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Abstract

This paper provides practical guidance for scholars and practitioners looking to develop more rigorous, com-
prehensive, and inclusive research that could guide proactive efforts to improve access, experiences, and
outcomes for college students with disabilities. To do so, we (a) identify critical challenges affecting research
and assessment related to college students with disabilities and the programs that serve them; (b) describe
five broad principles and a variety of specific suggestions that could help overcome those problems; and (c)
highlight the manner in which implementation of these strategies can be facilitated by the development of

collaborative relationships and proactive partnerships.
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Simply put, studying college experiences and out-
comes for students with disabilities, or assessing the
programs that serve them, is difficult. Researchers
conducting quantitative analyses, in particular, often
face a variety of problems that have thus far limit-
ed the utility of such analyses. Therefore, we use this
paper to provide practical guidance for scholars and
practitioners looking to use quantitative data to guide
proactive efforts that improve access, experiences,
and outcomes for college students with disabilities.
Accordingly, we (a) identify critical challenges af-
fecting research and assessment related to college
students with disabilities and associated programs;
(b) describe five broad principles and a variety of
specific suggestions that could help overcome those
problems; and (c) highlight the manner in which im-
plementation of these strategies can be facilitated by
the development of collaborative relationships and
proactive partnerships.

The topics presented in this paper derive from
three sources. First, we gleaned some ideas from dis-
cussions held among 20 leading disability scholars at
a Spencer Foundation-sponsored workshop. Second,
we identified other issues while conducting a system-
atic review of 15 years’ worth of articles published in
16 leading journals (Cox et al., in press). Finally, we
share insights from our research involving partner-
ships with two- and four-year institutions.
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Common Problems Affecting Quantitative
Analyses

In this section, we identify three overarching
problems that currently limit the volume, quality, and
utility of quantitative data analyses about students
with disabilities.

Minimal Data and Small Samples

Effective quantitative analysis about students
with disabilities depends on the data being analyzed.
Unfortunately, work in this area often relies on limit-
ed data drawn from small, unrepresentative samples.
Few large-scale data sets allow for the analysis of ex-
periences and outcomes for students with disabilities.
The only nationally representative dataset focused on
students with disabilities (the National Longitudinal
Transition Study-2 [NLTS2]) identified its partici-
pants roughly 20 years ago, requires special permis-
sion to access most raw data, has limited information
about postsecondary experiences, and has already
been heavily mined for insights (e.g., Newman et al.,
2011; Wagner et al., 2005).

Moreover, unlike several other basic demograph-
ic indicators (e.g., race, gender), questions about dis-
ability status are often overlooked on surveys college
students are asked to complete. Although several
prominent national student surveys (e.g., National
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Survey of Student Engagement [NSSE], Cooperative
Institutional Research Program [CIRP]) have begun
including questions about disabilities in recent years,
some include the questions only every-other year
while others do not ask about one’s specific type of
disability. Because scholars have long noted difficul-
ties in gathering large-scale quantitative data about
students with disabilities (McGrew et al., 1993), ana-
lysts must often turn to other sources.

The most common approach, for academic re-
searchers and institutional administrators alike, is to
collect data through institutions’ Disability Service
Offices (DSOs; e.g., Brown & Coomes, 2016; Collins
& Mowbray, 2005; Harbour, 2009). However, con-
cerns about student privacy and legal responsibility
(e.g., Health Insurance Portability and Accountability
Act [HIPAA] & Family Educational Rights and Pri-
vacy Act [FERPA]) make some DSO staff reluctant
to share data outside their offices. Even then, because
only 28% of students with disabilities disclose their
disability to their postsecondary institutions (New-
man et al., 2011), the resulting samples are often so
small as to allow only basic quantitative analyses.
Taking more creative approaches may increase sam-
ple sizes but is also likely to introduce new sources of
problematic bias.

