those two million servicemen and women would be diagnosed 

with one or both of these disorders.  The actual numbers identified by the US Department 

of Veterans Affairs (2015) are supportive of Grossman’s (2009) projections, identifying 

that of the nearly two million servicemen and women deployed during Operation 

Enduring Freedom and/or Operation Iraqi Freedom, 351,422 had been diagnosed with 

PTSD, over 260,000 had been diagnosed with a TBI, and 49,000 had both PTSD and TBI 

diagnoses (Fisher, 2015, p. 4).  PTSD and TBI have become known as the signature 

injuries of Operation Enduring Freedom and Operation Iraqi Freedom (Church, 2009; 
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Wieland, Hursey, & Delgado, 2010).  Student veterans returning to higher education with 

these disorders are seeking assistance from disability services offices at institutions of 

higher education, and disability service providers are now required to provide reasonable, 

appropriate, and effective classroom accommodations (Church, 2009; Madaus, 2009; 

Vance & Miller, 2009). 

The most recent data from The Rand Center for Military Health Policy Research 

(2008) estimated that approximately 400,000 student veterans could request 

accommodations for the injuries they sustained during Operation Enduring Freedom and 

Operation Iraqi Freedom, most often for PTSD and/or TBI (Church, 2009).  The injuries 

student veterans could sustain may manifest differently than in students who have not 

been injured in war.  Disability service providers in colleges and universities must find a 

way to determine what are reasonable, appropriate, and effective accommodations for 

this growing student population (Shackelford, 2009).  Disability service practitioners  

must also gain a better understanding of how PTSD and/or TBI affects student veterans in 

the classroom, and more importantly, how to accommodate them in the classroom to 

ensure this growing student population is able to access their education in a manner equal 

to that of their non-disabled peers (Vance & Miller, 2009). 

Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 ensures that individuals are not 

discriminated against because of a disability.  This is the governing law for college and 

university disability services offices.  Any institution that receives federal funding, 

including federal financial aid, is expected to comply with this law (Rehabilitation Act of 

1973, 104 C.F.R § 504).  According to Section 504, a qualified individual is defined as a 

person with a physical or mental impairment that significantly interferes with one or 
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more major life activity, or is perceived as having a physical or mental impairment that 

significantly interferes with one or more major life activity.  Grossman (2009) eluded to 

the notion that prior to the amendments to the ADA in 2008, student veterans who sought 

out an education at postsecondary institutions may not have qualified as an individual 

with a disability because the documentation from the Veteran’s Administration (VA) did 

not meet the standards required by college and university disability offices.  Student 

veterans began to qualify for services after amendments were made to the Americans 

with Disabilities Act. 

A diagnosis of PTSD and/or TBI will certainly have an impact on student 

veterans’ abilities to learn in the classroom (Grossman, 2009; Madaus, et al, 2009).  

Students in postsecondary education are required to disclose a disability in order to 

receive classroom accommodations (American Psychological Association, n.d; 

Shackelford, 2009).  However, student veterans may have difficulty with disclosing a 

disability to the disability services office (Church, 2009; Cote, 2011; Shackelford, 2009) 

for a variety of reasons.  Military culture dictates that asking for help is seen as a sign of 

weakness, and student veterans may minimize the impact of their injuries and suffer in 

silence (Zinger & Cohen, 2010).  Additionally, student veterans may have difficulty 

securing the documentation required by disability services offices, and often have to wait 

for months for appointments at the VA to obtain the needed paperwork (Cote, 2011; 

Shackelford, 2009). 

Once documentation has been secured from the VA and student veterans disclose 

a disability to their college disability services office, they then become eligible for 

classroom accommodations (Madaus et al., 2009; Vance & Miller, 2009).  Common 
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classroom accommodations for psychiatric disabilities similar to PTSD include a 

distraction reduced testing area, extended testing time, note sharing, and audio recording 

in the classroom (AHEAD, n.d).  Although these accommodations may be appropriate for 

students with psychiatric disabilities, they may not be appropriate for student veterans 

with PTSD, because the educational impact of PTSD on student veterans is not yet fully 

known (Madaus et al., 2009; Newsham, 2008). 

Given the number of student veterans who are returning to higher education with 

PTSD and/or TBI (Church, 2009; Madaus, 2009; US Department of Veterans Affairs, 

2015; Vance & Miller, 2009), disability service practitioners in higher education require 

guidance on how best to accommodate this student population in the most reasonable, 

appropriate, and effective manner.  As noted by DiRamio, Ackerman, and Mitchell 

(2008) the literature on student veterans returning to higher education is “slim and dated” 

(p. 75), necessitating additional research on student veterans, particularly those with 

PTSD and/or TBI. 

Statement of the Problem 

In the 21st century, veterans are enrolling in higher education at an astounding 

rate, and are accessing the benefits they are entitled to from the Post 9/11 Veterans 

Educational Assistance Act of 2008, otherwise known as The New GI Bill (Supplemental 

Appropriations Act, 2008).  Between 2000 and 2012 more than 900,000 veterans and 

military service members received education benefits under the new GI Bill (National 

Conference of State Legislatures, 2014).  The VA’s most current available data reported 

that between 2009 and 2010, there was a 42% increase in student veterans in higher 

education due in part to student veterans taking advantage of their Post 9/11 GI Bill 
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benefits.  The Post 9/11 GI Bill is more comprehensive than the original GI Bill and 

covers tuition and books, housing stipends and additional monetary support for veterans 

(Madaus et al, 2009; Shackelford, 2009).  The U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs 

(2014) statistics indicated that the VA had paid nearly $24 billion in Post-9/11 GI Bill 

benefits to approximately 900,000 veterans, service members, and dependents since mid-

2009. 

As more veterans were discharged from service, the number of student veterans 

returning to college campuses has continued to increase.  Fall 2012 enrollments in higher 

education included close to half a million student veteran beneficiaries, which was a 12% 

increase compared to the prior year.  In 2012, Post-9/11 GI Bill beneficiaries were 

enrolled in 3,630 institutions (U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, 2014).  According to 

the US Department of Veterans Affairs (2013), the most current data for Post 9/11 

beneficiaries, showed that the number of veterans doubled from 35,000 in 2010 to 70,000 

in 2013.  According to the Government Accountability Office (GAO), more than $10.8 

million was spent on educational benefits for 800,000 veterans during fiscal year 2014 

(U.S. Government Accountability Office [GAO], 2015).  

After the passage of the Post 9/11 Veterans Educational Assistance Act of 2008, it 

was expected that as many as two million veterans would enroll in postsecondary 

education, and it was estimated that at least 25% of these veterans would have been 

diagnosed with PTSD and/or TBI (Church, 2009; Madaus, 2009; Vance & Miller, 2009) 

(American Council on Education [ACE], 2008).  Because student veterans could now 

seek assistance from disability services offices at institutions of higher education and 

request accommodations, disability service providers are required to provide this student 
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population with reasonable, appropriate, and effective classroom accommodations 

(Church, 2009; Madaus, 2009; Vance & Miller, 2009). 

Zinger and Cohen (2010) conducted a qualitative study that explored how student 

veterans adjusted to campus life post-deployment and the transition they experienced 

after their military service.  The participants in the study were 10 student veterans, all of 

whom had returned from Operation Enduring Freedom and/or Operation Iraqi Freedom 

in 2006, and who had enrolled for the spring 2007 semester at Queensborough College.  

Data collection occurred through semi-structured interviews.  The participants were 

asked questions about their experiences at the institution.  Many reported feeling 

overwhelmed with transitioning from soldier to student, and reported issues with 

concentration (Zinger & Cohen, 2010).  In addition, many of the participants reported 

being challenged by disabilities including post-traumatic stress or depression as well as 

physical injuries sustained on the battlefields, making them eligible for disability 

services, but there had been no referrals made to the disability services office.  

Additionally, some of the participants disclosed issues with the lack of structure after 

military service, relationship issues, emotional highs and lows, and difficulty connecting 

to fellow students or reconnecting with families and loved ones.  Some of the participants 

reported coping with their issues by doing drugs or drinking alcohol.   

Similarly to the research of Zinger and Cohen (2010), DiRamio et al. (2008) 

conducted a study of 25 student veterans who they surveyed to gather data regarding their 

perceptions of their transition to college.  The study findings indicated that many of the 

participants perceived they were ill-prepared for college after military service.  All of the 

participants had been on active duty and served in Operation Enduring Freedom or 
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Operation Iraqi Freedom.  The researchers discovered that “a consistent message from 

the participants was that they hoped faculty members would acknowledge their veteran 

status and attempt to understand them as a student population” (p. 89).  DiRamio et al. 

also noted that the needs of the student veterans are often misunderstood and that there 

needs to be a comprehensive and holistic system for assisting veterans. 

In addition to the challenges that student veterans face during their transition from 

soldier to student, those who are returning to college campuses tend to be older, more 

racially and ethnically diverse, and more likely to be married and have children when 

compared to other non-traditional students (Kraus, 2011).  Shackelford (2009) pointed 

out that even though student veterans are considered non-traditional, their needs may be 

different from non-traditional students who have not served in the military.  Student 

veterans may have difficulty relating to their classmates due to having been immersed in 

military culture and/or the fact that they have seen war.  Because of their experiences in 

the military, student veterans may feel they do not fit in with their peers (Shackelford, 

2009).  Given the nature of student veterans’ experiences in the military, multiple 

deployments, and the onset of PTSD and/or TBI, the transition from soldier to student 

with a disability can be difficult (Church, 2009; Shackelford, 2009).   

According to the Center for Deployment Psychology (2010), student veterans 

diagnosed with PTSD may have symptoms that include flashbacks and often avoid places 

or events that remind them of the trauma; depression; and a loss of interest in everyday 

activities.  Student veterans may also show symptoms of hyper vigilance, which is the 

experience of constantly being tense and preoccupied with possible threats in one’s 

surroundings (Center for Deployment Psychology).   
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The student veteran diagnosed with TBI may have a loss of consciousness, loss of 

memory, confusion, slow thinking, anxiety, and depression (Center for Deployment 

Psychology, 2010).  The cognitive problems associated with TBI can result in difficulty 

with concentration and attention span (Okie, 2005).  Additionally, student veterans with 

TBI may suffer from chronic migraines, sleep disorders, and social and emotional 

challenges (Okie, 2005), all of which can have an impact on them in the classroom.     

Given the number of student veterans who are returning to higher education with 

PTSD and/or TBI (Church, 2009; Madaus, 2009; US Department of Veterans Affairs, 

2015; Vance & Miller, 2009), disability service practitioners in higher education require 

guidance on how best to accommodate this student population in the most reasonable, 

appropriate, and effective manner.  As noted by DiRamio, Ackerman, and Mitchell 

(2008), the literature on student veterans returning to higher education is “slim and dated” 

(p. 75), necessitating additional research on student veterans, particularly those with 

PTSD and/or TBI. 

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore the perceptions and 

experiences of community college disability service providers of how they reasonably 

accommodate, per ADA guidelines, student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI.  Of 

particular interest in this study was determining what accommodations are perceived to 

be the most effective for this student population.  For the purpose of this study, 

reasonable accommodations are defined as modifications or adjustments to the tasks, 

environment, or the way things are usually done that enable individuals with disabilities 

to have an equal opportunity to participate in an academic program or a job (U.S. 
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Department of Education, 2007).  Effective accommodations are defined as modifications 

that allow a student with a disability to have equal access to participate in a program 

(Reasonable Accommodations Explained, n.d).  This study will advance the practice of 

higher education relative to disability services by exploring what current professionals 

are doing to determine reasonable and effective accommodations for student veterans 

with PTSD and/or TBI.   

Research Questions 

The following four research questions guided this study:  

1. How do community college disability service providers determine, per 

ADA guidelines, reasonable and effective classroom accommodations for 

student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI? 

2. What do community college disability service providers perceive as equal 

and effective access for student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI? 

3. What is the perception of community college disability service providers 

as to the most effective accommodations for student veterans with PTSD 

and/or TBI? 

4. What are disability service providers’ perceptions of best practices when 

determining reasonable and effective accommodations for student veterans 

with PTSD and/or TBI? 

Significance of the Study 

In 2009, the Association of Higher Education and Disability (AHEAD), the 

professional organization for disability service providers in higher education, conducted a 

29-question survey of more than 2,500 members in order to understand how disability 
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service providers were serving student veterans (Vance & Miller, 2009).  The purpose of 

the study was to learn the role of disability services offices in providing services to 

wounded warriors (Vance & Miller, 2009).  There were 237 participants that responded 

to the survey.  The results indicated that just 33% of those who participated in the survey 

perceived they were comfortable and/or knowledgeable in how to provide services to 

student veterans.  Additional results showed that the majority of disability services 

offices referred student veterans to other offices for assistance, and 49% of the 

respondents did not provide services to wounded warriors at all.  When responding to a 

question about whether the campus disability services office was prepared to serve 

student veterans, 24.7% responded with ‘don’t know.’   

Vance and Miller (2009) noted that AHEAD, who should provide guidance to 

disability service providers in higher education, has provided no clear guidance on 

serving student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI.  Church (2009) suggested possible 

strategies for working with student veterans, but did not offer any concrete evidence of 

the most appropriate and effective accommodations.  The law that governs the practice of 

disability services in higher education, the ADA and Section 504 of the Rehabilitation 

Act of 1973, require that colleges and universities provide accommodations to students 

with disabilities (Madaus, et al, 2009; Shackelford, 2009).    

The most recent data from The Rand Center for Military Health Policy Research 

(2008) estimated that approximately 400,000 student veterans could request 

accommodations for the injuries they sustained during Operation Enduring Freedom and 

Operation Iraqi Freedom, most often for PTSD and/or TBI (Church, 2009).  The injuries 

student veterans could sustain may manifest differently than in students who have not 
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been injured in war.  Disability service providers must find a way to determine what 

would be reasonable, appropriate, and effective for this growing student population 

(Shackelford, 2009).  Disability service practitioners across the country also must gain a 

better understanding of how PTSD and/or TBI affects student veterans in the classroom, 

and more importantly, how to accommodate them in the classroom to ensure this growing 

student population is able to access their education in a manner equal to that of their non-

disabled peers (Vance & Miller, 2009).  This study is significant to the practice of higher 

education as it provides guidance to community college disability service practitioners 

about what accommodations are reasonable and effective for student veterans diagnosed 

with PTSD and/or TBI, a topic that has limited discussion in the existing literature. 

Summary of Theoretical Framework 

Schlossberg’s theory of transition (Schlossberg, Waters, & Goodman, 1995) is the 

theoretical framework that is used to frame this study on the transition of student veterans 

with PTSD and/or TBI from the military to higher education.  This theory focuses on life 

events that involve change, and supports that transition can be defined as events or non-

events that produce changes in relationships, routines, expectations, and roles 

(Schlossberg, et al., 1995).  When transitioning to college, the issues student veterans 

face may be different from those of more traditional college students because of their 

experiences meeting the demands of the military, and going to war (Jones, 2013). 

Schlossberg et al. (1995) have identified three types of transition: 1) anticipated, 

2) unanticipated, and 3) non-event.  For student veterans, the decision to attend an 

institution of higher education could constitute an anticipated event (DiRamio et al., 

2008).  Unanticipated events for student veterans could include navigating college 
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bureaucracy, including seeking financial aid, gathering disability documentation in order 

to apply for disability services, and being required to meet with an advisor or counselor 

(Burnett & Segoria, 2009).  A student veteran may expect that his or her college will 

offer veteran-only offices or services (Branker, 2009).  This could be construed as a non-

event.   

The transition from soldier to student, particularly for those student veterans with 

PTSD and/or TBI, can be difficult.  DiRamio et al. (2008) point out that being in the 

military and serving in a combat zone constitutes a transition, and that returning to 

civilian life and entering college are also transitions, which can leave student veterans 

confused and uncertain about their new roles as college students with disabilities.  

Schlossberg’s theory on transition is appropriate to use to frame this study on student 

veterans with PTSD and/TBI disorder and their transition to college as it provides a 

theoretical basis for which to study the unique transition process and experiences of these 

students. 

  Summary of Methodology 

This qualitative collective case study was conducted through the lens of the 

constructionist worldview.  The study settings were six Texas community college 

campuses located in the North and Central regions of the state.  The participants were 

eight purposely selected disability service providers.  Data collection was conducted 

through the lens of the researcher, as well as semi-structured interviews, document 

review, field notes, and a reflectivity journal.  The data gathered was analyzed through 

the constant comparison method.  The data was openly coded, which involved 

organizing, classifying, interpreting, and labeling the data.  The data was then scanned 
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and coded using the constant-comparative method, and open coding in order to analyze 

concepts, and establish themes of the data collected (Creswell, 2014; Glesne, 2011).  

Trustworthiness of the study was ensured by member checking, and triangulation. 

Definition of Terms 

The following definitions were used throughout this study and are defined as 

follows: 

Americans with Disabilities Amendments Act.  Federal law that prohibits 

discrimination against persons with disabilities (Americans with Disabilities Act, 

1973/2008). 

Disability Services.  Offices at colleges and universities that provide classroom 

accommodations to eligible students (Council for the Advancement of Standards in 

Higher Education, 1979). 

Major life activity.  Activities such as walking, speaking, caring for self, seeing, 

hearing, breathing, thinking, concentrating, learning, and interacting with others 

(Americans with Disabilities Act, 1973/2008). 

Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF) refers to the U.S. military operation in 

Afghanistan, 2001 - 2014 (Hamrick & Rumann, 2013). 

Operation Iraqi Freedom (OIF) refers to the U.S. military operation in Iraq, 

2003-2011 (Hamrick & Rumann, 2013). 

Post 9/11 G.I. Bill.  The federal program providing educational and monetary 

benefits to veterans who were on active duty after September 10, 2001 (Veteran’s 

Administration, 2001). 
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Post-traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD).  A serious condition that develops after 

someone experiences or witnesses a traumatic or terrifying event (National Institute of 

Health, 1980). 

Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI).  Sometimes referred to as “shaken soldier 

syndrome” occurs from a blow or jolt to the head or a penetrating head injury that 

disrupts the function of the brain (Defense and Veterans Brain Injury Center, 2012). 

Veterans Administration (VA).  The government agency that oversees the rights 

of those who have served in the United States Military (Veterans Administration, n.d). 

Assumptions of the Study 

This study was conducted based on two assumptions.  The first assumption was 

that the community college disability service practitioners who participated in this study 

would have a working knowledge of serving student veterans with disabilities.  The 

second assumption was that the participants had an understanding of appropriate and 

effective classroom accommodations for student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI.  

Limitations to the Study 

There are limitations identified for this study.  Due to budgetary and time 

constraints, the study was not conducted nationally, but rather conducted at six 

community colleges in Texas.  Another limitation is that the findings of this study are 

specific to disability services office staff or other student services professionals who work 

with student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI, and may not be transferable to higher 

education practitioners who do not work in disability services, serve student veterans 

with PTSD and/or TBI, or to those disability service practitioners who do not work with 

student veterans.  
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Summary 

Student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI are returning to higher education and are 

in need of receiving accommodations in the classroom.  There has been little research or 

guidance provided to disability services offices as to the most appropriate, reasonable and 

effective accommodations to ensure access to college curriculum and programming.  

Additionally, student veterans may be unaware they qualify for disability services on 

community college campuses and may have difficulty obtaining appropriate 

documentation of their disability.  The symptoms associated with PTSD and/or TBI will 

impact student veterans in the classroom, however, the extent is not well known.  This 

research study sought to understand the perceptions and experiences of community 

college disability service providers of how they reasonably accommodate, per ADA 

guidelines, student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI, and what accommodations are 

perceived to be the most effective for this student population.   

Chapter I presented information on the laws that govern disability services offices 

on college campuses, the influx of student veterans returning to higher education with 

PTSD and/or TBI, and the unknown nature of how these disabilities will impact the 

student veterans in the classroom, and the challenges the student veteran may in 

transitioning from soldier to student.  The purpose of this study was to explore the 

perception and practice of disability service providers of the most appropriate, reasonable 

and effective classroom accommodations for student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI.  

This qualitative study used a collective case study design. 
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Organization of the Remainder of the Study 

Chapter II presents a review of the literature that relates to student veterans in 

postsecondary education.  Chapter III details the methodology and the research design for 

the study.  Chapter IV provides the findings of the study, and Chapter V presents a 

discussion of the findings of the study, implications and recommendations for higher 

education practice, and recommendations for future research. 
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

This chapter presents a review of the literature on student veterans and includes 

the following sections:  1) history of student veterans in higher education; 2) Section 504 

of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973; 3) effects of war on student veterans; 4) student 

veterans on community college campuses; 4) disability services and disability 

practitioners in higher education; and 5) theoretical framework of the study.  The purpose 

of this study was to explore the perceptions and experiences of community college 

disability service providers of how they reasonably accommodate, per ADA guidelines, 

student veterans with post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and/or traumatic brain injury 

(TBI). 

History of Student Veterans in Higher Education 

Student veterans have a long history of returning to higher education post military 

service, and the U.S. government has consistently provided support for service members 

to pursue their education (Madaus, Miller, & Vance, 2009).  Congress established The 

Commission on National Aid to Vocational Education in 1914, in order to help young 

soldiers adjust to the workforce (Madaus et al., 2009; Thelin, 2011).  This commission 

provided vocational education and laid the foundation that provided services to veterans 

with disabilities after World War I, such as the Vocational Rehabilitation Act of 1918 and 

the Disabled Veterans Act of 1943 (Madaus et al., 2009; Thelin, 2011).   

The Vocational Rehabilitation Act, established in 1918, provided services such as 

vocational training for honorably discharged veterans with disabilities (Madaus et al., 

2009; Thelin, 2011).  In 1943, the Disabled Veterans Act was established to provide 
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vocational rehabilitation for World War II veterans and one year later, in 1944, Congress 

passed the Serviceman’s Readjustment Act or the GI Bill (Madaus et al., 2009; Thelin, 

2011).  The GI Bill provided veterans the opportunity to attend approved institutions of 

higher education and to take classes for up to four years, depending on the student 

veteran’s length of military service (Madaus, 2009).  Under the GI Bill, veterans received 

a monthly stipend to assist with education costs (Madaus et al., 2009) received one year 

of tuition if they were attending school full-time, and were entitled to an additional month 

of benefits for every month they had served in the military (Cohen & Kisker, 2010). 

During the next few years, from 1944 through 1947, student veterans constituted 

49% of college enrollment (Arminio, Grabosky & Lang, 2015).  Madaus et al. (2009) 

discussed the increase in college enrollment due to the impact of the GI Bill immediately 

following World War II.  This increased college enrollment resulted in veterans 

accounting for more than 50% of the students enrolled in postsecondary education in 

1948 and cost the U.S. government over $2 billion for veteran benefits.  These benefits 

included unemployment insurance, medical care, counseling services, stipends, and 

tuition (Madaus et al., 2009; Thelin, 2011).  According to a 1973 report from the 

Committee on Veterans Affairs, more than seven million veterans took advantage of the 

GI Bill (House Committee on Veterans Affairs, n.d) when it debuted. 

