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ABSTRACT 

The Disability Services Office (DSO) on the campus of a community college allows 

students with a disability the opportunity to seek assistance in achieving their career 

and/or educational goal.  This assistance often takes the form of counseling support or 

specific accommodations during the students’ association with the college.  The 

supportive services provided by these offices vary widely as does the need of the 

individual student, but when students initiate contact with the DSO it can improve their 

likelihood of success significantly.  Although the Americans with Disabilities Act (1990) 

and its subsequent amendments mandated all colleges and universities provide reasonable 

accommodations to students with disabilities, the methods of engagement, requirements, 

and resources can vary widely even within the same geopolitical region or within the 

same district.  

The purpose of this study was to examine the provision of student services by the 

DSO within each member institution of a large community college district within the 

state of Texas.  Specific issues targeted by the study included developing an 

understanding of the process by which incoming students were initially contacted and 

engaged by the DSO, determining whether faculty and staff were adequately trained in 

the purposes and responsibilities associated with implementing accommodation plans and 

identifying students who might benefit from accommodation developing methods of 

coping within the DSO for changes in type and severity of disabilities among service 

applicants, and minimizing the perception of negative social stigma associated with 

seeking support services from the DSO.   
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The study targeted the seven colleges of a large community college district 

spanning an urban and suburban area.  This qualitative study was intended to identify the 

best practices in dealing with the four defined issues by DSOs in the community colleges 

within the district.  The outcome of the study intended to improve the consistency in the 

quality of methods, processes, and procedures within the district.  Specifically, the study 

was hoped to provide influence and improve the college experience of students with 

disabilities.  Specifically, the study examined four research questions in areas of 

improving outreach and application processes, providing training to faculty, developing 

methods of dealing with more severe disabilities, and minimizing the effects of stigma 

and social isolation.   

This qualitative study was conducted with rich thick narratives and a 

transformative framework.  The researcher used the narratives and perceptions of DSO 

workers engaged in the provision of support services to individuals with disabilities to 

identify common and varying practices between the college campuses.  The long-term 

benefit of the study would be to develop improved and more consistent methods of 

meeting the needs of individuals with disabilities who have been historically 

underrepresented among those with higher education credentials and by improving the 

quality of methods used within the DSO.   

Chapter 1 provides perspective on the prevailing economic and social needs to 

improve the success rates of students with disabilities.  Chapter 2 focuses on the social, 

legal, and educational history of individuals with disabilities and the need to improve 

these outcomes to the benefit of the economy for educational institutions and for the 

individual student with a disability.  Chapter 3 describes the current qualitative study and 
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details the methods in the gathering of the narratives.  Chapter 4 details the results and 

findings of the study and presents the narratives of participants.  Chapter 5 presents 

discussion of the outcomes of the study with suggestions for further research and 

suggestions as to how service provision can be influenced by outreach of campus DSOs.  
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

In 2009, then President Barack Obama announced the American Graduation 

Initiative (Obama, 2009) to increase national awareness of the changing nature of the 

workforce.  President Obama (2009) referenced a growing need for skilled workers to 

increase production and make the country’s industries more competitive.  The impetus 

for the initiative was the change in the nation’s rank in the percentage of college 

graduates among the population when compared to other countries.  Obama (2009) noted 

that the country had been first in the world in the percentage of college graduates as 

recently as 1990 and had since declined to 12th place.  In addition, the economy was 

described as needing workers with skills that kept pace with the modernization of 

industry, and he called on the country to regain its status of the nation with the highest 

percentage of college graduates by 2020.  The American Council of Trustees and Alumni 

(2015) concurred with the threat to the United States (U.S.) leadership in higher 

education, citing major concerns about affordability particularly in segments of the 

population with greater financial challenges. 

Among the issues identified within the American Graduation Initiative (Obama, 

2009) was the inequity within the population, noting that children in the upper 

socioeconomic classes were almost certain to attend college but those children with a 

lower socioeconomic status were far less likely to complete college.  Benner and Wang 

(2014) showed that individuals of lower socioeconomic status backgrounds had a much 

lower level of academic achievement and were much less likely to complete the 

vocational preparation necessary to keep pace with 21st-century vocational requirements. 
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Business leaders have also noted the growing need for skilled workers (Kuehl, 

2009).  Carnevale, Smith, and Strohl (2010) emphasized that a credential has become 

increasingly important as national statistics suggest the future job market will require 

workers with higher levels of skills, often skills that require proof in the form of 

credentials such as degrees and certificates.  Mirroring national needs, Texas state 

government leaders have recognized the ongoing need for workers with technical abilities 

(Texas Workforce Investment Council, 2013).  This need for skilled workers is reflected 

in the state’s 5.0% unemployment rate (Texas Workforce Commission, 2017).  Barlevy 

(2011) reported that a significant amount of unemployment can be attributed to a skills 

mismatch between those of job seekers and those required by changes in demands among 

employers in the community.  National and state leaders have emphasized that education 

is essential for sustained future economic growth (Obama, 2009; Texas Workforce 

Investment Council, 2013).  In emphasizing this need, then President Obama (2009) 

called upon every American to commit to at least one year of higher education.   

Since the 2016 U.S. presidential election, a good deal of scholarly debate has 

evolved concerning how President Donald Trump will affect higher education, with many 

including Bonvillian (2016) and Dennis (2017) suggesting significant changes are likely.  

Dennis noted that in 2015, Vanderbilt University had spent $15 million annually to 

comply with all federal regulations and suggested that Trump, as a presidential candidate, 

indicated a desire to roll back federal regulations.  Candidate Trump also suggested that 

the elimination of these costs would allow colleges and universities to lower tuition costs 

(Dennis, 2017).  Bonvillian was more skeptical, stating that Candidate Trump expressed a 

view of science that would mean the curtailment of many grants and science programs 



Texas Tech University, Henry Steven Carter, August 2017 

3 

and have a chilling effect on research.  However, confidence was high that the need for 

trained individuals to fill employment roles in the labor force would remain high 

(Bonvillian, 2016; Dennis, 2017).   

Within the drive to create a more skilled workforce there lies a commitment for 

education to be more inclusive, allowing most Americans to access postsecondary 

institutions.  To accomplish this goal, there must be some acknowledgment that inequities 

exist in accessing higher education (Cawthon & Cole, 2010).  Cawthon and Cole (2010) 

described learning disabled students as one of the groups representing this inequality.  

According to Cawthon and Cole, individuals with learning disabilities are often unable to 

request support services they need when entering college, as less than half have ever 

attended Individual Education Program (IEP) meetings.  Even among those who attend, 

involvement is minimal, meaning most students are unaware of services they need when 

they reach college (Cawthon & Cole, 2010).  Others with lower percentages of 

completion of education credentials are minority groups, urban youths, and other 

individuals with disabilities (Erickson, Lee, & von Schrader, 2012; Mizock, Covello, & 

Ferreira, 2013).  

Erickson et al. (2012) noted that among those most underrepresented in the 

completion of a credential are individuals with disabilities.  In a comparison of college 

entrance rates and completion rates of individuals with disabilities and their non-disabled 

peers, Erickson et al. demonstrated that although similar percentages of working-age 

adults with and without disabilities entered college—30.6% of working-age individuals 

with a disability and 32.4% of those without a disability—there was a considerable 

difference in the completion of a college degree.  Erickson et al. found that, in 2011, 
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37,326,100 of the 307,593,600 individuals of all ages in the U.S. (12.1%) reported having 

one or more disabilities.  Within their survey of the status of individuals with disabilities 

in 2011, Erickson et al. found that almost one third (31.2%) of working-age adults (21 to 

64 years of age) had completed a bachelor’s degree, while only 12.6% of working-age, 

non-institutionalized adults with a disability had completed a similar credential.  Erickson 

et al. based these statistics on a total population of non-disabled working-age adults 

without disabilities, in which 50,249,400 of 161,178,900 (31.1%) had at least a four-year 

degree and in contrast, only 2,356,000 of 18,858,600 (12.5%) noninstitutionalized, 

working-age individuals with a disability had a similar degree. 

If the U.S. is to significantly improve the level of education of the workforce to 

regain status as the most educated country in the world by 2020, then higher education 

must become more accessible to underrepresented groups (American Council of Trustees 

and Alumni, 2015).  Increasingly, the burden for improved accessibility has fallen on 

community colleges where students with the greatest needs often have their first contact 

with higher education and where, on average, the least amount of funds have been 

allocated compared to other educational institutions creating what The Century 

Foundation (2013) referred to as “separate and unequal facilities” (Discussion section, 

para. 5).  Since the passage of the Americans with Disabilities Act in 1990, marginalized 

groups, such as those with severe disabilities that had previously been excluded from 

higher education entirely, have entered higher education at a higher rate (Kinne, Patrick, 

& Doyle, 2004).  Mamiseishvili and Koch (2012) noted the percentage of postsecondary 

students who reported a disability increased from 2.6% in 1978 to 10.5% in 1998.  

Similarly, Raue and Lewis (2011) indicated that about half of the students with 
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disabilities entering higher education were enrolling at community colleges.  

Mamiseishvili and Koch predicted continued increases were likely because of enhanced 

assistive and instructional technology, expanded disability support service programs, 

greater self-determination among individuals with disabilities, and increased public 

awareness regarding the capabilities of individuals with disabilities. 

Cawthon and Cole (2010) noted that individuals with severe disabilities have 

significant challenges that are not faced by the general population.  For example, the 

student with a disability must be knowledgeable about the effects of his or her disability 

as well as know what specific accommodations they require to compete with their non-

disabled peers.  According to Cawthon and Cole, even knowledge of their disability and 

the need for accommodation is not enough, they must also have an awareness of how to 

access the resources that are available and be confident enough to overcome the potential 

labeling and social stigma that comes with self-identifying with a disabling condition.   

Statement of the Problem 

Johnson-Ahorlu, Alvarez, and Hurtado (2013) reported that ongoing financial 

cutbacks in education occurring at national, state, and local levels throughout the country, 

might not be short-term aberrations but the new reality for education.  Diamond (2012) 

and Grubbs (2015) reported that increasingly in the state of Texas and other states 

funding of community colleges has been tied to performance-based measures such as 

completion, graduation, and transfer rates.  The incidence of these outcome-based models 

of funding has been increasing in frequency across states (Diamond, 2012; Fingerhut & 

Kazis, 2012; Grubbs, 2015). 
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As the pressures to show successful outcomes have increased, so has the need for 

community colleges to focus more attention on specific groups that have shown greater 

risk of being unsuccessful in postsecondary education.  These groups include individuals 

with disabilities, first-generation college students, and students from lower 

socioeconomic statuses (Cawthon & Cole, 2010; Erickson et al., 2012; Kinne et al., 2004; 

Mizock et al., 2013).  Kinne et al. (2004) estimated that one in five Americans have a 

disability, defined as a significant limitation in the ability to perform expected or required 

activities in one or more of life areas.  Kinne et al. noted the numbers of individuals with 

disabilities have increased because of two factors related to improved medical care: (a) 

life expectancy has increased and there are increasing numbers of individuals with 

chronic conditions, and (b) more young people are surviving childbirth and trauma 

related injuries.  Mamiseishvili and Koch (2012) noted the percentage of postsecondary 

students who reported a disability increased from 2.6% in 1978 to 10.5% in 1998.  

Mamiseishvili and Koch also reported the numbers were projected to increase even more 

with the passage of legislation such as the ADA Amendments Act (ADAA) of 2008.  

There has also been marked improvement in the availability of accommodations within 

community colleges (Lombardi, Murray, & Gerdes, 2012).   

In the economic climate since 2010, the lack of success among individuals with 

disabilities has grown in significance because of the link between student success and 

funding (Diamond, 2012).  As noted by Cawthon and Cole (2010) and Erickson et al. 

(2012), students with disabilities have tended to have a greater risk of failing in their 

attempt to succeed within higher education and in the ability to complete a postsecondary 

credential.  Lombardi et al. (2012) and Garrison-Wade (2012) found that students with 
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disabilities, when compared to their non-disabled peers, had lower retention rates, 

required more time to complete degrees, and had significantly lower degree completion 

rates.  Lombardi et al. also reported that having a disability and being a first-generation 

student are both risks to completion, and those with both traits have even greater 

challenges.  A low socioeconomic status has further compounded the risk for both 

students with disabilities and first-generation students (DeRigne, 2012; Lombardi et al., 

2012). 

In addition to the above risks, students with disabilities often enter college 

unaware of the extent and impact of their disabilities and lacking knowledge of the 

existence of programs that might improve their ability to succeed (Cawthon & Cole, 

2010; Hitchings, Luzzo, Retish, Horvath & Ristow, 1998).  Hitchings et al. (1998) found 

that students with disabilities do not always self-report to Disability Services Offices 

(DSO), citing a fear of social stigma and increased isolation from non-disabled students.  

Historically, these students have not sought accommodations that might have made a 

difference in their ability to achieve a successful outcome (Hitchings et al., 1998).  The 

lack of self-awareness and the lack of knowledge about available supports are indicative 

of the unique challenges students with disabilities have in adapting to the higher 

education setting (Lombardi et al., 2012).  Manago, Davis, and Goar (2017) conducted 

interviews with 40 parents of individuals with disabilities and found a reported 117 

instances of stigmatization that the parents had encountered.  The parents most often 

chose to deflect the stigma or avoid it, rather than trying to deal with it directly.  

Garrison-Wade (2012) reported that by simply having a disability, individuals are 

significantly more stressed in their academic undertakings than students without 
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disabilities.  Students with disabilities are called upon to meet the rigor of college while 

also dealing with frustrations that may arise from their personal limitations (Garrison-

Wade, 2012).  Further, community colleges are not required to provide accommodations 

to students with disabilities unless the student self-identifies as having a disability, and 

the requirement of both requesting an accommodation and proving the need also lies with 

the student (American Disabilities Act, 1990; ADAA, 2008).  Lovett, Nelson, and 

Lindstrom (2015) pointed out that once students with disabilities leave high school they 

must take proactive steps to document their disabilities for postsecondary educational 

institutions to request accommodations.  Failing to carry forth documentation from 

secondary school may cause the student to incur some significant expense in getting an 

appropriate professional to document the presence of a disability (Lovett et al., 2015).  

Many students choose to avoid contacting DSO, preferring to go it alone rather than deal 

with the documentation requirements to qualify for DSO support services (Lovett et al., 

2015).  In the face of this obstacle, Lovett et al. (2015) recommended that the students’ 

self-reports and disability services professionals’ impressions should take precedence 

over the potential embarrassment that seeking external records proving disability needs 

might cause.  Lovett et al. suggested such a change of emphasis would allow for 

common-sense accommodations to be made without the need for extensive, overly 

revealing documentation.  Lovett et al. stressed the importance of colleges developing 

partnerships with local school districts and state-federal disability service providers, such 

as the Department of Assistive and Rehabilitative Services in acquiring such 

documentation as necessary.  
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In summary, colleges and universities nationwide have been placed under 

increasing pressure to demonstrate student success as a requisite for funding (Diamond, 

2012; Fingerhut & Kazis, 2012; Grubbs, 2015).  Documenting evidence of increased 

positive outcomes has become crucial to institutions, calling for special attention to 

populations who have historically shown the greatest risk of failing to gain a positive 

outcome (DeRigne, 2012; Lombardi et al., 2012).  Garrison-Wade (2012) noted that 

individuals with disabilities comprise a population that continues to have a high risk of 

failing to complete a postsecondary credential.  Understanding methods to improve the 

success and engagement of students with disabilities is critical not only in aiding the 

individual to fully actualize his or her potential, but also in securing funding for the 

institution and in addressing the needs within the economy for a greater number of skilled 

workers (Barlevy, 2011).  Further, improving the success of all students, regardless of 

ethnicity, gender, or the presence of a disability, will be required to achieve former 

President Obama’s goal of having the U.S. return to its position as having the most 

educated workforce by 2020 (Obama, 2009).  

Purpose of the Study 

The current study sought to develop an understanding of the process by which 

incoming students were initially contacted and engaged by the DSO.  The researcher was 

interested in determining whether faculty and staff were adequately trained in the 

purposes and responsibilities associated with implementing accommodation plans and 

identifying students who might benefit from accommodation, developing methods of 

coping within the DSO for changes in type and severity of disabilities among service 

applicants, and minimizing the perception of negative social stigma associated with 
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seeking support services from the DSO.  The study looked at the most effective 

procedures used on the campuses of a Texas community college district, with campuses 

in urban and suburban areas, and the best practices observed within the district. 

In order to achieve the purpose as outlined previously, an administrator and a 

direct service provider (rehabilitation counselor) within the DSO of each campus in the 

district were identified to participate in the study.  All participants were interviewed 

separately to obtain points of view that might not be influenced by others, except for one 

pair of administrators and one pair of direct service providers who were interviewed 

together to help spur exploration and brainstorming.  Volunteers for the project were 

identified from each campus’ website and then contacted by email to obtain their consent 

to participate in the interview; a copy of the email is included in Appendix A.  Since only 

a small number of volunteers were needed, adequate numbers were identified by way of 

this method, with each participant being provided a copy of the approval from the 

Institutional Review Board of Texas Tech (see Appendix B) and a referral to the 

administrator of the Institutional Review Board of the community college district who 

provided verbal approval to conduct the study. 

In summary, the purpose of the study was to examine DSO procedures at each of 

the seven community colleges, which made up the district, as understood by the director 

of the DSO and a direct service worker (rehabilitation counselor).  In order to meet this 

purpose, four specific areas were examined: (a) the means used to inform students of 

available services, (b) the extent to which training was needed by staff and faculty of the 

college, (c) the changing nature of the disabilities seen within the DSO, and (d) the extent 

to which the DSO detected and acted to reduce stigma associated with seeking services. 
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Research Questions 

The study focused on developing an improved understanding of four research 

questions: 

1. What outreach methods were employed on and off campus to assure that 

incoming and continuing students were aware of the services provided by the 

Disability Services Office?  

2. Did DSO administrators and staff believe that the faculty and staff of the 

institution were adequately trained in the implementation of recommended 

accommodations, and identification of students who might benefit from DSO 

services? 

3. To what extent have significant changes been observed in the types and 

severity of disabilities seen within the DSO?  If so, have these changes 

impacted on the workloads and needs of the DSO staff? 

4. What methods are used to minimize stigma, and encourage students with a 

disability to seek services as needed from the DSO? 

Significance of the Study 

Merrill (2010) stated that higher education in the U.S. serves three essential 

purposes.  First, higher education institutions produce professionals to serve in necessary 

roles in society.  Second, knowledge produced from the process of education helps to 

meet the needs of the nation.  The third essential purpose of higher education cited by 

Merrill was the production of better, more involved citizens. Price and Tovar (2014) 

stated that since 2004, the ability of higher education institutions to fulfill these purposes 

had been defined in terms of the retention and completion rates of students.  The ability 
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of a student to complete a degree or certificate has become increasingly important as 

national statistics suggest the future job market will require not only workers with better 

skills, but evidenced by credentials such as degrees and certificates earned from 

community colleges (Carnevale et al., 2010).   

Erickson et al. (2012) described a significant discrepancy in the percentages of 

individuals with and individuals without a disabling condition who had completed an 

undergraduate degree, with only one third as many working-age individuals with a 

disability holding a degree compared to individuals without a disability who hold a 

degree.  Hitchings et al. (1998) stated that individuals with a disability have considerably 

greater challenges in completing a credential than do those in the general population.  

Often students leaving secondary school have not attended their own IEP meetings and 

are not aware of the limitations associated with their disability or of the types of 

accommodations they might need.  To succeed in postsecondary education, however, 

students with disabilities must not only be knowledgeable about their disability, students 

must possess the ability to navigate the bureaucracy of a higher education institution to 

obtain accommodations they are unaware of needing (Cawthon & Cole, 2010). 

The present study was used to address the needs of the community colleges that 

comprise a large metropolitan district in Texas.  The outcomes of the study were meant to 

help the personnel of the DSOs of the seven member colleges to deal more effectively 

with a growing and increasingly diverse population of students with disabilities 

(Mamiseishvili & Koch, 2012).  Mamiseishvili and Koch (2012) reported that the 

growing stream of students with more severe disabilities was related to the availability of 

technology that increased the perceived possibilities for employment and independence.  
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The need to increase the frequency of positive outcomes for individuals with 

disabilities can be seen both in economic and social terms.  Within the state of Texas, 

over $500 million has been allocated annually for the expressed purpose of achieving 

vocational rehabilitation of Texas residents with disabilities, with many of these dollars 

dedicated to education and training (Legislative Appropriations Request, 2014).  Colleges 

who have received these rehabilitation dollars must show effective and consistent 

outcomes to maintain their competitiveness with trade schools and on-the-job training 

approaches (McGrew, Johannesen, Griss, Born, & Katuin, 2007).  McGrew et al. (2007) 

voiced considerable concern that the needs of and risks faced by students with 

disabilities, coupled with the lower completion rates as also noted by Erickson et al. 

(2012), have acted to create a climate since 1995 that may not be favorable for students 

with significant disabilities seeking postsecondary education.  Based on the competitive 

climate noted by McGrew et al. and Erickson et al., the establishment of a set of proven 

methods to enhance the effectiveness of DSOs in improving student outcomes will be 

needed to continue to attract funding from the state rehabilitation agency.  

Summary of Conceptual Framework 

The current study was framed by four major concepts.  The first concept deals 

with evidence provided by Lovett et al. (2015) that students emerge from secondary 

education often without a clear understanding of what their disability is and what types of 

accommodation they are likely to need.  Less than half have ever attended an IEP 

meeting.  DeBerard, Spielmans, and Julka (2004) found that the availability and use of 

disability support services has increased the likelihood of students with disabilities 

making a more effective and successful transition to the world of higher education.  A 
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lack of self-awareness, as suggested by Lovett et al., indicates that students may not be 

aware of what support services they need and may not know how to go about requesting 

the services.  Fichten et al. (2014) showed that social and personal factors among 

individuals with disabilities may be modifiable with proper intervention if the students 

receive appropriate support services.  The second concept that framed the study pertains 

to the need to assure that faculty are trained and motivated to provide support and 

encouragement, by complying with accommodations and by recognizing what students 

may need special assistance such as services provided by the DSO (Garrison-Wade, 

2012; Lombardi & Murray, 2011).  The third concept is that the DSO must make 

preparations for increasing numbers of incoming students and an increasing severity of 

disabilities (Summers, White, Zhang, & Gordon, 2014).  The fourth concept is the 

perceived stigma of disability has prevented many students from seeking needed support 

(Garrison-Wade, 2012; Green, 2007).  

Summary of Methodology 

This study was a qualitative study conducted through a disability interpretive lens 

and demonstrated by rich thick narratives to identify the common experiences among 

DSO personnel as they have attempted to facilitate the movement of individuals with 

disabilities through a postsecondary education.  The research was conducted on the 

college campuses of a large Texas urban and suburban community college district.  

Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act (1973) has required that colleges and universities 

provide reasonable accommodations for individuals with disabilities (American 

Disabilities Act, 1990; ADAA, 2008; Russo & Osborne, 2009).  The responsibility for 

maintaining compliance usually falls on the campus Section 504 director.  At each of the 
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community colleges studied, this individual was the supervisor of the DSO.  One of the 

parties interviewed on each campus, therefore, was the campus Section 504 director.  The 

other participant at each college campus was a rehabilitation counselor, a direct service 

provider charged with helping students identify needs for accommodation. Two 

individuals from each campus were sought to participate, a director and a rehabilitation 

counselor; in one instance, a rehabilitation counselor was not available, so two 

rehabilitation counselors were interviewed on another campus.  

The study consisted of semi-structured interviews, in which participants were 

asked about practices, processes, and procedures used in their offices. The data were used 

to identify similarities and differences within their experiences and variations within 

respective campus practices. The data collected included transcribed interviews and field 

notes.  Open coding was used to focus interview notes.  Through the use of semi-

structured interviews, the participants were prompted to provide narratives describing 

their work, their successes, and their struggles. Trustworthiness was established by using 

a reflexive log and peer debriefing with a disability expert that was not an employee of 

the district.  The identities of neither the participants nor the college affiliations were 

disclosed to the disability expert involved in the peer debriefing.  By engaging contacts in 

DSOs on multiple campuses, the narratives may be transferable to similar districts within 

the state of Texas. 

Assumptions of the Study 

 The researcher made several assumptions in the study: 
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1. Participants were believed to be truthful in providing information about their 

duties, job performances, and answers to interview questions (see Appendix 

C). 

2. The participants were assumed to have worked with students with different 

types of disabling conditions through the course of their work within the 

college. 

3. Participants were presumed to be satisfied with their employment position and 

held a positive regard for the mission and the institution at which they worked.  

This means the researcher assumed they would not respond in a way to 

deliberately show their institution in a negative way. 

Limitations of the Study 

The research study contained limitations in the following areas: 

1. The study limited interviews to the seven colleges that made up a 

metropolitan, community college district within the state of Texas. 

2. Participants were limited to individuals who were either directly service 

providers (rehabilitation counselors) or supervising administrators (Section 

504 directors) of the DSOs on their respective campus. 

3. The transferability of the findings to other campuses outside the district may 

be limited to urban and suburban community colleges rather than small, rural 

colleges because of location and/or populations served. 

Definition of Terms 

 The following definitions were used to guide the study: 
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 Accommodation.  An accommodation is an adjustment in the tools, methods, or 

operations in performing an activity in order provide an individual with a disability an 

equal opportunity path to achievement (Poposka, 2016). 

 Disability.  A disability is the presence of one or more significantly limiting 

condition within one or more major life areas such as work, education, or social 

functioning (Cortiella & Kaloi, 2010). 

 Disability Services Office (DSO).  The Disability Services Office is the office on 

a campus designated to identify and provide needed support services to individuals with 

disabilities. These services may include defining accommodations, communicating 

accommodation requirements to faculty, and helping the student to overcome disability 

related barriers.   

 Disabling Condition.  A disabling condition is the diagnosed medical or 

psychological condition which limits the individual in one or more life areas (Cortiella & 

Kaloi, 2010).  

 Section 504 Coordinator.  On a college or university campus, the Section 504 

Coordinator is the individual charged with complying with the requirements of Section 

504 of the Disability Act of 1973 (U.S. Department of Education, 1999). 

 Student Success.  Student success is characterized as the completion of a college 

credential or effectively transferring credits to another higher education institution for 

purposes of completing an academic credential ( Kuh, Kinzie, Buckley, Bridges, & 

Hayek, 2007).   
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Summary 

 Community colleges have enrolled students with diverse abilities including those 

with disabling conditions, significant disabling conditions particularly, since the passage 

of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 and the Americans with Disabilities Act (1990) and its 

amendments (Cawthon & Cole, 2010).  The community college district targeted in the 

study maintained compliance with the DSO directed by the Section 504 director.  The 

purpose of this study was to determine whether significant differences existed within the 

district that might impact the outcome of students with disabilities, as well as to identify 

the practices within the district that appeared to be the most consistent with 

recommendations for best practices nationwide.   

Organization of the Remainder of the Study 

 Chapter II presents a review of the relevant literature regarding the historic 

relationship between higher education and individuals with disabilities.  The purpose of 

Chapter II was to discuss the development of educational opportunities and remaining 

barriers encountered by individuals with disabilities in their pursuit of educational 

equality, as well as the current socioeconomic need to improve the success of individuals 

with disabilities within higher education.  Chapter III presents an outline of the 

methodology and research design for the study. Chapter IV presents the findings of the 

study, and Chapter V discusses the findings, implications, and recommendations for 

higher education practice, as well as recommendations for future research. 

 

.  
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 This chapter examines the historic relationship between higher education and 

individuals with disabilities.  The purpose of the chapter was to identify and delineate 

historical limitations encountered by individuals with disabilities in their pursuit of 

educational, social, and career equality, as well as to consider modern social movements 

toward diversity and inclusion within the milieu of higher education.  After a review of 

the historical underpinnings of the importance of education for individuals with 

disabilities, the impetus of the current socioeconomic climate in improving educational 

outcomes is reviewed to show the symbiotic benefit of advancing the skills in individuals 

with disabilities within higher education.  Specific barriers to educational success, as well 

as any specific methods to aid individuals in circumventing these barriers, are then 

examined.   

The focal points of the chapter include the following sections: (a) a social history 

of disability in the United States (U.S.) to provide a chronological backdrop; (b) 

legislation creating avenues for education and training for individuals with disabilities; 

(c) modern socioeconomic pressures affecting provision of education to individuals with 

disabilities; (d) governmental funding, educational outcomes, individuals with 

disabilities, and the broader economy; (e) improvement of success rates for individuals 

with disabilities in higher education; and (f) summary of perspectives and framework of 

the project.   

 Cohen and Kisker (2010) maintained that over the last century higher education 

has become much more inclusive and increasingly diverse.  These changes have led 
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modern administrators to face issues related to inclusion that were not as prominent in 

previous eras.  Among the most significant differences cited by Cohen and Kisker was 

the increasing enrollment of individuals who had previously lacked access to 

postsecondary educational opportunities.  Increases in the enrollment of women, 

minorities, older students, and students with disabilities were identified as evidence of the 

development of the changing face of the higher education student body of the modern era 

(Cohen & Kisker, 2010).  Administrators of the modern era have had to heighten their 

awareness and sensitivity to the various needs expressed in the makeup of the modern 

campus community. 

The community college has been at the forefront in the development of 

opportunities for traditionally underserved populations because of the relatively low costs 

and proximal availability of educational opportunities (Sandoval-Lucero, 2014).  

Sandoval-Lucero (2014) noted that the benefits from this diversity extend beyond the 

individual student, opening a window to cross-cultural understanding and a more 

expansive worldview.  Sandoval-Lucero asserted that this diversity opens the door for 

mentoring that matches student characteristics with those of others within the institution.  

The support and encouragement of social and cultural group members and individuals 

who share a common experience (such as having a disability) with disabilities can be 

decisive in the student’s ability to complete a college credential (Hicks-Coolick & Kurtz, 

1997; Sandoval-Lucero, 2014). 

Historically, students with disabilities have been shown to require more than the 

traditional two- or four-year degree completion windows because of the challenges 

associated with their disabilities, but in many instances the need to take longer is termed 
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an unsuccessful outcome, even when the student is moving in the direction of completion 

(Astin, 2006).  Mamiseishvili and Koch (2011) acknowledged that the mere presence of a 

significant limiting disability can be a substantial hindrance on the ability of a student to 

navigate the rigors of higher education.  Despite the added burden of a disability, students 

remain reluctant to seek help when needed, fearing stigma (Mamiseishvili & Koch, 

2011).  Similar findings about the difficulties of individuals with disabilities in 

completing academic degrees were also noted by Erickson, Lee, and von Schrader 

(2012).  Based on data provided by Erickson et al., the discrepancy in number of 

completed credentials between the two populations (disabled and non-disabled) is so 

significant that it could be viewed by some administrators as creating a stumbling block 

for completion of the outcome goals for the institution.  This present study has focused on 

the identification of some best practices within community colleges to improve outcomes 

for individuals with disabilities.  

A Brief Social History of Disability in the United States 

Disability has long been equated with deviance, being perceived to be different 

than the prevailing viewpoint of normalcy in physical functioning, cognitive ability, and 

behavior (Cacciapaglia, Beauchamp, & Howells, 2004).  Parker (2015) offered the 

opinion that although there have been cultural differences in the way disabilities have 

been viewed, Americans have tended to treat individuals with disabilities with fear and 

stigma, equating the limitations of disability with being more dependent and, therefore, 

incapable of complete competence.  Parker described historical attitudes throughout 

American history that suggested that individuals with disabilities have been regarded as 

defective individuals who were considered to lack the capacity to be true citizens.  
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In higher education, as in American society, people with disabilities have 

historically encountered a culture of intolerance where the perceived deviance associated 

with disabilities has created suspicion that a limitation in one area, such as the physical, is 

evidence that such an individual also possesses concurrent deficiencies in cognitive or 

spiritual areas (Rubin & Roessler, 2008).  A Historical Overview of the Disability 

Movement (2013) described periods of profound stereotyping and prejudicial attitudes 

towards individuals with disabilities, usually resulting in labeling the disabled as 

diseased, afflicted, or less than whole.  These attitudes carried with them the notion that 

the non-disabled members of society would choose to avoid interacting with disabled 

individuals unless they were unfortunate enough to have such a person within their own 

family.  Those labeled as afflicted have often been hidden away out of shame by families 

or warehoused in less than humane conditions (Gollaher, 1993).  Their plight among the 

social elite of the time was to be either ignored or relegated to an unavoidable and 

unpleasant part of life (Gollaher, 1993; Rubin & Roessler, 2008).   

During the 19th century, a few educational pioneers such as Samuel Gridley 

Howell and Thomas Gallaudet made initial attempts to educate individuals with 

intellectual and sensory impairments (Armstrong, 2014; Rubin & Roessler, 2008).  This 

movement, according to Rubin and Roessler (2008), mirrored actions in European cities 

where some changes were taking place in the education of individuals with specific 

disabilities and resulted in American educational enterprises ranging from that for school-

aged children at the Perkins School for the Blind in 1832 to Gallaudet University for the 

Deaf in 1864 (Armstrong, 2014).   
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Despite the advances at Perkins School for the Blind and Gallaudet University for 

the Deaf, educational opportunities for the disabled remained the exception rather than 

the rule, and the educational options were, at best, limited in availability and accessibility 

(Rubin & Roessler, 2008).  Individuals with disabilities were usually assigned to do a low 

skill job based on the public perception of their limited ability, not because of any interest 

or ability possessed by the individual (Crissey, 1975).  For example, broom manufacture 

became associated with the blind—a job assigned both because individuals with 

blindness were judged to have the tactile skills necessary to feel and bind straw around a 

pole and were thought to find the exposure to the indelible green dye used in broom 

manufacture to be less objectionable than did the sighted employees (Shkurkin, 2015).  It 

was well into the 20th century before beliefs began to shift, albeit very slowly at first, 

toward more acceptance of individuals with disabilities, when there began to be emerging 

thoughts that an individual with a disability might still possess some value to society 

other than just as a figure to be pitied (Gelber, 2005).   

The early stages of education and training of individuals with disabilities were 

accelerated with the occurrence of great social upheavals during the late 19th and early 

20th centuries.  With the savage mortality of the Civil War, many soldiers on both sides 

had to endure battlefield amputations and other serious injuries.  Even though the 

importance of aseptic conditions had not yet been fully understood, the sheer numbers of 

individuals with wartime injuries resulted in many surviving and returning home (Rubin 

& Roessler, 2008).  The number of individuals with disabilities was so prevalent that they 

ceased to be invisible and could no longer simply be hidden away. 
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The work of Lister and Pasteur in understanding microbiology and disease 

brought about more positive outcomes for the wounded soldiers of World War I (Toledo-

Pereyra, 2010).  These outcomes meant that an even higher percentage of individuals 

with disabilities were returning home to communities where they were unable to locate 

employment due to their limitations or societal prejudices (Rubin & Roessler, 2008).  

Coupled with the increased numbers of civilian injuries associated with the rise of 

factories and the industrialization of cities to build the war machines of the era and a lack 

of safety guidelines, society was confronted by a significant rise not only in wounded 

veterans but also in civilians with work-related injuries (Ledbetter & Field, 1978; 

Moeschen, 2008).   

By the end of World War I, even segments of the population who had chosen to 

downplay the need for vocational rehabilitation (VR) could not ignore the presence of 

relatives with disabilities in the home or the rise in the number of individuals with 

disabilities begging in cities (Ledbetter & Field, 1978; Moeschen, 2008).  

Simultaneously, prominent success stories associated with individuals with disabilities 

increased the awareness of the community that having a disability might not mean a 

person ceased to have value.  Success stories, such as that of Helen Keller, and exposés 

detailing the poor treatment of individuals with disabilities, such as that by Nellie Bly 

(1887) near the turn of the 20th century (Lutes, 2002), encouraged the public to perceive 

that value and purpose in life might not end with the acquisition of a disability. 

Of course, prejudice about disability did not disappear overnight as was evidenced 

by President Franklin Roosevelt feeling the need to keep the extent of his own paralytic 

condition out of public view during the 1930s and 1940s (Yvonne, 1995).  Still, with 
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increased public knowledge of people with disabilities, there was a heightened awareness 

of the need for education and training of individuals with disabling conditions.  Providing 

social support and training had previously been unimaginable to the extremely 

conservative government of the early 20th century, but public pressure created an 

impetus to act.  As a result, a strong connection between higher education and the VR of 

the disabled was forged out of necessity because of the numbers affected, both among 

veterans and the general workforce (Ledbetter & Field, 1978). 

A Legislative History of Higher Education for Individuals with Disabilities 

As previously noted, in the aftermath of World War I, the U.S. was struck by the 

pronounced influx of soldiers returning from war with substantial disabling conditions.  

Medical advances had increased the likelihood of survival from wounds that in prior eras 

would certainly have been fatal (Rubin & Roessler, 2008).  The returning veterans often 

had few skills.  Many were returning to an agrarian way of life, and with the onset of a 

disability were no longer able to contribute in a farm environment.  The momentum for 

providing retraining and education to the returning disabled veterans led to the 

development of the Soldier’s Rehabilitation Act in 1918 (Rubin & Roessler, 2008).  

According to Preston and Jansen (1982), at the time the Soldiers’ Rehabilitation Act was 

passed there was some interest in extending rehabilitation services to provide retraining 

or education to civilians with disabilities but the political climate was not right to extend 

the program to civilians.   

Two years later in 1920, the Civilians’ Rehabilitation Act was passed (Preston & 

Jansen, 1982).  The act was intended to provide opportunities for individuals with 

disabilities to gain the skills necessary to work in the community.  The act was not 
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without flaws as there were no provisions addressing discrimination against individuals 

with disabilities or requiring that employers hire individuals who received rehabilitative 

support services.  The concept of reasonable accommodation was not created until the 

passage of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) in 1990.  Rubin and Roessler 

(2008) described the initial VR program as small and overwhelming.  By 1930, there 

were less than 150 rehabilitation workers scattered across the country with thousands of 

individuals with the potential to benefit from training and return to work (Rubin & 

Roessler, 2008). 

The training and education for individuals with disabilities was not significantly 

expanded for civilians until the early 1970s with the passage of the Rehabilitation Act of 

1973 (Rothstein, 2014).  Because of the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944, one 

might think that military veterans with disabilities fared better, but this was not always 

the case.  Prejudicial attitudes towards individuals with disabilities were not limited to the 

19th century or to the public at large, but extended to members of the military returning 

after World War II.  Rose (2012) described the considerable difference encountered by 

individuals with a disability when entering higher education.  According to the 

Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944, service veterans were provided by Congress 

with up to four years of postsecondary education (Rose, 2012).  The provision of 

services, however, were contingent on continuing, satisfactory, academic progress, and 

not all veterans were treated the same. Veterans returning with disabilities could not 

simply enroll in programs in which they had interest, but had to have their interest areas 

approved by a vocational counselor who could reject the individual’s desired goal as 

being unrealistic (Rose, 2012).   
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Rose (2012) also described administrators of colleges and universities as being 

fearful of people with disabilities, particularly those who used mobility aids such as 

wheelchairs.  The administrators often shared a belief that such disabled students did not 

belong on college campuses (Rose, 2012).  According to Vocational Rehabilitation: The 

First 50 Years (1995), most colleges and universities of the era were ill-prepared for the 

special needs of individuals with disabilities.  Because of a lack of accessible buildings 

and supportive services, there were limited opportunities on a liberal arts campus for 

individuals with disabilities (Vocational Rehabilitation: The First 50 Years, 1995).   

According to Rothstein (2014), the education of individuals with disabilities was 

not significantly impacted until the passage of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973.  This act 

greatly influenced both the budget and the reach of VR services.  The Rehabilitation Act 

of 1973 made VR a permanent program and made discrimination based on a handicap 

illegal for recipients of federal funds (Rothstein, 2014).  The act had a significant impact 

on higher education institutions since most public institutions received federal funds 

(Rothstein, 2014).  Paternalistic views that the individual with disabilities did not belong 

in a higher education institution, as described by Rose (2012), could no longer be used to 

deny access to educational services.   

Although exposés by authors, such as Nellie Bly (1887), had been around for 

almost a century, an investigation of the treatment of individuals with mental illnesses 

published in 1973 showed that although treatment of the mentally ill had become more 

humane it had not become dramatically more effective in helping individuals with mental 

health disorders integrate within their communities (Rosenhan, 1973).  In fact, 

Rosenhan’s (1973) study created an awareness reflected in the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 
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that individuals with developmental disorders needed to have access to the least 

restrictive environment possible (Rubin & Roessler, 2008).  Within the Rehabilitation 

Act of 1973, Section 504 detailed that programs receiving federal funds, such as colleges 

and universities, could not discriminate against otherwise qualified individuals with 

disabilities (Rubin & Roessler, 2008). 

 Although the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 made a considerable impact on the lives 

of individuals with disabilities, it was the ADA of 1990 and the ADA Amendments Act 

(ADAA, 2008) that changed not only the legal landscape but increased the social 

readiness among individuals with disabilities to begin to seek training and preparation for 

employment.  Unfortunately, even though the change these laws provided was dramatic, 

the societal reaction in terms of provision of training and employment for the disabled 

was significantly slower (Chima, 2005).  Still, Polomsky (2010) noted that with the 

ADAA, the definition of who could be considered disabled was expanded, and students 

who had not previously been eligible for services were now included under the new 

definition.   

The ADAA (2008) redefined the concept of disability as being the presence of a 

mental or physical activity that substantially limits the individual in one or more major 

life domains and included some behavioral and mental health disorders not previously 

included.  The World Health Organization identified six major domains of life that can be 

impacted by the presence of a disability, these domains include: (a) being able to 

understand and communicate with others; (b) moving and getting around; (c) attending to 

one’s self-care and hygiene; (d) interacting socially; (d) being able to function in leisure, 

work, and education; and (d) participating in society (Ustun, 2010, p. 815).  The ADAA’s 
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significantly expanded the definition of disability, particularly in mental health and 

behavioral areas, and has increased concern about compassion fatigue in professionals 

including rehabilitation counselors and teachers who have been dealing with more varied 

and potentially stressful caseloads (Hoffman, Palladino, & Barnett, 2007). 

Modern Socioeconomic Pressures in Education 

For both disabled and non-disabled individuals, personal goals often include 

improvement of social, economic, and vocational status, achieving a sense of belonging 

and acceptance within society (Pharo, Gross, Richardson, & Hayne, 2011).  In fact, the 

need to belong and gain social acceptance is so powerful within individuals that 

ostracism has been used as punishment (Pharo et al., 2011).  This basic psychological 

need for inclusion provides motivation for individuals to belong and be perceived as a 

value to that society (Pharo et al., 2011). 

In illustration of the human need to achieve acceptance and a sense of belonging, 

many researchers, including Merrill (2010), have described the pursuit of higher 

education as serving to increase personal esteem and social value.  Merrill saw three 

essential purposes of higher education in the U.S.  First, higher education provides a type 

of quality control in the production of professionals to fulfill necessary roles in society.  

Second, knowledge produced from the process of education and educational research is 

connected to meeting the needs of the country.  The third essential purpose, cited by 

Merrill, is to produce better, more involved citizens through the process of education.  As 

with non-disabled individuals, the education of people with disabilities serves to help 

them to become more productive within their communities, to become more practiced in 

the mechanisms of citizenry, and to improve their prestige within the community.  Tilley 
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(2010) stated that the needs of the individual to feel useful and develop self-esteem are 

not altered by the presence of a disabling condition. 

Not only are the purposes of higher education consistent with the needs of 

individuals with disabilities, mission statements of individual colleges frequently reflect a 

moral responsibility of bringing about change within both the individual and the 

surrounding community.  In fact, the mission statements of most colleges and 

universities, whether one of the most prestigious institutions in the world, a large urban 

community college, or a small rural college, often include references to improving the 

ability of the individual to contribute to society.  For example, the mission of Harvard 

College (2015) is “to educate the citizens and citizen-leaders for our society, through the 

transformative power of a liberal arts and sciences education,” and the mission of 

Western Texas College (2015) in Snyder, Texas, is to “challenge students to reach their 

full potential.”  In both examples, the mission statement reflects a goal of creating a 

change for the better within the individual and the community through higher education.  

These statements align with a human mission to self-actualize, a mission that transcends 

differences in gender, race, nationality, and ability (Crone, 2012). 

Government Funding and Individuals With Disabilities 

 In the opinion of many, the moral imperative exists to improve the lot of all the 

citizenry of a community, but a confluence of social and economic realities tends to dial 

back the ideal to more achievable ambitions.  Not all individuals have the requisite skills 

to complete the rigors of academia, and still others lack the desire or personal fortitude to 

pursue postsecondary credentials.  Political realities also must be considered as local, 

state, and federal budgets are scrutinized to weigh costs and benefits (Boulard, 2009).  
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All governmental and public services have been called upon in tough economic times to 

justify continued economic support (Pear, 2006).  Higher education administrators across 

the country have also been called upon to demonstrate effectiveness and accountability 

(Price & Tovar, 2014).  In the modern era, this demonstration of accountability has 

become increasingly crucial to justify legislative funding as well as to justify the rising 

costs of a college education (Hemelt & Marcotte, 2011).  Hoffman et al. (2007) also 

described the stress that this kind of accountability in dealing with increasingly 

demanding disabilities and increasingly high expectations has led to compassion fatigue 

among many teachers and other professionals. 