Inconsistent Data of Uncertain Quality

Inconsistencies in the clarity and quality of data
related to college students with disabilities threat-
ens to undermine the utility of any related analy-
ses. Varied stakeholders define disability differently
(e.g., consider the difference between the definitions
employed in the Americans with Disabilities Act
(ADA, 1990) statutes and those used by the Diag-
nostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders
[American Psychiatric Association, 2013]), and
minor variations in terminology can have vastly dif-
ferent meanings. Asking a student whether they have
any “functional limitations” (ADA definition) will
likely elicit a different response than a question that
asks about whether the student receives “disability
accommodations” (institutional service usage) than
would a question that asks about a student’s “dis-
ability identity status” (individual self-perception).
Moreover, standard quantitative data collection pro-
cedures may not be equally accessible to students
with various physical, psychological, developmen-
tal, and/or learning disabilities.

Capturing information from the entire spectrum
of students with disabilities might require widely
varying adaptations of otherwise standardized assess-
ment instruments. Imagine the time, expertise, and
resources needed to simultaneously collect good data

from a student with a hand tremor (no answer sheets
using tiny bubbles), one with low vision (a large-
print or screen-readable version), and another whose
ADHD limits attention span (several short sessions to
administer instrument).

Limited Time and Mismatched Expertise

Many of the postsecondary professionals who are
best positioned to address the challenges identified
above, and contribute to the development of a rig-
orous, robust, and inclusive body of evidence on the
topic, lack the time, resources, expertise, and/or in-
centives to engage in such work. For example, staff
who focus on the day-to-day provision of services
likely have key insights to share and critical ques-
tions to ask, but must rely on Institutional Research
(IR) offices or faculty researchers to collect data and
generate statistics. In contrast, IR offices likely have
analytic expertise, but are often so focused on satis-
fying federal, state, or institutional oversight require-
ments that they lack the time and resources to engage
in unguided exploratory analyses (Cutting Edge Se-
ries, 2012). Scholars looking to conduct multi-insti-
tutional research struggle to justify the time it would
take to navigate the complexities of campus politics,
Institutional Review Boards (IRB), administrative re-
quirements, and data management systems at sever-
al institutions. Collectively, these problems limit the
volume, quality, and application of quantitative anal-
yses to student disability data.

Overcoming Problems Affecting Quantitative
Analyses

Although we differentiate among three types of
challenges, each contributes to others, creating a cas-
cading effect that undermines efforts to advance both
scholarly research and institutional understanding
about college students with disabilities. Efforts to ad-
dress these problems, therefore, can only be addressed
effectively through complementary changes made by
many stakeholders. In this section, we present five
principles to guide those changes, weaving examples
from our experiences as disability scholars through-
out. Table 1 provides recommendations on translating
these principles to practice.

Make Data Meaningful: Clarify Purpose to Align
Efforts

Data only matters if it means something to the
people who are to use it. Postsecondary institutions
may collect disability-related data for at least three
reasons. First, efforts to satisfy external accountability
requirements likely require the collection and analy-
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ses of data that adhere to specific protocols, defini-
tions, and measures/instruments set forth by federal,
state, or other governing bodies. Second, summative
evaluation processes — often associated with issues of
internal accountability or resource allocation—may
be tied to generic student outcome indicators (e.g.,
retention, graduation) or program-specific goals/
benchmarks (e.g., number of students served). Third,
formative assessments likely require more granular
data that can be used by program staff to help them
understand the needs of their students, identify appro-
priate support mechanisms, assess the effectiveness
of their services, and/or plan for the future. Clarifying
the purpose of any assessment activities is critical-
ly important, as that purpose should inform all other
data-related decisions (e.g., definitions, instrumenta-
tion, sampling, analyses, reporting).

Too often, however, answers to the “why” ques-
tions are an afterthought, considered only after a man-
date has been delivered, a request has been made, or
a problem has arisen. When this occurs, assessment
processes must be retrofitted to address the unique in-
terests of specific stakeholders using data in ways not
originally intended. This reactive approach diminish-
es programs’ agency to shape their own narrative and
frequently results in a stressful, distracting, inefficient,
and ineffective scramble to collect and analyze data.