In the 21st century, veterans are enrolling in higher education at astounding rates, 

as more of them have been discharged from service.  Many of these student veterans are 

accessing the benefits they are entitled to from the Post 9/11 Veterans Educational 

Assistance Act of 2008, otherwise known as The New GI Bill (Supplemental 

Appropriations Act, 2008).  The Post 9/11 GI Bill is more comprehensive than the 
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original GI Bill, and covers tuition and books, housing stipends and additional monetary 

support for veterans (Madaus et al, 2009; Shackelford, 2009).  Fall 2012 enrollments in 

higher education included close to half a million student veteran beneficiaries of the new 

GI Bill, which was a 12% increase compared to the prior year (U.S Department of 

Veterans Affairs, 2014).  In this same year, Post-9/11 GI Bill beneficiaries were enrolled 

in 3,630 institutions (U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, 2014).  The VA’s most 

current data available indicated that between 2009 and 2010, there was a 42% increase in 

student veterans in higher education due in part to student veterans taking advantage of 

their Post 9/11 GI Bill benefits.  According to the US Department of Veterans Affairs 

(2013), their most current data for Post 9/11 beneficiaries, reported that the number of 

students veterans doubled from 35,000 in 2010 to 70,000 in 2013.   

Between 2000 and 2012, more than 900,000 veterans and military service 

members received education benefits under the new GI Bill (National Conference of 

State Legislatures, 2014).  The U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (2014) indicated that 

the VA had paid nearly $24 billion in Post-9/11 GI Bill benefits to approximately 

900,000 veterans, service members, and dependents since mid-2009.  The Government 

Accountability Office ([GAO], 2015) reported that more than $10.8 million was spent on 

educational benefits for 800,000 veterans during fiscal year 2014.   

Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 

In 1990, Congress passed the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) which, 

according to the United States Department of Justice Civil Rights Division (“Information 

and Technical Assistance on the Americans with Disabilities Act,” n.d.), is the nation’s 

most comprehensive civil rights law.  The ADA prohibits discrimination against people 
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with disabilities in many realms, including higher education.  Prior to the passage of the 

ADA, the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 protected the rights of individuals with disabilities 

and prohibited discrimination on the basis of a disability in programs receiving federal 

financial assistance.  Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 is the governing law 

for college and university disability services offices (Rehabilitation Act of 1973, 104 

C.F.R. § 504).  Institutions that receive federal funding, including federal financial aid, 

must comply with this law (Rehabilitation Act of 1973, 104 C.F.R. § 504).  Section 504 

protects qualified individuals or “those persons with a physical or mental impairment that 

substantially limits one or more major life activities, from discrimination” (Rehabilitation 

Act of 1973, Subpart A, 104.3, C.F.R. § 504).  In 2008, amendments made to the ADA 

broadened the definition of major life activity to include learning, concentrating, 

thinking, and interacting with others.  The broadened definition of major life activity 

made it possible for student veterans with disabilities to qualify for classroom 

accommodations through disability services offices at colleges and universities 

(Grossman, 2009; Madaus, Miller & Vance, 2009; Shackelford, 2009; Vance, 2009).  

For institutions of higher education, Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 

1973, Subpart E, requires that no discrimination be present in the recruitment, admission 

or treatment of students in higher education (Rehabilitation Act of 1973, 104 C.F.R. § 

504).  At the postsecondary level, a qualified individual is “an individual with a disability 

who meets the academic and technical standards required for admission or participation 

in the college educational programs or activities” (Rehabilitation Act of 1973, Subpart A, 

104.3, C.F.R. § 504).  In 1977, following the implementation of Section 504 of the 

Rehabilitation Act of 1973, the Association of Handicapped Student Services Personnel 
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in Postsecondary Education began providing guidance to disability services professionals 

(Council for the Advancements of Standards in Higher Education [CAS], 2014).  

Throughout the 1980s, post-secondary institutions began to create formal disability 

service offices in order to meet the needs of students with disabilities; however, it was not 

until 1990, when the ADA was enacted that significant changes took place at institutions 

of higher education (Madaus, 2000).  The ADA extended into every aspect of operations 

on college campuses, creating critical awareness of the legal responsibilities colleges and 

universities now had to students with disabilities (Madaus, 2000). 

Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 ensures that individuals are not 

discriminated against because of a disability.  This is the governing law for college and 

university disability services offices.  Any institution that receives federal funding, 

including federal financial aid, is expected to comply with this law (Rehabilitation Act of 

1973, 104 C.F.R § 504).  According to Section 504, a qualified individual is defined as a 

person with a physical or mental impairment that significantly interferes with one or 

more major life activity, or is perceived as having a physical or mental impairment that 

significantly interferes with one or more major life activity.  Grossman (2009) eluded to 

the notion that prior to the amendments to the ADA in 2008, student veterans who sought 

out an education at postsecondary institutions may not have qualified as an individual 

with a disability because the documentation from the VA did not meet the standards 

required by college and university disability office.  Student veterans began to qualify for 

services after amendments were made to the Americans with Disabilities Act. 

The amendments to the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADAA), signed by 

former President George W. Bush in 2008, broadened not only the definition of disability 
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but also the definition of what constituted a major life activity (ADAA, 2008).  This 

broadened definition has had a significant effect on who qualifies for accommodations 

which Grossman (2009) acknowledged when he stated: 

The amendments to the Americans with Disabilities Act makes it more likely that 

two key war-related impairments, TBI and PTSD, will qualify an individual for 

coverage under the ADA and Section 504 because the manifestations of both 

impairments include psychological and cognitive disabilities and because they 

entail substantial limitations to several of the major bodily functions enumerated 

by Congress in the ADAA, student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI can receive 

the accommodations they are entitled to under the law. (p. 5) 

Prior to the amendments, major life activities included activities such as walking, 

speaking, caring for self, seeing, hearing, and breathing.  The amendments added 

learning, concentrating, thinking, interacting with others and functions of the immune 

system.  Additionally, neurological and brain function are now considered a major life 

activity (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services [DHHS], 2008), all of which 

could be compromised due to PTSD and/or TBI, and impact student veterans in the 

classroom. 

Effects of War on Student Veterans 

Between 13 and 20% of the 2.6 million veterans who fought during Operation 

Iraqi Freedom and/or Operation Enduring Freedom will have Post Traumatic Stress 

Disorder (PTSD) and/or Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI) (Institute of Medicine of the 

National Academies, 2012): however, the exact number of veterans returning to higher 

education from these wars with PTSD and/or TBI is not fully known.  Estimates from the 
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US Department of Veterans Affairs (n.d.) of the number of returning veterans with PTSD 

and/or TBI have ranged from 22% of all combat injuries to 60-80% of all veterans who 

have sustained blast injuries.  Additional estimates range from 40,000 to 500,000 

(Church, 2009; Ryder, 2012).  As implied by Church (2009), PTSD and TBI have 

become known as the signature injuries for veterans who served in Operation Enduring 

Freedom and Operation Iraqi Freedom, with symptoms including hyper vigilance, 

anxiety, irritability, poor concentration, and other cognitive issues. 

Post-traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) 

PTSD has been recognized as a stress syndrome for more than 100 years; 

however, it did not become an officially recognized diagnosis by the American 

Psychological Association until 1980 (Department of Veterans Affairs, n.d).  Prior to 

1980, injured soldiers may have been said to have “shell shock,” “war neurosis” or 

“battle fatigue” (Wilmore, 2010, p. 23).  The symptoms associated with PTSD can last 

much longer and be much more debilitating than other psychiatric adjustment disorders 

(Church, 2009).   

According to the National Institute of Health ([NIMH]), n.d.), PTSD symptoms 

can be grouped into three categories.  The first category is that of re-experiencing 

symptoms.  These symptoms include flashbacks (or reliving the trauma), bad dreams, and 

frightening thoughts (NIMH, n.d).  The second category is avoidance symptoms which 

include staying away from places, events, or objects that remind those affected of their 

experiences, feeling devoid of emotions, feelings of guilt, depression, or worry; and a 

loss of interest in activities that may have been enjoyed in the past.  On occasion, the 

person affected will not be able to remember the event at all (NIMH, n.d).  The third 
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category is hyper-arousal symptoms, which include being startled easily, feeling on edge, 

or having angry outbursts (NIMH, n.d). 

The symptoms associated with PTSD can include flashbacks, depression, and a 

loss of interest in everyday activities (National Institute of Health, n.d.).  These 

symptoms and can occur at any time, including in the middle of a class.  Shackelford 

(2009) concluded that because PTSD can have a profound effect on student veterans in 

the classroom and on their interactions with campus staff, faculty, and fellow students, 

providing accommodations to mitigate the effects of PTSD is important.  Providing 

accommodations in institutions of higher education are determined on a case-by-case 

basis; however, appropriate accommodations for psychiatric disorders similar to PTSD, 

or for civilian students with PTSD, include testing in a private area for reduced 

distractions, extended testing time, note sharing, use of an audio recorder in the 

classroom or testing over several sessions (Shackelford, 2009).  Because the educational 

impact of PTSD on veteran students is not fully known, the more common 

accommodations for psychiatric disabilities may not be appropriate or effective. 

Traumatic Brain Injury 

Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI) is sometimes referred to as “shaken soldier 

syndrome and occurs from a blow or jolt to the head or any head injury that disrupts the 

function of the brain” (Defense and Veterans Brain Injury Center [DVBIC], n.d).  

Veterans who served over the last 10 years may have sustained a TBI due to the 

improvised explosive devices (IEDs) that inundated the battlefields during Operation 

Enduring Freedom and Operation Iraqi Freedom (DVBIC, n.d).  A study conducted by 

Boston University and the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs compared brain tissue 
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from four military members known to have had blast exposure with the brain tissue of 

football players who all had suffered from repeated concussions.  The researchers found 

that IED blast winds can reach a “velocity of up to 330 mph and the force of the blast 

winds causes the head to move so forcefully that it can result in damage to the brain” 

(Mooney, 2012, p. 2).  According to DVBIC (2008), over 90% of combat-related TBIs 

are closed head injuries, with half of those resulting from blast injuries. Hurley, Hayman, 

and Taber (2006) noted there is a lack of clinical data regarding TBI due to blast forces; 

however, 59% of soldiers considered “at risk” at Walter Reed hospital in 2003 “suffered 

at least a mild TBI while in combat” (p.144).  Of the 433 veterans in the study, at least 

half had a moderate to severe TBI. 

As of 2013, over 727,000 veterans from Operation Enduring Freedom and 

Operation Iraqi Freedom have been diagnosed with TBI (Government Accountability 

Office [GAO], 2013).  Symptoms of TBI may include loss of consciousness; loss of 

memory; alteration in mental state (e.g., confusion, disorientation, slow thinking); and 

neurological deficits including lack of impulse control, cognition problems, anxiety, 

depression, and agitation (Center for Deployment Psychology, 2010).  In addition, 

chronic headaches, fatigue, insomnia, and sensitivity to light and noise are common 

somatic symptoms of TBI, all of which can affect a student veteran in a classroom setting 

(Center for Deployment Psychology, 2010). 

According to Okie (2005), the long-term effects of moderate to severe TBI can 

include cognitive problems, such as challenges with attention span and the ability to 

concentrate and remember.  Veterans with TBI may have issues with touch, vision, 

hearing, taste, and smell; as well as other side effects such as seizures, debilitating 



Texas Tech University, Lauren Sebel, May 2018 

26 

migraine headaches, tinnitus, sleep disorders, loss of bladder or bowel control, and social 

and emotional challenges.  Additionally, TBI often affects memory and attention, which 

can present problems in the classroom for student veterans (Grossman, 2009). 

The multitude of symptoms associated with TBI will have an effect on student 

veterans in the classroom.  According to the Centers for Disease Control (2012), there are 

a wide range of long-term symptoms that can be attributed to TBI, all of which can have 

an impact on a student’s ability to learn.  Students with neurological or cognitive 

disabilities may need a reduced course load, extended time for testing, testing in a quiet 

area, note sharing, and the ability to use a tape recorder in the classroom (Okie, 2005).  

They may also benefit from the use of formula sheets and other memory aids during 

examinations depending on the severity of their brain injury or neurological disease 

(Okie).   

Student Veterans on Community College Campuses 

According to the American Association of Community Colleges ([AACC], 2017), 

community colleges served 12.2 million credit and non-credit students in 2016.  Of those 

12.2 million, 4% or 488,000 students were veterans.  Of these students, 12% were 

students with disabilities.  While the number of student veterans at community colleges 

has remained steady, the number of student veterans with disabilities continues to grow.  

Community colleges often factor into student veterans’ decisions to begin or return to 

higher education.  Significant factors that affect the decision to attend community college 

include cost, convenience, geography, and support systems (Field, 2007).   

According to an analysis conducted by The Chronicle of Higher Education, Field 

(2008) reports that 38% of student veterans chose community colleges.  The diversity of 
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the curricula offered at community colleges, such as associate degrees, certification 

programs, and continuing education opportunities make those institutions more appealing 

to student veterans who are apt to mirror non-traditional college students.  Horn and 

Carroll (1996) define non-traditional students by seven characteristics.  These include 

delayed enrollment into postsecondary education, students who attend school part-time, 

students who work full-time, are financially independent for financial aid purposes, 

students who have dependents not including a spouse, students who are single parents, or 

are students who do not have a high school diploma.   

Rumann (2010) conducted a study to explore the perceptions of student veterans 

who had enrolled or re-enrolled after a military deployment of their transition experience 

from the military to a community college.   The participants included five men and one 

woman.  They identified that their reasons for selecting a community college was the 

institution’s flexibility in both scheduling and curriculum, and that they perceived that 

community colleges were more adult-oriented in their student services support than 

universities.  Rumann noted that the lower financial obligations required to attend 

community colleges could be more appealing to veterans who may have limited funding 

through their GI Bill benefits, as well as that community college personnel often have 

more experience working with student veterans than personnel at traditional four-year 

colleges or universities, or for-profit institutions, but still may be uninformed about the 

needs of student veterans.     

According to DiRamio, Ackerman, and Mitchell (2008), “Little is known about 

the expectations and experiences that combat veterans bring with them to the campus” (p. 

73).  This points to the possibility that student service offices at community colleges may 
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be unaware of the support student veterans need in order to access their education, 

including services for students with disabilities.  Student veterans may often feel less 

academically prepared for college due to poor study habits or lack of focus.  Additionally, 

the student veteran may find that the cultural difference between the combat zone and the 

classroom increases anxiety (DiRamio, et al., 2008).  This leads to the student veteran 

dropping out of school while being unaware they may have qualified for services for 

students with disabilities (DiRamio et al., 2008; Zinger & Cohen, 2010). 

Zinger and Cohen (2010) conducted a qualitative study that explored how student 

veterans adjusted to campus life post-deployment and the transition they experienced 

after their military service.  The participants in the study were 10 student veterans, all of 

whom had returned from Operation Enduring Freedom and/or Operation Iraqi Freedom 

in 2006, and who had enrolled for the spring 2007 semester at Queensborough College.  

Data collection occurred through semi-structured interviews.  The participants were 

asked questions about their experiences at the institution.  Many reported feeling 

overwhelmed with transitioning from soldier to student, and reported issues with 

concentration (Zinger & Cohen, 2010).  In addition, many of the participants reported 

being challenged by disabilities including post-traumatic stress or depression as well as 

physical injuries sustained on the battlefields, making them eligible for disability 

services, but there had been no referrals made.  Additionally, some of the participants 

disclosed issues with the lack of structure after military service, relationship issues, 

emotional highs and lows, and difficulty connecting to fellow students or reconnecting 

with families and loved ones.  Some of the participants reported coping with their issues 

by doing drugs or drinking alcohol.   
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Similar to the research conducted by Zinger and Cohen (2010), DiRamio et al. 

(2008) conducted a study of 25 student veterans who they surveyed to gather data 

regarding their perceptions of college.  The study findings indicated that many of the 

participants perceived they were ill-prepared for college after military service.  All of the 

participants had been on active duty and served in Operation Enduring Freedom or 

Operation Iraqi Freedom.  The researchers discovered that “a consistent message from 

the participants was that they hoped faculty members would acknowledge their veteran 

status and attempt to understand them as a student population” (p. 89).  DiRamio et al. 

also noted that the needs of the student veterans are often misunderstood and that there 

needs to be a comprehensive and holistic system for assisting veterans.  Providing more 

holistic services to student veterans may provide an easier transition from soldier to 

student. 

In addition to the challenges that student veterans face during their transition from 

soldier to student, those who are returning to college campuses tend to be older, more 

racially and ethnically diverse and more likely to be married and have children when 

compared to other non-traditional students (Kraus, 2011).  Shackelford (2009) pointed 

out that even though student veterans are considered non-traditional, their needs may be 

different from non-traditional students who have not served in the military.  Student 

veterans may have difficulty relating to their classmates due to having been immersed in 

military culture and/or the fact that they have seen war.  Because of their experiences in 

the military, student veterans may feel they do not fit in with their peers (Shackelford).  

Given the nature of student veterans’ experiences in the military, multiple deployments, 

and the onset of PTSD and/or TBI, the transition from soldier to student with a disability 



Texas Tech University, Lauren Sebel, May 2018 

30 

can be difficult (Church, 2009; Shackelford, 2009). The combination of a PTSD and/or 

TBI disorder can produce overwhelming consequences in the classroom, particularly if 

student veterans are not receiving appropriate and effective accommodations 

(Shackelford, 2009).   

Successful transition for student veterans may be dependent on the services 

available at their institution of choice, but can vary from campus to campus; however, 

there are community colleges that, because of their efforts, have emerged as leaders in 

serving student veterans.  Green River Community College in Auburn, Washington was 

one of the first community colleges to create comprehensive services for student veterans 

(Green River Community College, 2007).  The college created a veterans council that 

addresses ongoing and unique campus issues.  Green River provides comprehensive 

services to student veterans including transition services, a veteran student newsletter, 

career assessments, and a veteran’s transition center (Green River Community College, 

2007).   

Austin Community College (ACC) in Austin, Texas has received multiple grants 

to assist student veterans through a Veterans Training Program, which provided training 

for 460 student veterans in academic programs such as information security, mobile 

application development, and computer user support ("Veteran’s to get free ACC tech 

Training," 2014.)  Understanding the need for specific support for student veterans, ACC 

opened a centralized veteran resource center in October 2014, which houses a Veterans 

Administration benefits specialist, a Vet Success representative from the VA, and other 

college support service personnel (“Veteran’s Help ACC”, 2014.)  To ensure that the 

services remain current, ACC continues to provide a twice yearly symposium in order to 
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engage faculty and staff and help them understand the challenges that student veterans 

may face.  The symposium focuses exclusively on veteran issues (“Gain insight about 

student veterans” (2014). 

Another leader in serving student veterans is Central Texas College (CTC) 

located in Killeen, Texas, which enrolls a large number of veterans due to being in the 

same city as Fort Hood Military Base (Field, 2007).  CTC provides extensive support 

services for student veterans including tutoring centers, study halls, and peer-to-peer 

counseling.  In addition to their main campus in Killeen, CTC offers courses in Europe, 

Asia, and at 22 military bases in the United States (Field, 2007).  CTC was named a top 

military education provider by the Military Advanced Education (MAE) in 2016.  MAE 

measures best practices in military and veteran education.  During 2015, CTC served 

more than 24,000 student veterans, with over 68% being active duty personnel.  

Disability Services and Practitioners in Higher Education 

Disability Services 

The evolution of disability services in higher education began in the 1860’s when 

Gallaudet University provided what is thought to be the first accommodation, a sign 

language interpreter for a college class (Madaus, 2011).  The concept of providing 

students with disabilities with equal access slowly gained momentum throughout the next 

several decades.  In the 1950’s, a survey of 238 institutions of higher education was 

conducted to determine services available for students with disabilities (Madaus, 2011).  

The survey received 181 responses and revealed that 31 colleges had some type of 

organized program, 105 institutions had no formal office, and 45 offered no program 
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whatsoever (Madaus, 2011).  During the 1960’s, the number of programs for students 

with disabilities increased.   

The Association of Higher Education and Disability (AHEAD) is the professional 

organization for disability service providers in higher education.  This organization offers 

policy clarification and guidance to disability service practitioners.  In 2009, AHEAD 

surveyed more than 2,500 disability service providers in higher education in order to 

understand how they were serving student veterans.  Although the response rate to the 

survey was low, with only 237 completed responses (Vance & Miller, 2009), the analysis 

of the data collected did provide information from the participants about how many were 

being served and their diagnosed disabilities.  According to Vance and Miller, though, 

AHEAD has provided no clear guidance to college and university disability service 

providers regarding appropriate accommodations for student veterans with PTSD and/or 

TBI.  Despite the growing need to understand the most appropriate accommodations for 

student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI, researchers (e.g., Church, 2009; Madaus, 2011; 

Shackelford, 2011) who have focused on transition issues for student veterans have not 

discussed their needs in the classroom.   

Disability Practitioners 

The Vocational Rehabilitation Act of 1973 and Section 504 of the same act 

signaled a change in ensuring access to students with disabilities in higher education by 

mandating that students with disabilities could not be discriminated against when 

applying for admission to college.  Section 504 prevents discrimination based on a 

disability to any entity that receives Federal financial funding (Rehabilitation Act of 

1973, 104 C.F.R § 504).  Today, in 2018, every federally funded institution of higher 
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education provides services for students with disabilities (AHEAD, n.d).  Staffing for 

these offices depends upon the size of the institution, but typically, there is a manager or 

coordinator in each office (AHEAD, n.d).  Some larger institutions may have a director 

of disability services who oversees the offices, sets policies and procedures, and ensures 

that the needs of students with disabilities are met (AHEAD, n.d). 

The ADA requires that colleges assume the responsibility of making education 

accessible to students with disabilities by providing, as Gamble (2000) noted “appropriate 

academic adjustments, adaption of instruction methods, modification in the length of time 

for the completion of requirements, and/or the provision of auxiliary aids such as … sign 

language interpreters, use of tape recorders, readers or scribes” (p. 5).  Gamble discussed 

the role of disability service providers and concluded that they wear many hats in their 

role.  Ideally, disability service providers possess knowledge of the ADA and Section 504 

of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973.  Gamble (2000) suggests that disability service 

practitioners must establish supportive relationships with their students, faculty, and staff; 

and have a good understanding of reasonable accommodations, the ability to determine 

eligibility for services, analyze medical documentation, and help develop policy and 

procedures for their institutions.  Supporting the thoughts of Gamble (2000), Shackelford 

(2009) argues that disability service providers in colleges and universities must find a 

way to determine what are reasonable, appropriate, and effective accommodations for 

this growing student population.  Reasonable accommodations are modifications or 

adjustments to the tasks, environment or to the way things are usually done that enable 

individuals with disabilities to have an equal opportunity to participate in an academic 

program or a job (U.S. Department of Education, 2007).  Appropriate accommodations 
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are defined as modifications that allow a student with a disability to have equal access to 

participate in a program (Reasonable Accommodations Explained, n.d).  For instance, an 

appropriate accommodation for a student who is deaf would be to provide a sign 

language interpreter for a class.  An effective accommodation is defined as one that meets 

the need of the student with a disability (Reasonable Accommodations Explained, n.d).  