Despite the benefits observed in the increased participation of nontraditional 

students in postsecondary education, the rising costs, noted by Hemelt and Marcotte 

(2011), have appeared to have had a disproportionate impact on completion outcomes 

and have hindered participation among individuals with the greatest financial needs.  

Increases in the costs of attending college have been due to a variety of socioeconomic 

forces including increased tuition, governmental funding cuts, and the decreased 

availability of other funds such as VR funding for people with disabilities.  The Century 

Foundation (2013) reported that although community colleges had brought a promise of 

higher education to low-income and working-class students in the U.S., these colleges 

also often lacked the financial resources to secure positive outcomes for the students.   

DeRigne (2012) provided compelling evidence that because of costs associated 

with raising children with special needs, families with disabled children can be expected 

to be among the least prepared for the financial costs of providing them a postsecondary 

education.  Certainly, the fiscal changes of the last decade, such as the tuition increases 
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cited by Hemelt and Marcotte (2011), have done nothing to alleviate the hardship of 

helping a family member with a disabling condition to secure a college credential.  

Many authors have reported opinions that the financial cutbacks at national, state, 

and local levels in recent years may not be short-term aberrations but the new reality for 

education (Johnson-Ahorlu, Alvarez, & Hurtado, 2013).  Increased pressures on 

community colleges have arisen, not just from the previously cited cuts in funding 

availability, but also from concurrent demands for a demonstration of improved 

educational outcomes.  These demands have resulted in a shift in state higher education 

funding models, moving from funding based on the number of credit hours students 

attempt to outcome-based criteria related to measures of student success such as 

completion, graduation, and transfer rates (Diamond, 2012).   

As noted by Price and Tovar (2014), postsecondary education must deliver more 

evidence of individual and social impact.  Many state legislatures have begun addressing 

the issue of accountability by tying college funding to student outcomes and graduation 

rates (Fingerhut & Kazis, 2012).  Grubbs (2015) reported that the state of Texas is one of 

those that has linked funding to student outcome rates, but it is far from the only state to 

make this shift in funding (Diamond, 2012; Fingerhut & Kazis, 2012).  Colleges and 

universities across the country have been called upon to produce more successful 

outcomes while also dealing with tighter budgets (Boulard, 2009).   

Because of the economic pressures, higher education institutions have been 

compelled to attempt to identify characteristics that appear to be risk factors negatively 

impacting negatively student success (Grubbs, 2015).  One of the identified risk factors 

impacting the ability to complete higher education credentials has proven to be the 
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presence of a disability.  Wessel, Jones, Markle, and Westfall (2009) pointed to prior 

evidence suggesting that students with disabilities have had significantly lower 

persistence rates than the general population.  Yet, a lack of success has caused programs 

serving individuals with the most significant disabling conditions, such as developmental 

and remedial programs, to be cut back significantly or eliminated outright (Magan, 2011).   

Although substantial pressures have been placed on colleges and universities to 

cut costs, other economic forces have generated increasing need for individuals with a 

college credential.  The Texas Workforce Commission (2017) reported a continuation of 

a trend in lower unemployment rates.  Although unemployment rates vary with the 

economy and other factors, possessing a marketable skill presents the best chance for 

individuals to be secure in employment over time.  As noted by the Texas Workforce 

Commission (2017), the continued growth of industry within the state and the state 

economy is contingent upon developing and retaining higher numbers of individuals with 

credentialed skills in the areas required by industry.  The needed rise in the numbers of 

trained workers means that, in the future, individuals who have not previously been 

served effectively by higher education, such as individuals with disabilities, must have 

more opportunities to succeed.  

Reflecting this need at the state level, the Texas Workforce Investment Council 

(2013) called for a plan to increase the numbers of workers with needed skills.  Barlevy 

(2011) confirmed the need, describing a continuing skills mismatch between job seekers 

and requirements of industry. Although there is some disagreement in the literature as to 

the severity of the skills mismatch problem (Abraham, 2015; Barlevy, 2011), there is 

considerable support within the literature that some segments of the population, such as 
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minority groups, urban youths, and individuals with disabilities, are underrepresented in 

the possession of a college credential (Cawthon & Cole, 2010; Erickson et al., 2012; 

Mizock, Covello, & Ferreira, 2013).  It is reasonable to project that meeting industrial 

needs and continuing state economic growth will depend on the ability of the state to 

increase the number of skilled workers from among those underrepresented groups. 

The need for skilled workers is not just a state issue, as Carnevale, Smith, and 

Strohl (2010) cited evidence that completion of a credential is becoming increasingly 

important nationally with statistics suggesting the future job market will require workers 

with higher levels of skills and more credentials.  Nationwide, individuals with 

disabilities have continued to be among those having the lowest success in earning 

college credentials.  Erickson et al. (2012) detailed this from the examination of college 

entrance rates and completion rates of individuals with disabilities and their non-disabled 

peers.  Erickson et al. reported that although there were similar percentages of individuals 

who had entered college among the disabled (30.6%) and non-disabled (32.4%) 

populations, a considerable discrepancy existed in the percentages completing the 

credential.  Even though almost one third of working-age adults (21 to 64 years of age) 

had completed a bachelor’s degree, only 12.6% of working-age, non-institutionalized 

adults with a disability had completed a degree (Erickson et al., 2012).   

The difference in the rates of successful completion of a credential appeared to be 

consistent with the presumption voiced by Cawthon and Cole (2010) that individuals with 

disabilities may face considerable challenges that are not faced by the general population.  

The researchers affirmed that one of these challenges has been in the unique requirement 

students with disabilities have had, not only to be knowledgeable about their disability, 
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but also to possess an awareness of how to access the resources and accommodations 

available within their college or university.  Further, the researchers expanded in 

describing how students with disabilities might fail to complete training programs while 

being unaware that support programs existed that might have improved their ability to 

succeed.   

In addition to the need for individuals with disabilities to self-identify as needing 

assistance and know what specific assistance they need, the reduction in availability of 

support services has decreased the ability of the disabled student to find needed support.  

Magan (2011) stated that the reduction of support services and developmental 

programming has had a disproportionate impact on students with disabilities because of 

their increased likelihood to need developmental work to become college ready.  

Furthermore, college options for individuals with disabilities have also been challenged 

by funding issues as VR programs, such as those that grew out of Civilian Vocational 

Rehabilitation Act of 1920, have also had budgetary pressures (McGrew, Johannesen, 

Griss, Born, & Katuin, 2007).   

McGrew et al. (2007) noted that VR programs have also been constrained by 

financial issues like those colleges and universities face and have had funding 

increasingly linked to outcome measures.  Students deemed unlikely to succeed by VR 

counselors may see opportunities for postsecondary education shrink, particularly as 

remedial programs are eliminated or reduced in number (Magan, 2011).   

The need to improve successful outcomes among individuals with disabilities 

within the state of Texas can be seen both in economic and social terms.  Over $500 

million has been allocated annually for the expressed purpose of achieving VR of Texas 
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residents with disabilities, with much of these funds being dedicated to education and 

training (Legislative Appropriations Request, 2014).  Meanwhile, individuals with 

disabilities comprise 11.5% of the state population, a total of 2.9 million people, as Texas 

has the second largest population of individuals with disabilities among the states 

(Department of Assistive and Rehabilitative Services [DARS], 2014).  With the 

continuing need for more skilled workers, a potential source of talent exceeding a tenth of 

the population of the state cannot be ignored.  The Texas DARS (2014) has held that the 

education of individuals with disabilities represents an opportunity to provide more 

skilled workers and invest in the improvement of the economic situation of the 

individuals and the state as a whole.  The funds budgeted for VR have continued to 

represent the commitment of the state to improve the job prospects of individuals with 

disabilities; however, as noted by McGrew et al. (2007), the VR funds also carry the 

expectation of positive outcomes (DARS, 2014).   

With both VR programs and higher education institutions facing the challenge of 

demonstrating increased success in outcomes.  The commitment to provide 

postsecondary training for individuals with disabilities has brought with it a considerable 

challenge across both VR and higher education.  McGrew et al. (2007) voiced 

considerable concern that the needs and risks faced by students with disabilities, coupled 

with their relatively lower completion rates, have created a climate that may not be 

favorable for students with significant disabilities to seek postsecondary education.   

Borden, Richardson, and Meyer (2012) and Revell and O'Brien (2005) described 

the current outcome-based, economic climate as being one in which selling a trade-

centered vocational program is much easier than selling a liberal arts education.  Magan 
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(2011) noted that students attending remedial programs, which are likely to include a 

large percentage of individuals with a specific learning disability, have a low likelihood 

of completing a credential and their participation may be a detriment to both VR and 

higher education outcome measures.  The downside of the short-term focus of training 

programs for individuals with a disability is that the need for social achievement and 

acceptance, as noted by Pharo et al. (2011), may have a disproportionate impact on 

individuals with disabilities because their inability to gain needed skills for self-

improvement may also tend to cause them to become more isolated from society and less 

productive as workers for the future.  

Administrators at postsecondary institutions have begun to address the growing 

diversification of American higher education by providing programs that support students 

with special challenges, including disabilities, in their attempt to complete degree 

programs (Raue & Lewis, 2011).  Although this recognition has occurred in many 

institutions, Raue and Lewis (2011) described an uneven application of disability services 

and support between institutions.  To combat the lack of success among students with 

disabilities, some colleges and universities across the country have recognized that 

partnering with the state VR programs can lead to better outcomes.  However, according 

to Alexander, Plank, Bell-McDonald, and Villenas (2014), less than half (only 41%) of 

postsecondary education institutions reported collaborating with state VR programs either 

to a moderate or major extent.   

Alexander et al. (2014) indicated that VR counselors continue to access college 

programs for disabled individuals, as 30% of young adults exiting VR programming 

received some type of postsecondary education.  The authors, however, expressed some 
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concern that the ability of students to gain VR support to attend a particular college may 

be influenced by the statistically documented success rate of that specific institution.  

Because colleges find themselves increasingly in competition with proprietary and trade 

schools, achieving improved success rates can be an important way for students with 

disabilities to still be able to access a liberal arts education while still receiving funding 

from state rehabilitation agencies. 

Although a number of factors may contribute to the outcome of students at a 

particular institution (Summers, White, Zhang & Gordon, 2014; The Century Foundation, 

2013), a VR provider might be more inclined to provide training at Western Texas 

College in Snyder, Texas where the graduation rate is 52% rather than at a college in an 

inner city with a significantly lower graduation rate (Integrated Postsecondary Education 

Data System, 2015).  The movement toward outcome-based funding (Diamond, 2012; 

Fingerhut & Kazis, 2012; The Century Foundation, 2013) may present a competitive 

disadvantage to those institutions serving a more diverse student body including higher 

numbers of students with disabling conditions.  The difference in graduation rates 

between a rural college, such as Western Texas College, and a more urban environment 

might be related, at least in part, to the wide difference in the demographics of the two 

colleges, as urban colleges and colleges with a more diverse population tend to have 

lower graduation rates than those of institutions that are more rural and less diverse 

(Anstine, 2013).  Although differences in outcomes between institutions may be 

misleading because of skewed demographics, the impact on the disabled individual 

ability to receive funding for education may be substantial. 
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One of the risk factors in students’ lack of success may be a failure of faculty to 

fully support students with disabilities because of ignorance about the nature of some 

disabilities and the requirements of accommodation.  Thomas and Bouie (2015) argued 

that community college faculty did not perceive themselves as adequately trained in 

dealing with disabilities, particularly in mental health areas.  Faculty were found to be 

doubtful about the effectiveness of many accommodations and less likely to buy in when 

not adequately trained (Thomas & Bouie, 2015). 

Improving Success Rates for Individuals with Disabilities in Higher Education 

Recent trends have shown a significant upswing in the registration of individuals 

with disabilities (Price & Tovar, 2014; Sandoval-Lucero, 2014).  Summers et al. (2014) 

attributed this increase in the enrollment of students with disabilities to the influence of 

federal legislation such as the ADA (1990) and its legislative reauthorization in the 

ADAA (2008).  These laws have mandated that colleges and universities must provide 

reasonable accommodations to otherwise qualified students with disabilities to allow 

equal opportunities to participate in postsecondary education programs.  The laws have 

created an additional layer of complexity, as colleges and universities struggle with 

defining “reasonable accommodation” while at the same time maintaining the integrity 

and rigor of educational programming (Cawthon & Cole, 2010).  The increase in 

enrollment of students with disabilities and the challenges faced by these individuals has 

created a critical concern for colleges in identifying how to serve individuals with a broad 

array of disabling conditions and still increase the likelihood that those students will 

achieve a successful outcome.   
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In conclusion, the need for trained workers, described by Fingerhut and Kazis 

(2012), has provided greater impetus to community colleges and universities to identify 

and share best practices for securing better outcomes for all students and, in particular, in 

dealing with groups that have historically had lower completion rates (Summers et al., 

2014).  This need to identify and share proven practices is likely to continue to grow as 

the population of students with disabilities seeking education continues to expand.  Each 

higher education facility will be faced with the critical need to create a campus that is 

welcoming and inviting to all students to encourage their participation and persistence 

(Mizock et al., 2013).  The continued growth of industry in the state depends on a skilled 

workforce and, as noted by Texas Workforce Investment Council (2013), individuals 

with disabilities have unique attributes that can contribute to the overall welfare of the 

state.  Developing and sharing programs to create an inviting atmosphere for students 

with disabilities and helping to secure their successful outcome has been mandated by 

law (ADA, 1990) and needed to respond to a growing economy with a need for a skilled 

and diverse workforce (Texas Workforce Investment Council, 2013). 

Disability Services Organizations and Students With Disabilities 

Many authors have identified a comparative gap in the percentages of students 

with and students without disabilities who complete a credential from a higher education 

institution (Alexander et al., 2014; Erickson et al., 2012).  Erickson et al. (2012) found 

that the percentage of individuals entering higher education, in the disabled and non-

disabled populations, was similar, but the percentage of individuals completing a 

credential was much lower for individuals with disabilities.  In an era when student 

outcomes can have a direct impact on funding of community colleges, identifying the 
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reasons students fail or do not persist can be critical to the financial well-being of the 

institution (Diamond, 2012).  Based on the need to enhance the likelihood that each 

student will advance effectively toward his or her goal, the sharing of best practices could 

be of critical value.  Disability Services Offices (DSO) throughout a college district need 

consistency to assure compliance with disability law mandates.  

In addressing the issue of persistence among individuals with disabilities, two 

different but important issues were examined in the literature.  The first of these issues 

addressed the reasons why students with disabilities are less likely to persist or succeed in 

postsecondary endeavors than their non-disabled peers.  The second issue pertained to the 

methods that higher education institutions employ that work to improve student 

outcomes.   

As with other populations, there is not a single predictor of the ability of 

individuals with disabilities to persist and succeed in college.  DeBerard, Spielmans, and 

Julka (2004), in a longitudinal study, identified some of the most prominent reasons that 

incoming freshmen from the general population failed to persist.  Even though they 

identified the cumulative GPA as having a bearing in 56% of the cases, they also pointed 

to the effects of health, social support, and maladaptive coping strategies.  In addition, 

Titus (2006) suggested that a low socioeconomic status impacts the ability of individuals 

to persist in a college education, whereas Garrison-Wade (2012) noted the tendency for 

individuals with disabling conditions to have a greater likelihood to fall within the low 

socioeconomic range.  Although correlation should not be confused with causation 

(Cervone, 2016), an inference can be made that those with economic challenges are more 

likely to struggle within what can be an economically challenging endeavor. 
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A good deal of research has suggested that although disability is not necessarily 

equivalent to ill-health, there is significant evidence that individuals with disabilities are 

more likely to have health-related issues, including those associated with their primary 

disability, secondary disability, or coexisting health concerns (Bickenbach, 2013; Chima, 

2005; DeRigne, 2012; Waghorn, Lloyd, Abraham, Silvester, & Chant, 2008).  Since 

DeBerard et al. (2004) described health problems as a significant reason why students in 

the general population fail to persist, it is conceivable that having a chronic disabling 

condition, and possibly multiple other health concerns, could have an even greater impact 

on a student’s ability to persist in higher education.   

Though Alexander et al. (2014) described socialization skills and self-

determination as important predictors of the persistence of a student with a disability, 

their findings suggest that many students with disabilities lack the ability and self-

confidence to develop social support systems.  Alexander et al. also noted that though the 

ability to act in an autonomous, goal-directed manner is necessary for individuals to have 

greater ability to assume control of their lives and function as successful adults in society, 

individuals with disabilities have often not had the opportunity to develop the skills for 

self-determination.  Whitehead (1999) stated that society has often viewed individuals 

with disabilities as being incapable of making decisions for themselves, and has made 

paternalistic decisions for people rather than allowing the individual with a disability to 

become self-reliant.  

The paternalistic nature of society toward individuals with disabilities, Whitehead 

(1999) and Rose (2012) claimed, leads to vocational counselors ruling out a goal for an 

individual based on the counselor’s perception, rather than an actual deficit of skills or 
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abilities, that the goal is unrealistic or unlikely attainable.  Certainly, levels of motivation 

can be questioned when the academic goal is not consistent with the student’s wishes.  

When considered together, concerns with the disability and other health matters, limited 

self-determination, and a lack of social competence may cause individuals with 

disabilities to have considerable difficulty in overcoming the obstacles to completing a 

postsecondary credential.   

The most crucial period within the transition to higher education may be early in 

the postsecondary experience (Office of Special Education and Rehabilitation Services, 

2010).  The student must be self-aware of his or her disabling condition and must develop 

an understanding of how to access support services on campus that can improve the 

likelihood of the success of the student (Cawthon & Cole, 2010).  Garrison-Wade (2012) 

emphasized similar factors that seem to be the key to helping individuals with disabilities 

to prepare for effective outcomes in higher education.  The issues identified as being 

most important in the literature include: student preparation and planning, development 

of self-determination skills, improvement of social skills and developing a social 

network, and identification and use of postsecondary support systems.  Another 

significant barrier to students with disabilities requesting needed support has been the 

requirement by colleges for students to prove they need the services usually through the 

presentation of medical or psychological documentation of need (Prentice, 2002).  The 

process of proving the existence of a disability can be stigmatizing enough for the 

individual with a disability; for this reason, many students may not self-identify and seek 

help (Green, 2007). 
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Even though it appeared that some researchers had reported on the effectiveness 

of programs that have improved the outcomes of individuals with disabilities (Borden et 

al., 2012; Janes, 2012; Price & Tovar, 2014), these programs appeared to be specific to an 

institution rather than widespread practices.  In trying to meet what Merrill (2010) called 

an essential purpose of higher education, to produce professionals to serve in necessary 

roles of society, colleges and universities not only have a moral obligation to identify and 

share the best practices for improving outcomes for individuals with disabilities, but also 

an economic mandate to implement and share effective practices (Diamond, 2012).  

Although DeBerard et al. (2004) identified factors that are predictors of student success 

among non-disabled freshmen and Borden et al. (2012) identified specific methods to 

improve success among the incarcerated population, no study has been found that has 

combined the identification of a broad spectrum of methods that can predict positive 

outcomes for individuals with disabling conditions.   

Janes (2012) described a program (Project HIRE, Helping Individuals Reach 

Employment) at South Texas College in McAllen, which provided 50 area high school 

students with disabilities access to educational and career coaches who monitored the 

students’ progression through college and eventually helped them to locate employment.  

Project HIRE was funded by a $1.25 million grant from the Texas Council for 

Developmental Disabilities (Janes, 2012).  The project was intended to provide the 

students with a comprehensive support system including on-campus counselors who 

would help them with college success, summer training programs focused on independent 

living and life skills, and job placement services through the University of Texas-Pan 

American’s Placement Office (Janes, 2012).   
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Price and Tovar (2014) examined the effects of developing community 

partnerships to produce a high impact on increasing positive outcomes of community 

college students.  Price and Tovar also emphasized that public community college 

students, because of their academic and educational backgrounds, are at greater risk of 

failing to complete a certificate or credential.  Consequently, students at community 

colleges can be assumed to require more direct intervention than students at four-year 

universities.  

Borden et al. (2012) focused on the development of educational programs within 

prison systems.  Even though the educational needs of incarcerated individuals are not 

completely consistent with the needs of students with disabilities, some aspects of 

effective programs, as defined by Border et al., do appear to parallel the population of 

students with disabilities. Specifically, Borden et al. discussed the importance of 

developing partnerships between state programs, educational institutions, and other 

involved parties.  According to Borden et al. the development of effective programs for 

individuals with disabilities by the college district would require effective partnerships 

with state VR programs and local school districts.  Another component proposed by 

Borden et al. concerned the availability of an individual to coordinate services and 

conduct regular and timely monitoring of student academic participation and performance 

throughout the school year.  

Price and Tovar (2014) and Borden et al. (2012) identified the importance of 

partnerships in improving the success of students with disabilities.  However, there has 

been no significant examination of at how support services provided by DSOs impact 

student outcomes or whether elements of the previously discussed projects might be used 
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effectively with individuals with disabilities attending community colleges.  Specifically, 

the current study sought to determine whether expanding partnerships, increasing 

intentional interventions, and the provision of individual monitoring and support services 

might increase the percentage of students completing a credential or effectively 

transferring to another institution.  Further, by interviewing the staff of DSOs, the 

researcher sought to determine what factors predict success and what previously 

discussed programs might effectively be utilized in the targeted community college 

district.   

Summary of Perspectives and Project Framework 

The current research was initiated to aid in the identification of explanations for 

the historical lack of success of students with disabilities and identify practices that could 

help individuals achieve positive educational outcomes.  Research has consistently 

characterized individuals with disabilities as being more likely to be underprepared for 

the rigors of college education (Garrison-Wade, 2012), to lack socialization and self-

awareness skills (Alexander et al., 2014), to have a higher number of health-related 

barriers (Bickenbach, 2013), and to have family incomes in the lower socioeconomic 

range (DeRigne, 2012).  The extent to which students feel welcome and socially 

integrated within an institution has also been shown to be impacted by the amount of 

training faculty have received on disability issues (Prentice, 2002).  Fichten et al. (2014) 

concluded that individuals with disabilities are also more likely to have a sense of 

isolation and alienation than their non-disabled peers, and these feelings can have a 

significant impact on persistence and completion rates. 
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Based on the lack of a coherent framework that facilitates the sharing of methods 

across educational institutions to improve the outcomes of individuals with disabilities, 

this present study sought to develop an understanding of issues that enhance the ability of 

individuals to become more engaged within higher education.  Innovation within the 

world of business has been highly valued in solving problems using brainstorming and 

similar methods (Dyer, Gregersen, & Christensen, 2011).  Because of the economic value 

of improving student outcomes, the identification of innovation to assist students with 

disabilities to persist in higher education was specifically targeted for investigation. This 

was accomplished through examining current practices within the colleges of an urban 

and suburban community college district.  This research used a qualitative method to 

interview staff and administrators of the seven community colleges of the district; a total 

of 14 individuals were interviewed.   