In contrast, a proactive approach begins by iden-
tifying which data matter to each critical stakeholder.
For example, for one of Brad’s large projects, he fa-
cilitated a series of conversations with the Director of
Institutional Research and the Director of the Disabil-
ity Services Office. These discussions helped clari-
fy which data the IR office had available and which
analyses the DSO would find most useful. They also
helped establish a stronger relationship between the
two offices, which in turn has facilitated subsequent
coordination between the two offices. With this great-
er understanding of each other’s interests, the two of-
fices can begin actively embedding consistent data
collection as part of their standard operating proce-
dures (Banta & Blaich, 2011).

Obtain Clear Data: Be Intentional About
Definitions and Labels

Developing clarity regarding the purpose of as-
sessment activities may come first, but ensuring the
clarity of the data collected during those activities
reaches a close second. Although there are a wide
variety of disabilities with a multitude of defini-
tions, we advise IR researchers and administrators
to employ a consistent set of language for describ-
ing “disability” on all platforms, both internally (e.g.,
student surveys, educational records/databases) and

externally (e.g., websites, promotional brochures).
Adopting a specific definition of disability allows for
apples-to-apples comparisons over time and across
various instruments; it also conveys a consistent mes-
sage about the climate for students with disabilities
on campus. Therefore, the choice about what specif-
ic language to use requires careful consideration of
both the intent of the terminology and its impact on
multiple stakeholders. For example, while the ques-
tion “Do you have a disability?” implicitly minimizes
student agency regarding their disability status, the
question “Do you consider yourself to have a disabil-
ity?” empowers students to define their disability sta-
tus on their own terms.

While standardized terminology may appear to
obscure the inherent complexity of disability, com-
plementary data collection techniques can be used to
unravel the complexities of students’ characteristics,
behaviors, perceptions, and experiences. For exam-
ple, in one recent study Brad asked students to pro-
vide a binary indicator of whether they were autistic
while also embedding a 10-question version of the
Autism Spectrum Quotient (AQ-10; Allison et al.,
2012) to estimate the intensity of their autism-relat-
ed characteristics. These indirect indicators (like the
AQ-10) can be used in conjunction with survey items
that unveil the effects of disability on students’ lived
experiences. For example, the AQ-10 could be paired
with items about students’ service usage, scales in-
dicative of students’ challenges navigating daily ac-
tivities on campus, and open-ended questions about
students’ perceptions of campus climate.

We recommend conducting a disability definition
audit that could help create common understandings.
As Brett discovered while studying how community
college website content described autism (Nachman
& Brown, 2020), inconsistent framing of the disabil-
ity both within and across websites revealed how
baseline comprehension of disabilities may translate
to relaying deficit-based language. Through IT staff
working alongside administrators to identify disabil-
ity-related keywords on institutional websites, they
possess the opportunity to employ a social justice ap-
proach in reframing disability (Evans et al., 2017).
Engaging in this process will not only help shift the
paradigm in how disability is described, but also en-
able institutional researchers to more precisely and
positively draw on these definitions when developing
campus surveys.

Gather Trustworthy Data: Improve

Instrumentation by Employing Universal Design
To ensure students with disabilities can effective-

ly engage in data collection processes, assessment
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activities must embrace Universal Design principles
(UD; Bednar, 1977; 1zzo et al., 2008; Lombardi et al.,
2018; Mace, 1985). UD tenets can easily be adapted
to maximize the likelihood that all students have eq-
uitable access to fully participate in efforts involving
the curation of disability-related data. For example,
UD promotes students having options in how they
express, engage with, and represent knowledge (e.g.,
writing, talking, drawing, presenting; lzzo et al.,
2008). Survey designers should offer various oppor-
tunities for students to express how disability impacts
their lives (e.g., rating factors on a scale, creating a
visual, selecting keywords).

Following the UD principle of “flexible use,”
Brett’s dissertation research on autistic community
college students provided students with agency in
how they communicated about their experiences. Ad-
ditionally, at the study’s onset, Brett offered opportu-
nities for students to obtain clarification on Qualtrics
survey questions before filling them out, in order to
ease their comfort and confidence in study participa-
tion. Qualtrics’ survey accessibility checks enabled
Brett to ensure that items were framed clearly and
would be compliant with respondents who use screen
readers. Participants could also complete the survey
on various devices, including their computers, tab-
lets, and phones.

