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Abstract 

College has become a critical component of career success, and students with disabilities are the 

fastest growing section of college students.  Despite this growth, many students with disabilities 

take longer to graduate; they choose 2-year degree programs over 4-year degree programs, and 

struggle with graduating from college.  One crucial element of success for students with 

disabilities is the ability to self-advocate.  Self-advocacy is a skill that many students with 

disabilities will be doing for the first time independently upon graduating from high school.  The 

ability of students with disabilities to understand educational law and apply it in order to obtain 

the services entitled to them is crucial for academic success in college.  This study evaluates 

multiple studies, court cases, educational law and transition programs in order to determine key 

components of self-advocacy.  Additionally, this study will define self-advocacy and a 

methodology for determining if students with disabilities can self-advocate in college. 
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Introduction 

All Individual Education Plans (IEPs) are required to have a transition plan. A transition 

plan is designed to prepare students for their chosen career path following high school. Like 

many students, students with disabilities choose to attend college. A college education, 

specifically a college degree, is a critical component of career success.  Thus, “Are college 

students with learning disabilities prepared to self-advocate in their college academics?”  In 

2000, 9% of students in college reported having a disability, primarily a learning disability 

(Troiano, 2003).  Students with disabilities, specifically learning disabilities, face challenges in 

their academics that students without disabilities do not face. Educational laws such as the 

Vocational Rehabilitation Act (1973), the American’s with Disabilities Act (1990) (ADA) and 

the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act (2004) (IDEA) have transformed 

education in the K-12 and college setting.   

IDEA applies specifically to high school students with disabilities.  IEPs are required as 

part of IDEA.  An IEP requires that all K-12 students with disabilities have an individual plan, 

including weaknesses, measurable goals, and how to obtain those goals.  This plan is created 

through, “…a communal effort among parents, teachers, and caregivers” (McCarthy, 2007, p. 

11).  The student is not required in this process.  IDEA and IEP’s do not transfer to college, and 

as a result, students lose their IEP teams.  The loss of an IEP team changes the way students with 

disabilities obtain accommodations.  

The loss of an IEP team does not disqualify a student from receiving accommodations at 

the college level. The ADA and section 504 of the Vocational Rehabilitation Act (1973) apply to 

all college students with disabilities.  These acts require that colleges make reasonable 

accommodations for students with disabilities.  Some of these accommodations include extended 
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test time, note-takers, readers, changes in testing environment, and course substitutions 

(Rothman, Maldonanado & Rothman, 2008, p. 74).  As a result of students with disabilities 

losing the advocacy provided by an IEP team, students must learn to self-advocate. Educational 

law does not require colleges to accommodate students with disabilities in the same manner as 

high schools.  Colleges cannot seek out students with disabilities, do not have to make 

unreasonable accommodations and can set restrictions upon programs that high schools cannot 

place on their school system.  Colleges, unlike K-12 settings, are opportunities to receive an 

education rather than a right.  The K-12 setting, in contrast, is a public right entitled to all U.S. 

children.  However, college is an opportunity based on a student’s ability to complete the 

required course work.  As a result, colleges do not have to make the same accommodations as K-

12 schools.  In order to self-advocate, students with learning disabilities must know educational 

law, what accommodations they received in high school, and, what colleges are required or may 

provide for them. Additionally, students must be aware of their disability and identify their 

disability to the proper channels, for example, a disabilities coordinator.  McCarthy (2007), a 

disabilities coordinator for the University of Texas, indicated the need for students to self-

identify.  McCarthy conveyed the need to self-identify by telling his observation of a college 

student,  

I had at my disposal a number of services and referrals designed to help Christine manage 

in higher education.  To compensate for her poor motor skills, I could provide her with 

note takers and lab assistants.  To allow for her electric scooter, I could direct her to 

ramps and elevators.  To minimize the effects of her slowed processing speed, I could 

offer extended time on her exams. (p. 10)   
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As this quote illustrates, there are modifications available for students with disabilities, however, 

McCarthy’s account goes onto discuss his inability to offer these things unless the student first 

conveys a need for them. Thus, this study will focus on whether or not college students with 

learning disabilities are prepared to self-advocate in their college academics. 