Providing a reader for a student who is blind would be considered an effective 

accommodation, as reading to a student without vision meets the need of the student with 

a visual impairment. 

Church (2009) has suggested strategies for working with student veterans 

returning to higher education, but offers no information about classroom 

accommodations.  DiRamio et al (2008) noted that “the amount of scholarly literature 

studying student veterans is slim and dated” (p. 75).  Vance and Miller (2009) have 

suggested possible future research topics and noted that student veterans, particularly 

wounded warriors, and their need for support provides an unlimited opportunity for 

additional research.  Given the lack of scholarly literature on the subject of student 

veterans with PTSD and/or TBI, Grossman (2009) has advised that college disability 

service providers must understand how these injuries will affect student veterans.  

Disability service providers at institutions of higher education must take initiative and 

learn about the appropriate and reasonable accommodations to assist these students, so 

they may effectively access their education (Church, 2009).  In addition to the above, a 

concern for disability service practitioners is that in postsecondary institutions, students 

are required to disclose a disability in order to receive services and accommodations 

through the campus disability services office (United States Department of Education, 
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2011).  Student veterans may have difficulty disclosing a disability due to their prior 

experience with military culture.  Asking for help may be seen as a sign of weakness 

(Grossman, 2009).  Zinger and Cohen (2010) addressed this mindset in their study of 

student veterans: 

Veterans may suffer in silence with mild brain injury, hearing impairment, visual 

impairment or back injuries which can negatively impact their ability to succeed 

in college.  The student veteran may minimize the actual impact of the injury and 

feel that asking for help is a sign of weakness.  (p. 47) 

The reluctance to disclose a disability by the student veteran has made it 

important for disability service providers to come up with creative and unique ways to 

engage and accommodate this growing student population.  Shackelford (2009) perceives 

that self-disclosure and gathering disability documentation can be very intimidating for 

student veterans.  When student veterans do not disclose a disability in a timely manner, 

disability service providers are unable to grant retroactive accommodations (Americans 

With Disabilities Act of 1990, Pub. L. No. 101-336, 104 Stat. 328 (1990).  If, however, 

the student veteran disclose and receive accommodations at the beginning of a semester, 

the disability services office then can become more capable of providing assistance to 

them throughout the semester (Shackelford, 2009).  Shackelford also discussed other 

reasons student veterans may not disclose their disabilities.  Some student veterans may 

not even recognize that they have a disability, or are too proud to admit that they need 

help.  Additionally, admitting a problem is often met with a less-than-positive reaction 

from their superiors.  Military culture is only one challenge student veterans must 

overcome in order to receive the assistance they deserve (Zinger & Cohen, 2010).  Vance 
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and Miller (2009) have questioned whether disability professionals should do anything 

other than wait for the student veterans to self-identify their needs, versus creating some 

type of recruiting mechanism for them to seek services. 

Even when student veterans choose to disclose their disability, obtaining the 

appropriate documentation for a disability can be difficult due to the bureaucracy of the 

Federal Government, and especially the Department of Veterans Affairs (Grossman, 

2009).  The ADA as amended allows for disability service providers to use their 

professional opinion in addition to medical documentation in order to determine 

eligibility for their services (Madaus et al., 2009).  The ADA also enables disability 

service providers to take into account a student’s self-report, allowing for the disability 

service providers to choose to temporarily grant accommodations (based on college 

guidelines and procedures) for students during a semester as the student gathers 

appropriate documentation Shackelford, 2009).  The ability to grant accommodations 

without formal documentation for a semester could assist student veterans greatly and 

might ease their transition from solider to student (Vance & Miller, 2009).   

In order to provide guidance to disability service providers and student veterans in 

higher education, the Department of Education and the Office for Civil Rights (OCR) 

published two letters to help disability service providers understand their obligation to 

student veterans and to help student veterans understand their rights as students with 

disabilities.  The first, a Dear Colleague letter, announced a Wounded Warriors Initiative 

that noted that returning veterans may be unfamiliar with the rights and responsibilities 

granted to students with disabilities in a higher education setting (United States 

Department of Education, 2008).  The second letter from OCR, So You Want to Go to 
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Back to School, provided information for wounded warriors on their rights as students 

with disabilities, and encouraged students to be proactive in obtaining disability services.  

The letter also gave student veterans examples of common academic adjustments, 

including interpreters for students who are deaf or hard of hearing, extended time for 

testing, or the use of transcription technology (United States Department of Education, 

2008) 

Shackelford (2009) and Vance and Miller (2009) have offered suggestions to 

disability service providers for addressing student veteran disclosure, documentation, and 

accommodation issues; and have also recommended that disability service providers be 

creative and flexible in order to address the needs of student veterans.  According to these 

authors, disability service office policies should be clearly communicated to student 

veterans, and disability service providers should seek ways to establish rapport with 

student veterans.  Additionally, disability service staff should familiarize themselves with 

the benefits provided through the Department of Veteran Affairs, and be aware of the 

time it may take to receive diagnostic records for student veterans working with the 

Department of Veteran Affairs.   

When considering the needs of student veterans, Burnett and Segoria (2009) 

discussed the importance of addressing the unique needs of student veterans, and 

suggested that a “new approach to service delivery is required” (p. 53).  The focus of the 

work of Burnett and Segoria was on collaboration between disability service providers at 

institutions of higher education and community resources.  These authors encourage 

college disability service personnel to create cooperative relationships to better assist 

student veterans’ transition to postsecondary education.  According to these authors, 
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disability services offices at community colleges should form collaborative relationships 

with their financial aid offices, admissions and records offices, advising and counseling 

offices, as well as partner with faculty to address the needs of the student veteran.   

Theoretical Framework of the Study 

Schlossberg’s theory of transition focuses on the important transitional issues that 

individuals face, but takes into account that not all life transitions are of comparable 

importance.  Schlossberg, Waters, and Goodman (1995) define transition as “any event, 

or non-event, which results in changed relationships, routines, assumptions, and roles” (p. 

29-30).  Schlossberg (1995) categorizes transition into three types:  1) anticipated, 2) 

unanticipated, and 3) non-event.  For the student veteran, making the decision to attend 

college after discharge from the service is an anticipated event.  A student veteran may 

have difficulty navigating the bureaucracy involved in order to successfully enroll in 

college.  The bureaucracy student veterans have to deal with in order to begin their 

college career could be seen as an unexpected event, or when someone prepares for an 

event that never occurs.  The expectation that a college will offer veteran-only services or 

that staff will know how to work with student veterans could constitute as a non-event. 

The discussion of Schlossberg’s theory of transition will be presented in the 

context of the student veteran.  This theory of transition identifies four areas, the 4 S’s, to 

assist students in coping with transitions:  1) situation, 2) self, 3) support, and 4) 

strategies (Schlossberg et al., 1995).  Situation focuses on the features of the transition, 

such as whether the situation was planned or unplanned, and how the features may 

influence the student veteran.  The self encompasses the student veteran’s outlook on life, 

and includes his or her personal characteristics, socioeconomic status, and psychological 
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resources.  Support refers to the resources that might be available to the student veteran, 

such as financial aid or benefits from the VA, to referrals to counseling.  Strategies are 

defined as actions, or the coping mechanisms that the student veteran would take in 

response to transitions.   

Cole (2013) discussed Schlossberg’s 4S’s in regards to working with student 

veterans and how the theory can relate to student veterans.  The situations that student 

veterans find themselves in are very different from their military service.  Military culture 

is quite different from the culture on the campus of a college or university, which could 

make it difficult for the student veteran to fit in.  Student services staff should strive to 

understand how the change in roles from combat to college may affect student veterans in 

the classroom (Church, 2009; Cole, 2013).  When student veterans are sharing their 

personal information; advisors, counselors, and disability service staff need to understand 

the student veteran’s perception of how things should work (Branker, 2009).  Because of 

their experience in the military and inexperience in college, student veterans’ 

expectations may be different from more traditional college students’ expectations 

(DiRamio et al., 2008).  Student veterans may lack academic preparation, have poor 

study habits or lack of focus, and the inability to connect with their peers on the college 

campus, which could all impact their expectation in their transition to college (DiRamio 

et al., 2008).  Cole (2013) acknowledged that “These [veteran] students have been shaped 

by life-altering experiences that affect their thoughts and behaviors at home, at work, and 

in the classroom” (p. 4). 

Support might be the most important part of Schlossberg’s theory for the student 

veteran (DiRamio et al., 2008).  Disability services professionals will want to make sure 
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that the student has the opportunity to establish relationships with them as student 

veterans need and want a good, strong support system (Cole, 2013).  Disability services 

personnel should work with student veterans to make sure they understand all the 

available support on campus, from the disability services office to the tutoring lab (Zinger 

& Cohen, 2010).  The more information the student veteran has regarding the support 

services available to them, the more likely they are to utilize those services and persist in 

their pursuit of higher education (DiRamio, et al., 2008).   

Summary 

Veterans have a long history of seeking higher education utilizing the government 

benefits they are entitled to (Madaus, et.al, 2009).  The estimated number of veterans 

returning to higher education from Operation Enduring Freedom and Operation Iraqi 

Freedom is not clearly known at this time, but estimates range from 40,000 (Ryder, 2012) 

to more than 500,000 (Church, 2009) with roughly 20% of those veterans having been 

diagnosed PTSD and/or TBI.  With the passage of Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act 

of 1973, the rights of students with disabilities were protected.  When amendments were 

made to the ADA, the broadened definition of disability allowed for student veterans to 

take advantage of disability services in community colleges (Grossman, 2009; Madaus, 

et. al, 2009; Shackelford, 2009).  The review of the literature conducted for this study 

shows that colleges and universities may neither be prepared for the influx of student 

veterans nor understand the true impact of the long-term effects of PTSD and TBI and 

how these disabilities may affect student veterans in the classroom.  Understanding the 

needs of student veterans is the responsibility of the entire college, from student services 

to faculty.   



Texas Tech University, Lauren Sebel, May 2018 

41 

Disability service providers need to be flexible with their standards regarding 

medical documentation and should come up with creative ways to encourage student 

veterans to seek services (Shackelford, 2009).  Disability service providers are in need of 

guidance on how to manage this growing population of students from working with 

minimal documentation, to understand the experiences the student veterans bring with 

them to campus (DiRamio, et.al, 2008).  Collaboration with outside resources on behalf 

of student veterans may play an important role in helping them achieve success (Burnett 

& Segoria, 2009).  Information about providing effective accommodations to wounded 

warriors is lacking, therefore creating opportunities for research on this topic.  The 

following chapter, Chapter III, will present the methodology and research design used to 

conduct this study.
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

Chapter III presents the methodology and research design used to conduct this 

qualitative study.  The following topics will be discussed:  1) restatement of the purpose 

of the study; 2) restatement of the research questions; 3) the research design; 4) data 

collection; 5) data analysis; 6) trustworthiness of the study; and 7) the context of the 

study and researcher.   

Restatement of the Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore the perceptions and 

experiences of community college disability service providers of how they reasonably 

accommodate, per ADA guidelines, student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI.  Of 

particular interest in this study was determining what accommodations are perceived to 

be the most effective for this student population. 

Restatement of Research Questions 

      The following four research questions guided this study:  

1. How do community college disability service providers determine, per ADA 

guidelines, reasonable and effective classroom accommodations for student 

veterans with PTSD and/or TBI? 

2. What do community college disability service providers perceive as equal and 

effective access for student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI? 

3. What is the perception of community college disability service providers as to the 

most effective accommodations for student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI? 
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4. What are disability service providers’ perceptions of best practices when 

determining reasonable and effective accommodations for student veterans with 

PTSD and/or TBI? 

Research Design 

Establishing the Paradigm 

Qualitative research allows for a broad range of data collection to gain a better 

understanding of the issue to be addressed, and allows a researcher to discover areas that 

may not have been studied before (Creswell, 2014).  Creswell identifies that qualitative 

research is particularly useful when topics addressed are new, and offers researchers the 

opportunity to bring their own history or worldview to their research.  Qualitative 

research involves the study of issues in their natural setting, where the researcher then 

attempts to understand how people make sense of the world (Creswell, 2014; Merriam, 

2009).   

Within qualitative research, the researcher’s paradigm or worldview guides his or 

her work.  A paradigm is described as a worldview, broad perspective, or the background 

of beliefs, values, and methods in which research takes place and researchers work 

(Creswell, 2014; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  Lincoln and Guba (1985) also note that 

paradigms “tell practitioners what is important, legitimate, and reasonable” (p. 15).  

Glesne (2011) describes a paradigm as a “framework or philosophy of science that makes 

assumptions about the nature of reality and truth” (p. 5).   

Commonly associated with qualitative research is the constructivist paradigm.  

This paradigm focuses on the views of the circumstances being studied (Creswell, 2014).  

Merriam (2009) notes that the constructivist paradigm helps researchers describe, 
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understand, and interpret the experience of the participants in a qualitative study.  The 

underlying foundation of the constructivist worldview is the interactions with participants 

in their natural setting, and the exploration of their perceptions of and experiences with 

specific events (Glesne, 2011).  Creswell (2014) maintains that constructivist researchers 

connect with the participants of their study, which allows for better communication and 

understanding. The constructivist paradigm was the lens through which this study was 

conducted in order to gain insight into the perceptions and experiences of community 

college disability service providers in how they accommodate student veterans with 

PTSD and/or TBI, in their natural settings, their institutions. 

Type of Study 

Qualitative research is a method that allows for discovering the meaning of a 

problem (Creswell, 2014).  The researcher in a qualitative study observes and interprets 

the meaning of the data collected (Creswell).  Qualitative research sets out to gather data 

for a specific purpose (Glesne, 2011).  Merriam (2009) discussed four characteristics of 

qualitative research.  The first allows the researcher to focus on the meaning of the 

experiences of participants in the study.  The second instructs that the researcher is the 

“primary instrument for data collection and analysis” (p. 15).  The third suggests that 

qualitative researchers build their theories from observations.  Finally, the fourth 

characteristic allows for qualitative researchers to use “rich, thick descriptions” (p. 16) to 

show what they have learned from their data.  There are five main research approaches 

for qualitative research:  1) phenomenology, 2) ethnography, 3) narrative inquiry, 4) 

grounded theory, and 4) case study (Creswell, 2014; Merriam, 2009). 
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Creswell (2014) defines each of the five qualitative research approaches as 

follows.  Phenomenology research is used to describe the lived experiences of individuals 

about a phenomenon that they have shared. It is important that all participants all lived 

through the same, shared phenomenon.  The ethnography research approach is used to 

study behaviors, languages, and practices of a specific, intact cultural group in their 

natural setting over a period of time. Narrative inquiry is used to tell the stories of the 

lived experiences of individuals, documents, as well as group conversations. Grounded 

theory research is a systematic inquiry strategy that is designed to be able derive a 

generalized theory of a process or practice grounded in the views of the participants.  

Case study research is used to develop in-depth understandings of a case or cases.  

According to Creswell (2014) and Saldaña (2011), these cases can be an individual, 

group of individuals, a single organization, or a single event.   

Merriam (2009) defines a case study as a thorough depiction of a problem, or a 

thorough description and analysis of particular situations.  Case study research design 

involves examination of data through interviews, document collection, and analysis 

(Glesne, 2011), focuses on a particular situation, and uses rich, thick descriptions of the 

findings (Creswell, 2014; Glesne, 2011).  Case studies also help the researcher “discover 

new meaning, extend the reader’s experience, and confirm what is known” (Merriam, 

2009, p. 44).  Specifically for this study, multiple sites (or cases) and participants were 

selected that shared a common condition (i.e., each site was a community college, had a 

disability service office and disability service practitioners), which was how this case 

study was bounded (Merriam, 2009).  
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According to Stake (1995), conducting a study using more than one case makes it 

a collective case study.  A collective case study design allows the researcher to 

investigate “a phenomenon, population, or general condition” (Glesne, 2011, p. 22).  This 

qualitative research study was conducted using a collective case study research design.  

Case study research was appropriate for this study as it allowed the researcher to better 

understand more about the topic under study that was not already well known or 

understood (Leedy & Ormrod, 2013).  Using a collective case study design allowed the 

researcher to collect and analyze data from multiple cases (Creswell, 2014; Glesne, 

2011). 

Study Setting  

The settings for this study were six public community college campuses located 

within the state of Texas.  College A is a suburban-serving institution located in a large 

metropolitan area in the Northeast part of the state.  It is classified as a very large 

institution according to the Carnegie Classification of Institutions of Higher Education 

([CCIHE], n.d.).  In the fall of 2016, College A enrolled 13,198 students (Texas Higher 

Education Coordinating Board [THECB], 2017).  The student population was 55% 

female and 45% male.  The ethnic makeup of the student population was 49% White, 

25% Hispanic/Latino, 13%% African-American, and 7% Asian (THECB, 2017).  There 

was no data available regarding the number of student veterans at College A at the time 

of the study; however, the American Association of Community Colleges ([AACC], 

2015) reported that approximately 4% of the total enrollment were veterans. 

College B is a very large, suburban-serving institution in a small metropolitan 

area in North Texas (CCIHE, n.d).  In the fall of 2015, College B had an enrollment of 
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9,871 students (THECB, 2015).  The student population was 51.7% female and 48.2% 

male.  The ethnic makeup of the student population was 38% Hispanic, 24% White, 17 % 

African-American, and 13% Asian (THECB, 2015).  Again, there was no data available 

that identified the specific number of student veterans at College B, but according to the 

AACC (2015), it was assumed that approximately 4% of the total enrollment was 

veterans. 

College C is a very large urban-serving multi-campus (CCIHE, n.d.).  It has 11 

campuses and is located in the Central part of the state of Texas.  The fall 2016 

enrollment was 6,050 students (THECB, 2017).  The student population was 57.8% 

female and 42.1% male.  The ethnic makeup of the student population was 48.1% 

African-American, 25.3% Hispanic, and 16.9% White (THECB, 2017).  There was no 

data available regarding the specific number of veterans at College C; however, the 

AACC (2015) reported that approximately 4% of the total enrollment was veterans. 

College D is a large suburban-serving institution in the North part of the state 

(CCIHE, n.d).  The fall 2015 enrollment was 10,553 students (THECB, 2017).  The 

student population was 56.6% female and 43.4% male.  The ethnic makeup of the student 

population was 40% Hispanic, 28% White, 14% African-American, and 11.7% Asian.  

There were no data available regarding the exact number of veterans at College D; 

however, based on reports from the AACC (2015), approximately 4% of the total 

enrollment was veterans. 

College E is a very large suburban serving institution located in the Central part of 

the state (CCIHE, n.d).  The fall 2016 enrollment was 4,633 students.  The student 

population was 52.95% female and 47.05% male.  The ethnic makeup of the student 
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population was 44.96% White, 33.56% Hispanic, and 8.2% African-American.  Specific 

data regarding the exact number of student veterans was not available; however, the 

AACC (2015) reported that approximately 4% of the student population was veterans. 

College F is a very large, suburban-serving institution located in the Central part 

of the state.  The fall 2016 enrollment at the institution was 7,419 students.  The student 

population was 52.35% male and 47.65% female.  The ethnic makeup of the student 

population was 41.85% White, 33.13% Hispanic, and 8.83% African-American.  There 

were no exact data available on the number of veterans enrolled at the institution, but 

based on data from the AACC (2015), it was assumed that 4% of the total population was 

veterans. 

Participants and Sampling 

The participants of a research study allow the researcher to focus on discovering 

the meaning about the problem or issue they are studying (Creswell, 2014).  The 

participants for this study were disability service practitioners at Texas community 

colleges who provided direct services to student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI.  In 

addition to the above inclusion criteria, the participants had to have at least five years of 

experience in their role.  The inclusion criteria for the participants ensure that they were 

the best sources of data to address the purpose of the study and the research questions as 

they could provide the most insightful information about the study topic.  This purposeful 

identification of participants is a sampling strategy used in qualitative research (Merriam, 

2009).  The participants in this study held the titles of directors, coordinators, or 

rehabilitation specialists. 
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Merriam (2009) describes sampling as the selection of participants that “reflect 

the average person, situation, or instance of the phenomenon of interest” (p. 78).  

Creswell (2014) notes that the participants selected in qualitative research should help the 

researcher understand his or her problem and research questions.  Lincoln and Guba 

(1985) state that purposeful sampling can serve a variety of purposes, including obtaining 

information that is enlightening.  Creswell (2014) notes that the researcher should 

“purposefully select participants or sites (or documents or visual material) that will best 

help the researcher understand the problem and the research question” (p. 189).  The 

study participants were purposefully selected based on the above noted inclusion criteria 

in order to ensure that the researcher had identified the most knowledgeable participants 

to address the purpose of the study (Creswell, 2014; Merriam, 2009). 

Data Collection 

Merriam (2009) describes that data in qualitative research is nothing more than 

information found in a specific environment.  Whatever data is collected can become part 

of a study based on the worldview of the researcher (Glesne, 2011).  Data collection in 

qualitative research allows the researcher to gather information from a selected sample in 

order to garner information (Creswell, 2014).  The researcher is the primary data 

collection tool in qualitative studies (Creswell, 2014; Glesne, 2011; Merriam, 2009).  

Additional methods include interviews, document review, recordings, and observation 

(Creswell, 2014; Glesne, 2011; Merriam, 2009).  Interviewing allows the researcher the 

opportunity for one-on-one interaction with the participants (Creswell, 2014).  The 

participants then provide their experience and perceptions of the research subject 

(Creswell, 2014).     
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When interviewing participants, recording the interaction provides a transcript 

that can then be used when analyzing the data collected (Merriam, 2009).  During the 

data collection process, the researcher should observe the setting and surroundings where 

the interview takes place; the characteristics of the participants; the interaction between 

the researcher and the participant; and the content of the information provided (Merriam, 

2009).  Qualitative researchers also incorporate field notes and reflexive journaling to 

assist in their understanding of the research problem (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  Field 

notes include descriptions of the study setting, any observations of the participants in 

their natural settings during the interview process, and notes about the themes that may 

begin to emerge during the interview (Glesne, 2011).  The reflexivity journal allows the 

researcher to reflect on her experience, background, and role in the study (Creswell, 

2014).  Document review provides information to the researcher about the institution or 

participants being studied, and can provide opportunities for additional inquiry through 

the interview process (Merriam, 2009). 

In qualitative case study research, boundaries are set by purposefully selecting 

participants or sites that will help the researcher understand the problems and questions 

being studied (Creswell, 2014).  The boundaries for this qualitative study were set by 

purposefully selecting disability service practitioners at community colleges within the 

state of Texas.  Additional boundaries were set by including those disability service 

providers who had five or more years of experience at the time of the study, and who 

currently had provided services to student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI. 