Survey designers should streamline instruments
by removing extraneous items, thereby minimizing
discomfort for students who may otherwise provide
poor-quality data if they become tired, frustrated,
or confused by long, complicated instruments. The
Community College Survey of Student Engagement
(CCSEE) is eight pages long with over 115 bubbles
to fill in; the National College Health Assessment’s
assessment asks students to respond to over 400 in-
dividual items. Such long assessments are especially
problematic when students increasingly experience
“survey fatigue” (Porter et al., 2004, p. 63), the re-
sult of almost incessant requests for them to com-
plete surveys. Adding a “pause” button for students
to rest before continuing to the next page or offer-
ing text-to-speech software for students who might
have difficulty reading digital text likewise would
improve accessibility, allow data from all students
to be included in analyses, and help ensure the qual-
ity of responses.

Knowing why you are collecting the data becomes
critically important here. Without that clarity, it is easy
to fall into the trap of just adding “one more question”
in case the results might be interesting and/or con-
ducting “one more survey” because critical data were
not gathered through previous efforts. Another way to
avoid this phenomenon is to expand the sources from

which we collect data that can inform assessments re-
lated to college students with disabilities.

Expand Data Sources: Include Disability
Indicators Among Demographic Questions

Perhaps the easiest way to collect a greater vol-
ume of data related to students with disabilities is to
insert questions about disability into a wider range
of already-existing data collection activities. Can you
imagine a student survey that did not ask about race
or gender? Of course not. Questions about race and
gender are effectively required for any study about
college students. In contrast, questions about dis-
ability status are frequently omitted. Indeed, Brad
and colleagues’ review of more than a dozen higher
education assessment instruments from Educational
Benchmarking Inc., Indiana University's Center for
Postsecondary Research, UCLA’s Higher Education
Research Institute (HERI), and Noel-Levitz revealed
that barely more than half explicitly asked about dis-
ability in 2017/18; fewer still allowed disaggregation
by type of disability. For example, NSSE’s publicly
available data tables do not allow any breakdowns by
disability status—despite enabling that function for
race, sex, major, first-generation status, and partici-
pation in online coursework. Our experiences on sev-
eral campuses suggest that questions about disability
status are even more uncommon in home-grown or
institution-specific student surveys.

Yet these campus-specific and home-grown sur-
Veys present unique opportunities to explore issues
related to disability. For example, including a question
about disability status on a feedback form following
participation in some campus event (e.g., orienta-
tion, speaker series) could surface issues related to
physical accessibility of an event space. A survey of
campus climate could help administrators recognize
how specific policies, practices, or environments
cause students with disabilities to feel disconnected
with or marginalized by the institution. What’s more,
the very act of incorporating disability questions into
multiple assessment initiatives demonstrates to stu-
dents with disabilities that the institution is invested
in their success. It also helps to bring a wider range of
disability-related issues to the attention of stakehold-
ers whose interests in the topic may have been largely
restricted to the consideration of legal requirements.

Integrate Data Sets: Combine Data from Multiple
Sources

Although each of these data sources may provide
useful information when analyzed independently,
their real power to generate actionable insights grows
from their potential integration. Because varied as-
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sessment efforts target different student popula-
tions, combining data from multiple sources likely
increases the size and diversity of the sample to be
analyzed. This phenomenon is particularly likely to
occur when data collected from students registered
with a DSO are paired with data collected from the
broader campus population, including the 60% of
students with disabilities who do not formally dis-
close their disability to their postsecondary insti-
tutions (Wagner et al., 2005). One of Brad’s recent
projects accomplished just that.

Through coordination with several campus stake-
holders, Brad integrated students’ data from the
CIRP Freshman Survey, transcripts, the DSO, and a
survey of autism-related characteristics. As a result,
he has been able to explore whether autism-related
characteristics were linked to student performance in
gateway STEM courses and whether those effects dif-
fered based on students’ demographics, expectations
for college, and/or involvement with the DSO. The
results of these analyses will help STEM instructors
better understand their students, institutional leaders
identify student populations to target for support, and
the DSO to assess the effectiveness of its services.

