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The relationship between degree of academic support center use and college
success was examined in a population of 262 college students with learning
disabilities. Five years of attendance data and graduation rates were examined
and submitted to discriminant function analysis to evaluate the predictive
influence of academic support center use on college student outcomes. Results
indicated that students who had higher levels of attendance in an academic
support center had higher overall grade point averages and higher rates of
graduation. That is to say, students with learning disabilities who attended
learning support centers regularly were more likely to have higher grades
and graduate college than those who did not.

T

he number of students with learning
disabilities who graduate from high school and attend postsecondary
education has increased steadily over the past 20 years (Foley, 2006).
In 2000, 9% of students attending college reported a disability. Within
this group, the category of disability most often reported was learning
disability (Henderson, 2001; Horn, Peter, Rooney, & Malizio, 2002). The
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transition from secondary to postsecondary education can be difficult for
students with learning disabilities (Estrada, Dupoux, & Wolman, 2006;
Satcher, 1992; Stage & Milne, 1996; Wilczenski & Gillespie-Silver, 1992).
Students who have become accustomed to comprehensive instruction in
a special education environment or who have received individualized accommodations in a regular classroom are likely to experience challenges
in a less structured, more challenging higher education environment
(Vogel, 1993). Often, these students may not be prepared for the level of
diligence, self-control, self-evaluation, decision-making, and goal setting
that success in college requires (Field, Sarver, & Shaw, 2003).
Students with disabilities require special support in order to integrate
academically and socially to college life (Kowalsky & Fresko, 2002).
The types of services recommended can vary widely from student to
student, but certain forms of support, such as testing accommodations,
priority registration, counseling, and self-advocacy training are critical
to student success in college (Brinckerhoff, 1994; Greenbaum, Graham,
& Scales, 1995; Vogel & Adelman, 1992). Without proper support, high
percentages of students with learning disabilities drop out of high school,
do not seek admission to postsecondary education, and are not prepared
to succeed in higher education (Estrada et al., 2006; Horn, Berktold, &
Bobbit, 1999).
Academic support programs commonly provide services to undergraduate students (Kuo, Hagie, & Miller, 2004). The number of support programs available to college students with learning disabilities
is expanding each year and the services provided vary considerably
from institution to institution (Mull, Sitlington, & Alper, 2001). Often,
these services are offered by academic skill centers that provide support in specific areas, such as writing, note taking, or test preparation
(Kuo et al., 2004). However, more comprehensive programs designed
to foster independence through enhanced self-esteem, self-advocacy,
and self-determination have been created in recent years. As a result, a
continuum of support services is now available to students with learning
disabilities, ranging from compliance programs that meet the requirements established by law to comprehensive programs that offer a high
degree of structure and support (Troiano, 1999; Vogel, 1993).
To investigate the connection between learning support and college
success, it was hypothesized that college students with learning disabilities who consistently attend academic support centers will have
higher academic success than those who attend less often or who do
not attend at all. College success is defined operationally for this study
in two ways: (a) graduation from the college and (b) higher grade point
average (GPA).
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The learning support in this study took place at the Learning Resource
Center (LRC) of a small, private, liberal arts college in the eastern United
States. The services of the LRC are available to students with diagnosed
learning disabilities or attention deficit hyperactivity disorder. The program offers three levels of academic support to students: (a) Comprehensive (Level One), (b) Enhanced (Level Two), and (c) Entitled (Level
Three). Comprehensive Support includes four hours of individual and
small-group work each week with an assigned learning specialist and
writing specialist. Enhanced Support includes two hours of individual
and small-group work each week with an assigned learning specialist or
writing specialist. Entitled Support includes student-initiated appointments with a member of the staff on an ‘as needed’ basis.
The program is designed to provide an individualized support plan for
each student and to move students through the three levels of academic
support at a pace that is appropriate for each student. The learning and
writing specialists focus on eight areas of support: textbook reading, note
taking, test preparation, test taking, writing strategies, research skills,
time management, and self-advocacy. In addition to the individual and
small-group work with LRC staff, at all three levels of support students
receive the testing accommodations and program modifications to which
they are entitled by law.