The primary data collection tools utilized in this study was the lens of the 

researcher and semi-structured interviews.  Glesne (2011) noted that a researcher needs to 
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define her role, and be aware of her “context, role, being conscious of their verbal and 

nonverbal behavior, and to be open to learning through the process of the research 

procedures and findings” (p. 59-60).  The semi-structured interviews used in this study 

were comprised of a “core set of questions to be asked of all participants, while allowing 

the interview to add additional questions as needed to explore unexpected findings” 

(Orcher, 2005, p. 131).  Interviewing allowed the researcher to “frame appropriate 

questions” (Merriam, 2009, p. 269) in an effort to discover the answers needed to the 

questions posed.  The semi-structured interviews made for an ease of discussion during 

the interactive process between the researcher and the participant (Creswell, 2014; 

Glesne, 2011).  Semi-structured interviews were an appropriate data collection method 

for this study as they allowed the researcher to gain insight from the participants of their 

perceptions and experiences of accommodating community college student veterans with 

PTSD and/or TBI. 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggest that when interviewing, there are multiple ways 

that data can be recorded.  Researchers can use a tape recorder or take handwritten notes 

(Glesne, 2011).  According to Creswell (2014), the recording of data is an essential part 

of qualitative research.  Additionally, specific questions can be used to guide the 

researcher and assist in the organization of thoughts during the interviews (Creswell, 

2014; Glesne, 2011; Merriam, 2009).  There are two tools used in qualitative research 

that can be used to help with recording of the data collected, field notes, and a reflexivity 

journal. 

Field notes are the researcher’s description of the interactions, dialogue, and 

observations of the participants during the interviews (Glesne, 2011).  Merriam (2009) 
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defines field notes as descriptive, written accounts of what the researcher experiences and 

observes during her fieldwork.  Field notes can be used to help “set the scene … and 

capture specific interactions among research participants” (Glesne, 2011, p. 74).  A 

reflexivity journal is used to document the researcher’s reflections during interviews, 

including observations of the surroundings, participants, and initial thoughts, as well as 

any biases she may have (Glesne, 2011).  Post-interview reflections of the experience and 

the content of the interview allow the researcher to reflect on the study, personal 

background, and experiences that may shape his or her study (Creswell, 2014).   

In addition to the above, documents were also used as a data source.  Disability 

service office guidelines and procedures regarding how students qualify for services and 

what type of disability documentation is required were requested from the participants, or 

found on the study institutions’ websites.  The review of these guidelines and procedures 

assisted the researcher in understanding the historical context, and the guidelines and 

procedures used when providing services to student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI at 

the study institutions (Creswell, 2014).  Merriam (2009) suggests that documents 

reviewed during research can provide opportunities for additional inquiry through the 

interview process. 

Data Analysis 

 Data analysis is simply making sense out of the data and text (Creswell, 2014).  

Data analysis has also been described as taking data apart and putting it back together in 

an attempt to find themes within the data collected (Creswell, 2014; Glesne, 2011).  

Qualitative researchers can utilize several protocols in order to analyze their data, 

although Merriam (2009) recommends simultaneous collection and analysis.  Reading 
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and re-reading the data, keeping field notes, writing memos, discovering themes and 

constant comparison are all protocols used in qualitative studies (Creswell, 2014; Glesne, 

2011; Merriam, 2009).  The analysis of the data in this study was conducted through the 

use of the constant comparative method and open coding.   

The constant comparative method is an iterative process of gathering information 

and comparing it to emergent themes and categories (Creswell, 2012). It involves the 

iterative processes of data analysis and interpretation occurring simultaneously (Leedy & 

Ormrod, 2013).  Coding the data involves organizing, classifying, interpreting the data, 

and labeling it (Creswell, 2014).  Merriam (2009) simplifies the definition of coding as 

merely making notes, but points out the importance of coding in order to “retrieve 

specific pieces of the data” (p. 173).  Glesne (2011) describes coding as a “progressive 

process of sorting and defining and defining and sorting those scraps of collected data … 

that are applicable to your research” (p. 194).  Once the data was reviewed and coded, the 

researcher formed descriptions of the data (Creswell, 2014).  This type of analysis 

allowed the researcher to create what Creswell (2014) has described as “rich and thick” 

descriptions of the data in order to draw the reader in. 

Trustworthiness of the Study 

 Trustworthiness in qualitative research refers to how others view the study’s 

findings, and whether the reader finds the study credible (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  

Credibility is important in order to build trustworthiness in a qualitative study.  Creswell 

(2014) notes that “validity is one of the strengths of qualitative research” (p. 201), and the 

responsibility falls on the researcher to ensure the results of his or her study are accurate 

by incorporating different approaches to check validity.  Merriam (2009) describes 
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validity as concerns that can be addressed through attention to the method of data 

collected, analyzed, and interpreted.  The researcher must clarify her biases about how 

her experiences and background may define the study (Creswell, 2014).  Both Creswell 

(2014) and Glesne (2011) define this as reflectivity, where researchers reflect on how 

their background and experiences may influence their understanding of the data they 

collect and analyze.  There are additional methods for qualitative researchers to 

demonstrate their credibility or validity in their research, including clarification of their 

biases; and using rich, thick descriptions of the findings, so that readers are engaged with 

the study (Glesne, 2011).   

Lincoln and Guba (1985) discuss four components within qualitative research that 

must be addressed to ensure trustworthiness in a qualitative study:  1) credibility, 2) 

transferability, 3) dependability, and 4) confirmability.  Credibility refers to the validity 

of the research and is established in qualitative research when there is confidence in the 

truth of the findings (Lincoln & Guba).  Member checking is a method for establishing 

credibility of the research, and occurs when the participants are provided an opportunity 

to acknowledge understanding of process, and to correct any errors or challenge the 

perceptions of the researcher (Lincoln & Guba).  Member checking allows the researcher 

to provide the findings of the research to the participants via follow-up meetings, 

allowing them to confirm or correct any of their remarks during the interviews (Creswell, 

2014).  Another method used to establish credibility is triangulation.  Triangulation 

involves “comparing and cross-checking data collected at different times” (Merriam, 

2009, p. 216).  Triangulation assists the researcher in developing a reasoned explanation 

for the themes he or she has identified throughout the study (Merriam, 2009).  Member 
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checking and triangulation was used in this study to ensure the study’s credibility.  Data 

sources that were triangulated were the data collected from the interviews, document 

reviews, and the researcher’s field notes.   

Transferability refers to the ability to interpret the findings and apply them to 

different contexts (Merriam, 2009).  To accomplish this, the researcher must provide 

detailed accounts of his or her experience, or rich, thick descriptions in reporting the 

study’s findings (Creswell, 2014).  Rich, thick descriptions provide different perspectives 

about the themes that materialize throughout a study (Creswell, 2014).  Rich, thick 

descriptions of the conduction of this study as well as participants’ narratives were used 

in this study to support its transferability.   

The third component needed for trustworthiness identified by Lincoln and Guba 

(1985) is dependability.  Dependability shows that any findings of the study are reliable 

and could be repeated in another setting (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  A strategy to ensure 

dependability includes reporting the processes in detail so future researchers could repeat 

the methods in order to gain the same results.  To help establish the dependability of this 

study, all processes used to conduct this study were documented and have been provided.  

The fourth component identified by Lincoln and Guba (1985) to ensure the 

trustworthiness of a qualitative study is confirmability, or the degree to which the results 

of a study are formed by the participants, with no researcher bias or interest.  The 

researcher must take steps to ensure that the results of the study come from the 

participants and not the preferences of the researcher (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  In order 

to ensure confirmability of this study, the researcher kept a reflexivity journal throughout 

the study to document any biases and to call them to her attention during the data analysis 
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processes.  In addition, rich, thick narratives from the participants were used to report the 

findings of the study. 

Context of the Study and Researcher 

Context of the Study  

The settings for this study were six public community college campuses located in 

the North, Northeast, and Central part the state of Texas.  All colleges that receive federal 

funding are required to provide services to students with disabilities (Rehabilitation Act 

of 1973).  Each of the study institutions has a disability services office and the disability 

service providers who participated in the study had a caseload that included student 

veterans.  The participants in this study were directors, managers, coordinators, or 

rehabilitation specialists of disability services at the study institutions who had five or 

more years of experience in disability services, and who provided classroom 

accommodations to student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI. 

Context of the Researcher 

 A qualitative researcher is the primary instrument for the collection of data and 

analysis (Merriam, 2009).  The life experiences of the researcher will define how she will 

interpret the data that she collects, and how she reports her findings to the reader.  My 

background is in working with people with disabilities in a variety of settings including 

group and individual counseling, and in an academic setting.  After receiving a bachelor’s 

degree in Rehabilitation Service, I continued my education and pursued a graduate degree 

in Rehabilitation Counselor Education at a large university in Texas.  My graduate degree 

prepared me to be a disability examiner for the State of Texas and the Social Security 
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Administration.  This position required review of medical documentation and 

determining whether a claimant met the government definition of disability. 

Over 10 years ago, I knew that I wanted to work in higher education as a 

disability services specialist at a large community college system in Central Texas.  I am 

now the Director of Student Accessibility Services at the same community college.  

Almost six years ago, I decided to continue my education and pursue a doctoral degree in 

Higher Education.   

Over the last 10 years, I have witnessed the influx of student veterans returning to 

college, particularly those with PTSD and TBI.  These students present differently from 

other students with similar disabilities in that they have not had to navigate the disability 

system prior to being wounded, making them less likely to seek assistance.  Among my 

professional organization and through discussions with other disability service 

practitioners, I have had ongoing conversations about how best to serve these student 

veterans; however, there has been little guidance on appropriate, reasonable, and effective 

accommodations.  I conducted this study as I perceive that it is needed in order to provide 

disability service practitioners standards for providing reasonable, appropriate, and 

effective accommodations to student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI.  I understand the 

bias that I bring to this research.  Working as a disability services practitioner in higher 

education, it is my perception and experience that my college currently accommodates 

student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI appropriately and effectively, based on the 

existing information I have.  However, as more student veterans present to community 

college disability service offices for assistance, it is important that the college 
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understands the needs of the student veteran and the most reasonable, appropriate, and 

effective accommodations are provided to ensure equal access in the classroom.  

Summary 

 This qualitative study was conducted based on the constructivist paradigm to 

explore the perceptions and experiences of community college student affairs 

professionals who are disability service providers, and how they are reasonably 

accommodating, per the ADA guidelines, student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI.  The 

participants for this study were disability service directors, coordinators, or rehabilitation 

specialists, at six Texas community colleges who have five or more years of experience 

in the profession, and whose offices provide services to student veterans.   

Data was collected using semi structured interviews with the coordinators, 

directors, or rehabilitation specialists and by reviewing documentation that include office 

guidelines and procedures.  The data was analyzed throughout the study, using methods 

such as coding to identify any themes that may emerge.  Additionally, the researcher kept 

a journal to reflect on the process, and to help identify any bias.  Trustworthiness in this 

qualitative study was established through member checking, triangulation of the data 

collected, and the use of rich, thick descriptions of the data in order to support the 

findings of the study.  Chapter IV presents the results of the study. 
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CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS 

This chapter presents the study’s findings.  The topics that will be discussed 

include: 1) summary of the research design, 2) study institutions and participant profiles, 

and 3) the study’s findings.  The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore the 

perceptions and experiences of community college disability service providers of how 

they are reasonably accommodating student veterans with post-traumatic stress disorder 

(PTSD) and/or traumatic brain injury (TBI) per the Americans with Disabilities Act 

(ADA, 2008).  Of particular interest was determining what accommodations are most 

effective for this student population.  For the purpose of this study, reasonable 

accommodations are defined as modifications or adjustments to the tasks, environment, 

or the way things are usually done that enable individuals with disabilities to have an 

equal opportunity to participate in an academic program or a job (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2007).  Effective accommodations are defined as modifications that allow a 

student with a disability to have equal access to participate in a program (Reasonable 

Accommodations Explained, n.d).  

 This study was guided by four research questions: 

1. How do community college disability service providers determine, per 

ADA guidelines, reasonable and effective classroom accommodations for 

student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI? 

2. What do community college disability service providers perceive as equal 

and effective access for student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI? 
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3. What is the perception of community college disability service providers 

as to the most effective accommodations for student veterans with PTSD 

and/or TBI? 

4. What are disability service providers’ perceptions of best practices when 

determining reasonable and effective accommodations for student veterans 

with PTSD and/or TBI? 

Summary of the Research Design 

This qualitative collective case study was conducted through the lens of the 

constructivist paradigm.  The constructivist paradigm focuses on the views of the 

circumstances being studied (Creswell, 2014), which supports the researcher’s lens in this 

study that explored the experience and perceptions of disability service providers and 

how they reasonably accommodate student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI.  As the 

primary tool for data collection in qualitative research, the constructivist researcher 

connects with the participants of the study, which allows for better communication and 

understanding (Creswell, 2014).  Prior to beginning data collection for this study, 

approval from the Texas Tech University Human Research Protection Program was 

obtained (see Appendix A).  Approval was also granted from each study institution (see 

Appendices B-F). 

Data Collection Process 

Multiple methods of data collection were used for this study.  In addition to the 

lens of the researcher, data collection included semi-structured interviews with 

community college disability services providers, a review of relevant documentation 
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from the individual study institutions that agreed to participate, keeping field notes, and a 

researcher’s reflexive journal (Creswell, 2009; Merriam, 2009).   

Prior to recruiting the study participants, six public community college websites  

in Texas were reviewed to learn about the process students with disabilities are required 

to follow in order to obtain services, and the type of acceptable disability documentation 

needed for a student veteran to be deemed eligible for services.  Community Colleges B, 

C, and D required documentation that should be current (within the past five years), from 

a professional who is able to make the diagnosis, should include the diagnosis, medical 

history of the disability, and what functional limitations may result from the disability.  

Community College A had similar documentation requirements, but also required the 

diagnosis be on signed letterhead.  Community Colleges E and F required that the 

submitted documentation include a diagnosis and prognosis and impact on the functional 

limitations from the diagnosed disability.  After the review of the institutions’ websites, 

recruitment of participants began. 

Potential participants were found using each study institutions website.  An email 

was sent to all potential participants that included an introduction to the study (see 

Appendix I) and the Description of the Study document (see Appendix H)  that provided 

specific details about the study.  Each potential participant responded to the email and 

confirmed that they had provided services to students with disabilities for at least five 

years and had student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI on their caseloads.  Once the 

participants agreed to take part in the study, the researcher then followed up via email 

with each participant to schedule a time and date for an in-person interview at the 

location of their choice.  All participants agreed to be interviewed in their offices or at 
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another location on their respective campuses.  After the date and time were set for each 

interview, the researcher sent each participant an email confirming the date and time of 

the interview and an attachment that included a list of the interview questions (see 

Appendix I).  According to the website searches for each participating institution, there 

was one disability service provider on the Community College A campus.  At 

Community College B, there was a director and rehabilitation specialist.  There was only 

one disability service provider at Community College C.  The disability services office at 

Community College D listed two disability service providers, both rehabilitation 

specialists.  At both Community College E and F, there was two additional staff members 

located in the college directory. 

The primary data collection tools were the researcher and semi-structured 

interviews. Interviewing allowed the researcher to “frame appropriate questions” 

(Merriam, p. 269) in an effort to discover the answers needed to the questions posed.  

Additionally, questions in qualitative research tend to be more “open-ended and less 

structured,” (Merriam, p. 90) whereby the researcher could reply immediately to answers 

to the questions in order to clarify the participants’ response.  During the interviews, 

clarification was sought only as needed.  The semi-structured interviews made for an ease 

of discussion during the interactive process between the researcher and the participant 

(Creswell, 2014; Glesne, 2011).  Each interview was audio recorded and during each 

field notes were made.  Field notes included a description of the interactions, dialogue, 

and observations of the each interview (Glesne, 2011).  The researcher took notes during 

each interview and logged information into a reflexive journal after each interview to 

help capture the atmosphere of the interview, identifying information about the 
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participant, location of the interview, mood of the setting, and other notes that would be 

beneficial during data analysis (Glesne, 2011). 

The semi-structured interviews were either conducted in the participants’ office or 

at another location on their campus.  The interviews lasted between 42 minutes and 95 

minutes.  Before each interview the researcher provided the participant with an overview 

of the study, a reminder that his or her identity would be protected, and the opportunity to 

choose his or her own pseudonym.  None of the participants opted to choose their own 

pseudonym so the researcher assigned them one.  The participants were informed that 

they were welcome to end the interview at any time and could pass on any questions they 

did not feel comfortable answering.  Permission was received from each participant to 

audio record the interview.  Each interview was carried out in the same fashion so as to 

maintain credibility.   

Credibility of the researcher is important in order to build trustworthiness in a 

qualitative study (Creswell, 2014).  To establish credibility of the study, the researcher 

perceived it important to disclose that she had held a similar position as her participants 

at a community college for nine years, and at the time of the study held an administrative 

position within disability services at her institution.  The interviews began with 

introductions that included some personal details and information on how each 

participant, and the researcher, found their current positions and why they chose 

disability services as their passion.  During the course of the interviews, there was both 

small talk and discussion between each interview question.  Some of the participants and 

the researcher spoke about particular students they had worked with during their tenure in 

disability services.  The researcher thanked each participant for their time and 
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participation at the beginning of the interview as well as at the conclusion of the 

interview (Creswell, 2014; Glesne, 2011; Merriam, 2009).  Each participant was asked 

the same questions (see Appendix I), in the same order, in the same manner and 

inflection (Creswell, 2014).  The interviews were recorded using a phone application 

called Rev™.  Rev™ allows the user to record on a cell phone and then through the 

application, uploads the recording for transcription.  The audio transcripts were delivered 

electronically to the application within 24 hours.   

Upon receipt of the transcripts that had been transcribed through the Rev™ 

application, each was printed and then carefully reviewed for accuracy in order to 

identify and correct any typographical or transcription errors.  Transcripts were reviewed 

multiple times while listening to the original recordings of the semi-structured interviews.  

In addition to member checking occurring throughout the interviews, the participants 

were also provided the opportunity to review their interview, make corrections, and add 

any additional information deemed necessary.  Member checking helps to establish the 

trustworthiness of a study (Merriam, 2009).  All eight participants acknowledged receipt 

of the transcript; however, none of the participants provided any feedback.   

Data Analysis Process 

Manual coding was used as the principal means of data analysis in this study.  

Coding is assigning some type of written designation to pieces of data (Merriam, 2009) 

or making notes as a means to organize the data and assists the researcher in “making 

sense of the text” (Creswell, 2014, p. 195).  Data analysis began by reviewing and 

organizing the transcripts and field notes in the order in which they were written, 

recorded, and transcribed.  During this process notes were made in the margins of the 
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transcripts while looking for key words and phrases in order to identify emerging themes 

in the data (Merriam, 2009).  Each transcript was carefully reviewed line by line along 

with field notes while listening to the interview recording.  A Google spreadsheet was 

created in order to organize the coding process and provided the researcher an avenue to 

document key words, quotes and the main ideas from each interview.  The Google 

spreadsheet included the names of the participants, their corresponding assigned 

pseudonyms, the participating institutions, the questions asked during each of the 

interviews, and general ideas and comments.  Key words were color coded.  Constant 

comparison of the data was utilized in order to identify themes and categories.  Glesne 

(2011) noted that constant comparison helps identifies similarities and differences in the 

data. 

Throughout the data analysis process, the researcher reflected on the mood and 

meaning of the interview recordings, transcripts, and field notes (Creswell, 2014).  The 

recordings of the interviews, along with the transcripts, were reviewed multiple times 

during the analysis process.  The Microsoft Word search function was used to review 

each transcript in order to find the key words and phrases that had been previously 

identified.  Once the data were coded, the themes that emerged were compared to identify 

both similarities and differences in each interview transcript (Glesne, 2011).  The coded 

data were then used to interpret the findings and answer the research questions for this 

study.  The process of triangulation was also utilized.  Triangulation involves “comparing 

and cross-checking data collected at different times” (Merriam, 2009, p. 216).  

Triangulation allowed for development of a reasoned explanation for the themes 

identified throughout the study (Merriam, 2009).  Constant comparison of the data led to 
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the identification of patterns and themes within the data (Glesne, 2011).  Open coding 

was also utilized during the data analysis process.  Open coding involved reading each 

interview transcript, and the field notes, line-by-line in order to identify codes based on 

the key words that emerged (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  

Study Institutions and Participant Profiles 

Study Institutions 

There were six Texas community college campuses that served as the settings for 

this study.  For the remainder of the study, these campuses will be identified as 

Community College A, Community College B, Community College C, Community 

College D, Community College E, and Community College F.  Criteria for selecting the 

study institutions and participants included community colleges with similar 

characteristics including campuses that were part of a multi-campus district whose 

disability services offices serve student veterans with disabilities and whose disability 

service providers had at least five years of experience, and provided accommodations to 

student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI.  Once potential study institutions were 

identified, approval to conduct the study was requested from the Institutional Review 

Boards at each institution.  Once approval was granted from each community college 

campus (see Appendices B–F), a review of the study institutions’ websites was conducted 

in order to locate the contact information for the disability service office.  At Community 

College A, the Coordinator of Student Accessibility Services was listed as the main 

contact.  The contact at Community College B was the Dean of Student Support 

Services/Disability Services.  Community College C and D’s contact were the Senior 
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Rehabilitation Specialists.  At Community Colleges E and F, the contacts were the 

Coordinators of the Student Accessibility Services office.   

Community College A is located in Northeast Texas and is part of a community 

college district.  According to the Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board (THECB, 

2017) the college had an enrollment of 11,940 students in the fall of 2016.  Community 

College A is classified by the Carnegie Classification of Institutions of Higher Education 

(CCIHE, n.d.) as a suburban serving, very large institution in a metropolitan area.  The 

college provided accommodations to approximately 115 students each semester.  The 

caseload that semester included 20 student veterans with almost 90% carrying a diagnosis 

of PTSD and at least 10% diagnosed with TBI.   

Community College B is part of a community college district and is located in 

North Texas.  In the fall of 2016, the college had a total enrollment of 8,339 students 

(THECB, 2017).  Community College B is classified as a very large, suburban serving 

institution (CCIHE, n.d).  The total caseload that semester of students with disabilities 

was more than 350, with approximately 10 student veterans using disability services.  

There were four student veterans with PTSD, and two student veterans with a TBI.   

Community College C is located in Northeast Texas in a large metropolitan area 

and its campus is within a community college district.  The college had an enrollment of 

6,050 students in the fall of 2016 (THECB, 2017).  The institution is classified as a 

medium, suburban serving institution (CCIHE, n.d).  The total disability caseload that 

semester was 80 and included 17 student veterans who had been diagnosed with PTSD 

and/or TBI.   
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Community College D is located in a suburb in North Texas.  The college 

enrolled 9,945 students in the fall of 2016 (THECB, 2017) and is classified as a large, 

suburban serving institution (CCIHE, n.d).  During that semester, the college had 250 

students on the total caseload in disability services with approximately 15 student 

veterans receiving accommodations for PTSD and/or TBI. 