Integrating datasets also increases the variety of
experiences and outcomes that can be linked to stu-
dents’ disability status. Imagine the types of insights
that could be gained from analyses of student engage-
ment (e.g., from NSSE), course evaluations, student
grades, or perceptions of campus climate that com-
pare responses from students with disabilities (or with
specific types of disabilities) to those of other student
populations. These types of comparative analyses can
be particularly persuasive when senior administrators
make decisions to allocate resources for initiatives
targeting specific student populations.

Using Creative Collaborations to Put Principles
into Practice

We opened this paper with a simple statement:
Studying college experiences and outcomes for stu-
dents with disabilities, or assessing the programs that
serve them, is difficult. Implementing the suggestions
we have offered in this paper could, likewise, prove
challenging. We use the remainder of this section to
highlight how creative collaborations might be lev-
eraged to overcome some of the practical challenges
you may encounter when trying to apply the five prin-
ciples outlined in this paper or acting on any of the 13
specific suggestions outlined in Table 1.

Gaining access to student disability data is per-
haps the most persistent challenge we have heard
about—and experienced ourselves—while engaging

in this work. While DSO staff likely have easy access
to a variety of student disability information, the ex-
tent to which those data are shared with others (e.g.,
researchers, institutional researchers) can be affected
by many legal and ethical considerations. Although
indicators of students’ involvement with a DSO are
considered “educational records” by the U.S. Depart-
ment of Education (Rooker, 2004) that can be shared
with other institutional personnel who have a “legit-
imate educational interest” (FERPA; §899.31, para-
graph a,1,i,A), legal intricacies related to FERPA and
HIPAA laws (Bower & Schwartz, 2010) may make
people or institutions reluctant to disclose the infor-
mation with other offices.

Such hesitation to share data is also reflective of
the often-constraining influence of institutional iner-
tia born from prior institutional policies, assessment
practices, survey instruments, and personal percep-
tions. If members of the campus community believe
the DSO has exclusive responsibility to support
students with disabilities, they surely also believe
assessment related to those students is likewise the
DSO’s responsibility. Educational professionals with
such an attitude likely will not be eager to add new
disability-related questions to their student satisfac-
tion surveys or end-of-course assessments. Moreover,
limited time and mismatched expertise can curtail
even proactive efforts by institutional stakeholders
eager to conduct assessment about students with dis-
abilities. Few practitioners who work directly with
students have the time, inclination, or expertise re-
quired to conduct complex guantitative analyses. Ed-
ucational researchers, on the other hand, likely feel
far more comfortable running analyses than imple-
menting disability programming.

Overcoming these challenges to implementation
requires collaboration between a variety of stake-
holders who have complementary expertise, access,
and influence. Administrators must involve faculty,
student services, and other campus personnel in de-
termining what type of data to gather, who should
collect and analyze the data, and how to leverage
these findings to improve practice. Establishing insti-
tutional procedures that prioritize relationship-build-
ing among units and consensus-building about what
matters on campus can help ensure that assessment
related to students with disabilities does not turn into
an extra burden or an empty promise.