Method

Participants
The population consisted of 262 students in a small, private northeastern college. The population was composed of 87 females and 174 males.
Ethnicity of the students was not a recorded variable and, therefore,
was not available for analysis. At this college, approximately 30% of the
population has a documented learning disability. Graduation rates from
the 2 and 4-year programs ranged between 50% and 70%. This entire
population participated in the college’s Learning Resource Center at one
of the three levels of support. All the participants qualified for educational accommodations due to a documented learning disability.
Data Analysis Procedures
This study evaluated the attendance of 262 college students collected
over five years in a collegiate learning center. Five years of data were
analyzed for this research because this was the maximum length of
time for which these data had been collected. Attendance levels were
compared with academic outcome data to determine if degree or level
of attendance in the support center was a predictor of graduating from
college. Examining these data sought to answer the question: Would
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students who have better attendance at scheduled appointments also
have better collegiate outcomes when compared to those students whose
attendance was lower than prescribed compliance levels? Although
preliminary testing indicated that there were no differences between
men and women within the analysis, gender was added to evaluate its
predictive influence in the model, which is discussed below.
The data utilized in this study were originally collected as a regular
function of the college’s Learning Resource Center (LRC). The rate of
attendance was calculated by dividing total appointments attended by
total appointments scheduled, over the academic career of each student.
The results of this calculation were assigned to an attendance scale
ranging from 0 (did not attend any appointments) to 10 (attended 100%
of scheduled visits). This method allowed for equality among the three
possible levels of LRC use. By examining percentage of attendance, no
difference would be indicated between a student who was scheduled at
the center three times a week and therefore compliant and a student
who was scheduled for one appointment a week and compliant. This
process provided for analysis levels of consistency rather than levels of
need for the analysis procedures (see Table 1).
Table 1
Rate of Attendance in Learning Resource Center
Rate of attendance (%)

n

0
1-10
11-20
21-30
31-40
41-50
51-60
61-70
71-80
81-90
91-99
100

07
06
16
25
22
31
33
30
22
31
37
02

Percentage
2.7
2.3
6.1
9.5
8.4
11.8
12.6
11.5
12.2
11.8
14.1
0.8

These data were analyzed in two ways. Discriminant function analysis
was used to analyze the categorical predictor with categorical outcome
variables to assess the predictive value of learning center use. As mentioned, the outcome variable was college success (whether the student
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graduated or did not graduate from college, and what grade point average was achieved). Next, the data were split by levels of attendance, and
then cumulative grade point averages (GPA) were examined within the
categories. The attendance groupings ranged from 0% to 100%. The
data were then collapsed, as mentioned, into groups of 10% ranges.
Each group represents a 9-point percentage range such as “attended
between 10-19% of appointments, between 20-29% of appointments”
and so forth.

Results

Because the predictor and criterion variables were categorical in
nature, use of discriminant function analysis was needed to determine
whether two predictors (percentage of time spent in an academic learning support center, and gender) could predict college graduation in a
population of students with learning disabilities. This type of analysis
was also useful in suggesting to future students that attendance compliance predicts academic success. The overall Wilks’s lambda was
significant, Λ = .83, χ2 (2, N = 261) = 46.78, p < .001, indicating that
the predictors significantly differentiated between the graduation and
non-graduation groups.
Table 2 presents the within-groups correlations between the predictors
and discriminant function, as well as the standardized weights. Based on
these coefficients, time spent in an academic learning support center
demonstrated the strongest relationship with the discriminant function
while gender showed a weaker relationship. On the basis of the results
presented in Table 2, the first discriminant function has been labeled
learning support.
Table 2
Standardized Coefficients and Correlations of Predictor Variables with
the Discriminant Function

Predictors
Attendance at
Learning Center
Gender

Correlation coefficients
with discriminant function

Standardized
coefficients for
discriminant function

Function 1
.95

Function 1
.92

.41

.33

The means on the discriminant function are consistent with this
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interpretation. The individuals who graduated (M = .70) had a higher
mean on the learning support dimension, while those individuals who
did not graduate (M = -.28) had a lower mean. When we tried to predict college graduation in this population, we were able to successfully
classify 74% of the individuals in our population. In order to take into
account chance agreement, we then computed a kappa coefficient and
obtained a value of .32, a fair value indicating that the results were not
likely to have occurred by chance. Finally, to assess how well the classification procedure would predict graduation in a new population, we
estimated the percentage of students accurately classified by using the
leave-one-out technique and correctly classified 68% of the cases. These
results indicate that hours of participation in a learning support center
were related to likelihood of graduation. In other words, those students
who participated consistently in the services of the Learning Resource
Center were more likely to graduate from the college when compared
to those who did not.
The second analysis procedure reflected frequencies of overall GPA for
the five-year period studied. Within the total population, N = 262, 14%
attended more than 90% of their scheduled sessions and 54% attended
more than 50% of their appointments. The trend in the frequencies
indicated that students with higher attendance had higher GPAs overall.
Students who attended more than half of their scheduled appointments
had the highest frequency of grades over 2.0; furthermore, this grouping had the majority of students with GPAs over 3.5. The majority of
students who attended fewer than half of their scheduled appointments
had grade point averages within the range of failing to 2.5. This group
also reflected the largest concentration of students who earned less
than a 1.5 GPA. Only 11.2% of students in this group had GPAs over a
3.0 (see Table 3).