Although DeBerard et al. (2004) performed a significant longitudinal study to 

identify the predictors of academic achievement and retention among college freshmen, 

this study attempted to fill a gap in the literature that appeared to exist, by determining 

what factors have a positive impact on retention and academic achievement of students 

with disabilities.  Several studies noted the negative impact of a disability and associated 

factors on the completion of a credential; however, no published research could be 

located on the impact of specific services that improve the retention and success of 

students with disabilities.  The purpose, therefore, was to identify practices that are 

currently being used within the district and to concurrently explore best practices in other 

institutions across the country and, through a series of interviews, to help develop rich 

thick narratives to provide greater understanding of the processes of improving the 
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educational outcomes for individuals with disabilities.  Specifically, this research 

attempted to identify the best practice methods to  

1. increase the tendencies of individuals with disabilities to contact and use 

support services available on campus,  

2. improve the awareness of the purposes of reasonable accommodations among 

community college faculty to improve implementation and compliance,  

3. identify changes that may be occurring in the types and frequency of 

disabilities among incoming students within the community colleges, and  

4. develop ways to help students with disabilities feel welcome on campus and 

reduce their feelings of isolation and social stigma.   
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

This chapter discusses the methodology that was employed to provide detailed 

information in answer to the research questions within the current project.  Specifically, 

the chapter will provide an analysis of the means that were employed to identify current 

processes and procedures used in attempting to improve retention and outcomes of 

students with disabilities in community colleges. Further, the project was used to evaluate 

the relative merit of the current processes to identify a compilation of best practices.  

Chapter III includes the following: (a) the research questions, (b) research design, (c) data 

gathering methods, (d) means of data analysis, (e) context of the study, and (f) context of 

the researcher. 

Research Questions 

The development of a set of best practice methods to improve the success and 

engagement of students with disabilities is critical not only in aiding individuals to meet 

their full potential, but also in securing stable funding for the community college, and in 

securing the needs within the nations’ industries for greater numbers of skilled workers.  

Because of these needs, the focus of the study was on helping to develop an improved 

understanding of four research questions: 

1. What outreach methods were employed on and off campus to assure that 

incoming and continuing students were aware of the services provided by the 

DSO?  

2. Did DSO administrators and staff believe that the faculty and staff of the 

institution were adequately trained in the implementation of recommended 
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accommodations, and identification of students who might benefit from DSO 

services? 

3. To what extent have significant changes been observed in the types and 

severity of disabilities seen within the DSO?  If so, have these changes 

impacted on the workloads and needs of the DSO staff? 

4. What methods are used to minimize stigma, and encourage students with 

disability to seek services as needed from the DSO? 

Research Design 

Establishing the Paradigm 

The paradigm, or what Creswell (2014) described as “a general philosophical 

orientation about the world and the nature of research,” (p. 6), allows for placing a 

problem in practice into a frame of reference about the surrounding social milieu.  Four 

of these philosophical orientations include post-positivism, constructivism, 

transformative, and pragmatism (Creswell, 2014).  The selection of a philosophical 

orientation can be highly influential in determining whether a study should be 

quantitative, qualitative, or mixed methods.  The purpose of the research is also 

influential in determining the research methods.  Creswell (2013) maintained that 

qualitative research may be needed “when a problem or issue needs to be explored” (p. 

47).   

Quantitative methods are most often used to test hypotheses where it is possible to 

identify specific numerical data that can be statistically sorted and compared (Passer, 

2014).  Qualitative research, however, allows for observation of more naturally occurring 

events and examining individual perspectives within the events (Creswell, 2013; Passer, 
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2014).  The process of examining perspectives of individuals within a context tends to be 

subjective and difficult to quantify as the process includes questioning and responses 

based on the individuals’ opinions and beliefs (Creswell, 2013).   

The current research was determined to be qualitative because of the need to 

observe processes and outcomes and to examine the opinions of participants in the 

process, including those of Disability Services Office (DSO) administrators and 

rehabilitation counselors.  Incorporated within the research was the development of 

insight as to whether interventions proposed in the literature, including those by Borden, 

Richardson, and Meyer (2012), Janes (2012), and Price and Tovar (2014), could be used 

within the community college district to increase positive outcomes among students with 

disabilities. 

Constructivist and transformative perspectives are very often seen within 

qualitative research where the opinions and experiences of participants can be explored 

(Carawan, Knight, Wittman, Pokorny, & Velde, 2011; Creswell, 2013; Passed, 2014;).  

The transformative worldview differs from the constructivist in that the former deals with 

issues pertaining to marginalized individuals within society (Creswell, 2014).  According 

to Creswell (2013), the transformative framework reflects, “That knowledge is not 

neutral and it reflects the power and social relationships within society” (p. 25).  The 

history of disability, as detailed by Rubin and Roessler (2008), suggests that individuals 

with disabilities can be defined as a marginalized group; this can be seen by their lower 

levels of success in completing postsecondary credentials and in the typically lower 

socioeconomic status among the disabled (DeRigne, 2012).  Because individuals with 

disabilities tend to be marginalized in society, the study was conducted through the 
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transformative worldview (Creswell, 2014).  Within this transformative worldview, the 

researcher engaged participants in interviews with the intent of attempting to create 

meaningful change in the processes used to facilitate the success of individuals with 

disabilities within higher education (Carawan et al., 2011).  

Type of Study 

This qualitative study was carried out using semi-structured interviews to develop 

rich thick narratives to aid in identifying the common threads within the experiences of 

the DSO personnel as they have attempted to increase the success rates of individuals 

with disabilities in completing a postsecondary credential.  The participants were 

interviewed separately but successively on the same day to assure that comments and 

answers were not swayed by the opinions of the other participants.  There were two 

exceptions; one interview was done with two administrators and another with two direct 

service professionals.  These exceptions allowed for some brainstorming in answering 

questions.  The selection of two rehabilitation counselors on one campus was to 

compensate for the lack of a rehabilitation counselor on another campus and to maintain 

methodological consistency.   The study used the theoretical lens of disability inquiry 

(Creswell, 2014) due to the need to examine the perceptions of individuals charged with 

aiding students with disabilities in moving through the higher education process.  Rich 

think narratives were used to give voice to the individuals who worked within the DSOs 

of their respective institutions.   

Within the research, individuals employed within the DSO of each individual 

community college were interviewed to identify threads of shared experiences that might 

help to identify the support services that increased the probability that an individual with 



Texas Tech University, Henry Steven Carter, August 2017 

53 

a disability would complete a community college credential.  This research was based on 

the depth of the stories of each participant within the study by the development of rich 

narratives.  This research was not intended to transfer to all community colleges or to all 

DSOs, even within the state of Texas, but to provide some insight into the experiences of 

the personnel charged with the provision of services within the participants’ district.  A 

secondary intent was to develop an understanding of consistency in provision of services 

within a multi-campus district. 

The World Health Organization (2011) stated that individuals with disabilities 

have consistently been among the most socioeconomically disadvantaged populations.  

The combination of the strong sociocultural disadvantage of individuals with disabilities 

and the continued perception of cultural stigma provided evidence of need for the present 

research.  The research was attempted using rich thick narratives to build an improved 

understanding of the experiences of DSO personnel in helping individuals with 

disabilities through the challenges of higher education (Creswell, 2014).   

Rather than examining the process from the standpoint of the student with a 

disability, the perspective sought through the study was to identify perceptions and 

common experiences of DSO representatives in community college settings.  The focus 

on the viewpoint of service providers was largely because of the desire to avoid 

stereotyping individuals with disabilities who are likely to have widely disparate 

experiences.  This perspective also served to elicit information from participants as to 

what practices and procedures impacted the ability of students with disabilities to move 

through processes that have historically been limited by preexisting attitudes and social 

stigma (Cawthon & Cole, 2010).  The study was also used to identify methods of 
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outreach used for incoming students with disabilities and possibly bring about 

understanding of the reasons some individuals with disabilities do not seek support 

services.   

The process of interviewing DSO staff members was done to gain an 

understanding of their perceptions as to the specific services that have the greatest 

efficacy in improving student performance and connections to the institution, showing 

how the DSO’s services would allow for building what Hodge (2014) referred to as a 

transformational bridge.  The interviews were used to build a better understanding of the 

philosophical assumptions that might exist within higher education and within the agents 

of higher education including faculty.  In addition, the interviews allowed for the 

discovery of specific practices that might be characterized as effective in increasing the 

likelihood of a more positive interaction between the student with a disability and the 

educational institution and those practices that might be counterproductive.   

In summary, narrative research has the advantage of capturing the direct 

viewpoint of participants in their own words (Creswell, 2013).  This approach was 

viewed to be particularly important in identifying the experiences and perspectives of the 

service providers with respect to why some students with disabilities do succeed but a 

greater number (compared with the non-disabled) are not successful in completing a 

credential (Erickson, Lee, & von Schrader, 2012).  An in-depth analysis was gained from 

examining the views of individuals through interviews focused on the development of 

thick narratives about their engagement with students and colleagues within the DSO.  

This engagement experience, from the standpoint of the service providers, helped to 

provide evidence of service themes and the overall essence of their narratives which 



Texas Tech University, Henry Steven Carter, August 2017 

55 

would focus on how scaffolding provided through the DSO could lift the student to a 

more effective approach within their institutional involvement (Creswell, 2014).   

Study Setting 

The study was conducted across a metropolitan community college district 

serving urban and suburban areas.  The district included campuses located in both inner 

city and suburban areas and included seven semi-autonomous colleges.  Each college 

possessed its own president and mission statement with the collective oversight of a 

chancellor and board of trustees.  The district had a combined student population of 

between 60,000 and 75,000 in 2015 (Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, 

2015).  All seven of the district colleges were included within the study.  For the purposes 

of the study, the colleges were identified by number only to maintain the confidentiality 

of study participants.  The Americans with Disabilities Act (1990) defined an individual 

with a disability as a person with a mental or physical impairment that significantly limits 

one or more major life activities, a person who has a history or record of such an 

impairment, or an individual who is perceived by others as having an impairment.  

Although the U.S. Census Bureau (2010) reported that, as of 2010, one in five Americans 

had a disabling condition, within the college district less than three percent of the 

students had reported to campus disability services as having a disability (Integrated 

Postsecondary Education Data System, 2015).  This revelation is surprising considering 

that Erickson et al. (2012) noted that the percentage of people with disabilities entering 

college was quite similar to the percentage of the non-disabled, as they suggested most 

students on campus who have a significant disability have not sought assistance from the 

DSO.  
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Participants 

 The participants in the studies were administrators and staff members of campus 

DSOs of the seven colleges including downtown and suburban campuses within the same 

county.  Each of the seven campuses had a DSO.  Contact was made to each of the 

administrators in charge of the DSO on their respective campus.  The title of this 

administrator varied from campus to campus but each supervised the office providing 

disability support services; however, in most instances the individual was considered the 

director of Section 504 compliance.  Permission was gained by the Institutional Review 

Board (IRB) of Texas Tech University (see Appendix B) and afterward verbal permission 

was granted by the community college district’s IRB to interview the personnel employed 

within the DSOs.  In addition, all participants were asked to provide informed consent, by 

signing a form (Appendix D), which assured both their confidentiality and their right the 

terminate participation at any point in the study.  The participants were informed that all 

materials would be maintained in confidence, including their identities, and no 

identifiable markers would be used in reporting study data. The participants will be 

identified simply as an administrator or a direct service provider (rehabilitation 

counselor) for the purposes of the study.   

Sampling 

 Upon receipt of permission from the Texas Tech University’s IRB, a copy of the 

approved IRB form was submitted to the IRB of the community college district and a 

verbal authorization was provided to begin the study.  The research commenced with an 

initial email contact to each of the colleges’ Section 504 director to obtain permission to 

perform the study and arrange for an appointment (see Appendix B).  All the 
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administrators agreed to take part in the study, at the same time, a request was made to 

speak with a rehabilitation counselor.  In six of the settings a rehabilitation counselor was 

identified and provided informed consent to participate. One campus did not have a 

counselor currently employed but was in the process of conducting a search for 

applicants.  In order to maintain methodological consistency, arrangements were made to 

speak with a second rehabilitation counselor on another campus.  The DSO directors and 

staff were not sampled, as all the 504 directors and approximately half the full-time 

rehabilitation counselors were interviewed.  Interviews with rehabilitation counselors 

were based on availability immediately after the interview with the DSO director.  A total 

of 14 individuals were interviewed including seven administrators and seven 

rehabilitation counselors. 

Data Collection Instrumentation and Procedures 

 The data collection in narrative research includes individual interviews in which 

there is a comparison of data gathered between subjects as a way of developing themes 

(Creswell, 2013).  Creswell (2013) emphasized the importance within narrative research 

of understanding the experiences of a single individual or small number of individuals, 

which allows for the researcher to re-story narratives to develop key frameworks for 

increased understanding.  Although James (2007) suggested that email can also be 

effectively used as an interview technique in filling gaps or clarifying points, all 14 

interviews were conducted exclusively in person.  Face-to-face, semi-structured 

interviews were used as the primary data collection method for the research.   

 Mojtahed, Nunes, Martins, and Peng (2014) stated that a semi-structured 

interview with a predesigned decision-making map may be the best approach in allowing 
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the flexibility to explore new information as it arises.  The increased ability to explore 

based on presented information can provide a better understanding of the processes or 

perspectives being explored (Mojtahed et al, 2014).  The current research used semi-

structured interviews to allow for this flexibility in exploring viewpoints and telling the 

stories of the participants.  A defined set of interview questions was used with each one 

of the participants, though the order varied because of the spontaneity of information 

provided in the interview, but all questions were answered in each interview.  The list of 

questions used in the interviews can be seen in Appendix A.  Participants were 

encouraged to discuss their experiences in the interviews. This discussion allowed the 

researcher to pose additional questions to explore deeply the specific campus practices.  

The list of questions was used to help the researcher focus on areas related to the research 

questions while maintaining some openness to discovery of innovative approaches that 

had not previously been identified.  Field notes were taken in a limited fashion because 

the focus was on the interview.  The interviews themselves were recorded and transcribed 

free of identifying information.  The recordings were made after the participants were 

informed of the process and provided written informed consent (Appendix D).  The 

recordings were then transcribed to facilitate coding for data analysis purposes.  The 

transcriptions were checked by the interviewer for accuracy. 

 Another method that was employed in data collection is what Creswell (2014) 

described as reflexivity, which is a process in which researchers reflect about how their 

personal biases, values, and backgrounds might influence their interpretations of the data.  

Berger (2015) described reflexivity as being an important form of self-examination 

during qualitative research to prevent the personal background and characteristics of the 
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researcher from distorting the processes and findings of the research.  Berger 

recommended maintaining a running journal or audit trail of thoughts and reflections that 

may impact the directions of research.  Reflectivity is not always a negative, as shared 

experiences or backgrounds may allow interview subjects to be more open in discussing 

their history (Berger, 2015).  Recognition and disclosure of ongoing emotional reactions 

and reasoning by the researcher helps to establish the trustworthiness of the research 

(Berger, 2015; Creswell, 2014).  Still, the experience of the researcher in vocational 

rehabilitation (VR) was not discussed with the participants during the interview process 

to prevent significant contamination of the interview process (Berger, 2015; Creswell, 

2014).  

Data Analysis 

 In qualitative research, data analysis consists of data reduction to draw down a 

substantial amount of data into usable chunks (Rocco & Plakhotnik, 2011).  These 

chunks are often created by coding data into themes or categories and then organizing the 

themes into an assemblage that allows the drawing of conclusions related to the research 

questions (Rocco & Plakhotnik, 2011).  Rocco and Plakhotnik (2011) emphasized the 

importance of the data analysis during qualitative research as a continuous process of 

analyzing the multiple interviews, background documentation, and reflexivity.   

Within narrative research the process of analyzing data comes from the thick 

stories detailed by participants in the study and then re-storied in a way that reflects the 

key concepts of the story (Creswell, 2013).  In the beginning of a qualitative study, 

coding is described as what Creswell (2013) termed open coding.  During the open-

coding process, formation of natural clusters of information may be observed around key 
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concepts (Creswell, 2013).  Once information clustering begins to occur, Creswell (2013) 

described a movement into axial coding with the identified research questions serving as 

the key concepts to develop around the core.  Glaser and Laudel (2013) confirmed the 

importance of coding particularly in the latter part of research when deriving meaning 

and constructing conclusions.  

Within the research project, the interviews were coded in an open method, and 

issues central to the research questions were identified as the key points to be explored.  

Axial coding proceeded by liking narratives to each research question.  As themes 

emerged from the axial coding, data were sorted into individual categories that were then 

used to provide the rich thick narratives that were used to construct the final conclusions 

of the project. 

Trustworthiness 

 The integrity of any project depends on the ability of the researcher to provide 

measures of assurance that the results of the project are credible and plausible (Rocco & 

Plakhotnik, 2011).  Further, Rocco and Plakhotnik (2011) stated the researcher must 

clarify the methods used to limit interference, contamination, and bias within the results.  

For research to be considered trustworthy, credibility of the research must be 

demonstrated (Creswell, 2013).  Credibility is described as reflecting the persuasive level 

of the presented evidence (Creswell, 2013).  Transferability refers to the extent to which 

research performed in one setting or set of circumstances can be applied to other settings 

or circumstances (Schwandt, Lincoln, & Guba, 2007).  Schwandt et al. (2007) noted that 

transferability demands thick descriptive data about the context so that decisions can be 

made by others as to the degree of fit or similarity within a different context. While thick 
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descriptive narratives were developed in the study, the small number of participants may 

limit transferability.  

 Darawsheh (2014) emphasized the importance of using reflexivity in the process 

of establishing credibility in qualitative research.  Similarly, Lietz, Langer, and Furman 

(2006) also noted the importance of reflexivity but included other activities to establish 

trustworthiness in human service qualitative research.  Peer debriefing refers to 

maintaining an individual to provide an external check in order to keep the researcher on 

track and re-examine evidence (Creswell, 2013; Lietz et al., 2006).  Within the present 

study, a reflexivity log was maintained by the researcher to help maintain transparency, 

demonstrating the trustworthiness of the study in defining a specific semi-structured 

interview process to aid in assuring the replicability of the study.  Direct interviews were 

conducted with each participant in the study including an interview with the campus DSO 

administrator and a rehabilitation counselor who provided direct services to the students.  

The two interviews of different individuals within the same office provided different 

perspectives in the provision of services.  The resulting data were then peer reviewed by 

another vocational rehabilitation professional not affiliated with the college district.  

Based on guidelines outlined in the literature (Creswell, 2013; Darawsheh, 2014; 

Lietz et al., 2006), the use of these combined controls provide compelling evidence of the 

rigor of the research process and its trustworthiness.  By engaging contacts in DSOs on 

multiple campuses, the transferability of the findings can be demonstrated to similar 

college districts since a high percentage of personnel were interviewed.  The transparency 

and the involvement of an external peer reviewer provided evidence of the 

trustworthiness of the data and conclusions. 
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Context of the Study and the Researcher 

Context of the Study 

 The setting of the study was seven individual community college campuses within 

a metropolitan district in Texas consisting of urban and suburban colleges.  The 

community colleges campuses can be described as medium to large, two-year institutions 

averaging approximately 10,000 students in enrollment (Carnegie Foundation for the 

Advancement of Teaching, 2011).  All seven of the district colleges have been 

independently accredited and are considered independent colleges.  The campuses span 

neighborhoods from an urban campus located in the downtown area to campuses in 

surrounding suburban neighborhoods.  

Context of the Researcher 

 Creswell (2013) described the researcher as a key component of quantitative 

research.  Developing an understanding of the background of the researcher is an 

important part of identifying the context of the research process.  I have a history of more 

than 30 years of experience in two areas related to the research project.  Shortly after 

securing a master’s degree in VR counseling, I was employed as a full-time faculty 

member at a large medical school for a period of five years.  In this role, my focus, in 

addition to instructing coursework within the rehabilitation science department, was to 

oversee a vocational evaluation center designed to aid individuals with disabilities find 

direction for training and employment.  Subsequently, I continued my work as a 

vocational evaluation specialist in a private practice where I have conducted vocational 

and educational evaluations of individuals with disabilities over a period of 30 years.   
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 In my role as a vocational and educational evaluator, I consulted with state and 

federal agencies to identify vocational strengths and limitations of individuals with 

substantial disabling conditions and, as a function of this role, would recommend specific 

training or educational programs to aid individuals with disabilities in clarifying their 

vocational identities.  In this role, I also interacted extensively both with state and federal 

VR counselors and with the DSOs of secondary schools, colleges, and universities.  

Among my duties was aiding in identifying vocational goals and needed accommodations 

to increase the likelihood of success within postsecondary training programs.  During this 

time, I continued to act as an adjunct instructor within the university until the 

undergraduate program in VR was discontinued in 2003.  Two of the participating 

individuals currently employed in the DSOs of the community college district were 

former students who had attended my classes.   

 In 2003, I began my employment at a community college.  Since that time, I have 

served as the coordinator for workforce training programs for individuals with 

developmental disorders and have served as a full-time faculty member in the department 

of psychology.  Although I have worked full time for a community college district since 

2003, I continue to act on a part-time basis as a consultant in VR.  In my current role, I 

have maintained an interest in improving programming and support systems for incoming 

students with disabilities to advocate for students receiving support programs and 

accommodations that may improve their opportunity to affect a successful outcome.  My 

experience has impacted my worldview through the development of an empathetic 

mindset in the experience of disability and led to the decision to use a disability 

interpretive lens.  Because I am called upon to evaluate employability for government 
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agencies and legal matters, I must maintain my objectivity in order to assure professional 

success.  For this reason, I feel that I was able to objectively analyze the problems within 

the institution.  

 In my role as a researcher, I have sought feedback from the members of my 

dissertation committee to help in avoiding any bias that might be associated with my 

long-term role as a provider of disability related services.  A second vocational and 

educational evaluator in VR provided peer review of the interview notes and narratives.  

In addition, objective coding of the interviews by theme limited the impact of any 

potential bias.   

Summary 

 The study was a qualitative, narrative research using a transformative worldview 

and a disability interpretive lens. The research study was performed within a Texas 

community college district serving urban and suburban areas in north Texas.  The 

research targeted DSOs at the community colleges that comprise the district.  The 

participants in the studies were college employees who were employed as an 

administrative or a rehabilitation counselor within the DSO.   