This research question is important to the field and the researcher.  Prejudice has evolved 

as an unconscious component of American society.  Frequently, students with disabilities face 

prejudice throughout their life, including their time in high school and college.  Law and policy 

do not address prejudice, but can address discrimination.  A counselor at a local high school 

recently told a boy that he could not attend college because he had an emotional disability.  The 

disability may have made it difficult for him to complete college, perhaps this student should not 

have gone to college, but the emotional disability he had did not exclusively prevent him from 

going to college.  College is not a right; however, students are entitled to certain civil 

rights.  This topic is important to the field because students with disabilities are a rising and large 

portion of college students, making up 9% of all college students (Troiano, 2003).  With a 

number of educational acts such as the Vocational Rehabilitation Act (1973), the American’s 

with Disabilities Act (1990) and the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act 

(2004), examining how students are able to meet their needs in the pursuit of their post-

secondary goals is crucial.   

A thorough study of literature, specifically peer reviewed studies found through the ERIC 

online database, was reviewed in an attempt to investigate this topic.  Additionally, a study of 

related educational law was investigated through an investigation of Supreme Court Cases.  An 

analysis of educational law was conducted in order to examine court cases and acts, which 

established precedence in the K-12 or college setting.  A study of literature also examined what 
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students need to know in order to self-advocate in college.  These components will answer the 

question: “Are college students with learning disabilities prepared to self-advocate in their 

college academics?” 
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Literature Review 

A preliminary search of the literature found an abundance of research studies related to 

the issue of students with disabilities and self-advocacy.  Three examples of the literature listed 

include Supreme Court Cases, such as, Brown v. the Board of Education (1954), Mills v. the 

Board of Education of the District of Columbia (1972), and Rowley v. Hendrick Hudson School 

District (1982).  Additionally, for this literature review, the studies selected closely related to the 

research question and addressed various aspects of self-advocacy or educational law.  Sections 

regarding the research question were organized according to the aspect of self-advocacy 

investigated.  These sections were special education law; impact of education law on K-12 

education; and impact of education law on college.  The section titled “Special Education Law” 

discussed the history of its development and evolution including major court cases, laws, and the 

impact these had nationwide.  The section titled “Impact of Education Law on K-12 Education” 

discussed the impact of these laws and court cases on K-12 education.  The final section titled 

“Impact of Education Law on College” discusses how special education laws and court cases 

affect college students.  The section titled “Impact of Education Law on College” will conclude 

with self-advocacy.  Through a study of court cases and educational law, a comprehensive study 

of the differences of high school juxtaposed to college will allow for a basis for self-advocacy 

knowledge.  Knowledge of court cases, educational law and differences between K-12 as well as 

college education are crucial for self-advocacy.  A crucial element of self-advocacy is 

educational law. 

Special Education Law 

A series of court cases and law have transformed special education from the exclusion to 

inclusion of students with disabilities. For example, 3 of these include the aforementioned Brown 
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v. the Board of Education (1954), Mills v. the Board of Education of the District of Columbia 

(1972), and Rowley v. Hendrick Hudson School.  As a result of this process, in order to 

understand how students should self-advocate, it is important to examine what rights court 

rulings and legislative acts have entitled to students with disabilities.  Thus, the researcher will 

examine court rulings and legislative acts, starting with perhaps one of the most famous courts 

cases in history, Brown v. the Board of Education (1954). 