Community College E is located in the Central part of Texas and had an 

enrollment of 4,633 students during the fall 2016 semester (THECB, 2017) and their total 

caseload of students with disabilities was 300 during that semester.  Approximately 5% 

of the caseload was student veterans with most carrying the diagnoses of PTSD and/or 

TBI.   

Community College F is located in the Central part of Texas and had an 

enrollment of 7,419 students during the fall 2016 semester (THECB, 2017), and their 

total caseload was 341 students, with 25 student veterans receiving accommodations for 

PTSD and/or TBI. 

Participant Profiles 

The participants for this study were eight purposefully selected disability services 

practitioners at the study institutions with at least five years of experience working with, 

and providing accommodations for student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI.  The 

participants were six women and two men.  Of the eight participants, five participants 

identified as White, two as Latino, and one African-American. 

Larry (Community College A) had worked in disability services for over five 

years at his campus at the time of the study.  He was more than 40 minutes late for the 

interview and opted to meet in a conference room on his campus which was a bit sterile 
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compared to the offices of the other participants.  There were piles of papers on the 

conference table.  Prior to his current position, he worked at a college in the Northwest in 

a similar position.  Larry was very thoughtful and thorough in his responses to the 

interview questions, was extremely talkative, and often had to be redirected by the 

researcher to resume answering the question at hand.  The primary responsibility of his 

position was determining student eligibility for services and identifying appropriate 

accommodations for students with disabilities.  He stated that he provides workshops for 

faculty regarding their responsibility to students with disabilities.  He also discussed 

managing his department and issues of budget and meeting institutional goals.  The 

interview at Community College A lasted 95 minutes.   

  Iris (Community College B) had worked at her campus, located in a Northwest 

suburb of a large metropolitan area for four years at the time of the study, and had more 

than 20 years’ experience in disability services at other institutions of higher education.  

She was a heavyset blonde with a very thick Southern accent.  She had a physical 

disability, and while her disability was not disclosed during the course of the interview; 

crutches were seen in the corner of her office.  Iris mentioned at one point during the 

interview that she sometimes used her disability to help her relate to student veterans.  

Her office was dimly lit, offering students and visitors a relaxing environment.  Iris’s 

office had a view to a lake with a fountain which added an additional element of comfort 

to the setting.  Iris was very passionate about her work with students with disabilities, at 

one point becoming teary-eyed when discussing the difficulty in helping student veterans 

seek assistance and appropriate accommodations.  Iris’s interview lasted for 63 minutes.   



  Texas Tech University, Lauren Sebel, May 2018 
 

70 

Allie (Community College B) had worked at her campus with students with 

disabilities for over 30 years and helped her college create a Veteran’s Center.  During 

introductions, it was discovered that the researcher and Allie had attended the same 

undergraduate program.  They discussed their experiences in the program and how those 

experiences led both to their chosen professions.  Allie was a mature woman who was 

smartly dressed.  The interview took place in her office in a sitting area near two large 

windows.  She mentioned that she often had student veterans come in and sit in her office 

to relax.  Allie expressed concern about the lack of outreach for student veterans with 

PTSD and/or TBI and stated her college and community colleges in general, could do 

more to engage student veterans.  Allie’s interview lasted for 80 minutes. 

Mary (Community College C) had worked at her college, located in the Eastern 

region of a large metropolitan area, for 11 years and had served as a Senior Rehabilitation 

Specialist in Disability Services for five years.  Mary was dressed comfortably, wore no 

make-up, and had long braids one of which was wrapped around her head like a 

headband.  Mary reported there were 25 student veterans on her caseload with the 

majority being diagnosed with PTSD.  Mary acknowledged that the amendments made to 

the ADA in 2008 made the “spirit of the law” easier to adhere to because disability 

service practitioners see “more gray than black and white” in determining eligibility for 

services for student veterans.  Mary reported there were 25 student veterans on her 

caseload with the majority being diagnosed with PTSD.  A few student veterans also had 

a TBI.  Mary wished that her college would do more to engage student veterans.  Mary’s 

interview lasted 48 minutes. 
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Eve (Community College D) had worked for 15 years at her college.  Eve was 

blind and her office was full of assistive technology.  Her service animal was under her 

desk during the interview.  Eve took pride in her office’s practice of providing 

newsletters to faculty regarding disabilities and accommodations.  Eve was very chatty 

during the interview and did not seem to take the interview as seriously as the researcher.  

Eve did have veterans on her caseload but did not provide the exact number.  Eve’s 

interview lasted 49 minutes. 

Rosie (Community College D) was interviewed with Eve, at her request.  Rosie 

had been at the college for six years.  Rosie was very giggly during the interview and 

looked to Eve for assistance with answers to the questions the researcher posed, even 

though the questions were directed to Rosie and Eve separately.  She did not give a 

specific number of veterans on her caseload but was familiar with the population.  Eve’s 

interview lasted 49 minutes. 

Paul (Community College E) had worked in disability services for over 13 years 

and had spent the last six years at Community College E.  Paul was a middle-aged 

gentleman who was neatly dressed.  Paul’s office was tidy and clean, with everything 

placed just so and his office was not as welcoming as some of the other offices as it 

lacked a personal touch.  For example, there was no artwork or photographs on display.  

Paul’s caseload was over 300 with student veterans making up approximately 5% of the 

total.  Most of these students had a dual diagnosis of PTSD and TBI.  Paul’s interview 

lasted 72 minutes. 

Gloria (Community College F) had worked in disability services at her campus 

for 17 years.  Gloria’s office was messy, with piles of papers all over her desk and on a 
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bookshelf in the corner.  Gloria believed that her college could do more outreach for 

veterans and shared her frustration about having students who have “laid their life on the 

line … We owe them the opportunity to have another career.”  Gloria was the only 

participant to mention Title II of the ADA, which covers entities who receive federal 

funding and prevents discrimination of people with disabilities.  During the fall 2016 

semester, Gloria had approximately 341 students on her caseload and estimated that 

between 15 and 30 were veterans, all of which have PTSD.  She was unsure how many 

student veterans had diagnoses of TBI.  Gloria’s interview was 43 minutes long. 

Findings  

Determining Reasonable Accommodations 

Research question one focused on how Texas community college disability 

service practitioners determine, per ADA guidelines, reasonable and effective classroom 

accommodations for student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI.  There were three main 

themes that emerged through the analysis of the data collected to address research 

question one: 1) following institutional guidelines is important, 2) face-to-face 

interactions with student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI is important, and 3) flexibility is 

needed when working with student veterans. 

Following institutional guidelines is important.  The first theme to emerge 

through the analysis of the data was the importance of following institutional guidelines 

regarding determining reasonable and appropriate accommodations for student veterans 

with PTSD and/or TBI.  Each study institution had a set of guidelines for disability 

service practitioners to follow regarding acceptable documentation of a disability and 

general procedures for determining accommodations.  Larry (Community College A) 
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discussed that his institution based their documentation guidelines on the guidance 

provided by the Association of Higher Education and Disability (AHEAD).  For student 

veterans, the college would accept any type of disability documentation to begin services, 

including a rating letter from the Veterans Administration (VA).  Larry added, “Whatever 

else we could get in addition to that is gravy.”  The rating letter assigns a disability rating 

or percentage of disability to the veteran and includes a diagnosis, but does not include a 

full diagnostic evaluation.  According to Larry, the process for determining 

accommodations at Community College A included reviewing documentation, meeting 

with the student, reviewing the student’s schedule, and having a face-to-face conversation 

with the student.   

Community College B’s website provided instructions to students on how to 

apply for disability services and what types of documentation the college would accept to 

determine eligibility for services.  According to both Allie and Iris, student veterans meet 

with the disability services practitioner and engage in a face-to-face discussion regarding 

their accommodations.  

Mary (Community College C) discussed the amendments to the ADA and the 

impact they have had on how reasonable accommodations have been determined.  Prior 

to the amendments in 2008 the college strictly followed the guidelines that stipulated that 

documentation could be no more than five years old and although she would “try to 

stretch it,” the college stuck to this hard guideline.  Now Community College C would 

accept documentation “even if it’s from seven years ago, eight years ago.”  Mary stated 

she has done her best to work with students, but believed that the documentation must 

match the accommodation.  When pressed for additional information Mary was unable to 
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give a clear example as to what she meant.  When attempting to clarify this statement a 

second time, Mary was unable to adequately express what she meant.   

Gloria (Community College F) and Paul (Community College E) discussed their 

guidelines for determining accommodations.  Student veteran need to apply for services, 

provide documentation, and meet with a disability services staff to discuss 

accommodations.  Gloria noted that she “doesn’t like to make it harder than necessary” 

for student veterans and that “If they come in with an award letter from the federal 

government saying they have a disability, I’m not going to argue with the feds” but will 

work with the student. 

Face-to-face interactions with student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI is 

important.  The second theme to emerge was the importance of face-to-face interaction 

with the student veteran and how those interactions help the disability service provider 

determine reasonable and effective accommodations.  Documentation is helpful and 

provides the disability service practitioner with a medical diagnosis and prognosis 

regarding the disability, but interaction with the student is imperative in understanding 

how the student’s disability may impact their educational experience.  It was noted during 

the interviews with Gloria (Community College F) and Paul (Community College E) that 

student veterans may not have a complete understanding of their own disability.      

Larry (Community College A) also highlighted the importance of face-to-face 

interaction when working with student veterans.  Asking intrusive questions of the 

student veteran to help gain a better understanding of the impact of the disability is 

crucial to the disability service practitioners, although determining accommodations, 

according to Larry, is “not a perfect science.”   



  Texas Tech University, Lauren Sebel, May 2018 
 

75 

Paul (Community College E) believed the art of negotiation during face-to-face 

interaction assists him in determining reasonable accommodations.  Negotiating with a 

student provides the disability service practitioner a better understanding of how to offset 

the student veteran’s limitations.  Paul practiced a two-pronged method when meeting 

with student veterans.  First was the interview process in which he discussed the 

disability and the potential classroom barriers that could arise from the disability.  Second 

was the discussion about the documentation, “because it is in conjunction with the 

documentation and the interview process that we determine the most appropriate and 

reasonable accommodation.”  Paul stated that this process is one of “give and take, a 

negotiation, a better understanding of how the disability impacts the student veteran and 

what we could do to offset those limitations.”   

Mary (Community College C) appreciated that the amendments to the ADA in 

2008 gave disability service practitioners more opportunity to use their own judgment 

when working with students with disabilities and opened up the process for engaging the 

student in a conversation.  Previous to the amendments, documentation was the primary 

source of information.  Now, disability service practitioners are afforded more freedom in 

determining whether a student meets the criteria for services, including relying heavily on 

a self-report from the student veteran, looking at documentation from elementary school, 

and even using their own professional judgment.   

Iris (Community College B) preferred to have discussions with the student 

veteran, while they were considering the courses in which to enroll to help determine 

accommodations they would need for each specific course.  Courses that rely heavily on 

writing, for example, would necessitate different accommodations than a class in which 
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lectures are the main mode of content delivery.  She also paid particular attention to the 

faculty member teaching the class.  While she could not make specific comments about 

faculty, she could direct the student to consider a faculty member who was known to 

work better with students with disabilities or possessed a good understanding of the 

impact of a disability on the learning process.  She had discussed strategies with the 

students on dealing with difficult instructors as part of her face-to-face interaction with 

the student veterans. 

 Larry (Community College A) followed the general guidelines of his college and 

preferred to meet with each student veteran so he could ask questions during the 

interactive process.  There was always a review of the semester schedule with the student 

veteran to assist in determining his or her own accommodations.  Gloria (Community 

College F) and Paul (Community College E) shared information with student veterans 

about instructors who worked well with students with disabilities and identified 

instructors who were known to have a better understanding of the issues a student veteran 

faces upon returning to civilian life and the classroom.  This practice of discussing 

faculty during the face-to-face interaction helped to ameliorate any anxiety that student 

veterans might otherwise have in the classroom.  Each of the participants discussed the 

importance of the interactive process and engagement of student veterans in determining 

reasonable accommodations and indicated that this practice might differ from how they 

interact with other students with disabilities. 

Flexibility is needed when working with student veterans.  Flexibility was the 

third theme to emerge and was deemed important by the study participants.  All the 

participants noted they would do what was necessary to assist student veterans.  Gloria 
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stated that she would “bend the rules or go around the guidelines” in order to assist 

student veterans.  Exercising a degree of flexibility in determining accommodations when 

working with student veterans was essential because this particular student population is 

unfamiliar with disability services and may not know how accommodations could help 

provide equal access in the classroom.  Student veterans may have difficulty obtaining 

medical records from the VA, making it necessary for disability service providers to 

accept whatever documentation a student veteran may be able to present.  Additionally, 

because the impact in the classroom of PTSD and/or TBI on student veterans, 

accommodations may need to be modified during the course of a semester to fully allow 

for equal access for the student veteran.  Allie noted that there are no “blanket 

accommodations” for student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI and that disability service 

providers must be prepared to go through trial and error as they determine 

accommodations for student veterans. 

Several participants noted that they would accept a rating letter from the VA in 

lieu of the more robust documentation usually required to determine eligibility for 

services.  Since the rating letter does not include a full diagnostic evaluation, this 

substantiates the need to be flexible in the documentation participants would accept for 

student veterans.  Gloria (Community College F) accepted the rating letter so the student 

veteran could receive accommodations immediately and then afterward worked with the 

student to help him or her secure proper documentation.  Paul (Community College E) 

also accepted the rating letter and believed his college might have a slight advantage over 

other schools.  That advantage was the presence of a Veteran Success Representative who 

was housed on one of the district campuses.  The Veteran Success Representative had 
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access to medical records for student veterans and would provide those medical records 

to the disability service practitioner, as long as the veteran had signed a release form, 

allowing for the sharing of their medical documentation.  The participants all discussed 

the important role flexibility plays in determining reasonable accommodations for student 

veterans with PTSD and/or TBI. 

Summary for determining reasonable accommodations.  This section 

addressed the three themes that emerged from the analysis of the data collected to address 

research question one.  The participants in this study shared a common process of how to 

determine reasonable accommodations.   

The first theme to emerge was the importance of following institutional guidelines 

for determining reasonable and effective accommodations for student veterans with 

PTSD and/or TBI.  Each study institution provided guidelines on the type of 

documentation they would accept to begin services for student veterans.  The guidelines 

were the starting point for the study participants and helped guide their decision-making 

process. 

The second theme to emerge was the importance of engaging the student veteran 

in a face-to-face interaction.  Asking intrusive questions provides the disability service 

practitioner with additional information to assist in the determination of reasonable and 

effective accommodations.  Intrusive questions could include asking about a student 

veteran’s support system outside of college, and how their PTSD might manifest itself in 

the classroom.  The majority of the study participants agreed that the interactive, face-to-

face process is one of the most important practices in determining accommodations for 

student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI. 
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The third theme to emerge was exercising flexibility in working with student 

veterans because of the difficulty they could have in obtaining appropriate documentation 

that would meet eligibility requirements for services.  The study participants all 

mentioned they would “bend the rules” or “go around the guidelines” in order to assist 

student veterans and provide reasonable accommodations.  The participants also shared 

that they might not necessarily consider bending the rules for other students with 

disabilities. 

Equal and Effective Access 

Research question two sought to understand the disability service practitioners’ 

perception of equal and effective access for student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI.  The 

main theme to emerge from the analysis of the data was whether equal is really equal 

when providing accommodations for student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI. 

Equal is not really equal.  Each participant pointed to the ADA (2008) and 

Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, because both discuss equal and effective 

access, but each participant shared a distinctive definitions of equal and effective.  With 

regard to the question of whether equality could be achieved or if equal access is really 

equal,  Larry (Community College A) focused on the law which says equal access, but he 

believed that some student veterans (and students with disabilities in general) are never 

going to have the same experience and exact opportunities as those afforded students 

without disabilities.  He acknowledged that the challenge for disability service 

practitioners was maintaining compliance with the law while simultaneously attempting 

to provide equal and effective access.   
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Mary (Community College C) indicated that her perception of equal and effective 

access was “changing and growing” as she meets with more student veterans with PTSD 

and/or TBI.  She found that student veterans have different challenges as they return to 

higher education and navigate a new life, and this had changed her perception of equal 

access.  She believed that disability service practitioners need to look at equal and 

effective access from a more holistic perspective and include the college administration 

in decisions affecting student veterans.  Paul (Community College E) placed some of the 

onus of equal and effective access on the instructor, and believed that it is “incumbent on 

the instructor to try and teach using the concept of universal design so that the learning 

process is not impeded.”   

Allie’s (Community College B) perception of equal and effective access focused 

more on the inaccessibility of the buildings on her campus than on effective access from 

accommodations.  Allie stated that she could provide all the classroom accommodations 

needed for equal and effective access for her student veterans, but claimed when they 

could not get to her office because there is only one elevator in the building and no direct 

access to her office for a student in a wheelchair, equal and effective, “loses its 

importance and may not be achievable.”  Gloria (Community College F) was unsure that 

disability service practitioners could ever completely equalize things.  She argued that 

even with accommodations, students with disabilities are going to have a different 

experience than that of a student without a disability.  The goal of accommodations is to 

level the playing field, not give an unfair advantage to student veterans or other students 

with disabilities, but Gloria concluded that the experience of students with disabilities 

versus that of students without disabilities will never be the same regardless of the 
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accommodations that are provided.  Student veterans’ deal with different issues than the 

issues common to students who have not served in the military, and all participants noted 

that student veterans’ disabilities, particularly PTSD manifest themselves differently than 

those of students with similar diagnoses.   

Iris (Community College B) did not think that equal always means equal and 

mentioned that she had often discussed the concept of equal access or leveling the 

playing field with instructors who were not familiar with approved accommodations, or 

thought accommodations were overreaching.  When faculty requested information on an 

accommodation they do not agree with, Iris took the time to explain to them how the 

accommodation would provide equal access and reduce the barriers the student would 

otherwise face and provided an assurance that accommodations are not an advantage to 

the student veteran.  She said that “The ADA is the equivalent of civil rights law.  We are 

removing barriers, but if the student comes ill prepared or does not study, then they’re 

going to earn the grade they earn, accommodations or not.”   

Larry (Community College A) also thought it was important for faculty to 

understand that student veterans with disabilities “have the same opportunities to pass or 

fail” and that sometimes faculty are not as willing to fail a student veteran as they are 

students without disabilities.  Larry relayed a recent conversation he had with faculty 

about a student veteran who was using sign language interpreters in the class.  The 

faculty complained that the student veteran was not watching the interpreters in the class.  

Larry responded that accommodations are in place to provide equal access, but it is 

ultimately up to the student to use the accommodations to the fullest.  When asked about 

his perception of equal and effective access, Paul (Community College E) noted that 
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“regardless of the presence of a disability, students should have the same equal 

opportunity to learn in the classroom environment as students without disabilities.”   

Iris (Community College B) noted that equal means “leveling the playing field” 

but was quick to point out that the student still bore the responsibility of participating in 

his or her education like any other student.  Iris’s recommendation was that if a student 

veteran is not meeting the expectations of the course, grade them accordingly, disability 

or not.  

Summary for equal and effective access.  This section addressed the major 

theme that emerged to answer research question two.  The participants all noted that 

although the intent of the law was for students with disabilities to have equal and 

effective access, equal could never really be equal for student veterans with disabilities 

because the experiences they bring when returning to post-secondary education will be 

vastly different from the common experiences of students who do not have disabilities. 

Accommodations for Student Veterans with a Combat-Related Disability 

   Research question three focused on the disability service practitioners’ perception 

of the most effective accommodations for student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI.  The 

three themes to emerge from the analysis of the data were: 1) the most requested 

accommodations from student veterans, and 2) the accommodations that have been found 

to be effective for student veterans with PTSD. 

The most requested accommodations from student veterans.  Student veterans 

had the opportunity to request accommodations for his or her disabilities at each 

participating institution.  Once requested, the student veteran would meet with the 
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disability service provider to discuss the impact of the disability and the functional 

limitations that could impact the learning process.  

According to the study participants, the most requested accommodations from 

student veterans with PTSD included testing in an alternative site outside of the 

classroom with frequent breaks, preferential seating usually in the back of the classroom, 

extended testing time, note sharing, and approval to audio record lectures.  Additionally, 

many student veterans will ask for a safe place to go in order to ease the symptoms of 

PTSD, or approval to get up and leave class due to anxiety symptoms caused by PTSD.  

Student veterans with TBI most often request assistance with note-taking, approval to 

audio record lectures; use of instructor approved formula sheets or note cards, use of 

alternative format textbooks, test in a quiet environment, and use a reader for tests. 

The most effective accommodations for student veterans with combat-related 

disabilities.  The study participants were, for the most part, in agreement with the most 

effective accommodations for student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI. Several noted that 

negotiating with faculty was needed for specific accommodations, but that most of the 

accommodations required nothing more than approval on an accommodation letter. 

Most effective accommodations for PTSD.  Iris (Community College B) made 

an important point when discussing the most effective accommodations for student 

veterans with PTSD.  She believed that even though she could provide accommodations 

for the classroom, helping these students come to terms with their disability means is as 

important, if not more important, than any accommodation her office could provide.  

Earlier in her interview she stated “The whole goal of accommodations is to help student 

veterans understand the role of their disability in their lives and the impact it will have in 
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an academic setting.”  All of the participants agreed that testing in an alternative 

environment outside of the classroom, with extended testing time, benefits student 

veterans with PTSD.  Alternative environments included testing within the disability 

services office or in an academic testing center.  Occasionally, faculty would provide an 

alternative testing location such as their office.  Testing in an alternative environment 

eases anxiety symptoms and allows a student veteran to focus on the test, instead of being 

distracted by their classmates getting up from their seats or asking questions, thereby 

interrupting the thought process.   

Extending the amount of time a student veteran has to complete a test was 

considered effective by all participants.  The general guideline that Paul (Community 

College E) and Gloria (Community College F) have followed is an extension of time and 

one half.  For example, if 60 minutes were allowed for a test in the classroom, then 

student veterans approved for extended time would be allowed 90 minutes to complete 

the test.  Eve and Rosie (Community College D), and Mary (Community College C) 

agreed that the one and one half time extension on a test is usually the most appropriate.  

On occasion, the participants have granted double or triple time depending on the severity 

of the disability.  Frequent breaks during exams were also deemed effective by the study 

participants, even though it was noted that some instructors have an issue with this 

accommodation.  The participants all agreed that when student veterans are approved for 

frequent breaks, it is with the understanding that in order to maintain test integrity they 

are not permitted to see the entire test.  Instead, they receive one to two pages at a time in 

order to give them an opportunity to take breaks if needed.  The student veterans may or 

may not be able to make changes to the answers on those pages, depending on the 
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policies of the college testing center.  This information has been shared with faculty in 

the hopes of easing their concerns about this particular accommodation.  Gloria 

(Community College F) also believed that frequent breaks are helpful for student 

veterans, both in the classroom and during testing. 