 The purpose of the study was to examine the manner and process of providing 

support services to individuals with disabilities within the community college.  The study 

was also intended to aid in helping to identify the best methods to get students to make 

use of disability support services to increase the likelihood of completing a successful 

outcome such as maintaining performance through transfer to a four-year university or 

completing a two-year credential.  The opinions of individuals who work in DSOs were 

sought to better understand the provision of services as well as problems and potential 



Texas Tech University, Henry Steven Carter, August 2017 

65 

opportunities for student benefit.  The researcher used semi-structured interviews in 

which responses were initially coded in an open method and, as core phenomena were 

identified, additional more focused questions were asked.  The interviews were then 

transcribed and axial coding was conducted to identify core issues related to each 

research question.  Trustworthiness of the project was demonstrated by interviewing 

individuals separately and by reflexivity note-taking and peer review.   

  



Texas Tech University, Henry Steven Carter, August 2017 

66 

CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS 

Chapter IV presents the results of the study and the research questions are 

addressed with the analysis of data from the research project.  Within the current chapter 

the following topics are addressed: (a) a summary of the research design, (b) an overview 

of the institutions used in the study and the participants’ profiles, and (c) the study’s 

findings and conclusions.  This qualitative study examined the experiences of employees 

within the Disability Services Offices (DSO) of the colleges of a Texas metropolitan, 

community college district serving urban and suburban areas.  The purpose of this study 

was to provide a better understanding of the best practices within the district in outreach 

to students with disabilities and the training of faculty to provide recommended 

accommodations and recognized needs, to determine current trends in admission of 

students with disabilities, and to limit stigma associated with seeking support from the 

DSO.   

Outreach was defined as the means of informing incoming students and 

continuing students of the services provided by the DSO and developing partnerships 

with community agencies serving individuals with disabilities.  Faculty cooperation was 

meant to identify any existing problems in the provision of reasonable accommodations 

and to determine whether the faculty knew how to identify individuals in need of 

assistance.  The participants were also questioned as to whether significant changes had 

occurred in the numbers and severity of disability seen among incoming students.  

Finally, the interview questions targeted whether the participants had observed students 
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avoiding the DSO because of discomfort with being seen as disabled and, thereby, being 

stigmatized in their college environment. 

 The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA, 1990) and its amendments (ADA 

Amendments [ADAA], 2008) have mandated that reasonable accommodations will be 

provided for individuals with disabilities, and this includes the provision of services 

within the college and university setting.  The legal obligation to provide these 

accommodations makes the process of implementation of critical importance to the 

individual college in terms of funding and accreditation.  The DSO of each institution is 

charged with carrying out the function of meeting the requirements of the law.  However, 

the importance of the provision of services does not end with satisfying legal obligations, 

but also includes assisting students in obtaining a positive outcome which can, in turn, 

affect the funding of the institution.  

 Accountability in implementing the requirements of accessibility to educational 

opportunities rests with the staff of the campus DSO.  Osterholt and Barratt (2012) 

emphasized the importance of faculty involvement in assuring a level playing field for 

the student with disabilities.  The college professor can be an imposing figure for 

incoming students unfamiliar with the college setting, particularly students who are likely 

to be sensitive to revealing information about their self-perceived vulnerabilities 

(Osterholt & Barratt, 2012).  Often students might avoid seeking accommodation or 

assistance with disability-related issues if it means presenting themselves as vulnerable to 

the faculty member.  The study, therefore, was used to examine issues that might cause 

an impediment to a student being able to fully integrate themselves within the academic 

environment.   The following four research questions guided this study: 
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1. What outreach methods were employed on and off campus to assure that 

incoming and continuing students were aware of the services provided by the 

DSO?  

2. Did DSO administrators and staff believe that the faculty and staff of the 

institution were adequately trained in the implementation of recommended 

accommodations, and identification of students who might benefit from DSO 

services? 

3. To what extent have significant changes been observed in the types and 

severity of disabilities seen within the DSO?  If so, have these changes 

impacted on the workloads and needs of the DSO staff? 

4. What methods are used to minimize stigma, and encourage students with 

disability to seek services as needed from the DSO? 

Summary of the Research Design 

This qualitative research study was conducted with rich, thick narrative research 

through a disability interpretive lens.  Semi-structured interviews were used to collect 

data and develop narratives from the descriptions of participants.  The study was framed 

by four concepts.  The first concept dealt with evidence provided by Lovett, Nelson, and 

Lindstrom (2015) that students emerge from secondary education with limited awareness 

of their disability and the types of accommodation needed.  The second concept dealt 

with the need to assure faculty are adequately trained and motivated to provide support 

and encouragement, by complying with accommodations and by recognizing which 

students may need special assistance such as services provided by the DSO (Garrison-

Wade, 2012; Lombardi & Murray, 2011).  The third concept was that the DSO will 
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continue to see increases in the numbers of incoming students and increasing severity of 

disabilities (Summers, White, Zhang, & Gordon, 2014).  The fourth concept was the 

perceived stigma of disability has prevented many students from seeking needed support 

(Garrison-Wade, 2012; Green, 2007). 

Data Collection Process  

In seeking permission to gather data by interviewing employees at each of the 

study institutions in the district, the researcher contacted the chairman of the district 

institutional review board.  After providing the approved IRB letter from Texas Tech 

University (Appendix B), approval was granted to conduct the study at all the district 

colleges.  A formal email request for an interview was sent to the Section 504 directors at 

each college of the district.  The request explained the purpose of the study and requested 

permission to interview the administrator in charge of the DSO and a rehabilitation 

counselor with duties that included provision of direct services to students.  All seven 

administrators sent replies indicating a desire to participate in the study; all but one 

administrator identified a rehabilitation specialist within the department that was 

available to be interviewed.  The one campus that did not provide a rehabilitation 

specialist had recently had the position vacated and had not hired a permanent 

replacement.  Another campus made two rehabilitation specialists available to be 

interviewed.  Appointments were set with a follow-up email.  A total of seven counselors 

and seven rehabilitation counselors completed an informed consent form (Appendix D) to 

participate in the study and were interviewed.   

The interviews were conducted over a two-week period in late February and early 

March 2017.  For each institution, the rehabilitation counselor and the Section 504 
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director were interviewed separately and consecutively on the same date.  Neither of the 

participants was informed of the content provided by the other participant or information 

provided by employees at other campuses.   Each interview took approximately 30 to 45 

minutes. The interviews were recorded and transcribed.  During transcription, all personal 

identifiers, including the campuses and the name of the participants, were eliminated to 

insure confidentiality.  Because on one campus a rehabilitation counselor was not 

available, an additional counselor was interviewed on another campus to maintain 

methodological consistence.  One interview was conducted with two administrators and 

one interview was conducted with two rehabilitation specialists, the remainder of those 

participating in the study were interviewed individually. 

Data Collection Instruments 

The qualitative method of inquiry involves an attempt to collect information 

through non-statistical methods. This process usually involves the examination of events 

that occur naturally in the lives of individuals using interviews and an attempt to facilitate 

discussions from the subject’s perspective about the matter of interest (Passer, 2014).  In 

this study, data were collected through semi-structured, in-person interviews that 

provided an opportunity for the participants to fully discuss their experiences within the 

DSO’s of their campuses.  A specific series of questions that were used to guide the 

interview are listed in the Appendix C.  The questions were open-ended and intended to 

provide opportunities for the participant to elaborate. As, they responded to a question, 

questions relevant to their response were asked as soon as possible to facilitate expanded 

discussion (Stewart & Cash, 2006).  Not all questions were asked to all subjects as their 
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responses to other questions covered the needed subject matter, and specific questions 

were added as new subject matter emerged.   

Each participant was provided with information about the purpose of the study 

prior to the interview and were given the opportunity to ask questions before the 

beginning of the interview.  Although there were formed questions, the interviews were 

treated organically, and after an initial question about the participant’s job role and 

duties, the interview was more conversational and avoided what Stewart and Cash (2006) 

referred to as the Spanish Inquisition approach of rapid-fire questions. Prior to the 

interview, the subjects were asked to provide written informed consent through the 

execution of a form (Appendix D).  The participants also noted they were aware they 

could stop the interview at any point and be removed from the study.  None of the 

participants requested stopping the interview.  All participants were informed that their 

interview would be recorded, and the recording device was maintained in clear sight.  

The participants were notified when the recording began and ended.  

Each interview was conducted at a speed that was comfortable to the participant. 

Time was allowed for thoughtful response and reflection.  On some occasions, follow-up 

questions were needed to fully explore the topic.  A client-centered approach to the 

interview was employed (Ryder, 2003).  No barriers, such as desks or tables, were placed 

between the interview subject and the researcher.  Reflection was used as a means to 

encourage further exploration.  During the interview, attempts were made to assure 

unconditional acceptance of responses.  The interviews were conducted in the tradition of 

Rogers, Stewart, and Cash (2006), who recommended listening with empathy, that is 

attempting to show genuine concern, involvement, and understanding.  Because of the 
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variability of the participants and the number of specific questions asked, the length of 

the interviews varied from just under 30 minutes to forty-five 45 minutes. All 14 

participants appeared open and honest in responding to questions. Responses were 

verified with reflective questioning.  The interviews recordings were then transcribed 

using a transcription service provider; each interview was transcribed within two weeks 

of the interview.   

The transcriptions were carefully reviewed to determine if errors were made.  A 

few errors were noted, mostly in the form of notations that a given word was inaudible, 

but the content was accurately reflected in the transcripts and was consistent with notes 

and manual reviews of the audio recordings.  The participants were coded according to 

the nature of their job: A for administrator and B for direct-service, rehabilitation 

counselor; a second code was provided for the campus where the participant was 

employed: 1 through 7.  The transcriptions were scrubbed of information that might lead 

to identification of the participant such as the name of the individual or the campus.  Each 

participant was assigned an alias name for the purpose of discussion in the present study.  

The names were assigned alphabetically and without consideration as to the gender of the 

participant because of the small number of male employees in the DSOs. 

Reflexive journaling was also used in the data collection process to identify the 

influence of prior knowledge and potential bias in the collection and interpretation of 

interviews.  Hallihan and Shu (2013) specifically warned against confirmation bias, 

which is defined as the process in which researchers use data to validate previously held 

viewpoints but neglect to consider contrary evidence.  The reflexive journaling allowed 

for the researcher to consider his position based on past experiences and to discuss within 
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the journaling process how those experiences might shape the findings and conclusions 

(Creswell, 2013).  The disability interpretive lens allowed for an exploration as a part of 

the reflexive journaling from the perspective of how an individual with a disability might 

perceive the autonomy within the college and the tendency toward paternalism present in 

many professionals in interactions with individuals with disabilities (Creswell, 2014).  

Data Analysis  

After the interviews were conducted and transcribed, the process of coding was 

used to organize the data.  Creswell (2013) described the coding process as winnowing 

the pertinent data into small, usable, categories of information.  Creswell recommended 

beginning with a short list, five or six codes, and expanding outward as needed.  The 

organization of the data was initially coded based on response to specific referral 

questions.  Following initial coding, the interview data were further sorted as needed to 

identify new or original approaches.  Creswell (2013) noted some researchers count 

codes as a way of showing frequency of occurrence, but he added that within his own 

research he does not count codes to prevent what he termed a quantitative orientation, 

which is at odds with the objectives in qualitative research.  In addition to interviews, the 

data from the reflexive journaling were examined as a way of balancing the discussions 

of the participants and still maintaining an awareness of prior beliefs that might have an 

impact on the findings (Hallihan & Shu, 2013).   

A spreadsheet was created on Microsoft Excel to allow for accurate coding of 

information, and results of the reflexive journaling notes were compared with coded data 

to assure contrary points were given equal consideration and weight. Data collection also 

included continuous and simultaneous interpretation and comparative analysis (Heidari, 
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Nayeri, Ravari, & Sabzevari, 2016).  Initial sorting and interpretation occurred using an 

open-coding method (Creswell, 2013).  According to Creswell (2014), narrative uses the 

stories told by those being interviewed to construct scaffoldings to build understanding of 

key concepts.  Oxley (2016) opined that the arriving at the essence of a statement starts 

with an open-coding method that is exploratory and descriptive then moves to being more 

conceptual to explain the meaning behind the data.  The conceptual explanations were 

then used to create an axial model for interpretation of the data, which was used to create 

the sorted data within the Excel document.  

The researcher used a lean but open approach to coding, examining the data, 

initially describing the statements made by participants that reflected views on the 

research questions, and attempting to glean out the conceptual views pertinent to the 

current study’s research questions.   Each of the interview transcripts was closely 

examined to facilitate the sorting into the data axes.  Interpretations of the content of the 

data were compared to the established codes to determine whether additional codes 

needed to be added. This process occurred continuously with the gathering and 

interpretation of data. Individual terms were used to describe a code category.  

Whenever possible, an in vivo term (a term in the language of the participants; 

Creswell, 2014) was used to describe a category of data. Microsoft Word searches and 

manual scans were used to identify the frequency a given term or concept occurred 

during the interviews.  Each bit of data was given an axial location in the spreadsheet as 

to the associated term and the context and location of its use.  Creswell referred to this 

process as axial coding (Creswell, 2014). 
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Study Institution and Participant Profiles 

Study Institution Profile 

The setting for this study is a large, Texas community college district, spanning 

urban and suburban portions of the same county.  A district consisted of seven, semi-

autonomous colleges.  Even though all colleges are ultimately governed by a chancellor 

and a board of trustees, the colleges are independently accredited and have unique 

mission statements and differing course offerings.  The campuses are in different areas of 

the greater metropolitan area and have differing demographic makeups. All the colleges 

are accredited by the same accreditation agency.  A general description of the individual 

campuses follows. 

College 1 is a campus located in the downtown area. The college had an 

approximate total enrollment of approximately 10,000 students in 2015; of these, 

approximately half were Hispanic and the other half was evenly split between White and 

Black students, with a small percentage of Asian, mixed, or unknown origin.  The campus 

has a large allied health division, an academic transfer division of arts and sciences, and 

continuing education programming (Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System 

[IPEDS], 2015).  

College 2 is located in northern suburban areas of the county and had the largest 

student population of any of the colleges with more than 15,000 students.  The student 

population was very diverse with a higher Asian population than other campuses.  The 

campus offers many technical programs, business programs, and information technology 

(IPEDS, 2015).  
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College 3 is located in a suburban area and had a student population of more than 

10,000 students.  The campus is also very diverse with a high relative population of 

Hispanic students.  In addition to standard academic offerings, College 3 had programs in 

business management and healthcare areas (IPEDS, 2015).  

 College 4 is in a more upscale suburban community.  The college had a student 

population of approximately 10,000.  The college’s ethnic makeup was evenly split 

between Whites, Hispanics, Blacks, and Asians.  Degree programs were available in 

environmental studies as well as diverse programming in botany and other biological 

sciences (IPEDS, 2015).  

 College 5 is in a less prosperous community in the district and had the smallest 

student population with just over 5,000 students.  The college also had the highest 

percentage of Black students at approximately half with the remainder split between 

Hispanic and White students.  College 5 offered construction and mechanical programs 

along with veterinary technician training programs (IPEDS, 2015).  

 College 6 is within the urban area with the largest Hispanic enrollment of any of 

the schools with more than half of Hispanic descent.  College 6 offered welding, 

mechanical, and technology programs in addition to the core curriculum (IPEDS, 2015).  

 College 7 is in a suburb with a diverse population.  The campus population 

mirrored the diversity in the community.  In addition to the academic core, the college 

had allied health programs and automotive technology programs (IPEDS, 2015).  

Participant Profiles 

A total of 14 individuals were interviewed for the study; of these seven were 

Section 504 directors who oversaw the DSO on their respective campus and seven were 
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service providers (rehabilitation counselors).  Because the total population of employees 

working in the district was small, the campus where the participants work as well as their 

names and genders, are not provided.  Instead each participant will be identified by a 

pseudonym for purposes of providing their responses to the interview questions. The 

administrative personnel varied somewhat in their rank within their respective college.  

Even though all were Section 504 directors, their duties and titles varied; three were 

deans of student services and oversaw several student service areas, whereas the 

remaining four were directors of the DSOs.  All seven were supervisors of individuals 

who provided direct services; none of the deans provided direct services, although the 

directors did to differing degrees. All seven personnel in the direct service group served 

as rehabilitation specialists and provided direct services including helping to determine 

needs for accommodation and implementing the accommodation agreements.  The 

participants were as follows.  

Alice (College 1) is the Dean of Student Support Services on her campus. She 

stated that she had been in that role for several years, and that her role not only included 

oversight of the DSO but also included supervision of Veterans’ Affairs, counseling 

services, the career center, the behavioral intervention team and the connections program, 

which was described as a transitions program that also included some students with 

disabilities.   

Betty (College 2) is the Dean of Special Services on her campus.  She acts as the 

supervisor of disability services, mental health counseling, veteran’s affairs, career 

services, and the campus care team.  She is responsible for the supervision of the DSO 

staff and coordination of services. She reported that she does not work directly with 
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students but has two full-time senior rehabilitation specialists that provide direct services 

to students. 

Carol (College 3) is the Director of the DSO on her campus.  In her position, she 

supervises the four full time employees of the DSO and acts as a second level supervisor 

for part-time employers such as sign language interpreters.   

Debra (Campus 4) is the Dean of Student Support Services and is the 

administrator in charge of career services, the counseling office, DSO, and student 

success services.  She had recently been moved into a dean position and had previously 

held the title of director of disability services.  She indicated that she had initiated many 

changes in that role that had increased the amount of services provided on her campus.  

She did lament not having as much direct contact with students with disabilities in her 

most recent position.  

Edna (College 5) is the director of disability services on her campus. She 

supervises all full-time and part-time staff, the total number of which fluctuates from 

semester to semester as the number of students with disabilities changes.  In her role, she 

also maintains a caseload of students.  She reported that she supervises five full time 

employees and several part-time employees.  Edna and Alice were interviewed together.   

Fred (College 6) was the Director of Services to Special Populations on his 

campus.  He provides students with disabilities needed supports to maintain equitable 

access to programs and services within the college and assuring that students with 

disabilities have their needs for accommodation met.  

Gena (College 7) is the Dean of Student Support Services on her campus. She 

supervises disability services, career services, disciplinary services, Title IX services, and 
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the campus health center.  She reported that she had begun as the director of disability 

services when the disabilities coordinator left for another position, the college had 

assigned Gena coverage of that area.  She was initially the only contact for individuals 

with disabilities, but quickly realized they needed a full-time director of disability 

services because the number of students with disabilities had been increasing.  

Harry (College 1) is the Senior Rehabilitation Specialist at his college.  He stated 

that his position included providing accommodations to all students with disabilities on 

campus including scheduling sign language interpreters, classroom assistants, and 

scheduling testing rooms. He also meets with students to determine their accommodation 

needs and helps in mediating with faculty.  Harry stated that he had worked in his present 

position for three years and enjoyed the job because every day was different and he felt 

like he was making a difference. 

Ida (College 3) is the Senior Program Development Specialist at her college.  She 

helps students apply for disability services and arranges for services to be provided. She 

also helps in interacting with faculty as needed. In addition, she is responsible for helping 

students obtain the documentation needed to obtain disability support services.   

Jacob (College 4) is the Disability Support Specialist at his college, and he 

provides support to students with a diagnosis of autism spectrum disorder (ASD) as well 

as a caseload based on a portion of the alphabet.  In addition to helping students to access 

and qualify for support services, he also conducts an autism support group to help 

facilitate the adjustment of students with ASD to the social demands of college.  He was 

the only person on any of the campuses who reported performing this type of function. 
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Kelly (College 5) is a Senior Rehabilitation Counselor at her college.  She 

described her duties as meeting with students, acting as the advisor, helping students 

register, and helping students obtain documentation that they needed to receive the 

requested accommodations.  Kelly’s reported duties of acting as an advisor and 

registering students was a different function than that performed by other rehabilitation 

counselors.   

Linda (College 5) works on the same campus as Kelly and functions as a Senior 

Rehabilitation Specialist.  She indicated her duties were similar to Kelly’s but that she 

worked with different disability groups and a different group assigned by alphabet.  Linda 

and Kelly were interviewed together.  

Matt (College 6) is a Rehabilitation Specialist.  In this role, he assesses student 

needs for accommodations by observing aspects of disability that are apparent and assists 

the students in acquiring documentation.  Matt also reported conducting outreach with 

community agencies including Texas Workforce Solutions - Department of 

Rehabilitation Services, Metrocare, and local school districts.  

Nancy (College 7) is also a Rehabilitation Specialist and in this position, requests 

documentation to confirm disability status, helps students to apply for services, and helps 

students identify their needs for accommodation.  Nancy reported having been at her 

college for several years, and added that her role includes helping in implementing 

accommodations, and supervising part-time workers such as sign interpreters. 

As previously noted, no representative was available at college 2 due to staff 

changes, so a second rehabilitation counselor was interviewed at college 5.  The two staff 
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members from college five were interviewed together to offer a different perspective and 

allow for brainstorming. 

Findings 

Increasing Awareness of DSO Services Among Students With Disabilities 

The first research question sought to identify methods of outreach and marketing 

to assure that students with disabilities arriving on campus are aware of how to access 

disability services.  The analysis of the data produced three distinct themes: (a) an 

importance to contact students with disabilities prior to admission, such as at area high 

schools and though local partnerships with disability service providers; (b) making direct 

contact with students during student orientations and tours; and (c) linking information 

about the DSO on all campus syllabi and involving faculty in the dissemination of 

information. 

Preadmission outreach activities.  All of the participants indicated that their 

college had made contacts both to local high schools and to the nearby offices of the 

state’s department of rehabilitation services (DRS).  For example, Betty stated that in 

addition to phone contacts with local DRS offices, she and her staff also attended 

transition nights for the local school district, where they could meet face-to-face with 

potential students, though she admitted, “I stopped going because they moved them to 

Saturdays now, and I’m like, ‘Ooh, during the workweek?  Sure.  Saturday? It’s no.’”  

Alice hinted at a closer relationship with local schools around her college.  She noted, 

“Our outreach team does a good job, and when we have a school that requests a 

specialized orientation for their population, they will notify this office.  We can do a 

specialized orientation for that group.”  Alice also noted that they had a good working 
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relationship with the local DRS office, “They will often refer their consumers to us” 

because of the close relationship.  Finally, Alice spoke of the arrangement with 

community high schools, “When dual credit students hear about taking classes at our 

community college, they know if they get accommodations there, they will get them 

here.” Edna also indicated her campus did outreach with school districts, attended 

transition fairs, and invited high school transition counselors to visit.  

Semester orientations and tours.  All the administrators and rehabilitation 

specialists indicated that when their campus held orientation tours for new students, 

information about the services provided had been included in the orientation packets that 

students received.  The extent to which the DSO was otherwise involved in the 

orientation process differed widely between campuses.  For example, Carol stated that 

she considered orientations to be just part of a larger process, but she felt the 

responsibility of locating the DSO and requesting students fell largely on the student: 

Typically, a student comes in. They apply to the college. Of course, we don't ask 

them whether they are disabled. We give them the opportunity to self-disclose. It 

becomes our responsibility to put the information out there as much as possible. 