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to investigate the connection between
college success and learning support among college students with learning disabilities. The null hypothesis, academic support does not predict
college success, was used to test the assumption that support programs
designed to assist students with learning disabilities contribute to student success. Results indicated that students who consistently attended
academic support center appointments had higher rates of success than
those who did not attend or who did not attend consistently. Thus, the
null hypothesis was rejected. These students tended to have higher
grade point averages and persist to graduation.
For the purposes of this study, college success was defined by persis-
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tence to graduation and higher cumulative grade point average (GPA).
The results generated by this study demonstrate that the degree of learning support is a good predictor of graduation from college. A student’s
level of attendance at the Learning Resource Center was a predictor of
graduation in 68% of the cases studied. Further, students who attended
the Learning Resource Center most consistently had higher cumulative
grade point averages than students who did not attend or who attended
less consistently. Students who had failing grade point averages typically
attended fewer than 50% of scheduled appointments.
Table 3
Attendance Rates of Students as a Function of GPA

Attendance
0%
n=7
1-10%
n=6
11-20%
n=16
21-30%
n=25
33-40%
n=22
41-50%
n=31
51-60%
n =33
61-70%
n=30
71-80%
n=22
81-90%
n=31
91-99%
n=37
100%
n=2

Below
1.0

1.11.5

1.62.0

GPA
2.12.5

2.63.0

3.13.5

3.64.0

0.0

28.6

14.3

57.1

0

0

0

50

33.3

16.7

0

0

0

0

31.3

37.5

18.8

12.5

0

0

0

44.0

20.0

12.0

12.0

4.0

4.0

4.0

36.4

18.2

9.1

22.7

13.6

0

0

32.3

16.1

19.4

16.1

12.9

3.2

0

6.1

18.2

21.2

30.3

15.2

9.1

0

16.7

10.0

26.7

33.3

10.0

3.3

0

0

9.1

27.3

18.2

27.3

13.6

4.5

0

3.1

12.5

50.0

18.8

9.4

6.3

2.7

0

8.1

16.2

32.4

32.4

8.1

50.0

0

0

0

0

0

50.0

Note. Data demonstrate the grade point averages categorized by attendance in LRC.

42

Journal of College Reading and Learning, 40 (2), Spring 2010

It is a logical assumption that academic support is connected to college
success; however, participation in academic support programs is probably a complex calculus of assessment of need and skills by the student
and of varieties of support by the institution. The preliminary findings
described here form not conclusions but rather the basis for further
investigation. It is believed that relationships created between learning
specialists and students have as much to do with students’ successes as
the guidance and support they receive (Troiano, 2003). Further, students’
college and pre-college life experiences with their learning disabilities
result in a unique set of predispositions and reactions that impact the
way each student perceives the definition, condition, orientation, and
impact of the disability (Troiano, 2003).
For example, the current set of students enrolled in the Learning Resource Center worked closely with a learning specialist and a writing
specialist several times each week. The literature on college student
persistence has shown that students who are highly engaged and who
have a strong connection to faculty, staff, and other students are more
likely to persist to graduation than their peers who are not engaged and
who do not feel connected with others (Pascerella & Terezzini, 2005;
Tinto, 1994). The relationship between the student and the specialist is
likely to be an essential element of support that leads to student success.
A follow-up study designed to examine the link between engagement
with students’ perceived degree of support in the LRC is therefore warranted.
As in any study, the current study has limitations. The data here were
collected as a regular function of the Learning Support Center and, in
hindsight, additional critical data could have been collected. The data
here could be improved upon using established measures to examine
students’ experiences in the Learning Resource Centers. Using measures
to examine relationships with staff could have strengthened the understanding of the role of attending appointments at the Learning Resource
Center. Future attendance data should also be analyzed for relationships
between academic success and specific staff members. Finally, an investigation into the interactions between various forms of support accessed
by the student would contribute to a better understanding of the overall
college experience of students with learning disabilities.
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