Iris (Community College B) described the benefits of offering a quiet space to 

student veterans and indicated that she has often invited students into her office to “pace 

if they need to” or just sit in solitude.  Allie (Community College B) also offered student 

veterans a safe space and has asked student veterans to come in and sit in her office if 

they need some quiet time.  Several participants noted that their campuses offer quiet 

rooms that student veterans could utilize when necessary.  Paul (Community College E) 

stated that because it is so “difficult to know when their symptoms will flare up” it is hard 

to be consistent with accommodations.  Note sharing, according to Gloria (Community 

College F) “is a biggie.”  At several campuses, the disability services offices have 

solicited volunteers to share notes with a student veteran.  Other campuses have offered a 

small stipend or community service credit to students who share their notes.  Larry 

(Community College A) had hired hourly employees to provide notes for students.  

Alternative testing, testing in a quiet space, extended testing time, note sharing, 

preferential seating, and creating a safe place were all deemed to be the most effective 

accommodations for student veterans with PTSD. 

Most effective Accommodations for TBI.  The participants had differing views 

on the most effective accommodations for student veterans with TBI.  Gloria 

(Community College F) believed extended time for testing is a “huge” benefit for student 

veterans with TBI.  She has also provided books in an alternative/accessible format for 
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students with a brain injury.  With the use of a number of screen readers or applications, 

an alternative text format can be read to a student.  A student with a TBI may need to 

hear the words as well as see them, and alternative text provides that for them.  Gloria 

had a unique perspective on TBI as she shared during the course of her interview that she 

had sustained a brain injury when she was younger, and it is something she still grapples 

with every day.  She expressed that she feels an affinity for students who have suffered a 

brain injury and will do whatever is necessary to accommodate student veterans because 

she feels she understands their challenges.   

Paul (Community College E) had also provided student veterans with TBI books 

in an alternative format, but noted that neurological issues are difficult to pinpoint and the 

administration of accommodations for these students could be subjective.  Eve 

(Community College D) had worked with instructors to provide formula sheets for 

students and often approved Communication Access Real-time Transcription (CART), an 

accommodation that is most frequently approved for students who are deaf or hard of 

hearing.  CART can be in the classroom with the student or could be accessed remotely 

via the use of a microphone in the class and Skype.  CART captures the entire transcript 

of the session, and provides more detailed information than typical note sharing.  

Although CART could be effective, the student veteran is responsible for sifting through 

the transcript, which is an exact record of everything that is said in the class including the 

lecture, questions from classmates, and any other discussion.   

Larry (Community College A) found that providing memory cues for students 

with TBI is helpful, but this accommodation requires more negotiation with faculty than 

other more standard types of accommodations.  Math faculty is particularly concerned 
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about memory cues, formula sheets, or note cards.  Larry discussed how he has 

negotiated this type of accommodation with the faculty, beginning with an explanation of 

a brain injury, the symptoms, and the challenges a student veteran is likely to have due to 

a TBI.  He has worked with the instructor and the student to prepare the memory cue.  All 

of the participants agreed that the most effective accommodations for student veterans 

with TBI include note sharing, extended testing time, testing in a quiet environment, 

utilizing a reader for tests, and alternative format textbooks.   

The participants noted that some faculty have the most difficulty with the 

accommodation of allowing the recording of lectures, but several participants discussed 

that this particular accommodation is one of the few that is actually mentioned by the 

U.S. Department of Education.  Gloria (Community College F) noted that sometimes 

faculty views the recording of lectures as a violation of their academic freedom, but she 

added “They need to get over it.”  Many student veterans are uncertain of what 

accommodations to ask for from disability service practitioners.  Allie (Community 

College B) explained further that “because student veterans do not understand the 

neurology of their injury,” she takes the time to explain what is happening to their brains 

to help them make decisions on accommodations.  Gloria’s (Community College F) 

experience with student veterans with TBI was similar: 

They don’t request accommodations.  Most TBIs’ have no clue what they should 

do or what they need.  They are lost.  A lot of people with TBI could remember 

who they were before their injury, but could not recreate it which is really hard for 

a lot of these students to deal with.  
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Gloria identified that she had sat down with the students and asked intrusive questions 

such as “Do you think this accommodation might help” or “How’s your reading?”  “Can 

you follow along?”  She would then demonstrate an alternative text format, for instance, 

so the student could make an informed decision about whether this accommodation 

would be effective. 

The accommodations that have been found to be ineffective.  The participants 

were asked about the accommodations that may not be effective for student veterans with 

PTSD and/or TBI.  Larry (Community College A) stated that preferential seating 

sometimes causes problems with other students.  Most of the participants agreed that 

student veterans choose to sit in the back of the classroom or off to the side where they 

could scan the room to ensure safety.  Larry explained that this practice helps to 

ameliorate symptoms of PTSD such as hyper-vigilance.  The participants all noted that 

they would like to be able to designate a particular seat for a student veteran, but worry 

that doing so may “out” the student veteran as a student with a disability to other 

students.  Gloria (Community College F) and Paul (Community College E) had not found 

this to be an issue when they approved preferential seating for student veterans.  

However, they both pointed out that they had encouraged the student to have a discussion 

with their instructor to ensure their chosen seat remained available each class period.   

Mary (Community College C) and Eve (Community College D) agreed that there 

are “no perfect solutions,” but that extension of assignment due dates are not effective 

because student veterans often fall behind quickly and never catch up.  Paul perceived 

that most of the accommodations offered are effective, but that the student veteran gives 
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up too quickly due to being overwhelmed or because they do not have a good 

understanding on of their disability.   

All of the participants noted that a modification of the attendance policy is not 

effective for student veterans, even though it may be necessary to facilitate their medical 

appointments with the VA.  Student veterans with the approved accommodation of a 

modification of attendance have been informed at each study institution that absences 

could only be excused for disability-related reasons.  Student veterans are required to 

contact the disability service provider to affirm the absence is disability related and may 

be asked to provide documentation regarding the absence.  Student veterans also must 

understand that they are responsible for keeping up with their class assignments and due 

dates even with an excused absence.  The study participants agreed that this 

accommodation often leads the student veteran down a dangerous path of falling behind 

so far they could never make up the work.  Several participants discussed having 

conversations with student veterans because in some classes, there is a “point of no 

return” after so many absences, particularly in the allied health field where there are 

lecture, lab and clinical assignments.  Another accommodation deemed ineffective is the 

occasional extension of assignment due dates.  The participants all discussed that once a 

student veteran has received one extension, he or she is likely to difficulty meeting 

subsequent deadlines for the duration of the semester. 

Summary of accommodations for student veterans with a combat-related 

disability.  This section addressed the themes that emerged about the perception of the 

accommodations for student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI.  The first theme that 

emerged revealed the most requested accommodations from student veterans with PTSD 
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and/or TBI.  There appeared to be standard accommodations that student veterans have 

requested for both PTSD and TBI.  These include: extended testing time, testing in a 

quiet environment, frequent breaks during exams, priority seating in the back of the 

classroom, permission to audio record lectures and note sharing.  The next theme to 

emerge was what the disability service providers perceived as the most effective 

accommodations for student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI.  Most participants agreed 

that extended testing time, priority seating in the back of class, permission to leave the 

class if needed due to symptoms of PTSD all are effective accommodations for student 

veterans with PTSD and/or TBI. 

Best Practices in Determining Accommodations 

Research question four was asked in order to understand disability service 

practitioners’ perceptions of best practices when determining reasonable and effective 

accommodations for student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI.  The themes to emerge 

through the analysis of the data were: a) maintaining flexibility regarding disability 

documentation and providing accommodations; and b) face-to-face interactions and 

engaging the student veteran. 

Mary (Community College C) summed up her best practices for determining 

accommodations by stating that she “looks at the documentation, listens to the student, 

thanks them for sharing their information and then asks them to ‘make it [the 

documentation and the disability] come to life’ for me.”  She stated that she does this by 

engaging the student veteran during a face-to-face interview.  Flexibility in the types of 

documentation the participants would accept for student veterans was deemed very 

important.  Although requiring documentation from student veterans is an integral part of 
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the process, all of the disability service providers stated they would go outside of their 

normal requirements to assist student veterans in order to provide accommodations.  Allie 

(Community College B) concluded that there “are no blanket accommodations” and that 

disability service practitioners must talk with the student.  She also acknowledged that 

sometimes with student veterans determining accommodations is often conducted 

through trial and error.  Allie (Community College B) noted that their disabilities seem to 

impact them differently than the same disabilities other students.  Paul (Community 

College E) had found a best practice to be to ask a student what they think the barriers are 

in their classes.  Engaging the student in this type of conversation affords the student an 

opportunity to really understand his or her disability and the impact it may have on him 

or her in the classroom.   

Gloria (Community College F) believed that a best practice is just “doing what’s 

best for the student” even if that means going outside of the guidelines posted on her 

college’s website, and the internal procedures followed by the disability service office.  

Gloria stated, “I mean, people come here seeking help and sometimes that means 

thinking outside of the box in order to help the student.”  She defined thinking “outside of 

the box” as doing whatever is necessary to assist a student veteran, including coming up 

with accommodations that may not be considered traditional.  For example, one student 

veteran was approved to have an emotional support animal with him during class and 

testing.  Her college did not yet have a policy on approving emotional support animals, 

but she felt that having this comfort animal would be an effective accommodation.  

Gloria stated, “Sometimes you have to ask forgiveness instead of permission to do what 

is right by the student.”  
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Of equal importance when discussing best practices is acknowledging that the 

process will never be perfect, but that if disability service providers practice their craft in 

a genuine manner, the student veterans will understand that the staff of disability services 

are working on their behalf.  Larry (Community College A) relied on the interactive 

process and wanted student veterans to feel comfortable in order to achieve an “open, 

supportive environment” for these students.  He also believed it is important to “reframe 

the perception that their disability doesn’t define” the student veteran.  

Summary of disability service practitioners’ best practices. 

This section addressed the themes that emerged from the data on disability service 

practitioners’ perception of best practices in providing accommodations to student 

veterans with PTSD and/or TBI (research question four).  The first theme to emerge was 

the importance of maintaining flexibility when working with student veterans.  Student 

veterans often have difficulty procuring appropriate and acceptable documentation, 

requiring disability service practitioners to “bend the rules” or “go against stated college 

guidelines” in order to provide services to student veterans.  All of the participants agreed 

they have accepted and would continue to accept lesser documentation from student 

veterans with disabilities than from other students with disabilities, including a rating 

letter from the VA, which does provide a diagnosis, but does not include a full evaluation 

usually needed to determine eligibility for services. 

The second theme to emerge as a best practice was engaging the student veteran 

in a face-to-face discussion about the impact their disabilities may have on them in the 

classroom.  Participants concluded that an intrusive discussion leads to a better 
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understanding of the student and their disability and allows the disability service 

practitioner to provide the most appropriate and reasonable accommodations.   

Summary 

Chapter IV presented the findings of the study and discussed the themes that 

emerged through the analysis of the data collected from interviews with the participants 

of this study.  Research question one explored how disability service practitioners, 

following ADA guidelines, determine reasonable and effective classroom 

accommodations for student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI.  The main theme to emerge 

during data analysis was the importance of the interactive process and face-to-face 

interaction with the student veteran.  The second theme to emerge was that of 

maintaining flexibility when working with student veterans. 

Research question two examined how disability service practitioners perceived 

equal and effective access for student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI.  The main theme 

to emerge was that equal access is never really equal.  

Research question three sought to discover the perception of the accommodations 

for student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI.  The three themes that emerged during data 

analysis were; a) the most requested accommodations from student veterans, b) the 

accommodations that are effective for student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI and, c) the 

accommodations that are not effective in providing equal access for student veterans. 

Research question four explored how disability service practitioners perceived 

best practices when determining reasonable and effective accommodations for student 

veterans with PTSD and/or TBI.  The two themes that emerged during data analysis 



  Texas Tech University, Lauren Sebel, May 2018 
 

94 

were; 1) maintaining flexibility, and 2) face-to-face interactions and engaging the student 

veteran. 

Chapter V will present a discussion of the findings and their implications for 

disability services in higher education.  In addition, Chapter V will offer 

recommendations for disability service practitioners, and recommendations for potential 

future research.
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION 

Chapter V presents a discussion of the findings of this study.  The sections in this 

chapter include:  (1) overview of the study, (2) discussion of the findings, (3) 

implications for higher education practice, (4) recommendations for higher education 

practice, and (5) recommendations for future research. 

Overview of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative collective case study, conducted through the lens 

of the constructivist paradigm, was to explore the perceptions and experiences of Texas 

community college disability service providers of how they are, per the Americans with 

Disabilities Act (ADA, 2008) guidelines, reasonably accommodating student veterans 

with post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and/or traumatic brain injury (TBI).  Of 

particular interest was determining what accommodations are most effective for this 

student population.  Schlossberg’s theory of transition (Schlossberg, Waters & Goodman, 

1995) was used to frame this study.  Schlossberg’s theory was appropriate for this study 

as it focuses on the transition of adult learners returning to higher education.  The theory 

includes three types of transition: 1) anticipated, 2) unanticipated, and 3) non-event 

(Schlossberg et al., 1995).  Transitioning from soldier to student, especially for those 

student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI, can be challenging.  Schlossberg’s theory 

provides a structure which the student veteran can apply to their transition. 

Student veterans are returning to higher education in increasing numbers and face 

many challenges in transitioning to higher education, least of which is their 

understanding of how their combat-related disabilities are likely to affect them in the 
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classroom.  According to the American Association of Community Colleges (AACC, 

n.d), community colleges served 12.3 million credit and non-credit students in 2014.  Of 

those 12.3 million, 4% or 492,000 students were veterans.  Students with disabilities 

represented 12% of the total number of enrollees.  Data from the Congressional Research 

Service (n.d.) showed that 138,197 service members had been diagnosed with PTSD 

since 2001 (Fischer, 2015, p. 2).  A diagnosis of PTSD and/or TBI will have an impact on 

the student veteran’s ability to learn in the classroom (Grossman, 2009; Madaus et al., 

2009). 

PTSD and TBI became known as the signature injuries of Operation Enduring 

Freedom and Operation Iraqi Freedom (Church, 2009; Wieland, Hursey, & Delgado, 

2010).  Grossman (2009) indicated that of the nearly two million servicemen and women 

deployed between 2001 and 2008 to Operation Enduring Freedom and/or Operation Iraqi 

Freedom a conservative estimate of 40%, approximately 80,000 of those two million 

servicemen and women would be diagnosed with PTSD and/or (TBI). 

Because student veterans are now seeking assistance from disability service 

offices at institutions of higher education, disability service providers are required to 

provide reasonable, appropriate, and effective classroom accommodations (Church, 2009; 

Madaus, 2009; Vance & Miller, 2009).  Reasonable accommodations are modifications 

or adjustments to the tasks, environment, or to the way things are usually done that 

enable individuals with disabilities to have an equal opportunity to participate in an 

academic program or a job (U.S. Department of Education, 2007).  Appropriate 

accommodations are defined as modifications that allow a student with a disability to 

have equal access to participate in a program (Reasonable Accommodations Explained, 
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n.d).  For instance, an appropriate accommodation for a student who is deaf would be to 

provide an interpreter in their classes.  Effectiveness is defined as an accommodation that 

meets the need of the student with a disability (Reasonable Accommodations Explained, 

n.d).  Providing a reader for a student who is blind would be considered an effective 

accommodation, as reading to a student without vision meets the need of the student with 

a visual impairment. 

This study is essential in understanding the needs of student veterans with PTSD 

and/or TBI and the accommodations they may be entitled to in order to have equal access 

to college curricula and programs.  Through this study, and the experiences and 

perceptions of current disability service providers, preparations can be made to help 

student veterans accept the assistance they may be entitled to and the services that 

community college disability service offices offer.  

This study was guided by the following four research questions: 

1.  How do community college disability service providers determine, per 

ADA guidelines, reasonable and effective classroom accommodations 

for student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI? 

2. What do community college disability service providers perceive as 

equal and effective access for student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI? 

3. What is the perception of community college disability service providers 

as to the most effective accommodations for student veterans with PTSD 

and/or TBI? 
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4. What are disability service providers’ perceptions of best practices when 

determining reasonable and effective accommodations for student 

veterans with PTSD and/or TBI? 

The settings for this study were six Texas community college campuses that were 

located in the Northeast, North, and Central Texas.  The colleges varied in size from large 

to very large according to the Carnegie Classification of Institutions in Higher Education.  

A total of eight disability service providers participated in this study.  The participants all 

provided services to student veterans, had student veterans on their caseloads during the 

semester in which the study occurred, and had at least five years' experience providing 

accommodations to student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI.  Table 1 below provides a 

summary of the participants’ profiles. 
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Table 1 
Participant Profiles 

Participant Title Institution Years of Service as 
Disability Provider 

Larry Coordinator Community College A 5 or more 

Iris Rehabilitation 

Specialist 

Community College B 20 or more 

Allie Director Community College B 30 or more 

Mary Rehabilitation 

Specialist 

Community College C 5 years 

Eve Rehabilitation 

Specialist 

Community College D 11 or more 

Rosie Rehabilitation 

Specialist 

Community College D 6 years 

Paul Coordinator  Community College E 13 or more 

Gloria Coordinator Community College F 17 or more 

 

Discussion of the Findings 

Determining Reasonable Accommodations 

Research question one sought to understand how Texas community college 

disability service providers determine, per ADA guidelines, reasonable and effective 

classroom accommodations for student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI.  Analysis of the 

data collected for this study produced three themes: 1) Disability service providers follow 

institutional guidelines, 2) face-to-face interactions with student veterans with PTSD 
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and/or TBI is important, and 3) flexibility in determining accommodations is needed 

when working with student veterans. 

When discussing the guidelines that the institution had in place for determining 

reasonable and appropriate accommodations, the participants identified the importance of 

observing institutional guidelines, but also pointed to the need to modify those guidelines 

in order to serve student veterans more effectively.  The general guidelines at each study 

institution included the requirements that the student veteran complete an application for 

services and provide documentation of his or her disability.  Disability service providers 

then set up a meeting with the student to discuss appropriate and reasonable 

accommodations.  Several study participants had followed the guidelines set forth by 

their institution when making determinations regarding accommodations, though one 

practitioner, Larry (Community College A), more closely followed the guidance provided 

by the Association on Higher Education and Disability (AHEAD), the professional 

association for disability service practitioners in higher education.  Vance and Miller 

(2009) discussed that AHEAD had provided no clear or specific guidance for working 

with and serving student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI, leaving the disability service 

provider two options: 1) to follow their institutional guidelines explicitly, or 2) to use 

their professional judgment and provide services to student veterans outside of the scope 

of institutional guidelines. 

Student veterans have reported being challenged by disabilities, such as PTSD or 

depression, as well as physical injuries sustained on battlefields, making them eligible for 

disability services.  As Zinger and Cohen (2010) noted, student veterans were either 

unaware of the services offered or had not been referred to disability services at their 



Texas Tech University, Lauren Sebel, May 2018 
 

100 

institution of choice.  The findings of the study indicate that modifications to institutional 

guidelines regarding disability documentation should be made in order to provide student 

veterans with services for their disabilities.  The amendments to the ADA in 2008 allow 

for disability service providers to not only use their professional judgment in determining 

eligibility for services, but also to accept, as part of the whole of documentation, a student 

veterans self report of a disability (ADAA, 2008).  The study findings point to the 

loosening of institutional guidelines regarding documentation when working with the 

student veterans which corroborates the suggestion from Vance and Miller (2009) that 

disability service providers grant accommodations, at least temporarily, in order to assist 

student veterans.  Although doing so may deviate from the established norms of current 

disability services practice, the benefit to the student veteran could have a positive impact 

in regards to persistence, retention, and can assist student veterans with the smooth 

transition from soldier to student (Vance & Miller, 2009). 

The study participants all noted they were willing to deviate from their posted 

guidelines in order to provide accommodations and services to student veterans; 

specifically that they would accept a rating letter from the Veterans Administration (VA).  

Veterans receive a rating letter after they have applied for disability benefits and been 

evaluated for service-connected disabilities.  The VA rating letter assigns a percentage of 

disability to a specific diagnosis, but does not provide an evaluation or other diagnostic 

information generally used in determining eligibility for services or making a 

determination of appropriate and reasonable accommodations.  Prior to the ADA 

amendments, institutions would not accept the VA rating letter, because it lacked specific 
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diagnostic information.  Current practice by the study participants lends to modifying 

institutional guidelines. 

Students in postsecondary education are required to disclose a disability in order 

to receive classroom accommodations (American Psychological Association, n.d; 

Shackelford, 2009).  However, military culture dictates that asking for help may be a sign 

of weakness, essentially encouraging the student veteran suffer in silence.  Because 

student veterans may be apprehensive about disclosing a disability and collecting 

disability documentation from the VA, accepting the rating letter is an important step in 

allowing the student veteran to begin receiving services for his or her disabilities.  The 

findings of the study support Vance and Miller’s (2009) notion about whether disability 

professionals should wait for student veterans to self-disclose their disabilities or create 

some type of recruiting mechanism for these students.  Allie and Iris (Community 

College B), and Gloria (Community College F), all alluded to the need for more outreach 

for student veterans but they were bound by the laws regarding self-disclosure.  As 

Shackelford (2009) noted, disability service providers should come up with creative and 

unique ways to engage student veterans in order to accommodate their disabilities.  

Burnett and Segoria (2009) discussed the importance of addressing the unique needs of 

student veterans and claimed that a “new approach to service delivery is required” (p. 

53).  Again, due to the lack of guidance provided to disability service providers, the 

findings of the study indicate that modifications to institutional guidelines regarding 

disability documentation should be made in order to provide student veterans with 

services.  Mary (Community College C) noted that her institution requires disability 
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documentation be no more than five years old.  Adhering to such a strict guideline could 

be a barrier for student veterans who are in need of classroom accommodations. 

Cooperative relationships with student services, including financial aid, 

admissions and records, advising and counseling are important to meeting the needs of 

the student veteran (Burnett & Segoria, 2009).  This lends to the study finding of 

providing some type of outreach to student veterans and further affirms the prior research 

of Zinger & Cohen (2010) which discussed that student veterans were unaware of the 

services that they may be eligible for.  Additionally, collaboration between disability 

service offices and all departments that serve student veterans is imperative, so that the 

information disseminated from each office is the same, which could help ease any anxiety 

the student veteran may have.   