We include it in new student orientation. Of course, it's on every syllabi [sic]. We 

have flyers out. We sometimes ask instructors to make announcements in classes, 

word of mouth, and then just people who take the initiative and, like I say, self-

disclose. We've also been to certain area high schools to make presentations to 

work with them on transition teams.  

 Other participants, such as Fred, indicated that orientation was a part of a larger 

emphasis of informing students but seemed to put more emphasis on the actions of the 

DSO and other school personnel.  Fred stated: 

 We do outreach. We go to the high schools, we go to transition fairs when we're 

invited, we put our brochure in the new student orientation bags. When they have 

New Student Welcome Back, we always have a table there. What else? Faculty 

have it on their syllabus, so that helps. That's the way we do it, but then a lot of 

time students will be in advising and they'll mention to their advisor, "Well, when 
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I was in high school, I went to a different room to test," and they'll walk them 

down. They'll be like, "Oh, you may want to talk to somebody in our disability 

services." They'll walk them down here. Or, they may go to their faculty and 

make some type of comment like that, and then their faculty will get them up to 

us when they recognize a need.  

Fred also claimed that the methods were a part of training staff and faculty to recognize 

needs and help students to identify services that would be helpful.  He added these 

methods helped to identify students more in need of help than the brochures alone.  The 

availability of personnel at a table during student orientations differed from the activities 

of other colleges.  

 Most of the college DSOs seemed to rely more on brochures provided in 

orientation packets, in syllabi, and on the college website than in outreach on a personal 

basis.  Even though there is a likelihood that many of the campuses provide some 

increased contact during orientation, only Fred mentioned having a table and staff 

members available for initial consultations. 

 Providing information about disability services in all campus syllabi.  All the 

administrators and the support staff stated that information was available in all campus 

syllabi.  For example, Betty stated:  

On every syllabus that's given out on campus or that is posted online, there is a 

disclaimer that says, “For students with disabilities contact da, da, da.” It gives 

contact information. We also have a website that gives students information, and 

it's in the catalog, in the district catalog.  Most syllabi within the district are now 

online rather than printed, so there is a link you can click on.   

 Matt, a Rehabilitation Specialist, identified one of the problems on his campus as 

a lack of emphasis after the beginning of a semester: 

 It's on the syllabus in the beginning of class. They [the faculty] would say it, but 

maybe a week or two [sic], they'll [students will] forget. Right now, what we're 

doing here in this campus is an awareness day to educate the college community, 

although we're not having that much students participate. Maybe because it's 
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because of the time. I would like to reach out to the instructors to let the students 

come to our activities so they can know different services so they can know how, 

for example, a blind student can get water, how can they interact with other 

people on campus. Basically, to educate them. Different games, activities, so they 

could keep learning from the service that we provide. I would say keep 

encouraging the instructors to repeat that.  

Matt continued, indicating there was a need for reminders about the availability of 

services after the beginning of the semester, and as noted, he mentioned that he “would 

like to reach out to the instructors,” but he was somewhat unclear why this was not 

already happening.  In contrast, Alice stated, “We also have the ADA statement on every 

syllabus, and we do faculty training with the faculty association and the faculty on what 

we do as a continuing process.”   

 Summary of methods of increasing awareness of DSO services among students 

with disabilities.  The participants pinpointed three distinct areas of need in increasing 

awareness.  The first of these needs emerged from the process of bringing new students 

on campus for their initial campus orientation, although all the participants indicated that 

their office was involved in orientations, for most, involvement was limited to providing 

brochures and contact information.  Only two campuses reported making a representative 

available to students to discuss services.  The second need addressed was through 

outreach to potential students through their secondary school or other service agency.  

Three of the participants specifically mentioned regularly attending transition fairs or 

other events at nearby high schools.  Two mentioned having close relationships with 

counselors within the DRS offices in the area.  One participant indicated her school did 

not attend transition fairs because they were inconveniently scheduled (on Saturdays).  

The third theme to emerge was with faculty training.  Every campus required faculty to 

insert an ADA compliance message in their syllabus, and a hyperlink to the DSO 
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webpage.  However, few of the campuses went further in instituting faculty training and 

encouraging faculty to refer students who need support services to the DSO.  One 

participant indicated uncertainty as to whether the hyperlink on the syllabi worked 

because of recent website updates.  

Faculty Involvement in Providing Accommodations and Identifying Students in 

Need of Assistance   

 The second research question sought to identify how DSO personnel dealt with 

the challenge of getting faculty to comply with accommodations identified as needed by 

the DSO and training faculty to be more proactive in identifying students who needed 

DSO assistance.  There were three themes that emerged in this are: (a) securing 

cooperation of full-time faculty in implementing accommodations and developing 

training methods that helped faculty in identifying students with needs, (b) developing 

understanding in adjunct faculty of the requirements in providing reasonable 

accommodations, and (c) maintaining a balance of academic rigor with reasonable 

accommodations.   

 Securing cooperation of full-time faculty in implementing accommodations.  

Again, all participants stated that faculty were required to have ADA compliance 

statements and a hyperlink to the college DSO within the syllabus to help students locate 

where to receive disability services on their respective college campus.  However, the 

training of faculty in practices related to the identification of needs related to possible 

disabilities and compliance with required accommodations were less consistent.  Some, 

but not all interview participants, identified current training with full-time faculty in 

compliance with the requirements in syllabus development and in providing 
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accommodations.  Only participants from two campuses mentioned any additional or 

planned training beyond minimal compliance issues.  The two participants to mention 

additional training were Alice and Ida.  Each stated some ongoing training of faculty in 

recognizing the need for accommodation and in how to refer student was taking place on 

their campuses.   

 Ida noted that securing more student awareness of the DSO came about largely 

from providing training to faculty in identifying individuals who could benefit from 

accommodation.  She remarked: 

 As of right now since I've been in this current role, I have tripled the numbers for 

us. So, by getting the word out there and actually having faculty training, then I'm 

able to take in a lot more students because they actually refer them over to me. So, 

I would say possibly those students that we miss in the cracks, it could maybe be 

about 100 or more but, now with the faculty training, we're able to find those 

students immediately and address their needs. 

Three participants mentioned that faculty training was not a significant issue, 

though all but one acknowledged some increased problems with adjunct faculty.  Debra 

described the issue: 

Our most difficult connection is with our adjuncts. That's more because they don't 

know. It's not as much of a challenge once they understand what the role is, but so 

many of our adjuncts on this campus, as on probably any higher education 

campus, adjuncts come in, they're knowledgeable of their areas. They may not be 

necessarily knowledgeable of higher education and all of the policies and 

procedures that go along with that. Our full-time faculty are a little bit more 

engaged and a little bit more open. Our adjuncts, not as much until they have that 

educational part of it. 

Edna also suggested that it was less of a problem with full-time faculty and noted many 

of the faculty make an obvious effort to be compliant: 

 It's interesting. It's not only a challenge that maybe we have faced, but I have seen 

at other places too, it’s getting the faculty to understand our role. We mentioned 

adjuncts earlier. Lots of times . . . I guess it's the reason why it's so current on my 

thought process because we were talking about it today. Some faculty are very 
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aware, take ownership, and go to trainings to learn how to make their eCampus or 

their Blackboard accessible, and some just aren't. I think that is an issue on all 

campuses. I don't think that's unique here. I think we do have a good relationship 

with our faculty. That's one of the reasons why I was so glad to come here. I 

noticed that we do have good relationships, and faculty will come in and talk to us 

as needed. But I think as the laws constantly change, and there's more lawsuits, 

and there's more awareness, we've always got to put that at the forefront. I'm very 

encouraged that we have district support now, and we’re getting that word out. 

 Developing understanding in adjunct faculty of the requirements in providing 

reasonable accommodations.  The biggest problem on many campuses appeared to be 

with adjunct faculty being somewhat resistant to providing accommodations and not 

receiving proper training.  Two participants, Alice and Ida, indicated their campuses had 

instituted training for full-time faculty and were developing plans to train adjuncts.  One 

of these participants, Alice, mentioned having had a problem during the past semester 

that she felt fortunate did not become a formal complaint.  She attributed the problem to 

the adjunct instructors not fully understanding the significance of the issue and the legal 

implications.  Alice indicated the legal parameters of such issues could be a major 

financial liability for the district but and also mentioned that contact with the adjunct 

continued to be a problem, despite a short training opportunity at division meetings: 

 We had three minutes to go into each one of those division meetings for the 

learning centers. Adjunct faculty must attend those meetings. They know our face. 

They know what we do. They know how to refer students, and they get a handout. 

That's all the time we get, about three or four minutes, but that is the only way to 

reach them. We have just started [something new] at the college. We now have a 

dean over adjunct faculty, and we'll be trying to do some more training with them. 

We're included on that. The problem is adjunct faculty don't get paid for training, 

and so it's hard to get them here. There is a whole committee right now set up for 

that, on how to reach adjunct faculty.   

The adjuncts were noted to be a problem with many DSOs in getting them to comply 

with the request.   
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 Edna noted that the issue of adjunct faculty training and compliance was 

something into which the district was looking: 

 I participate in an ADA compliance committee. We did our first compression 

planning just today. That's one of the issues that we are moving forward on. We 

realized the critical need for not only to inform, and educate, and make awareness, 

but also for all the online content. Everything has to be compliant as of January 

18th, 2018, so that's a big focus of this compression planning, faculty training, 

with special attention to the adjuncts. 

 Maintaining a balance of academic rigor with reasonable accommodations.  

One of the sensitive issues in providing reasonable accommodations that was cited by 

most participants was a desire to maintain academic rigor for students with disabilities, 

that is comparable to that for students without disabilities.  Each of the participants 

indicated a belief that accommodations had not impacted the academic rigor of the 

program.  Ida emphasized this: 

 First, I sat down with them and I said "Okay, these are the accommodations based 

on what I see from documentation.  Let's look at your individual programs and 

let's make sure that the student is still getting a quality education," and let’s say, 

for instance, it's something that's going on.  I now have senior faculty or 

coordinators come in sit down and discuss things.  I leave that room open for the 

faculty, coordinators, and their deans to be able to push back on some 

accommodations.  So when it happens, we'll make adjustments or we'll come up 

with other plans.  So, we do definitely provide a quality education, and it's very 

fair across the board. 

Nancy added a similar view indicating: 

 I think in the sense of providing the services, the accommodations that we do 

provide, and all the services, it's definitely to have that level playing field. Equity, 

as opposed to equality.  The example that I use is I tell some of my students that 

while one student might go to general advising, or might go to Trio [a student 

service], or might go to any of the other services we have on campus, this [DSO] 

is your point of contact for what you need to succeed on campus.  So, students 

will tap into various departments and various resources on campus.  If you come 

here, come see me, we work on whatever we work in, it is because this is what 

you need to succeed.  So definitely I do think that it does provide them with that 

playing field. 
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An alternate point of view was identified by Fred, who stated one problem was to 

prevent over-accommodation:  

Oh, yes. That's the favorite. They'll take whatever accommodations we 

recommend and add 10 times more. Or if we say, "Extended times on exams," but 

they [the faculty members] think we mean extended time on everything and you 

have to the end of the semester.  We had a faculty member last semester, "Well I 

told him as long as he turns everything in by the week before class is over.” Okay, 

well, that's a bit much. 

 Every participant mentioned a desire to secure equity, to secure a level playing 

field in provision of accommodations, and not to develop an advantage for the individual 

with a disability.  In addition to Fred, both Kelly and Linda described an instance in 

which a faculty member had stated, “I have never had a student with that disability.  I 

want to help as much as possible,” and they had to explain the limits of accommodation.  

 Summary of faculty involvement in providing accommodations and identifying 

students in need of assistance.  Overall, most of the participants expressed an overall 

satisfaction with the compliance of faculty in inserting contact information and ADA 

compliance information into the syllabi.  The full-time faculty also were generally 

described as cooperative and compliant in providing reasonable accommodation.  In the 

instance of two colleges, faculty members were provided with training as to how to 

identify individuals who might be struggling due to a disability-related issue and to 

suggest that the student make contact.  One provider, Ida, indicated this had significantly 

increased the number of students contacting the DSO.  The major concern about faculty 

involvement appeared to be in the training and compliance of adjunct faculty.  As Alice 

had noted, this could present the colleges with a significant level of financial liability.  It 

appeared to be an area in which all the colleges had struggled because of the lack of 

ability to pay adjunct faculty to attend training sessions.  Two institutions indicated being 
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more proactive in this area and planning to address adjunct training, though the 

mechanisms had not been fully developed.  On one campus, a dean position had been 

formed specifically to oversee adjunct faculty.  This was regarded as a step to being able 

to provide relevant training.  

Changes Among Student Population in Types and Severity of Disabilities   

 The third research question dealt with whether the participants had noted any 

significant changes in the types and severity of disabilities seen within the DSOs. After 

an analysis of the data from the interviews, three themes emerged: (a) significant changes 

have occurred within the diversity of the incoming student population and the severity of 

disabilities encountered, (b) increasing numbers of students have needs that may exceed 

the scope of community college, and (c) many offices find themselves understaffed or 

lacking in needed equipment due to financial pressures.  

Changes in the nature and severity of disabilities.  The major theme observed by 

participants in the population of students being served on the college campuses of the 

district included significant increases in the numbers of students presenting with mental 

health disorders, post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), and ASD.  Betty reported that her 

campus had a recent increase in the number of students with deafness, though she 

acknowledged this group tended to fluctuate.  Some of the most significant statements 

regarding changes in disabilities being seen in the DSOs included a statement by Fred, 

stating he had seen significant increases in individuals with more severe learning 

disabilities. 

Overall learning disabilities are the most common. Our students on the spectrum 

[ASD] numbers have increased. I just did the math on that yesterday, that's why I 
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know this off the top of my head. Up 97% over the last three semesters. We are 

up 256 students on the spectrum.  

This did not appear to be an aberration; in fact, Edna, Alice, Betty, Carol, and 

Jacob all mentioned significant increases in the numbers of students with disabilities.  

The students with ASD were also seen as more demanding and more difficult to work 

with than students with other disabilities.  Alice described her perceptions as follows: 

I find the autism, students on the spectrum, I find them the most difficult because 

so much of what I think they need, we can't offer here.  They need the personal 

social adjustment group type things.  We did through our past program for a long 

time.  We've talked about bringing that back.  They need that.  They would show 

up for that every week.  I had an intern that was a cognitive behavioral doctoral 

student.  He wanted to work with this population, so he ran our groups for us.  

They were successful.  These parents are tired of working with the children, so 

now they're living alone even though parents are subsidizing them, so they have 

less interaction.  It makes it more difficult for them when they're in this 

environment.  

Edna also indicated an increase had been seen in the numbers of students with 

ASD: 

I think those that are on the spectrum are sometimes the most challenging.  I think 

that's the biggest learning curve for our faculty too, when faculty come in and say 

"I need some help. I know the student has given me a letter of accommodation, 

but how do I best reach the student?"  That's where we do some awareness 

training and one-on-one. 

Betty also reported seeing an increase not only in ASD, but in intellectual 

disabilities.  She added that this was a problem because with the increased numbers of 

students with disabilities, “instructors are more likely to have a student with some severe 

challenges that they may not be used to.” Jacob also noted the significant increases in 

students on the spectrum, to which he had coped with the issue by developing a support 

group: 
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I have a support group for my spectrum [ASD] students.  We had a group meeting 

yesterday, and it's an avenue for them to come and meet with like-minded people, 

also in college, that are on the spectrum.  They do discuss all sort of issues, topics 

from politics, to dating, to making friends, to relationships, to academic issues, 

communicating with your professors, to stress management, staying on top of 

your classes.  So yeah, we do have that. 

Carol stated that on her campus, many of the students that she was seeing in her 

office had been diagnosed with mental health disorders.  She stated that her office was 

near a state facility that works with individuals with mental health disorders.  She added 

that, likely due to the proximity to the state facility, her campus was seeing many 

students with significant mental health disorders. 

Increasing numbers of students have needs that may exceed the scope of 

community college.  Alice, Edna, Jacob, Fred, Carol, Betty, and Ida described students as 

arriving with increasingly complex needs.  Carol noted the presence of emotional 

disorders were increasingly taxing, saying: 

There's a lot of students with mental health problems. I don't know if that has a lot 

to do with this very close relationship that has been imposed on us by Metrocare. 

They send students all the time. We're not necessarily reaching out to them, but 

they are, so very, very, very, very common to find lots of students with mental 

health issues.  That brings challenges because, while they are being treated 

through Metrocare and being monitored by them, we also have the responsibility 

to make sure that there aren't any issues that bleed over and create student conduct 

and safety issues for us. 

In much the same way, Alice recognized some of the challenges faced on her 

campus would be very difficult for most community college environments: 

The mental health, some of the mental health issues I think we're okay with 

because I have two licensed people, two LPCs in this office. We work it out here, 

but I know some of the other campuses don't have the mental health knowledge in 

their DSO office. They're not going to come in with diagnosed. You just get to 

know. You can see what's wrong but only if you have had the training.  
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Another student had spastic quadriplegia due to cerebral palsy, Alice detailed the 

challenge faced in attempting to provide services to someone with such a severe 

disability: 

The biggest challenge this year was a student with cerebral palsy and a problem 

with the adjunct faculty.  She had a very, very difficult speech impediment, so she 

had an aide with her, very smart, very bright, and very nice.  She was in a speech 

class, and the teacher didn't want her in the speech class because he felt this class 

was not appropriate for her.  Well, she had to have it for her core, but he thought 

she was inappropriate, and he wanted her out of the class.  He said these things in 

front of the student, and her aide, and her mother.  I had the dean of the 

department in there, and I had a secondary speech teacher in there.  What 

happened is we resolved it. We got her into another class.  He was supposed to be 

removed from adjunct teaching. That was supposed to be what happened.  This 

student, it would have been very hard. She's hard to work with because she wants 

to speak, but you can't understand anything.  She has a speech board, but he didn't 

want her using the speech board in the class.  That was a challenging student, 

sometimes the unique student that comes in with unique problems too. 

 While acknowledging that the severity of disabilities created unique problems, 

Alice indicated that with creativity you could develop some solutions.  Betty agreed that 

creativity could facilitate better outcomes and cited an example of a particular student 

with Duchenne’s muscular dystrophy: 

 We do have a student that when he came here he, he has Duchenne syndrome, so 

he was not being sponsored.  His life expectancy was not long enough to make it 

worth their while, basically. He was in an adult daycare, basically.  His family 

was dropping him off, and he was, I don't know, watching The Price is Right all 

day with dementia patients, or whatever.  That was his life.  He came here and he 

was very physically involved, so we had to do some figuring out.  “Let's see how 

we're going to do this, and what all you're going to need, and how we're going to 

take care of it.”  He went from going to that environment every day to coming 

here.  He graduated.  He went to the university.  He got a degree.  He got a 

master’s degree, and he's working in the field that he wanted to work in. 

Understaffing and lack of equipment due to financial pressures.  Another theme 

was noted by participants describing their need for more staff or equipment to help deal 

with the increasingly complex problems.  According to ADA (1990) and ADAA (2008) 
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educational providers who receive federal funds must provide reasonable 

accommodations to otherwise qualified students with disabilities.  Meeting the needs of 

large numbers of students with varied disabilities can be taxing both in terms of personnel 

requirements and in terms of equipment.  Betty described the difficulty, “We went 

several years with one student who was totally blind. Then another year, then there's one 

student, and all of a sudden one semester we had 16.”  Fred agreed with Betty in terms of 

the somewhat unpredictable nature of a new semester might produce greater needs for 

equipment: 

Yeah, we need extra equipment.  Assistive technology, there's so much out there 

that we can use, but of course, it's all expensive, and we don't compare it to 

faculty needs.  They'll get what they need before we do. Yeah, there's definitely 

more equipment that we need.  We were just pricing a scanner, because 

sometimes we can't get our textbooks electronically, or the student may not be 

completely blind, so they don't have a screen reader. It's a scanner we can scan the 

books in, and then there's a software that will convert it, so they'll have a book on 

CD.  It's pretty pricey, so that's something that we just priced. CCTVs, we could 

have more of those.  JAWS, we could have more licenses on it.  Yeah, there's a lot 

more equipment I think that we need. 

In addition, Gina added that needs are continually changing, and needs might 

occur which have not been predicted:  

We have to be mindful of technology as we continue to move forward, and 

instructors, for example, use more technology in the classroom. That means more 

software, more things that they may not have been aware of, that we may have to 

consider, that a visually impaired individual might need captioning.  An 

instructor, for example, may like a movie from 1989, when captioning just wasn't 

around.  So, we may need to caption it.   

She added, “Sometimes you don’t know what you need until after you need it.” 

While Alice indicated that at her campus, she felt they had plenty of equipment 

and were fully staffed, but acknowledged it was the first time and suggested other 
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campuses might not be so lucky.  Betty described the most common issue mentioned by 

other participants, including Fred, Jacob, Carol, and Matt, in stating: 

There's one and a half rehab specialists to see everybody.  You'll talk to the rehab 

specialist in a little while.  She doesn't do advisement with students, but she does 

their accommodations, and the other half advisor, the 50% one, would do the 

course advisement.  We definitely are understaffed, I think, especially because 

sometimes I feel like the college wants us to case manage students for success.  

We don't have people to do that. We're doing good to keep our head above water 

as far as providing access services.  

Carol argued that a lack of staff was problematic for student outcomes:  

We could be staffed more effectively.  We could do more creative work with our 

students, be more intrusive and present, and making sure that they retain and that 

they graduate and all those kinds of intrusive interventions that you know lead to 

student success.  Because we don't always have the resources, and mainly human 

resources, that's restricted, and you do what you do to get the student enrolled, to 

provide the accommodation, and that's the extent to which it goes. 

Summary of changes among student population in types and severity of 

disabilities.  All the participants agreed that they had seen increases in the severity of 

disabilities over the previous few semesters.  Compassion or empathy fatigue has long 

been a problem in working with the severely disabled among vocational rehabilitation 

counselors (Stebnicki, 2000), but its effects on DSO staff members may also be 

becoming more of an issue with the entry of more severely disabled individuals into the 

college campuses. 

Participants cited increases in individuals with mental illness, intellectual 

disabilities, severe learning disabilities, and most notably, ASDs.  Some participants, like 

Harry, seemed engaged by the challenge of the job.  When Harry was asked if he liked 

his job, he stated:  

Yes, I love it, because everything’s different. Every day is different with disability 

services. If an elevator doesn’t work, to somebody else it may be acceptable. For 

us, it’s like we have to figure out how we’re going to get the student up to the 
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third floor if the elevator breaks or something. It’s always something different, so 

I love it, yeah.   

Harry went on to describe an incident that helped him stay motivated: 

No, I can’t mention their names, but one student, she had a disability of lupus, and 

then her, I forget the name of the disease, but her fingers were missing.  There 

was also like a foot was missing.  I forgot the name of it. It’s like a bone disease.  