Partnerships between disability services practi-
tioners and faculty members or other researchers are
particularly noteworthy (Scott et al., 2016). Individ-
uals working with students with disabilities on a reg-
ular basis are uniquely positioned to identify student
experiences or institutional activities that have the
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potential to substantially influence student outcomes,
precisely the topics worthy of further examination
by scholars. Likewise, staff from DSOs or IR offic-
es may be able to facilitate access to disability-relat-
ed data that is often hard for researchers to procure.
Such collaborations promote widespread distribution
of findings and help ensure empirical findings get
translated into actionable insights. DSO staff can use
the results to shape their own practice and to build
awareness among other units within the institution
(e.g., housing, IR, admissions); researchers can share
results with other faculty members to help colleagues
develop instructional habits that support students
with disabilities. These campus-specific collabora-
tions close the assessment loop by linking students
with services, resources, people, and tools that can
help them succeed in college (Akkaraju et al., 2019).
Indeed, much of what is learned through local
assessment activities can be quite valuable to the
broader audiences of educational researchers, public
policy-makers, on-the-ground practitioners, and stu-
dents with disabilities themselves. Because outside
researchers often have difficulty accessing confiden-
tial student records that might contain students’ dis-
ability indicators and academic outcomes (e.g. GPA,
persistence, graduation), it is likely through the accu-
mulation of institution specific analyses—rather than
a single study using some multi-institutional data
set—that we will begin to uncover patterns related to
experiences and outcomes for students with disabili-
ties. Dissemination of findings from these institution-
al analyses to policy-makers would encourage them
to consider students with disabilities when evaluating
the effects of potential legislation, rules, or require-
ments. Sharing with professional colleagues who
work in similar roles at other institutions is particu-
larly important, for these colleagues can simultane-
ously respond to the findings by tweaking their own
practices and adapting the methods to promote more
effective assessment at their home institution. Final-
ly, sharing with the general public would help pro-
spective students and their families make informed
decisions about where to go to college, how to pre-
pare ahead of time, and what to do once enrolled.

Conclusion

Despite the best efforts of well-intended schol-
ars and practitioners, quantitative research and as-
sessment on postsecondary students with disabilities
remains limited in both quality and quantity. Such lim-
itations are inevitable when professionals with limit-
ed time and mismatched expertise attempt to analyze
inconsistent data of uncertain quality that are drawn

from small, biased samples. Educational researchers,
postsecondary staff, and institutional administrators
can collaborate to overcome these challenges by
making conscientious changes throughout the assess-
ment process. By integrating clear, trustworthy, and
meaningful data from multiple sources, perhaps we
can all begin to leverage quantitative analyses to de-
velop robust, inclusive, and actionable insights about
college students with disabilities.
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Table 1

Immediate Actions to Begin Enacting the Five Principles

Principle

Specific Steps

Make Data Meaningful

Obtain Clean Data

Gather Trustworthy Data

Expand Data Sources

Integrate Data Sets

1.

2.

10.

11.

12.

13.

Use your next meetings with various stakeholders to ask them what
matters to them and why.

Determine from the Institutional Research office what data they are
required to report.

Ask your supervisor(s) how they might determine whether your office is
being successful.

Find out from your staff what problems they are encountering, what
they want to learn more about, what they consider the most important
outcome of their work, and what informal measures they use to evaluate
the effectiveness of your office’s services.

Conduct a disability definition audit. Begin by searching your institu-
tion’s website for the word “disability” to see how it is described and/or
defined by various offices (e.g., admissions, orientation, human resourc-
es, housing, DSO).

Review your own materials (e.g., policy statements, application materi-
als, intake forms, accommodation letters, student surveys).

Ask your institutional research office for copies of any surveys or as-
sessment instruments students are asked to complete. Compare the dif-
ferent definitions/descriptions and talk with other administrators about
how to consolidate them.

Locate the most recent reports generated by/about your office or stu-
dents with disabilities at your institution.

Map the information presented in those reports back to their original data
sources (e.g., institutional record, student survey). Use the results to short-
en the data collection instrument. If the data wasn’t important enough to
be included in your reports, it probably is not worth asking about.

Review the recruitment materials and data collection processes for any
recent questionnaires students have been asked to complete. Check to
see whether the email invitation or first page of the instrument provides
one-click access to alternate forms.

Count the number of times data collection instruments at your institution
ask about disability. For those that mention disability, contact the survey’s
owner/sponsor to request access to the data. For those that don’t, ask the
owner/sponsor to add a disability question to the next administration.
Simultaneously identify any current data collection efforts that appear to
include student-specific identifiers (e.g., ID number, email address).

Develop a list of questions you think might be answerable if you were
able to link data from your office with data from other sources (e.g.,
student academic records, results from national or local surveys). Start
simple: Do students with disabilities have similar GPAS or persistence
rates to their peers?

Contact your IR office to see if they could merge data from multiple sources
to answer those questions.