The second finding of the study focused on the importance of establishing 

supportive relationships and rapport with student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI in order 

to determine reasonable and effective accommodations.  During face-to-face meetings 

with student veterans, the disability service provider and the student may both gain 

insight into how the disability could impact the student veteran in the classroom.  The 

impact PTSD and/or TBI could have in the classroom is important for the student veteran 

to understand, though student veterans may not have a complete understanding of his or 

her disability.  Disability service practitioners should use the time they have with student 

veterans during the intake process to review the course schedule for the semester, discuss 

the faculty assigned to the course, review the syllabus with the student, and discuss the 

impact his or her disability could have in the classroom to ameliorate any anxiety the 

student might have.   
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As Gamble (2000) reported and the study findings show, disability service 

providers should and want to establish relationships with student veterans.  Even though 

DiRamio, Ackerman and Mitchell (2008) noted in their study that community college 

personnel are unaware of the support student veterans need, the study participants 

showed a keen awareness of what type of support to provide student veterans who are 

seeking accommodations and assistance from the disability services office.  The face-to-

face interactions noted as important by the study participants substantiate the prior 

research. 

When determining reasonable and appropriate accommodations for student 

veterans, the participants indicated that exercising flexibility is extremely important.  

Each study participant made a point to mention how they would “bend the rules or “go 

around the guidelines” to assist student veterans.  Again, since no guidance has been 

provided to disability service providers from AHEAD, and previous research (Church, 

2009; Shackelford, 2009; Vance & Miller, 2009) focused solely on veterans returning to 

college with wartime injuries instead of how to accommodate student veterans in the 

classroom, bending the rules and accepting a lesser form of disability documentation than 

generally required for other students with disabilities is imperative. 

Many times student veterans are unaware or unfamiliar with how their disability 

could present a barrier to access in the classroom.  DiRamio, Ackerman, and Mitchell 

(2008) noted that “little is known of the expectations and experiences that combat 

veterans bring with them to campus” (p. 73).  Being unfamiliar with the services to which 

student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI may be entitled requires that disability service 

practitioners work with student veterans to help them gain a better understanding of their 
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disability.  Flexibility in determining accommodations is also needed when working with 

student veterans.  Accommodations should not be set in stone: instead the disability 

service provider should be open to trying multiple accommodations until no barriers exist 

for the student veteran. 

Equal and Effective Access 

Research question two sought to understand disability service providers’ 

perceptions of equal and effective access for student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI.  

The single theme that emerged relative to this research question was that equal is not 

really equal for students with disabilities in higher education.   

The ADA (2008) and Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 both address 

equal and effective access for people with disabilities and are the laws that govern 

disability services in higher education.  The participants all agreed that even though the 

laws are in place, equal is not really equal when working with student veterans with 

PTSD and/or TBI, especially since it has been pointed out that the impact of PTSD and/or 

TBI on student veterans in the classroom is unknown (DiRamio, Ackermann & Mitchell, 

2008; Shackelford, 2009).  From access to college buildings and offices to the incorrect 

interpretation of accommodations by faculty there are barriers to equal access that exist 

for student veterans. 

There is a dilemma for disability service providers when wanting to maintain 

compliance with the laws and attempting to provide equal and effective access.  The 

general consensus of the participants was that equal is never really equal and student 

veterans with PTSD and/or TBI are never going to have the same experience or 

opportunities as those afforded students without disabilities.  In Zinger and Cohen’s 
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(2010) study, participants noted that they were challenged by their disabilities and 

reported issues with concentration, PTSD, depression and physical injuries.  One of the 

challenges for disability service practitioners is in understanding that while 

accommodations are in place to provide equal access, the implementation and use of the 

approved accommodations is at the sole discretion of the student veteran who might feel 

the accommodations are not needed.  This refers back to the earlier point made by Zinger 

and Cohen (2010) that student veterans may be loathe in asking for assistance because 

military culture portrays seeking help as a sign of weakness, or that the student veteran 

may be unaware that their disability will have an impact on them in the classroom. 

The disability service provider will need to work with the student veteran to make 

sure they understand the role accommodations play in ameliorating the impact of a 

disability in the classroom, and that using approved accommodations will assist the 

student veteran in accessing the class and coursework.  Discussing how accommodations 

will provide the student veteran with equal access, rather than giving them an advantage, 

may help the student veteran accept that their disability will have an impact in the 

classroom but the impact can be mitigated with the use of approved accommodations. 

Accommodations for Student Veterans with Combat-Related Disabilities 

Research question three focused on the disability service practitioners’ 

perceptions of the most effective accommodations for student veterans with PTSD and/or 

TBI.  The two themes to emerge through this study to address this research question 

were:  (1) accommodations requested by student veterans and (2) accommodations that 

were found to be effective for student veterans. 
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Most requested accommodations from student veterans.   

Student veterans had the opportunity to request accommodations at each 

participating study institution.  The process typically starts with the submission of an 

application and disability documentation to the disability service office followed by an 

intake meeting to discuss appropriate accommodations.  After the student veteran 

becomes an established disability services student, he or she should then request 

accommodations each semester. 

The findings of the study indicate that the most requested accommodation for 

PTSD include testing in an alternative site outside of the classroom, frequent breaks 

during both class instruction and testing, preferential seating, (usually in the back of the 

classroom), extended testing time, note sharing, and audio recording lectures.   

The most requested accommodations for PTSD may be able to ameliorate the 

symptoms associated with PTSD that might present in the classroom.  The findings are 

consistent with the accommodations that had been deemed appropriate for students with 

psychiatric disorders similar to PTSD.  Those appropriate accommodations included 

testing in a private area or with reduced distraction, extended testing time, note sharing, 

and the use of an audio recorder (Okie, 2005; Shackelford, 2009).   

Student veterans with TBI most often request assistance with note-taking, using a 

device to audio record lectures, the use of an instructor approved formula sheet or note 

cards during testing, the use of alternative format textbooks, testing in a quiet 

environment, and the use of a reader or reading software during testing.  Okie (2005) 

reported that the long-term effects of TBI include issues with concentration and memory.  
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The study findings of the most requested accommodations from student veterans with 

TBI would appear to mitigate concentration and memory issues. 

The symptoms of TBI may include loss of consciousness, memory loss, alteration 

in mental state (e.g., confusion, disorientation, slow thinking) and neurological deficits 

including lack of impulse control, cognition problems, anxiety, depression, and agitation 

(Center for Deployment Psychology, 2010).  In addition, chronic headaches, fatigue, 

insomnia, and sensitivity to light and noise are common somatic symptoms of TBI, all of 

which can affect a student veteran in a classroom setting (Center for Deployment 

Psychology, 2010).  The long-term effects of moderate to severe TBI can include 

cognitive problems, such as a shortened attention span and an inability to concentrate and 

remember (Okie, 2005).  Veterans with TBI may also have issues with touch, vision, 

hearing, taste, and smell (Okie, 2005).  TBI can rob those affected of memory and 

attention, which can present problems for the student veteran in the classroom 

(Grossman, 2009).  The most requested accommodations for TBI could all be 

implemented in order to allow the student veteran equal and effective access to course 

material.   

The most effective accommodations for student veterans with combat-related 

disabilities.  There was consensus amongst the study participants about the most 

effective accommodations for student veterans with PTSD.  Testing in an alternative 

environment outside of the classroom with extended time has been reported to benefit 

student veterans.  Extended time varies depending on the severity of the disability but a 

general rule is time and one half.  For example, if the class were allowed 60 minutes for 
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an exam, the student veteran with extended time of time and one half would receive 90 

minutes to complete the exam.   

The disability service providers noted they had on occasion approved a double or 

triple time extension depending on the severity of the disability.  Note sharing was 

deemed “a biggie” by Gloria (Community College F), and several other participants 

agreed that note sharing is helpful for student veterans.  Priority or preferential seating is 

extremely effective for student veterans with PTSD.  Generally, these students choose to 

sit in the back of the classroom in order to be able to scan the room due to symptoms of 

hyper vigilance.   

Because there has been no clear guidance provided to disability service providers 

from AHEAD, the study findings provide new insight and information in how best to 

accommodate student veterans with PTSD, and can provide guidance for the profession.  

Referring back to the survey conducted of the AHEAD membership by Vance and Miller 

(2009) a mere 33% of respondents felt knowledgeable enough to engage student veterans 

in a meaningful way when discussing their disability and accommodations.  Considering 

that student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI continue to return to higher education and 

are in need of appropriate classroom accommodations, the disability service provider 

community in higher education would be served well were AHEAD to review current 

policies and procedures, revise those policies as necessary, and provide clear and updated 

guidance on how to accommodate student veterans. 

For student veterans with TBI, the participants had differing opinions on the most 

effective accommodations.  Gloria (Community College F) made the point that many 

student veterans “have no clue what they should do or need,” so the disability services 
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practitioner must delve into what accommodations might be effective for student 

veterans.  This point validates the previous research by DiRamio, Ackerman and Mitchell 

(2008) whose research showed that there is not much known about the expectations of 

student veterans.  Demonstrating how accommodations work would be helpful, especially 

for student veterans with TBI.  Alternative text for student veterans with TBI was deemed 

effective.  Alternative text allows a student to listen to a book or other course material 

through the use of text-to-speech software or an accessible file format (.doc, .pdf) from 

the publisher.  Granting this accommodation may require training the student veteran in 

how to use text-to-speech software. 

Eve (Community College D) worked diligently to persuade instructors to allow 

student veterans to create formula sheets or note cards for use during testing.  Larry 

(Community College A) reported that he might approve the use of formula sheets but 

noted that this accommodation requires significant negotiation with faculty.  The 

accommodation of the use of a formula sheet or note card requires the disability service 

provider to intervene and oftentimes negotiate with faculty.  Some disability service 

practitioners have difficulty navigating how to discuss this particular accommodation 

with faculty.   

The ADA makes clear that accommodations cannot substantially alter educational 

standards or fundamentally alter the nature of a course (Americans With Disabilities Act 

of 1990, Pub. L. No. 101-336, 104 Stat. 328 (1990).  For example, if a student with a 

disability is enrolled in an English Composition I class in which they are graded on their 

writing skills, the request of an accommodation of a multiple-choice exam instead of a 

written essay would not be approved as this would fall under the category of substantially 
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altering educational standards and, thus, would be deemed unreasonable.  Many 

mathematics instructors put a high value on the memorization of formulas: however, 

when a student veteran presents with TBI symptoms, including long- term or short-term 

memory deficits, a formula sheet would appear to be a reasonable accommodation that 

does not alter educational standards (Okie, 2005).  Spending time with faculty and 

explaining the long-term effects of a TBI could help them understand that the use of an 

instructor-approved formula sheet does not give the student veteran an advantage over 

other students, but instead allows for equal and effective access to the course content and 

the ability to demonstrate they have mastered and can show their knowledge of the 

material presented.  Due to the lack of scholarly literature on the subject of determining 

reasonable and appropriate accommodations for student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI, 

the findings of the study present an opportunity for disability service providers to create 

their own guidance in how best to serve student veterans. 

Best Practices in Determining Accommodations 

Research question four was asked in order to understand disability service 

practitioners’ perceptions of best practices when determining reasonable and effective 

accommodations for student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI.  The themes that emerged 

to address this research question were: 1) maintaining flexibility regarding disability 

documentation was important, and 2) engagement of the student veteran with face-to-face 

interactions serves a special purpose. 

The finding of flexibility resonated throughout the interviews with the study 

participants.  From the types of documentation that would be accepted, to the policies 

pertaining to approval of accommodations, maintaining flexibility throughout the process 
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was identified as a best practice in providing student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI the 

support they need as they navigate their college career.  The study findings support the 

previous suggestion by Shackelford (2009) that creativity and flexibility is required of 

disability service providers to address the needs of student veterans.  Student veterans 

face challenges that other students with disabilities might not face, including difficulty 

with obtaining documentation of a disability.  Student veterans may be unaware that they 

qualify for accommodations for combat related disabilities.  Because military culture 

dictates that asking for help is a sign of weakness, the student veteran may not seek 

services or help.  Outreach to student veterans could be critical for community college 

disability service offices.  When discussing the best practice of face-to-face meetings was 

discussed, Mary (Community College C) summed up her best practice for determining 

accommodations as “looking at the documentation, listening to the student, and thanking 

them for sharing their story.”  She also asked the student veteran to “make it [the 

disability] come to life.”  She did this by engaging the student veteran during their face-

to-face meeting.  Gloria (Community College F) asserted that a best practice is just doing 

what is best for the student and admitted to going outside of her institution’s internal 

procedures in order to help the student.  The interactive face-to-face process allows for 

the disability service provider to get to know the student and provides a supportive 

environment for the student veteran.  As previously noted by Gamble (2000), establishing 

rapport with the student veteran is important and the face-to-face interaction helps 

solidify rapport and support for the student veterans.  Burnett and Segoria (2009) also 

noted the importance of addressing the unique needs of student veterans with PTSD 

and/or TBI by being creative and flexible in how services are delivered, including 
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interacting with the student.  All the study participants agreed that the practice of 

providing accommodations is not a science and will never be perfect.  Every day in a 

disability service office is different, as each student veteran and their transition from 

soldier to student is different.  The perception of the disability that the student veteran 

may have contributes to how they move through their transition, which is supported by 

theoretical framework that was used to guide this study.  Schlossberg’s theory on 

transition (Schlossberg et al., 1995) distinguishes four areas -- the 4 S’s 1) Situation, 2) 

Self; 3) Support, and 4) Strategies.  The first area, situation, refers to planned or 

unplanned situation.  Returning to higher education may be planned; however, finding 

themselves in need of disability services may constitute an unplanned event.  0The 

second area of transition is self which includes the student’s outlook, including personal 

characteristics.  The perception of the self in regards to a disability may impede the 

student veteran’s ability to understand how their disability affects them.  This supports 

Schlossberg’s theory and can inform the disability service provider with strategies to 

employ when working with student veterans.    

Implications for Higher Education Practice 

The findings of this study suggest several implications for disability service 

offices at institutions of higher education.  Data from the VA reports that there was a 

42% increase in the number of student veterans in higher education due to the 

implementation of the Post 9/11 Government Issue Bill.  The American Association of 

Community Colleges (2014) reported that community colleges served 492,000 student 

veterans.  There is a conservative estimate that approximately 40% of student veterans 
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returning to higher education will have been diagnosed with PTSD and/or TBI 

(Grossman, 2009). 

The first implication for higher education disability service practice is that, based 

on the findings of the study, institutional guidelines for students with disabilities are 

important and should be followed, but community college disability service offices may 

want to consider amending their guidelines for student veterans, particularly as they 

relate to what is considered acceptable disability documentation.  Documentation 

guidelines vary from institution to institution, but most require students with disabilities 

to submit complete diagnostic evaluations in order to make a determination on eligibility 

for services and accommodations.  Student veterans often have to wait for months for an 

appointment with the VA and, even then, securing appropriate documentation presents a 

challenge.  Obtaining documentation that would be acceptable under institutional 

guidelines can be difficult for student veterans due to the bureaucracy of the federal 

government and especially the Department of Veterans Affairs (Grossman, 2009).  If 

guidelines for acceptable documentation are not amended, student veterans with PTSD 

and/or TBI may not receive the services they are entitled to. 

The ADA (2010), as amended, expanded the scope of determining eligibility for 

services by granting disability service practitioners the use of professional judgment.  

Additionally, practitioners should accept a student veteran’s self-report of disability 

(Madaus et al, 2009).  Doing so would offer the student veteran entry into disability 

services, at least temporarily, while they gather more appropriate documentation.  The 

ability to grant accommodations without formal documentation for a semester would 

assist student veterans and could help ease the transition from soldier to student (Vance & 
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Miller, 2009).  Should institutions not agree to review their guidelines for disability 

documentation, there is the potential for student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI to not be 

adequately served.  If the student veteran is not able to receive equal and effective access, 

or is not able to receive proper accommodations, there could be an impact on community 

college retention and graduation rates. 

A second implication for disability service offices and providers is that they must 

maintain flexibility when working with student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI.  Student 

veterans have challenges unique to their population, and even the symptoms of their 

combat-related disabilities present themselves differently than they do in civilian students 

with similar diagnoses.  There is a pervasive mindset in the military that asking for help 

is a sign of weakness (Zinger & Cohen, 2010), which could have an impact on a student 

veteran’s question for assistance from a disability service office.  Should disability 

service offices remain rigid in the requirement of student self-disclosure, the opportunity 

is missed to provide services to deserving student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI.  

A third implication for disability service providers in higher education is the need 

for guidance in understanding both the challenges student veterans face and the 

symptoms of PTSD and TBI that could manifest in the classroom.  PTSD and TBI 

became known as the signature injuries of Operation Enduring Freedom and Operation 

Iraqi Freedom and student veterans are now eligible for disability services due to their 

diagnoses of both of these injuries (Church, 2009; Madaus, 2009; Vance & Miller, 2009).  

In 2009, AHEAD, the professional organization for disability service providers in higher 

education, surveyed more than 2600 members in order to understand how disability 

service providers were serving student veterans (Vance & Miller, 2009).  Beyond the 
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survey, AHEAD has provided no clear guidance on serving this student population.  

Disability service providers across the country must gain a better understanding of how 

PTSD and/or TBI affect student veterans in the classroom, and more importantly, how to 

accommodate these students to ensure that access to their education is equal to that of 

their non-disabled peers.  Additionally, guidance on determining reasonable, appropriate, 

and effective accommodations must be communicated to disability service practitioners. 

The final implication for higher education is that administration, along with the 

disability services office, should work together to increase the awareness of services 

available to student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI.  Even though the law is clear 

regarding student self-disclosure, student veterans returning to higher education may not 

have had experience dealing with a disability before and are unaware that assistance is 

available.  Several study participants made note that this student population are not aware 

of the impact of their disability to even know what accommodations to request, making it 

crucial for community colleges to find some mechanism to make sure student veterans 

know about the services provided.  Institutions need to change the narrative and 

sometime stigma of disabilities if they wish to reach student veterans. 

Recommendations for Higher Education Practice 

Results of this study have produced several recommendations for disability 

service practitioners in higher education.  The first recommendation for higher education 

practice is that disability service practitioners should provide feedback and help shape 

new guidelines regarding flexibility when working with student veterans, and create some 

type of outreach for student veterans.  Because student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI 

may be reluctant to disclose a disability (Shackelford, 2009) or are unaware their 
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disability would qualify them for services, the disability service practitioner should think 

about how to reach this growing student population.  Due to the barriers veterans may 

encounter in retrieving and securing disability documentation from the VA, consideration 

should be made for the welfare of the student veteran and disability service offices should 

provide temporary accommodations and services until the student veteran can secure 

documentation (Shackelford, 2009; Vance & Miller, 2009; Zinger & Cohen, 2010).   

As Burnett and Segoria (2009) discussed, student veterans have unique needs and 

disability service providers should think about creating new methods of service delivery.  

Additionally, cultivating relationships with other student services offices that serve 

student veterans could help the student veteran break down the barriers they face when 

returning to higher education.  Student veterans will have a unique reaction to their 

transition, and new service delivery reflects on the fourth S of Schlossberg’s transition, 

strategies.  The strategies that disability practitioners can focus on to help the student 

veteran include assisting the student with securing documentation, accepting minimal 

documents to allow the student veteran to begin receiving services and accommodations, 

and helping the student veteran manage their stress when dealing with the bureaucracy 

they may face when attempting to follow current institutional guidelines (Shackelford, 

2009; Vance & Miller, 2009; Zinger & Cohen, 2010). 

The second recommendation for disability services practice relates to flexibility, 

self-disclosure, and documentation.  Current practice dictates that students with 

disabilities self-disclose to the disability service office.  A review of the requirement that 

student veterans self-disclose versus providing some type of outreach to this student 

population is needed.  Outreach could include collaboration with the VA or the veteran 



Texas Tech University, Lauren Sebel, May 2018 
 

117 

representative in the campus financial aid office, setting up a referral system for student 

services personnel, and posting flyers around campuses advertising information about 

eligibility requirements and the types of accommodations that could be helpful for 

student veterans (Gamble, 2000).  This type of support, or Schlossberg’s third S, 

encompasses connections with others who can assist the student veteran.  Support in this 

manner confirms Schlossberg’s (1995) transition theory. 

The third recommendation is that the professional organization for disability 

practitioners in higher education,  the Association of Higher Education and Disability 

(AHEAD), should provide guidance to its members on how best to work with student 

veterans with PTSD and/or TBI.  AHEAD has not surveyed their membership regarding 

working with student veterans since 2008 when responses were solicited from 2,500 

members.  Only 237 responses were received.  Given the continued influx of student 

veterans with combat-related disabilities into higher education, and the fact that no 

survey of disability service providers has been conducted in 10 years, AHEAD should 

conduct another survey in order to assess the knowledge the profession holds in working 

with student veterans and provide guidance to its members going forward.  The survey 

should also inquire as to the best practices in serving student veterans (Church, 2009; 

Madaus, 2011).  Doing so would provide consistency amongst disability service 

providers in community colleges across the nation. Additionally, providing support, the 

third S noted by Schlossberg, et al (1995), confirms the theory that support is vital to 

assisting student veteran’s transition from combat to classroom.  Disability service 

providers often act as advocates for students with disabilities and this type of support can 

be vital for student veterans.   
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The final recommendation based on the findings of this study is that institutions 

should include information about the disability service office into every communication 

with student veterans.  The Financial Aid and/or Veterans Affairs office personnel should 

be able to inform student veterans that there is specific assistance for wounded warriors 

and that accommodations may help ease any anxiety they may have surrounding 

returning to college.  DiRamio et al. (2008) and Cole (2008) both suggested that 

comprehensive and holistic approach to serving student veterans would best meet the 

needs of this student population.  Basic information about disability services should be 

included in a mandatory orientation for student veterans.  Advisors and counselors should 

have a basic understanding of the benefits the student veteran may be using to pursue 

their education.  A basic understand could help how a student veteran is advised at the 

beginning of the semester, and should they need to withdraw during the semester.  

Additionally, familiarity with military transcripts when reviewing degree plans would be 

helpful.  When meeting with student veterans, student services personnel should also 

mention all services available to assist the student through their transition.  As Cole 

(2013) noted, Schlossberg’s second S, situation, advises student services personnel to 

understand a student veteran’s transition into the new environment of a college campus.  

Disability services should no longer be kept in the shadows at higher education 

institutions, but should be featured as one of the many types of support available to 

student veterans with disabilities. 
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Recommendations for Future Research 

The findings of this study on disability service providers’ experience and 

perceptions of accommodating student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI have led to the 

identification of areas for future research in higher education disability services practice.  

A qualitative study exploring the continued enrollment of student veterans with combat-

related disabilities returning to higher education could inform community colleges of the 

need and the types of support required to ensure equal access for student veterans with 

PTSD and/or TBI.  The recommended study could include gathering data on the student 

veteran’s diagnosed disability, type of accommodations approved for the student veteran, 

use of the approved accommodations, and data on student veterans who use their 

accommodations versus those who did not. 

A second recommendation for future research is to conduct a thorough review of 

the standard practice of requiring students with disabilities to self-disclose to the 

disability service office.  A quantitative study utilizing a survey of community college 

disability service providers, similar to this study but on a wider, perhaps national, scale 

could help identify new practices that would allow an easier entry for student veterans 

into disability services.  Disability service offices and college administrators should 

devise unique and creative ways to engage and accommodate the growing population of 

student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI.  Burnett and Segoria (2009) discussed the 

importance of addressing the unique needs of student veterans and argued that a “new 

approach to service delivery is required” (p. 53).  Collaboration and building 

relationships (Gamble, 2000) with the financial aid office, admissions and records, 

advising and counseling and other partners who serve student veterans should be 
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encouraged.  Clear communication from every student services office to student veterans 

regarding available services across the college would help establish rapport and build 

trust. 