She went on to be successful, but her main thing when I first met her was, I know 

I came out to greet her, and she was like, “Thank you for talking to me, because 

most people think . . .”  When they see her, people with disabilities, they 

completely think they’re invisible.  She said, “I really appreciate this office, 

because you make me . . . . You see me.”  That’s what she said was, “that you see 

me.”  We see her.  We engage and talk to them and everything, but she went on 

last year and graduated.  She went to UTA [University of Texas at Arlington] and 

majored in the nursing program.  That really touched me.  I never thought about 

that.  She said we see her.  Everybody else just pretended that she’s not there, but 

we engaged her, so that really was touching to me.   

Among other participants, the challenge at times seemed overwhelming and for a 

few there seemed to be a tendency to disconnect from the challenges.  Carol stated her 

frustration: 

Yeah, a lot of times a student goes through the agencies and, of course, it's their 

responsibility to find some kind of educational path for them.  They would refer 

them to the community college where we have an open admissions policy.  A 

student can come in.  A student may do some testing, and hey, if you test into 

developmental work, that's fine.  You're in college.  Yeah, that is a challenge 

because a lot of times you recognize from the very beginning that this is probably 

not the best environment for the student to thrive and to succeed. 

Despite the difficulty associated with not having sufficient personnel, or not 

having enough equipment, or having to deal with unexpected problems, most of the 

participants verbalized a great deal of pleasure in their work.  Each participant had a case 

they described as being an example of why they continued in the job, a success story.  

One of the best practices observed in the DSOs throughout the district was the personal 

identification of success stories; it seemed to ameliorate the frustrations that seemed 

inherent in the role.  
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What methods are used to minimize stigma and encourage social involvement and 

a sense of belonging among students with disabilities on campus? 

Overcoming Social Stigma and Encouraging Social Involvement  

The fourth, and final research question dealt with the methods used to help 

students seek the needed assistance while avoiding stigma associated with being labeled 

as disabled.  Green (2007) described the process of proving the existence of a disability to 

be potentially stigmatizing enough for the individual with a disability that many students 

may not self-identify and seek help.  The concern about this issue led to a discussion of 

three themes with the participants: (a) determining whether students’ perceptions of 

stigma associated with being disabled was an issue that kept students from seeking help, 

(b) identifying steps that could be taken to minimize stigma associated with the DSO 

involvement, and (c) processes where students with disabilities could be encouraged to be 

more engaged on campus and feel connected to the campus. 

Perceptions of stigma among students with disabilities.  The participants were 

split as to whether they believed that stigma is a factor that might influence students to 

not seek help from the DSO.  There was general agreement that many students with 

disabilities do not seek help from the DSO, but the reasons the participants attributed to 

the students’ decisions varied.  Fred stated that there is some concern among students 

who believe the process of seeking accommodations would follow them, “Oh yes.  Oh 

yes.  I would say there's another at least 10% of students here on campus that have 

disabilities but they don't come to the office.  In high school, there was a stigma to have a 

disability.  It's on your transcript, da, da, da.  You got to go to these different classes.  So, 

they think that follows them into college, but it doesn't.” 
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 Debra did not believe it was as much of an issue of stigma as students striving to 

be more independent, as she described it: 

 You know, that's what I hear.  Since I've been associated with higher ed and 

disability services, I hear that.  I don't see that.  I guess in my, ‘what’s going on 

six or seven years now,’ of one-on-one interaction with this population, maybe 

5% of the students, 5 to 10% go, "Okay, I had it in high school.  I don't want to 

bring that to the college with me."  But really, it's more so, “I want to see if I can 

do it myself.”  It's much more of a desire for autonomous independence rather 

than a stigma concern.  Because this population, most of the time, have dealt with 

it for years and years and years.  It's become normalized to them, so I really don't 

see it becoming a stigma.  They've already dealt with that. 

 Carol argued that the stigma was only an issue with what she described as adult 

onset disabilities, such as PTSDs, particularly among veterans.  She stated:  

 I think the students who want to get help get help.  I don't know if it's necessarily 

a deterrent.  I see that a lot with our veterans who are more inclined to believe that 

they do not have disabilities, and “Why should I go to disability service?”  You 

know that they're dealing with PTSD and they're having learning challenges, 

dealing with lots of issues, and they tend to steer away from disability services.  

It's for that reason that we started having a, our full-time person we're in the 

process of replacing, spend some time in the veterans affairs office.  We literally 

moved because we found that speaking to a veteran and then determining, “Oh, 

they do have a disability,” and then, "Why don't you go down the hall to disability 

services" wasn't working.  They would get lost along the way. What we did 

instead is have the person, just a few hours a day, just to spend time there just so 

she saw them and she became a familiar face.  When it was an issue like, "Oh, 

you have PTSD.  Oh, here's so-and-so.  She can help you." 

Gina and Matt reported having more students that had expressed concern about being 

labeled a disability services student, as if the label would be applied to their diploma.  

Matt indicated that he spent a good deal of time speaking to students to make sure they 

knew that was not the case.  Gina believed that it was fairly common, adding: 

 They don't feel that their impairment really impacts them, or they don't know how 

it may impact them in this venue.  Then some students, when I talk to them and 

their families, they don't want to come with this stigma.  They wanted to blend in 

with others.  We may get some students who request services late and maybe 

because they're in distress, because they thought they could do this without an 

additional support.  I'm pretty sure there's a lot of students out there in our 
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community college system that just has yet to make the decision to see what we 

can do to support them.   

Identifying ways to minimize a perception of stigma associated with the DSO 

involvement.  Of the participants that viewed that stigma was a problem, most had taken 

some steps to try to create workarounds.  As Carol described in working with veterans, 

having someone that the student could get to know in another context sometimes, such as 

in the Veterans Office rather than the DSO, encouraged many students to begin to talk 

about the issues.  Harry made the case that having classroom assistants present for those 

that needed note takers and similar supports made it more visible for others that might 

need the assistance but had not requested it.  Edna indicated she perceived the process of 

gaining documentation of the disability was a disincentive for some people to seek help.  

She seemed to believe that the most common disability about which this was an issue was 

in individuals with learning disabilities, and she described the situation as one in which a 

little assistance and flexibility could be very helpful to the student: 

I think, from my perspective, what I also do is I talk to the student about what 

their needs are and what their challenges are.  We realize getting the 

documentation in place sometimes is a financial barrier.  It takes time for those 

documents to come in place.  Oftentimes, what I'll do is talk with the student, get 

an idea.  Usually, if they say, "Yeah.  I'm not doing very well in math," I'll go, 

"Well, when did that first start?" You have that dialogue with the student.  Then 

we try to figure out where there might be a trail or we can find something.  We 

might institute temporary accommodations.  Sometimes, we do that and then give 

them the referrals for the testing or the resources.  Then we will monitor their 

progress and see how they do from semester to semester. 

Other participants also indicated there was considerable flexibility in 

documenting the disability, although school policies tended to state that documentation 

was required.  There seemed to be some disagreement about whether the ADA (1990) 

and ADAA (2008) allowed requiring documentation of a disability.  Alice stated, “No 
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student is turned away from us because they cannot get documentation.”  However, Betty 

indicated that on her campus documentation was necessary to receive services:   

Well, we do require documentation.  I know going to conferences, and maybe the 

trend is a little bit more of a social approach to providing accommodations, basing 

accommodations on more of an interactive dialogue with the student as opposed 

to documentation, we're not as stringent about requiring documentation as we 

used to be.  We used to say it has to be within three to five years old.  But with the 

amendment, the ADA amendment, and no undue burden on the student, we tend 

to take maybe a more general documentation.  But we do require some 

documentation from an appropriate professional.  Whatever the disability is, an 

appropriate professional in that field . . . . We do not provide temporary 

accommodations without documentation, it is just something we don’t do. 

Carol indicated that she felt the colleges of the district had developed a more 

liberal policy about documentation at least for the first semester.  Of all the participants 

interviewed, only Betty stated that temporary accommodation was not provided without 

some type of diagnostic paperwork from an appropriate professional.  

Processes encouraging students to be more engaged on campus.  Though the 

literature, such as Pharo, Gross, Richardson, and Hayne (2011), provides considerable 

evidence that students that felt a sense of belonging were more likely to engage with their 

college environment and persist to completion, this appeared to be an area that the DSOs 

did not stress within the district.  Only two instances were described of efforts to make 

students feel engaged.  One was the example provided by Harry, saying, “We see them.”  

He attempted to make the student feel connected with the one-on-one support provided 

within the DSO.  Alice mentioned a previous program that had provided personal and 

social adjustment training and stated they felt a need to restart the program, but that it 

was currently not available.  Jacob also referred to his autism support group as a way to 

get the ASD group to feel connected.  Overall, however, the DSOs appeared to respect 

what they termed a desire for independence that they saw within their students.  Debra 
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seemed to verbalize the feelings of the majority of the participants, stating that it was 

about what she termed, “autonomous independence.” However, she also stated that many 

students did not seem self-aware, and added, “They do not have to take ownership of it, 

so they have no idea.  Many times they don't even know what their disability is.”  In the 

district as a whole, this appeared to be an area of weakness, getting students with 

disabilities to feel connected to the college they attend. 

Summary of overcoming social stigma and encouraging social involvement.  

One of the areas that was identified in the literature as being significant for students with 

disabilities to seek assistance was the feeling of stigma associated with having to prove 

having a disability (Cawthon & Cole, 2010).  Although some of the participants, 

including Alice, Edna, Gina, and Matt, felt that stigma is a factor that affects whether 

students request disability services, many did not.  Betty, as did several participants, saw 

it only as an issue for a few, indicating her feelings that most students had come to terms 

with having a disability previously.  Others, such as Debra, seemed to see it as a matter of 

the students just seeking to be more independent.  Few programs existed in the district 

DSOs that appeared to help the students engage with the campus community as a whole 

with the participants tending to see their roles as providing accommodations rather than 

dealing with a whole campus experience.  The participants all stated they enjoyed their 

jobs even with some sense of frustration that not all the students seeking services 

succeed, but each participant seemed to tell a success story that gave their work special 

meaning.  This story may be a good practice in avoiding feelings of empathy fatigue 

associated with other social service positions. 
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Summary  

Chapter IV presented an outline of the findings of the study as well as the themes 

that were gathered from the analysis of data from provided by the study participants.  The 

first research question sought to gain an understanding of how students arriving on 

campus had been informed as to the existence of the DSO and of the functions of the 

office.  The participants pinpointed three distinct areas of need in increasing awareness.  

The first of these needs emerged from the process of bringing new students on campus 

for their initial campus orientation, although all the participants indicated that their office 

was involved in orientations, for most, involvement was limited to providing brochures 

and contact information.  Only two campuses reported making a representative available 

to students to discuss services.   

The second need addressed was through outreach to potential students through 

their secondary school or other service agency.  Three of the participants specifically 

mentioned regularly attending transition fairs or other events at nearby high schools.  

Two mentioned having close relationships with counselors within the DRS offices in the 

area.  One participant indicated her school did not attend transition fairs because they 

were inconveniently scheduled.   

The third need to emerge was with faculty training.  Even though every campus 

required faculty to insert an ADA compliance message in their syllabus and a hyperlink to 

the DSO webpage, few of the campuses went further by instituting faculty training and 

encouraging faculty to refer students who need support services to the DSO.  One 

participant indicated uncertainty as to whether the link on the syllabi worked because of 

recent website updates.   
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The second research question dealt with how faculty were trained and encouraged 

to provide accommodations identified through the DSO.  The major issue identified in the 

discussion of faculty training was the lack of required training for all faculty, relying on 

the idea that the full-time faculty were aware of the requirements.  Virtually all the 

participants expressed increased frustration and concern with adjunct faculty, indicating 

they were not aware of the requirements and could not be forced to attend training since 

they were not paid to attend training.   

The third question dealt with recent increases in the numbers and severity of 

students with disabilities.  All the participants noted a significant increase in certain 

groups, indicating increases in students with severe learning disabilities, intellectual 

disabilities, and ASD.  ASD appeared to be the disability with the highest percentage of 

increase, and most of the counselors regarded this disability as difficult to accommodate 

because of the students’ lack of social skills.   

Finally, the fourth question sought to determine if stigma plays a role in whether 

students seek services from DSO.  Perceptions of the participants were somewhat in 

conflict with some noting they believed there is a significant number of students on 

campus that have avoided disability services because of stigma concerns where others 

seemed less aware of the presence of stigma as being a problem except in specific groups 

such as among veterans with PTSD. 

Chapter V presents a more thorough discussion of the findings, including 

implications of the results for higher education, recommendations for higher education 

practice, recommendations for a Texas community college district serving urban and 

suburban areas, and recommendations for future research. 
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION 

Chapter V presents a more thorough discussion of the findings, including 

implications of the results for higher education, recommendations for higher education 

practice, recommendations for a Texas community college district serving urban and 

suburban areas, and recommendations for future research. 

Overview of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to examine how Disability Services Offices (DSO) 

facilitated student contact and engagement, insured faculty training and cooperation with 

accommodation plans, coped with changing numbers and severities of disabilities 

presented by newly arriving students, and reduced stigma to help students seek 

supportive services they needed for a more positive outcome. 

The study explored the process by which individuals with disabilities had been 

connected to the support services they required by the professionals within the DSOs of 

the seven colleges of a Texas community college district serving urban and suburban 

areas.  The data provided through the qualitative study appeared to confirm that DSOs 

can have a significant impact on the ability of individuals with disabilities to persevere in 

a college environment by providing reasonable accommodations and other support 

services.  The favorable or unfavorable outcomes was often due to the ability of the DSO 

to connect with incoming students, how cooperative the faculty were in providing 

identified accommodations, and how well the faculty were able to identify students who 

might need additional assistance from the DSO.  The outcome was also impacted by the 
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capacity of the DSO staff to deal with increasingly challenging disabilities and whether 

the DSO could lessen the stigma of seeking disability services. 

The development of a set of best practice methods to improve the success and 

engagement of students with disabilities is critical not only in aiding the individual to 

reach their full potential, but also in securing stable funding for the institution.  

Furthermore, these best practices will insure that students with disabilities request needed 

accommodations, that faculty understand the legal requirements of providing the defined 

accommodations, and that students are engaged as a part of campus life has been shown 

to be important to student success.  Because of these needs, the focus of the study was on 

helping to develop an improved understanding surrounding the four research questions: 

1. What outreach methods were employed on and off campus to assure that 

incoming and continuing students were aware of the services provided by the 

DSO?  

2. Did DSO administrators and staff believe that the faculty and staff of the 

institution were adequately trained in the implementation of recommended 

accommodations, and identification of students who might benefit from DSO 

services? 

3. To what extent have significant changes been observed in the types and 

severity of disabilities seen within the DSO?  If so, have these changes 

impacted on the workloads and needs of the DSO staff? 

4. What methods are used to minimize stigma, and encourage students with 

disability to seek services as needed from the DSO? 
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Discussion of the Findings 

Increasing Awareness of DSO Services Among Students With Disabilities 

Research question one sought to describe the ways to increase the interaction of 

students with disabilities in the DSO of their campus.  The literature suggested that 

getting students to request accommodations may be one of the more difficult issues in 

increasing the effectiveness of the DSO on a college campus (Cawthon & Cole, 2010; 

Hitchings, Luzon, Retish, Horvath & Ristow, 1998).  Miskovic and Gabel (2012) 

discovered the number of students with disabilities on their college campus mirrored the 

national average, with 13.8% of surveyed students identified as disabled compared to 

national statistics of 12.6% of disabled people in the adult population.  To demonstrate 

the lack of participation by individuals with disabilities in the present study, Edna, 

representing one of the largest colleges in terms of enrollment, reported the DSO on her 

campus served 356 students, which comprised less than 4% of the student enrollment.  

This percentage may reflect a problem faced by local community colleges in that students 

must self-identify, and based on the low number of students that have done so, it appears 

many students have chosen not to request services. 

The lack of students taking advantage of opportunities for accommodations stands 

in contrast to the report from administrators at the colleges, along with those in the 

literature, that have noted the growing diversification of students within American higher 

education particularly among individuals with disabilities (Raue & Lewis, 2011).  The 

participants in the present study noted significant increases in the numbers of students 

with mental health disorders, intellectual disabilities, and autism spectrum disorders 

(ASD).  Alice and other participants reported their beliefs that some students were trying 
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to be independent or attempting to avoid the stigma of disability by not seeking out 

disability assistance.  For example, she noted that, despite increases in the numbers of 

students with ASD seen in her office, she felt a large number with this disability had not 

requested services.  This suggested that students might need to be contacted earlier in 

their academic career, or provided better information, or ideally be contacted while still 

in secondary education. 

Summers, White, Zhang, and Gordon (2014) stated that the Americans with 

Disabilities Act (ADA, 1990) and ADA Amendments Act (2008) had sought to increase 

the ability of individuals with disability in participating in tertiary education by dictating 

the necessity of colleges and universities to provide reasonable accommodations.  

However, even though laws have mandated that colleges and universities must provide 

reasonable accommodations to otherwise qualified students with disabilities (Summers et 

al., 2014).  The laws have created an additional layer of complexity as colleges and 

universities struggle with defining “reasonable accommodation,” while at the same time 

maintaining the integrity and rigor of educational programming (Cawthon & Cole, 2010).  

Even though students are entitled to accommodation according to the law, Mizock, 

Covello, and Ferreira (2013) claimed that students do not always know what 

accommodations they need and often are not fully aware that the accommodations are 

available.  Mizock et al. did find that students with disabilities were more inclined to 

succeed if they felt welcomed and valued as part of the student body.  Carol, Alice, Edna, 

and Fred noted that many students who do apply are not sure what accommodations they 

need; many are not even aware of the type of diagnosis they have.  Since students must 
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self-identify to receive services; this creates a level of disconnect that may need to be 

addressed.  

One of the best practices within the study colleges was described by Fred as 

making a forceful effort to be part of the transition period and the welcome to campus 

processes.  “We go to the high schools.  We go to transition fairs when we're invited.  We 

put our brochure in the new student orientation bags.  When they have “New Student, 

Welcome Back,” we always have a table there.”  He also described the importance of 

faculty awareness, noting that when faculty are aware, “They have it on their syllabus,” 

but they also recognized that when a student indicated a need for help, the faculty was 

proactive in getting the student to the DSO.  The level of participation in making the 

campus welcoming was very uneven.  Although all the participants made mention of 

having brochures in the welcome bag and having a link on all campus syllabi, most 

college DSOs were not personally represented at the time of the orientation, and only one 

other participant, Alice, reported having provided guidance to faculty on when to bring 

the students to the DSO for assistance.  

Many participants argued that getting students involved in the DSO meant 

countering some incorrect assumptions such as receiving accommodations from the DSO 

would result in some type of indicator on their degree or their transcript.  The participants 

who believed this to be an issue, including Betty, Edna, Alice, Matt, Fred, and Jacob, 

described their job as being welcoming and expressed a willingness to help students 

obtain documents they needed to qualify for accommodations and a willingness to allow 

temporary accommodations without documentation.  The ADA (2008) and ADA 

Amendments Act (2008) does require that the request for accommodation originate with 
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the student, but considerable evidence exists that receiving accommodations does have an 

impact on the student’s ability to persist.   

DeBerard, Spielmans, and Julka (2004) identified some of the most prominent 

reasons that incoming freshmen from the general population fail to persist: illness, lack of 

social support, and maladaptive coping strategies.  Some of these issues, including the 

lack of social support, and maladaptive coping and behavioral issues were pointed to by 

DSO participants as among the reasons that people are often referred to the DSO for 

support.  For many students with disabilities, the associated health or social consequences 

would likely impact on their persistence.  Miskovic and Gabel (2012) noted that while 

students with learning disabilities tend to dominate the attention of faculty and DSOs, the 

types of disabilities reported in their survey tended to be dominated by psychiatric 

impairments and chronic illnesses.  In the current study, these disorders were singled out 

by participants as being among the most challenging.  Fred stated that in the absence of 

structure or a referral, students often did not seek assistance that would be available if 

they asked.  Fred also indicated that on his campus, faculty, advisers, and the care team 

were empowered to direct students to the DSO if there was a feeling the student could 

benefit from accommodations.   

Raising Faculty Awareness and Cooperation in Disability Accommodation  

Research question two dealt with determining how faculty members were trained 

and involved in the process of implementing recommended accommodations and in 

identifying students who could benefit from disability support services.  Faculty members 

did not prioritize academic assessment tasks as compared to their other job-related 

expectations.  Prentice (2002) described the impact faculty could have if they were 
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trained to be welcoming and supportive of students and aware of available campus 

services. There were three themes that emerged in this area: (a) securing cooperation of 

full-time faculty in implementing accommodations and developing training methods that 

help faculty in identifying students with needs, (b) developing understanding in adjunct 

faculty of the requirements in providing reasonable accommodations, and (c) maintaining 

a balance of academic rigor with reasonable accommodations.   

Among the current study participants, almost all of the participants described 

some frustration with gaining cooperation with faculty members.  Most of the 

experiences cited were those with adjunct faculty members.  Alice described a specific 

incident in which a student with cerebral palsy was first told by an adjunct professor in a 

speech class that she could not use her speech assistance device and then was told she did 

not belong in the class.  Although the other participants mentioned similar issues with 

communication of needs to faculty, Carol provided the following example: 

I think simply because maybe adjuncts are not here all the time and there might be 

some misunderstanding as to what they are supposed to be doing in terms of 

following through with the accommodation recommendations.  That is a 

challenge.  Can I say that it is just the adjuncts that have created those problems? 

No.  We've had full-time faculty that also challenge us. 

Most of the other participants mentioned similar frustrations with most targeting 

the adjuncts, because as Fred stated, “They are new, and they don’t know.”  The 

participants appeared somewhat deferential toward the adjuncts, but also verbalized some 

frustration in that there was no training provided the adjuncts because they were not paid 

for training.  Three of the participants did indicate that there were plans to create training 

for the adjuncts, but at the time of the study none of the plans had been implemented.   
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The literature suggested that faculty training is essential to student success.  

Thomas and Bouie (2015) opined that community college faculty do not perceive 

themselves as adequately trained in dealing with disabilities, particularly in mental health 

areas.  The faculty in their study were also found to be doubtful about the effectiveness of 

many accommodations and perceived to be less likely to cooperate with DSO staff 

because of a lack of awareness of the process (Thomas & Bouie, 2015).  In research that 

described effective programs to improve the outcomes of individuals, all involved a 

process of making faculty more aware of the needs for adaptive or accommodation 

services (Borden, Richardson, & Meyer, 2012; Janes, 2012; Price & Tovar, 2014).  