Important Court Cases 

One influential court case in the shaping of modern education was Brown v. the Board of 

Education (1954).  Cook (2005) argues that, “Brown is surely the most central, defining, culture-

altering decision ever handed down by a U.S.  Court” (p. 3).  This court case was a major step in 

the movement for the equal treatment of students within schools.  Before this court case, states 

had the right to segregate schools along racial lines.  Brown overturned the Supreme Court case 

Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) that supported the policy of segregation.  Plessy ruled that separate 

facilities could be equal; however, Brown determined that separate settings could not be 

equal.  This meant that schools could no longer separate students for any reason.  Initially, racial 

segregation was the purpose for this ruling, but, as a by-product, the ruling also affected special 

education law by allowing students with disabilities to have the right to attend public schools.   

In Brown v. the Board of Education (1954), the issue of segregation was evaluated; 

however, this case applied to race.  In a similar court case to Brown (1954), Pennsylvania 

Association of Retarded Citizen’s v. Commonwealth of Pennsylvania (1972) evaluated the 

segregation of students with disabilities within the state of Pennsylvania.  Prior to 1972, 

Pennsylvania was not forced by law to educate students with disabilities, nor were students with 

disabilities given financial support to attend private schools.  The Supreme Court ruled that 
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public schools must allow students with disabilities to attend.  The Supreme Court determined 

that if students with disabilities were not educated, it would become a burden on the state to take 

care of these individuals.  This decision was based on the Equal Protection Clause of the 

Fourteenth Amendment, which grants U.S. citizens equal protection.  The clause states that; “no 

state...shall deny to any person within its jurisdiction the equal protection of the laws" (U.S. 

Const., Amend.  XIV); this statement establishes that if states grant a right to one citizen, that 

right must be granted to all citizens, including the right of a K-12 education. 

Mills v. the Board of Education of the District of Columbia (1972) addresses the issue of 

financial obligation and the denial of students to a public education.  Similar to Pennsylvania 

Association of Retarded Citizen’s v. Commonwealth of Pennsylvania (1972), the public school 

felt that they could exclude students.  In the District of Columbia, students were denied an 

education due to the cost of instructing them.  This court case involved two parts, 

1) in the failure of the District of Columbia to provide publicly supported education and 

training to plaintiffs and other “exceptional” students, members of their class, and (2) the 

excluding, suspending, expelling, reassigning and transferring of ‘exceptional’ students 

from regular public school classes without affording them due process of law. (Mills v. 

the Board of Education of the District of Columbia, 1972, p. 1) 

As the Supreme Court depicts, the District of Columbia attempted to reject seven students due to 

the expense of instruction.  The Supreme Court ruled that students are allowed to receive a high 

school education despite the cost to the district.  This now prevents students with disabilities 

from being denied a K-12 education due to a potential cost to the district. 

Rowley v. Hendrick Hudson School District (1982) was a Supreme Court case that 

determined if school districts were required to provide individualized instruction with support 
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services.  Similar to Mills v. the Board of Education of the District of Columbia (1972) and 

Pennsylvania Association of Retarded Citizen’s v. Commonwealth of Pennsylvania (1972), these 

cases determined the aspects of education that public schools must provide for students with 

disabilities.  This case evaluated if schools receiving federal funding were obeying the Education 

for All Handicapped Students Act (1975).  The case involved an elementary school student who, 

in addition to her parents, was deaf.  When entering elementary school, the school agreed to give 

the student, Amy, an FM hearing aid.  Before school began, the school met with Amy’s parents 

and determined “…to place her in a regular kindergarten class in order to determine what 

supplemental services would be necessary to her education (Rowley v. Hendrick Hudson School 

District, 1982, p. 1).  As the Supreme Court case indicates, the school met with the student’s 

family and determined that she could start school there, and that the school would determine 

what the student would need in order to attend.  Furthermore, the school agreed to have Amy’s 

teachers learn sign language and communicate to the students’ parents through a teletype 

machine.  At the beginning of the student’s second year of elementary school, the student 

received a tutor for the deaf for one hour a week and 3 hours a week of speech therapy.  The 

student’s parents also requested that their child receive a trained sign language interpreter.  The 

school denied the request of the parents stating that there was no need for a trained sign language 

interpreter.  The Supreme Court ruled that the student and her parents had been denied their 

rights in accordance with the Education for All Handicapped Students Act. 