A third recommendation for future research is to conduct a qualitative collective 

case study of student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI to gain insight into how they 

perceive their diagnosis of PTSD and/or TBI, and understanding of their accommodations 

needs as they navigate their transition from combat to college.  Understanding the student 

veteran’s perception of their disability can help inform community colleges of how to 

proceed with modifying their guidelines and procedures in order to better serve student 

veterans. 

The final recommendation for future research is to focus on the perception of 

disability services from faculty, staff, and students.  A quantitative survey of faculty and 

staff at community colleges should be conducted to ascertain the following: 1) how much 

is known about disability services; 2) how faculty and staff can refer students for 

services; 3) the understanding, and awareness of accommodations; 4) how much faculty 

and staff understand about why accommodations are provided; and 5) the process by 

which student veterans may become eligible for services.  The same set of questions 

could be asked of student veterans to ascertain what they know about available services 

and accommodations. 

Conclusion 

Student veterans continue to return to higher education in record numbers, many 

of whom have combat-related disabilities including PTSD and/or TBI, thus requiring 

disability service offices at institutions of higher education to meet their needs and 



Texas Tech University, Lauren Sebel, May 2018 
 

121 

engage this student population.  The purpose of this study was to explore the perceptions 

and experiences of community college disability service providers and how they are 

reasonably accommodating student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI per the ADA 

guidelines.  Of specific interest was determining the accommodations that are most 

effective for this student population. 

A qualitative collective case study research design was utilized to conduct this 

study in order to answer four research questions.  The constructivist paradigm was 

appropriate for this study as the paradigm focuses on a specific situation being studied 

(Creswell, 2014; Merriam, 2009).  Schlossberg’s (1995) theory of transition was the 

theoretical framework for this study.  The setting for the study was eight campuses within 

three community college districts located in Central, North, and Northeast Texas.  There 

were a total of eight participants in this study.  The study participants were all disability 

service practitioners who had student veterans on their caseloads during the semester the 

study was conducted.  Each participant had five or more years of experience.  Data were 

collected through semi-structured interviews, field notes, reflexive journaling, and a 

review of the study institution websites and documentation.  Open coding and the 

constant comparative method was used to analyze the data collected.  Several methods 

were incorporated throughout the study to ensure credibility.  The overall findings of this 

study indicate that an amendment of institutional guidelines regarding acceptable 

documentation and flexibility regarding acceptable documentation would be appropriate 

in order to better serve student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI.  In addition, the 

implementation of a new service delivery model to this student population is sorely 

needed. 
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The study participants all shared similar thoughts in how best to serve the 

growing student population of student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI.  Many discussed 

veering away from the institutional guidelines in place in order to assist student veterans.  

The participants discussed determining reasonable and appropriate accommodations, the 

most effective accommodations for student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI, whether 

equal access is really equal for student veterans with disabilities, and best practices in 

serving student veterans with combat-related disabilities. 

The results of this study led to implications for disability service practitioners in 

higher education.  Based on the findings of the study, institutional guidelines for students 

with disabilities are important and should be followed, but community college disability 

service offices may need to amend their guidelines for student veterans, particularly as 

they relate to what is considered acceptable disability documentation.  Another 

implication was the importance of maintaining flexibility when working with student 

veterans with PTSD and/or TBI.  A third implication is that AHEAD should provide 

guidance to disability service offices on serving student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI, 

and on providing appropriate and reasonable accommodations.  A final implication is the 

need to increase awareness of the disability service office at community college.  For far 

too long, the office has been kept in the shadows because of the stigma attached to having 

a disability.  Spotlighting the disability service office would help remove the stigma 

which could help student veterans seek the assistance they need. 

Recommendations for higher education emerged as a result of this study.  These 

recommendations include the need to study the continued enrollment of student veterans 

with PTSD and/or TBI in higher education, to conduct a thorough review of the standard 
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practice of requiring students with disabilities to self-disclose to the disability service 

office, and to find creative ways to update the service delivery model to student veterans.  

Additionally, it is recommended that AHEAD survey their membership again to 

determine the knowledge the profession has in regard to PTSD and/or TBI, the 

manifestation of these disabilities in the classroom, and how to effectively provide 

accommodations to student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI. 

Future research is needed to determine the continued enrollment of student 

veterans in postsecondary education in order to inform community colleges of the need 

and types of support required to provide equal access for student veterans with PTSD 

and/or TBI.  A second opportunity for future research is that of identifying new practices 

in the disability service delivery model that would allow student veterans with PTSD 

and/or TBI to utilize services, receive appropriate accommodations, and have equal 

access to college curriculum and programs.  A third opportunity for research is to study 

student veterans and their perception of their PTSD and/or TBI.  The final research 

opportunity is that of surveying faculty, staff, and students and their perception of 

disability services.   

As student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI continue to return to higher education, 

the need to provide reasonable and appropriate accommodations has increased.  The 

perception and experiences of disability service providers in this study show a clear need 

to review current policies and procedures which would make it easier for student veterans 

to receive the services for which they are eligible. 
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Educational Psychology Leaders  
 
Re: IRB2016-531 Accommodating Post-traumatic Stress Disorder and Traumatic Brain Injury in Student 
Veterans at Texas Community Colleges: A Collective Case Study Analysis of the Experiences and 
Perceptions of Disability Service Practitioners  
 
Findings: Approved.  Good luck!  
Expiration Date:   Apr 30, 2017  
 
Dear Dr. Stephanie Jones:  
 
A Texas Tech University IRB reviewer has approved the proposal referenced above within the expedited 
category of:  
7. Research on individual or group characteristics or behavior (including, but not limited to, research on 
perception, cognition, motivation, identity, language, communication, cultural beliefs or practices, and social 
behavior) or research employing survey, interview, oral history, focus group, program evaluation, human 
factors evaluation, or quality assurance methodologies.  
 
The approval is effective from May 27, 2016 to Apr 30, 2017. The expiration date must appear on your 
consent document(s).  
 
Expedited research requires continuing IRB review. You will receive an automated email approximately 30 
days before Apr 30, 2017. At this time, should you wish to continue your protocol, a Renewal 
Submission will be necessary.  Any change to your protocol requires a Modification Submission for review 
and approval before implementation.  
 
Your study may be selected for a Post-Approval Review (PAR). A PAR investigator may contact you to 
observe your data collection procedures, including the consent process. You will be notified if your study has 
been chosen for a PAR.  
 
Should a subject be harmed or a deviation occur from either the approved protocol or federal regulations (45 
CFR 46), please complete an Incident Submission form.  
 
When your research is complete and no identifiable data remains, please use a Closure Submission to 
terminate this protocol.  
 
Sincerely,  
  
Kelly C. Cukrowicz, Ph.D.  
Chair, Texas Tech University Institutional Review Board  
Associate Professor, Department of Psychological Sciences  
357 Administration Building. Box 41075  
Lubbock, Texas 79409-1075  
T 806.742.2064 F 806.742.3947  
www.hrpp.ttu.edu  

 
 
 

http://www.hrpp.ttu.edu/
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APPENDIX B 

 
 
Ms. Sebel 
 
Thank you for your last correspondence and copy of your Human Subjects Training. I have received from 
yourself all the pertinent documents necessary to complete the IRB process. The requested revisions were 
received and reviewed. 
 
We formally authorize Ms. Lauren C. Sebel to conduct research at our Community College A Campus 
facilities for her study, " Accommodating Post-traumatic Stress Disorder and Traumatic Brain Injury in 
Student Veterans at Texas Community Colleges: A Collective Case Study Analysis of the Experiences and 
Perceptions of Disability Service Practitioners". Ms. Sebel is conducting this research as part of a her 
doctoral program at Texas Tech University (TTU) in Lubbock, Texas this summer and fall 2016 
investigating experiences and perceptions of disability service practitioners at XXX  who directly work 
with student veterans.. Ms. Sebel is the co-principal investigator. Her contact information is: 512-789-9934 
and Lauren.Sebel@ttu.edu. Supervising Ms. Sebel and the principal investigator is Dr. Stephanie J. Jones in 
the Department of Higher Education Administration at TTU. Her contact information is 806-834-1380 and 
Stephanie.J.Jones@ttu.edu. 
  
Ms. Sebel will recruit from Disability Service practitioners at Community College A and contact will be via 
email from publically available employee contact information available on the Community College A 
website.  In this study the Disability Service providers who have agreed to participate will coordinate with 
Ms. Sebel in order to schedule a 60-90 minute interview which entails (1) one in-person interview or, (2) 
one phone interview or, (3) one Skype interview.   Ms. Sebel has provided a copy of the semi-structured 
interview questions in Appendix D of her IRB submission. 

This IRB approval is in effect for six (6) months from the date of July 1, 2016 until December 31, 2016, as 
requested in the request for exemption in the Community College A IRB application. 

Under the direction of our legal department to be in compliance with FERPA provisions, Community 
College A will provide name, current address, academic program code (major), dates of attendance, full-
time or part-time enrollment status, degrees and awards received and dates granted, previous educational 
institution(s) attended, and eligibility and participation in officially recognized activities and sports for 
students who have not restricted the release of directory information. It should be noted current address is 
considered restricted directory information.  Addresses are released only if a legitimate educational interest 
is established.  Email addresses are not considered directory information and will not be released. 
 
Community College A considers filtering a list by GPA, hours attempted, hours completed, or other 
academic information a violation of FERPA. 
 
We release addresses to military recruiters, other institutions, or academic third parties (for instance the 
International Dean’s List Society) because of their educational interest.  We have the option to restrict the 
release of addresses if an educational interest does not exist. 
 
This research is requested for a period of (6) six months from this date. Any material changes to the 
research or procedures will require further IRB review. 
You will find attached to this email the formal approval letter indicating your research is exempt. This 
research is exempt under section one of Categories of Research per 45.CFR46.101(b) of the Department of 
Health and Human Services (HHS) Code of Federal Regulations on the protection of human subjects. 
 
If you should have any questions please feel free to contact me. 
Institutional Research Chair 
 

mailto:Lauren.Sebel@ttu.edu
mailto:Stephanie.J.Jones@ttu.edu
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APPENDIX C 

 
 

June 8, 2016 

 

RE: Project Title: Accommodating Post-traumatic Stress Disorder and Traumatic Brain Injury in 
Student Veterans at Texas Community Colleges: A collective Case Study Analysis of the 

Experiences and Perceptions of Disability Service Practitioners 

Dear Ms. Sebel: 

 
This letter is to officially notify you of the approval of your project by the Institutional Review 
Board of   Community College B.  It is our opinion that you are providing adequate safeguards for 
the rights and welfare of the participants in the study. 

 
The Director of Decision Support and Analytics, XXXX, will be your liaison on XXXXX Please work 
with her directly to establish the start and end date of your activities and to provide any needed 
assistance with logistics on campus. 

 
Feel free to contact me or XXXX  if you have any questions. We wish you the best of luck with your 
research. 

 

Sinc erely, 
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APPENDIX D  
 

July 14, 2016 
 
 
Texas Tech University 
Higher Education 
 
Re:  Disability Services Practitioners Research 
 
Dear Lauren Sebel: 
 
As permitted by federal law and regulations governing the use of human subjects in research projects (45 
CFR 46), the Community College C Review Board has reviewed your request for research and determined 
it is exempt under code 1.  You are hereby granted approval to conduct your request. 

We need you to work directly with “Mary” or others directly involved to determine interest in 

participating.  Participants must also be advised about how long their participation is likely to last.  For 

example, could they complete the interview in half an hour, an hour, or some other time frame?  We ask 

that you notify participants of the scope of their commitment before they agree to participate.  We 

understand that you will also include, in your agreement to participate, an explanation of the participants’ 

rights to terminate participation at any time. 

Please be advised that Federal Policy 45 CRF 46.109(e) stipulates that IRB approval is for one year 
only, Summer 2 2016 to Summer 2 2017.  If your study extends beyond one year, you should submit a 
request to the Community College C IRB for continuation.  If your participants encounter any adverse 
events during the execution of your research protocol, you must promptly report these to the IRB.    
Sincerely, 
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APPENDIX E 
 

June 15, 2016 

 
 

Lauren C. Sebel, M.Ed., Doctoral 
Candidate  
4221 Wild Iris Lane 
Austin, Texas 78727 
512- 789-9934 

   Dear Ms.Sebel, 

 
Thank you for submitting the required information we requested for your application to receive 
IRB approval from Community College D. 

This is to confirm that we have reviewed and approve your request to conduct research for the 
following named study at Community College D. 

  “Accommodating Post-traumatic Stress Disorder and Traumatic Brain Injury in Student Veterans at     
Texas Community Colleges: A Collective Case Study Analysis of the Experiences and Perceptions of 
Disability Service Practitioners” 

 
You may direct any questions you have about our support for this project to me as I will be your 
primary contact at Community College D for this study from the research office. You will also 
need to coordinate your efforts with XXX.  XXX may be reached at XXX-XXX-XXXX.  It may 
also be helpful to make contact directly with her to discuss your timeline and schedule for 
completion of the project.  Please give me a call if you have any questions. 

 
Associate Vice President 

Chair, Community College D IRB 

Planning, Research and Institutional 
Effectiveness
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       APPENDIX F 

 
 

TO: Lauren Sebel 

4221 Wild Iris Lane Austin, TX 78727 

 FROM:  Community College E and F 

 
On behalf of the Research Review Committee of Community College E and F, I am 
pleased to inform you that the proposal you submitted, "Accommodating Post-
traumatic  Stress Disorder and Traumatic Brain Injury in Student Veterans: A 
Collective Case Study Analysis of the Experiences and Perceptions of Disability 
Service Practitioners" has been approved. 

 
If you wish to pursue this proposal, please sign and return this letter to the Office 
of Institutional Effectiveness and Accountability by October 14, 2016.  All 
Community College E and F based research must be completed within one year of 
this agreement, unless otherwise stated.
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I have read the Research Review Process and agree to abide by the guidelines specified 
there. 

 
I understand that my Research Proposal has been approved contingent 

upon the modifications listed above. 
 

I understand that approval of this project does not imply 
Community College E and F endorsement of either the project or 
it results. 

 
I understand that Community College E and F is not responsible for any 

debts that I may incur as part of this project nor will it provide consumable 
resources. 

 
I will provide a copy of the results of this study to the Research Review 

Committee of Community College E and F 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Lauren Sebel, Researcher Date 
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APPENDIX G 
Email to the Disability Services Practitioner 

 
Dear _______________: 

 
My name is Lauren Sebel and I am a doctoral candidate at Texas Tech 

University.  I am working towards completing a doctoral degree in Higher 
Education Administration.  My dissertation research topic focuses on the 
experiences and perceptions of disability service practitioners who provide 
accommodations to student veterans with post-traumatic stress disorder and 
traumatic brain injury.  Of specific interest is determining what accommodations 
are the most effective for this student population. 

 
I am requesting your assistance as a participant in this research study.  If 

you agree, please see the email script found below and a copy of the Description 
of the Study.  I am seeking participants who are disability service providers.  They 
will be asked to participate in a semi-structured interview lasting 60-90 minutes. 

 
Your participation in this research study is completely voluntary, and any 

information provided will be strictly used for the purpose of the research study.   
 

If you have any questions regarding this research study, please contact me 
at lauren.sebel@ttu.edu or call (512) 789-9934.  This study is being supervised by 
Dr. Stephanie J. Jones who also will be glad to answer any questions you may 
have.  Dr. Jones can be reached via email at Stephanie.j.jones@ttu.edu or by 
phone at (806) 834-1380. 

 
Thank you for your time and consideration in allowing me to conduct this 

study at your institution, as well as your assistance in forwarding the study 
information to potential participants. 

 
Sincerely, 

 
 

Lauren Sebel 
Texas Tech University Doctoral Candidate 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 

mailto:bobby.sullivan@ttu.edu
mailto:Stephanie.j.jones@ttu.edu
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APPENDIX H 

Description of the Study 
 

What is this project studying? 
The study is called Accommodating Post-traumatic Stress Disorder and Traumatic 
Brain Injury in Student Veterans at Texas Community Colleges: A Collective 
Case Study Analysis of the Experiences and Perceptions of Disability Service 
Practitioners.  The purpose of this qualitative study is to explore the perceptions 
and experiences of community college disability service providers, and how they 
are reasonably accommodating student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI per the 
ADA guidelines.  Of particular interest is determining what accommodations are 
the most effective for this student population.  What we learn from this study may 
help disability service practitioners and student veterans, and we hope to publish 
this study widely to make it as beneficial as possible. 

 
What would you do if you participate? 
In this study, you will be asked to participate in an interview.  The questions 
asked during the interview will focus on your experience as a disability service 
provider who provides accommodations to student veterans with PTSD and/or 
TBI. 

 
Can I quit if I become uncomfortable? 
Yes, absolutely.  Your participation is completely voluntary.  The chair of my 
dissertation committee, Dr. Stephanie J. Jones, and the Institutional Review Board 
have reviewed the questions and think you could answer them comfortably.  You 
may skip any question you do not feel comfortable answering.  You can also stop 
answering questions at any time.  You are free to ask me to leave at any time you 
wish. 

 
How long will participation take? 
We are asking for 60-90 minutes of your time. 

 
How are you protecting privacy? 
Your participation in this research study is completely voluntary and any 
information collected will be strictly used for research purposes.  Your identity 
and the identity of your institution will be kept completely confidential.   

 
How will I benefit from participating? 
You will provide the research study with valuable information. 
 
I have some questions about this study.  Who can I ask? 

1. If you have questions about this study, please contact Lauren Sebel at 
lauren.sebel@ttu.edu or by phone at (512) 789-9934. 

2. You may also contact Dr. Stephanie J. Jones, who is supervising this study, by email at 
Stephanie.j.jones@ttu.edu or by phone at (806) 834-1380. 

mailto:bobby.sullivan@ttu.edu
mailto:Stephanie.j.jones@ttu.edu
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TTU also has a Board that protects the rights of people who participate in 
research.  You can call to ask them questions at 806-742-2064.  You can mail 
your questions to the Human Research Protection Program, Office of the Vice 
President for Research, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas 79409, or you 
can email your questions to www.hrpp@ttu.edu. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

http://www.hrpp@ttu.edu
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APPENDIX I 
Semi-Structured Interview Questions 

 
 

Interviewer: Lauren Sebel  
 

Date: 
Time: 
Location: 
Pseudonym:  
 
Thank you for taking the time to meet with me and participate in this research 
study.  Your contribution to this study will prove valuable in understanding how 
best to provide effective accommodations for student veterans with PTSD and/or 
TBI.  The purpose of this study is to explore the experience and perception of 
disability service providers who serve student veterans with post-traumatic stress 
disorder and/or traumatic brain injury.  Your participation in this research study is 
completely voluntary and any information collected will be strictly used for 
research purposes.  You may choose not to answer any question or discontinue the 
interview at any time.  Your identity and the identity of your institution will be 
kept completely confidential and will not be published in any reports.  You will 
be given an opportunity to review the transcripts of this interview to clarify 
meaning and verify information.  At this time do I have your permission to 
continue this interview, audio record the interview, and take notes?  Consent 
given: 
 
Do you have any questions before we begin? 

1.  Please tell me about your position at [Community College A, B, C, D, 
E or F] and your experience as a disability services practitioner in higher 
education.  
2.  Describe your knowledge of the Americans with Disabilities Act 
(ADA) as it relates to post-secondary education. 
3.  Tell me about your perception of equal and effective access for 
students with disabilities in higher education.  
4.  How many student veterans who are transitioning from soldier to 
student receive disability services at your campus? 
5.  How many of those student veterans have diagnoses of post-traumatic 
stress disorder (PTSD) and/or traumatic brain injury (TBI)? 
6.  Tell me about the guidelines your institution has in place for 
determining accommodations for students with disabilities. 
7.  What is your offices process for determining reasonable 
accommodations for students with disabilities? 
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8.  When engaging student veterans in a discussion about 
accommodations, what are the most requested accommodations for those 
students with PTSD?  
9.  When engaging student veterans with TBI in a discussion about 
accommodations, which accommodations are most frequently requested?  
10.  What is your perception of best practices when determining 
reasonable and effective accommodations for student veterans with PTSD 
and/or TBI who are transitioning from soldier to student? 
11.  What has been your experience in following those best practices when 
providing student veterans with accommodations? 
12.  What accommodations have you found to be most effective, and 
create the best opportunity for access, for student veterans with PTSD?  
13.  What accommodations have you found to be most effective, and 
create the best opportunity for access, for student veterans with TBI? 
14.   What accommodations have you approved for student veterans with 
PTSD/TBI that were not effective, or did not allow for equal access?  
15.  Please tell me about any push-back you have received from faculty in 
regards to approved accommodations for student veterans with PTSD 
and/or TBI. 

 
Thank you for taking the time to meet with me and serve as a participant in this 
research study.  I would like to remind you that everything you and I have 
discussed will be used strictly for research purposes, and at no time will your 
identity or the identity of your institution be compromised in any published 
reports.  Finally, once I have prepared a transcript of this interview, I will share it 
with you to verify the information you provided.  This concludes our interview 
session, and I will now stop the recording. 
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APPENDIX J 
Interview Questions 

1.  Please tell me about your position at [Community College A, B, C, D, E or F] and 

your experience as a disability services practitioner in higher education.  

2.  Describe your knowledge of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) as it relates 

to post-secondary education. 

3.  Tell me about your perception of equal and effective access for students with 

disabilities in higher education.  

4.  How many student veterans who are transitioning from soldier to student receive 

disability services at your campus? 

5.  How many of those student veterans have diagnoses of post-traumatic stress disorder 

(PTSD) and/or traumatic brain injury (TBI)? 

6.  Tell me about the guidelines your institution has in place for determining 

accommodations for students with disabilities. 

7.  What is your offices process for determining reasonable accommodations for students 

with disabilities? 

8.  When engaging student veterans in a discussion about accommodations, what are the 

most requested accommodations for those students with PTSD?  

9.  When engaging student veterans with TBI in a discussion about accommodations, 

which accommodations are most frequently requested?  

10.  What is your perception of best practices when determining reasonable and effective 

accommodations for student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI who are transitioning from 

soldier to student? 
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11.  What has been your experience in following those best practices when providing 

student veterans with accommodations? 

12.  What accommodations have you found to be most effective, and create the best 

opportunity for access, for student veterans with PTSD?  

13.  What accommodations have you found to be most effective, and create the best 

opportunity for access, for student veterans with TBI? 

14.   What accommodations have you approved for student veterans with PTSD/TBI that 

were not effective, or did not allow for equal access?  

15.  Please tell me about any push-back you have received from faculty in regards to 

approved accommodations for student veterans with PTSD and/or TBI. 
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