As to the maintenance of academic rigor, the participants all described the most 

common accommodations as being untimed tests, tests in a quiet area, the present of a 

note taker or sign language interpreter.  None were believed to affect the rigor of the 

program; as Harry stated, the accommodations merely level the playing field, yet the 

students still have to show the same outcomes.  The lone concern related to academic 

vigor that was verbalized by the participants was again related to faculty training, 

indicating that some faculty over-accommodate.  The participants did indicate that they 

attempted to monitor this issue and correct it when possible but also admitted that they 

might not always know when over-accommodation occurs.  The issue of over-

accommodation was viewed as a potential problem for accreditation.  

Changes in Frequency and Severity of Disabilities Among College Students 

 Both the literature review and reports from the participants suggested an increase 

had occurred in the numbers of individuals with severe disabilities entering community 

colleges.  After an analysis of the data from the interviews, three themes emerged: (a) 
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significant changes have occurred within the diversity of the incoming student population 

and the severity of disabilities encountered, (b) increasing numbers of students have 

needs that may exceed the scope of community college, and (c) many offices find 

themselves understaffed or lacking in needed equipment due to financial pressures.   

 Several studies have indicated increases in both the number of people with 

disabilities entering higher education and the severity of those disabilities (VanBergeijk, 

2011).  Changes in federal policies have, according to VanBergeijk (2011), have created 

greater access for students by reducing the requirements for financial aid and allowing 

students with intellectual disabilities to receive financial aid.  This and a tendency for 

parents to want their children with disabilities to have some postsecondary training has 

spurred the growth in the population of students with relatively severe disabilities.  

VanBergeijk stated that, prior to the changes in laws concerning disability and 

accommodation, most students with more severe disabilities would never have imagined 

going to college or any postsecondary training.  

 All the participants cited three types of disabilities as being seen in larger 

numbers, these included intellectual disabilities, ASDs, and emotional disorders.  

McGrew, Johannesen, Griss, Born, and Katuin (2007) noted expanded numbers of 

individuals with mental health disorders pursuing education and potential employment.  

In part, this is because of projections that some sort of training, a college degree, or even 

just one or two college courses increases the likelihood that an individual with a disability 

would be hired (VanBergeijk, 2011).   

 According to the participants, the students with severe disabilities have been 

taxing the DSOs in three ways.  First, according to Alice, most of the college campuses 
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lack expertise with severe disabilities particularly mental health disorders.  This lack of 

expertise in dealing with individuals who have shown emotional lability can be very 

difficult and overwhelming to faculty members who are unaccustomed to dealing with 

disruptions of this type.  Carol reported that she had positions that she needed to fill and 

lots of students that had emotional challenges. She did point to one success story in which 

a student  had overcome depression and a physical disability to complete a degree, but 

suggested there were many more students that needed more support than that which was 

being provided.  Jacob indicated that having a support group had been very helpful for 

students with ASD, and other participants indicated they would like to offer this service 

but lacked the necessary personnel.  Most participants noted the difficulty of working 

with some of these disorders, singling out the individual with ASD and mental health 

disorders as challenging the ability to provide effective services. 

Methods to Minimize Stigma and Encourage a Sense of Belonging 

 Higher education research suggests that the development of a sense of belonging 

is key to academic success and persistence (Pharo, Gross, Richardson, & Hayne, 2011).  

This was an area that was addressed to different degrees by the participants.  One issue 

reported by Alice was in the heterogenic nature of disabilities.  Many disabilities are 

invisible, others are more obvious.  The issue of stigma seems to be an issue from the 

moment students arrive on campus.  If the student has been made aware of the presence 

of disability services, he or she still needs to self-report as having a disability and request 

the type of disability needed.  Gena, stated a sizable number of students do not know 

what kind of accommodation they need, and others are unaware of the specific disability 

they have.  Proving the disability can be daunting, especially to those coming directly 
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from high school.  Carol stated that veterans who have post-traumatic stress disorder tend 

to steer clear of the DSO, and even when referred tend not to come to the office.  This led 

her to place a rehabilitation specialist within the veterans’ office on campus.  She felt this 

made the veterans more comfortable in visiting with the specialist, and the practice 

suggests that embedding DSO personnel in different offices around campus may increase 

awareness of the availability of assistance and make applying less stigmatizing since 

there would be no need to go to the DSO.   

Many students choose to avoid contacting DSOs, preferring to go it alone rather 

than deal with the documentation requirements of the bureaucracy (Lovett, Nelson, & 

Lindstrom, 2015).  Some colleges, therefore, have chosen not to require documentation 

unless significant expense is involved.  Lovett et al. (2015) recommended that the 

students’ self-reports and disability services professionals’ impressions should take 

precedence over the potential embarrassment that seeking external records of proof of 

disability needs might cause.  Lovett et al. suggested such a change of emphasis would 

allow for common-sense accommodations to be made without the need for extensive, 

overly-revealing documentation.   In addition, Lovett et al. stressed the importance of 

colleges and universities developing partnerships with local school districts and state-

federal disability service providers. 

Most of the participants stated that at their campus they are willing to rely on self-

reports from students unless significant expense is involved, for the first semester, and 

three of the colleges indicated a willingness to go to significant lengths to help students 

get the documentation that is needed.  On Alice’s campus, there are licensed professional 

counselors who could provide documentation of some disabilities.  Ida indicated a 
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willingness to help students get set up at a nearby free clinic to obtain diagnostics.  All 

the representatives but one stated that if the student has an obvious disability, such as 

being wheelchair ambulatory, accommodation could be provided.  On the contrary, Carol 

stated that a person could not be provided service without documentation. She went on to 

say that if a person did not seek services, “They probably did not need services.”  This 

statement was contrary to information presented by the other participants. 

Implications for Higher Education Practice 

The study was conducted to give voice to the professionals within the DSOs of 

the individual colleges of a Texas community college district serving urban and suburban 

areas.  The study’s purpose was to examine the manner and process of providing support 

services to individuals with disabilities within the community college.  The study was 

also intended to aid in helping to identify the best methods and practices to get students to 

make use of disability support services to help improve their chances of completing a 

successful outcome such as completing a two-year credential.   

One implication reflected on the trend many researchers identified as being likely 

to continue, budgets will be tight and community colleges will be called on to 

demonstrate effectiveness and accountability (Hemelt & Marcotte, 2011; Hoffman, 

Palladino, & Barnett, 2007; Price & Tovar, 2014).  In order to demonstrate increased 

effectiveness with individuals with disabilities, it will be necessary to increase the 

numbers of these students that choose to engage with the DSO to define accommodations 

and to receive other support services. 

Another significant implication dealt with the recognition that faculty and staff 

need training to improve their knowledge of disabling conditions and how to identify 
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students in need of additional services, and to insure compliance in the provision of 

reasonable accommodations.  Training needs appeared to be most acute among adjunct 

faculty who have presented some of the greatest challenges in compliance, which may 

place the institution at risk of litigation. 

Yet another implication was indicated, that of an increasing diversification of the 

student body with more students with disabilities and increased severity of disabilities 

being seen within community colleges (Raue & Lewis, 2011).  The work done by the 

DSOs of colleges and universities will become increasingly important in an educational 

world that demands increasing success with individuals who present, because of their 

disabilities and limitations, increasing challenges.  The study participants described many 

stories of success in helping individuals with severe disabilities to succeed in college; 

many of the participants attributed the opportunity for achievement to the provision of 

reasonable accommodations.  As the numbers of students with relatively severe 

disabilities continue to increase, the DSOs will be challenged to develop new methods 

and new areas of expertise.  This growth presents an opportunity for success in helping 

students to achieve their educational and vocational goals, but also can have negative 

consequences for the community colleges that fail to meet the goals of inclusion and 

successful outcomes; most notably, this might include the loss of funding from the state 

(Diamond, 2012; Fingerhut & Kazis, 2012; Grubbs, 2015;).  Wessel, Jones, Markle, and 

Westfall (2009) pointed to prior evidence suggesting that students with disabilities have 

had significantly lower persistence rates than the general population.  Magan (2011) 

noted that a lack of success has caused programs that serve individuals with the most 
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significant disabling conditions, such as developmental and remedial programs, to be cut 

back significantly or eliminated.   

A final implication for higher education practice, as indicated by the present 

research, is the need to examine possible reformulation of the DSO as less of a segregated 

unit and more of embedded service within other student services areas, scattered through 

the campus.  The reports of Alice, Betty, and others suggest that as students become more 

accustomed to seeing the DSO representatives, the students are more likely to engage 

more frequently with DSO representatives.  Findings of this study might also lead to 

vicarious training of other college representatives in service offices as to the methods of 

identifying students who might need additional assistance or accommodations.  

Recommendations for Higher Education Practice 

The results from the study have provided evidence for several recommendations 

to strengthen services provided by DSOs and, in turn, improve the likelihood that 

students with disabilities will access the services they need to increase the likelihood of 

achieving their academic goals.  Some of these recommendations were supported by the 

literature; others reflect what appear to be best practices within the DSOs of the district 

colleges. 

The first recommendation is to create partnerships with the nearest state 

vocational rehabilitation (VR) offices and with both public and private secondary schools 

in the area.  Many schools and VR offices have on file the types of diagnostic materials 

that can be helpful in establishing the need for accommodations.  If the college is aware 

that the student has received support services in high school or is a consumer of the state 

rehabilitation agency’s services, the student should be invited to contact the DSO.  Such 
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an invitation could increase the student’s awareness of the support that is available but 

still allow for an independent decision by student as to whether to request services.  In the 

case of orientations and student visits, the DSO should attempt to make face-to-face 

contact with as many visitors as possible. 

The second recommendation is the faculty, both full-time and part-time, should be 

trained in the processes of providing reasonable accommodations for individuals with 

disabilities.  Although most of the participants in the study identified adjunct faculty as 

creating the most common problems, Carol indicated that full-time faculty have also 

created challenges.  A significant issue that was identified by most participants, Alice and 

others stated that adjuncts could not be paid for training and, therefore, would not attend 

if they were not paid.  The potential for financial risk because of failure to follow legal 

guidelines can be quite significant to an individual community college and the district.  

Lombardi and Murray (2011) indicated that faculty who had received training in 

disability awareness and methods of accommodation were far more likely to make 

college classes inclusive.   

The third recommendation for higher education practice is the need to allow 

students to self-report a need for reasonable accommodation and allow the 

accommodation to be provided while awaiting documentation to confirm the need.  Six of 

the seven colleges in the district were currently providing this service, while one required 

documentation before any accommodation could be provided.  The variation of practice 

within the district could be problematic, and a unified and comprehensive approach is 

needed to meet ADA requirements while also assuring students are receiving needed 

services but are not being over-accommodated.  The participants felt that most 
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accommodations do not affect the rigor of the program, and so requiring documentation 

in the short term might prevent individuals who need the service from asking for 

assistance, which could result in their failure to persist.  A maximum length of time to the 

end of a single semester should be enough to allow the student to provide evidence of 

need.  Most of the participants had this practice in place, and very few students lost 

provided accommodations because of failure to provide documentation in time.   

The fourth recommendation is to avoid locating all disability service organization 

personnel within a single office on campus, particularly an office labeled as disability 

services.  Visiting a DSO could cause students to feel labeled as disabled and, thereby, 

cause them to avoid applying for services that they need; rather place disability office 

personnel in other student service areas to make them more able to consult when needs 

are presented without stressing the student to have to present to an office where they 

might feel labeled.  While an independent office is likely to be required, having personnel 

in different areas of the college may make it easier to provide needed services.  Garrison-

Wade (2012), Hitchings et al. (1998), and Lombardi, Murray, and Gerdes (2012) 

described the likelihood that students would avoid DSOs because of a need to be more 

independent and a need to avoid stigma.  Lombardi et al. (2012) pointed specifically to 

the lack of self-awareness and the lack of knowledge about available supports, which 

were indicative of the unique challenges students with disabilities have in adapting to the 

higher education setting.  The provision of people knowledgeable about disability 

services in areas of the college where students are likely to seek assistance first may 

enhance the students’ knowledge about the supports that they might need, but also may 



Texas Tech University, Henry Steven Carter, August 2017 

121 

serve to educate the staff of other offices, such as student centers, registration, and 

advising, about the need and availability of accommodations.    

Finally, the fifth recommendation for higher education is to develop social 

connection programs, such as support groups or activities, for those that face similar 

challenges.  Mizock et al. (2013) stressed the importance of students feeling connected to 

the institution to improve their likelihood of a successful outcome.  While one 

participant, Jacob, reported having a support group for individuals with ASD, Alice 

indicated that she felt incoming students with ASD and mental health problems could 

benefit from a personal-social adjustment program.  No DSO offered this type of 

programming formally anywhere within the district.  One reason given in the literature 

that students with disabilities fail is that they lack a feeling of ongoing connection with 

the institution or individuals with similar challenges (Mizock et al., 2013). 

Recommendations for Future Research 

Study findings from this qualitative study point to several areas of future research.  

There is a need to examine the needs of individuals with specific disability types within a 

college curriculum, such as for individuals with ASDs, the presence of a program aimed 

at improving social adjustment or the availability of a support group.  This might be done 

as a quantitative, outcome-based study with a control group of support groups that are a 

cross section of the college community and an experimental group of individuals with an 

ASD diagnosis.    

Second, a collective case study approach might be used to describe the unique 

stressors and challenges of individuals of varying disabilities in a college program.  The 

case studies might include an individual directly out of high school, a returning veteran, 
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an individual returning to school after a span of years, and possibly a student with a 

disability who has decided to go it alone without DSO support services.  A comparison of 

the experiences of individuals of varying disabilities and histories may better explain the 

frustrations of individuals with disabilities in postsecondary education.  

Third, comparison of a program that contacts students with disabilities and a 

traditional DSO office with decentralized personnel located in differing student service 

areas on campus could determine which model is more effective in contacting students in 

need.  

Because of a critical lack of need among faculty, particularly adjunct faculty, 

research that compares the effectiveness of training provided to full-time faculty versus 

part-time faculty on community college campuses is suggested.  This study is suggested 

to compare the knowledge base of educational support services and requirements that 

both full-time and adjunct faculty currently hold.  Methods of providing cost-efficient 

training to adjunct faculty, such as online modules to be completed as a part of employee 

development, is also suggested as a research topic.  

Last, a future quantitative study may wish to examine a program of aptitude 

assessment and guidance provided to incoming students who would be placed in 

developmental coursework, to help identify a probability of success, a likely length of 

time in the developmental programming, and possible recommendations for vocational 

pathways on which the student might expect to have the greatest probability of success.  

Conclusion 

 The purpose of the study was to examine the manner and process of providing 

support services to individuals with disabilities within the community colleges of a Texas 
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community college district.  Specific issues targeted by the study included developing an 

understanding of the process by which incoming students were initially contacted and 

engaged by the DSO, determining whether faculty and staff were adequately trained in 

the purposes and responsibilities associated with implementing accommodation plans and 

identifying students who might benefit from accommodation, developing methods of 

coping within the DSO for changes in type and severity of disabilities among service 

applicants, and minimizing the perception of negative social stigma associated with 

seeking support services from the DSO.  The researcher used semi-structured interviews 

to obtain rich narratives to be coded in association with the research questions.  The 

interviews were recorded and transcribed, and axial coding was used to identify core 

issues related to each research question.  Trustworthiness of the project was demonstrated 

by interviewing separate individuals and by reflexive note-taking, peer debriefing, and 

comparison of notes with transcripts.  

The findings of this study indicate individuals with disabilities are entering 

community colleges in increasingly higher rates and there is increasing diversity in the 

type and severity of disability.  Participants supported the literature (Lombardi et al., 

2012) in their report that students enter college with little awareness of the types of 

services that are available or how to access them and the types of support services that 

they as an individual might need.  One of the key findings from the study was that 

students, when leaving high school, are often not fully aware of their disability and are 

not prepared to identify resources or accommodations.  

The study indicated that a lack of training has been a problem in developing 

consistent response from faculty in the approach to accommodation requests.  The most 
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significant area of concern has been in adjunct faculty whom participants reported have 

had very little if any training in dealing with disabilities.  The adjunct faculty were 

described as relatively new and lacking in knowledge of the legalities of reasonable 

accommodations.  Provision of consistent training for faculty was indicated to be a 

significant need by the participants.  Formulating a way to compensate adjunct faculty to 

attend training sessions would appear to be a significant need based on the report by 

several participants of events that could have spawned costly law suits. 

The practice by most colleges of requiring students to document the presence of a 

disability may be inconsistent with the requirements of the law, which may require 

provision of the accommodation while allowing some time to verify the need (Lovett et 

al., 2015).  In the face of this obstacle, Lovett et al. (2015) recommended that the 

students’ self-reports and disability services professionals’ impressions should take 

precedence over the potential embarrassment to the student and potential liability to the 

institution that might come with declining to provide a needed accommodation.   

Finally, the study indicated that a change in the way disability services have been 

housed on campus is indicated.  Some of the participants reported that their institution 

already houses members of their staff in different areas of the college such as in the 

veterans’ services office or the admissions office.  It appears that students in need of 

accommodations may benefit from seeking services or information at alternative 

locations on campus rather than from the DSO because of concern about social stigma 

and a desire for independence.  A student entering a DSO might be presumed by others as 

having a disability, yet if services are spread across the student services areas, no 

automatic assumptions could be made.  Therefore, having professions housed in 
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alternative locations may increase the ability of college disability service personnel to 

respond to needs in a more proactive way.   
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A 

Sample Email Requesting Participation 

Dear Section 504 Coordinator (Individual’s Name used): 

The college district’s website identified you as the director of Section 504 compliance on 

your campus.  I am working on completing my dissertation in Higher Education at Texas 

Tech University.  The subject of my dissertation is best practices in disability services 

offices within a Texas community college district.  I would like to set up an appointment 

with you to get your insights on the subject. The interview should take no more than 30 

minutes to 45 minutes.  The subject of the interview is to help in gaining an 

understanding of how disability services are provided on your campus. All information 

will maintained as confidential and you are free to discontinue participation at any time. I 

just want your opinions about the Disability Services Office on your campus.  I will do 

my best to tailor the appointment around your schedule.  You may reply to this email or 

call me on my cell phone at (Cell Phone Number).  The research has been approved by 

the IRB at both Texas Tech University and the  ___________ district office.  You may 

also contact, ________________ at the district office to confirm approval.  I will be 

doing a follow-up phone call within 48 hours. 

Thank you for your help. 

H.  Steven Carter 

Doctoral Candidate, Texas Tech University 
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Appendix B 

IRB Approval 

IRB #: IRB2016-845 

Title: Best Practices in Improving Experiences and Outcomes for Community College 

Students with Disabilities 

Creation Date: 9-11-2016 

End Date: 10-31-2017 

Status: Approved 

Principal Investigator: Fred Hartmeister 

Review Board: Institutional Review Board 

Sponsor: 

Study History 

Submission Type Initial Review Type Expedited Decision Approved 

Key Study Contacts 

Member Fred Hartmeister Role Principal Investigator 

Contact 

FRED.HARTMEISTER@ttu.edu 

Member Henry Carter Role Primary Contact steven.carter@ttu.edu 

Member Henry Carter Role Investigator Contact steven.carter@ttu.edu 
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Appendix C 

Interview Questions  

The following interview questions are intended for Disability Services Offices’ directors 

and staff members.  Additional secondary and tertiary questions will be added to flesh out 

or explain answers when needed. 

1. Describe your role, as you see it, within the college. 

2. What are your assigned primary duties? 

3. What do you regard as the most important elements of the disability services 

office? 

4. Please, describe some of the accommodations provided on a relatively common 

basis by your office?  How do accommodations vary by disability type? 

5. What services performed by the office are most valuable to students on your 

campus? 

6. In your opinion, are there substantial numbers of students with disabilities who do 

not seek assistance from the disability services office? 

7.  In your opinion, why do some students with disabilities choose not to contact the 

Disability Services Office? 

8. Can you describe a case where a student requested accommodation that you feel 

was not justified? 

9. Would you describe one of the success stories of your department?  Give me an 

example of an individual who achieved based on the services that were provided? 

10. What are the most successful ways of getting students who need accommodations 

to contact the disability services office? 
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11. Does your office have partnerships with local school districts or disability 

organizations such as the Department of Assistive and Rehabilitation Counseling, 

and disability advocacy organizations? 

12. Are there limitations that you find frustrating within the disability services office?  

If so, can you describe some of the limitations? 

13. What specific accommodations are the most commonly requested? 

14. What type of documentation do you require from students in order to obtain 

accommodation or assistance?  

15.  Do you perceive there to be needs in training, personnel or equipment that are not 

being met?  What prevents you from addressing these concerns? 

16. Is there anything else you would like to tell me about the disability services 

office?  

 

  



Texas Tech University, Henry Steven Carter, August 2017 

140 

APPENDIX D 

Adult Consent Form 

 

What is this project studying? 

The study is called “Best Practices in Disability Services Offices in a Metropolitan 

Community College District.” Your participation will help to identify what practices 

utilized in Disability Services Offices in the college district improve the likelihood of 

individuals with disabilities completing a college credential. 

 

What is learned may help the district and other community college systems implement 

programs to benefit incoming students with disabilities.  It is hoped the study will provide 

helpful data leading to publication and your input may aid in making the study as 

beneficial as possible. 

 

What would I do if I participate? 

In this study, you will be asked to answer questions and share your experiences, thoughts, 

and feelings about the processes used within the Disability Services Offices, and compare 

these to nationwide best practices to determine how to improve the likelihood of 

individuals with disabilities completing a college credential.  

 

How will I benefit from participating? 

Besides providing the project with valuable information, you will receive suggestions to 

improve the program outcomes on your campus.  

 

Can I quit if I become uncomfortable or simply wish to not take part? 

Yes, absolutely. Your participation is completely voluntary. At any time you may simply 

stop answering questions, and you may request that any information you have provided 

be deleted from the study.  You will still receive information on the benefits of the study 

even if you choose not to take part any further or withdraw from the study.  We will 

however appreciate any and all information you can provide us. 

 

How long will participation take? 

The interview process should not exceed thirty to forty-five minutes of your time. 

 

How are you protecting privacy? 

 

Your name will not be linked to any interview data collected, nor will any information 

which would cause you to be identifiable be presented in the final report.  No 

documentation or other materials from this study will ever be associated with the 

participants of the study. No one other than the researcher associated with the project will 

have access to the raw data. All related documentation will be stored in a locked file 

cabinet in the researcher’s office or on a password protected computer (computer files 

will not have name identification attached)..  
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Who can I ask for more information? 

 

The study is being run by H. Steven Carter of ______________ who is also a doctoral 

student at Texas Tech University. He is supervised by Dr. Fred Hartmeister 1-806-834-

0248 at the Department of Education at Texas Tech University in Lubbock Texas or 

Contact, the  Human Research Protection Program Office of the Vice President for 

Research, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas 79409 or email them to hrpp@ttu.edu. 

 

______________________________________            

_________________________________ 

Signature                                                                                    Date 

______________________________________ 

Printed Name 

 

 

This consent form is not valid after ________/______/_______ Month/Date/Year. 

 