Southeastern Community College v. Davis (1979) was a court case that involved the 

denial of a nursing candidate into the Southeastern Community College.  In a related case to 

Rowley v. Hendrick Hudson School District (1982), a student’s disability and the schools 

responsibility to accommodate them was examined.  However, unlike Rowley, Southeastern 
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applied to college students.  The candidate had a hearing disability, however, through Duke 

University c (Southeastern Community College v. Davis, 1979, p. 1).  However, despite the 

candidate’s hearing improvements, the correction still did not allow her to hear as well as her 

peers.  She was denied entrance due to her hearing impairment.  The court ruled that colleges 

could set physical limitations on programs, unlike high schools that are required to accommodate 

students.  This court case ruled in favor of Southeastern Community College, citing that, “there 

was no violation of section 504 when petitioner concluded that the respondent did not qualify for 

admission to its program” thus citing that schools could “require reasonable physical 

qualifications for admission to a clinical training program” (Southeastern Community College v. 

Davis, 1979, p. 1).  Thus, this case established that college could set physical expectations of 

students in a program. 

In Wynne v. Tufts University School of Medicine (1991 and 1992), the Supreme Court 

examined the matter of test accommodations for college students with disabilities.  Similar to 

Southeastern Community College v. Davis (1979), both cases examined whether or not 

accommodations for students with learning disabilities applied to college.  Wynne, a student at 

Tufts University School of Medicine, was dismissed based on poor test scores.  However, 

Wynne stated that the school had denied appropriate test accommodations, which resulted in 

low-test scores.  Wynne requested another test format other than multiple-choice tests.  Initially, 

the court ruled in favor of Wynne, stating that the university must meet reasonable 

accommodations.  Tufft argued “"[i]f the only remaining questions of fact concern the 

reasonableness of Tufts' accommodations and the extent to which Tufts adhered to those 

accommodations, then Tufts is entitled to judgment as a matter of law.” (Steven WYNNE, 

Plaintiff, Appellant v. Tufts University School of Medicine, 1990, p. 1) However, this court case 
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was later appealed; in a contradictory ruling, the Supreme Court ruled in favor of Tufts 

University School of Medicine, based on the school’s argument that testing in this manner was 

crucial for producing candidates who were both capable of meeting the demands of the program 

and career.  In addition to court cases, educational law has changed education in high school and 

college. 

Important Federal Acts 

The Vocational Rehabilitation Act (1973) states that, “no otherwise qualified individual 

with a disability in the United States... shall, solely by reason of his or her disability, be excluded 

from the participation in, be denied the benefits of, or be subjected to discrimination under any 

program or any activity receiving Federal financial assistance” (Yell & Katsiyannis, 2011, p. 

85).   This law is able to affect any “…public school districts, colleges, and universities 

accepting federal funding, Section 504 applies to virtually every public preschool, elementary, 

secondary, and postsecondary school in the United States” (Yell & Katsiyannis, 2011, p. 85).  As 

Yell and Katsiyannis (2011) state, the Vocational Rehabilitation Act (1973) is able to affect all 

institutions that are receiving federal funding.  Schools often violate the Vocational 

Rehabilitation Act (1973) by not making programs physically accessible, by imposing different 

standards on students with and without disabilities, and by creating classrooms that do not allow 

students with disabilities to have their needs met (Yell & Katsiyannis, 2011, p. 85).  Under 

section 504 of the Vocational Rehabilitation Act (1973), the qualifications of students with 

disabilities are covered. This applies to all institutions receiving federal funding. The 

qualifications are, "any person who (i) has a physical or mental impairment which substantially 

limits one or more of such person's major life activities, (ii) has a record of such an impairment, 

or (iii) is regarded as having such an impairment" (Yell & Katsiyannis, 2011, p. 84).  The 



SELF-ADVOCACY IN  11 
 

 
 

definition of students with disabilities in section 504 is much broader than the definition in 

IDEA. IDEA defines a disability as, 

…mental retardation, hearing impairments (including deafness), speech or language 

impairments, visual impairments (including blindness), serious emotional disturbance, 

orthopedic impairments, autism, traumatic brain injury, other health impairments, or 

specific learning disabilities; and who, by reason thereof, needs special education and 

related services. (Knoblauch & Sorenson, 1998, p. 1) 

Thus, section 504 allows more students with disabilities to be classified than IDEA.  Many 

students with disabilities are not covered by IDEA because their disability is not one of the 

thirteen disability categories covered by the law or because they do not require special education 

services.  Examples of disabilities covered under section 504 but not under IDEA are Attention 

Deficit Disorder (ADD), epilepsy, AIDS, heart disease, arthritis, and Tourette syndrome.  Due to 

this definition including more students with disabilities than IDEA, this law is important in high 

school and college. 

In addition to the Vocational Rehabilitation Act (1973), the Education for All 

Handicapped Students Act (1975), also referred to as Public Law 94-142, had a major impact on 

education.  The Education for All Handicapped Students Act (1975) required students to receive 

instruction in the least restrictive environment in the K-12 setting.  This act law stated that 

students were to have an early assessment of disabled students, and “…‘mainstreaming’ of 

previously segregated handicapped students into regular classrooms (Whitmore, 1981, p. 

107).  This act would later become the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) 

(1990). IDEA requires students with disabilities to have a transition plan by the age of 16.  This 

plan needs to include transition goals and preferences, including time management skills, 
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rigorous high school courses, knowledge of their disability, rights and responsibilities, and 

knowledge of educational law (Milsom, 2007, p. 315). 

The Americans with Disabilities Act (1990) (ADA) requires that “all public and private 

facilities make programs and activities equally accessible to persons with disabilities” (Yell & 

Katsiyannis, 2011, p. 85).  The intention of this act was not education; however, the act argues 

against discrimination in education by requiring that all institutions make programs reasonably 

accessible to students with disabilities.  This law also requires an Individual Education Plan or 

Individual Education Program (IEP) at the high school level.  This act “…prohibits disability 

discrimination in places of public accommodations, including private schools” (Eckes, 2005, p. 

9).  However, this may not always be the case. For example, in Southeastern Community College 

v. Davis (1979), a college prevented a nursing candidate from entering a nursing program due to 

her hearing disability.  In the college setting, ADA allows students to receive accommodations 

that “do not fundamentally alter the program” (Eckes, 2005, p. 9).  Furthermore, ADA forces 

colleges to make reasonable accommodations.  Accommodations that K-12 schools and colleges 

are expected to give to students are, extended test time, note-takers, readers, changes in testing 

environment, and course substitutions as long as they do not provide the student with an unfair 

advantage (Rothman, et al, 2008, p. 74).  The ability of the student with a disability to know 

what accommodations are reasonable is crucial for self-advocacy. 

Impact of Special Education Law on K-12 Education 

The aforementioned laws and court cases have transformed education from a segregated 

education, to an inclusive education for students with disabilities.  Not only is it important to 

understand the historical basis for these laws or court cases, but also how these laws and courts 

cases affected the K-12 setting.  The result of Supreme Court rulings and educational law is a 
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way of conducting education unique to the K-12 setting. These court cases and laws address 

equal education, free and appropriate education and an IEP plan including a transition section. 

Equal access to a free and appropriate education.  The effect of special education laws 

on education is that K-12 schools are responsible for the education of students with 

disabilities.  With section 504 and IDEA broadening the group of people diagnosed as having a 

disability, schools are having a larger group of students to accommodate.  In Brown v. the Board 

of Education (1954), the Supreme Court ruled that schools had to ensure that there was no 

segregation within their district.  The Supreme Court case Pennsylvania Association of Retarded 

Citizen’s v. Commonwealth of Pennsylvania (1972) confirmed that students could not be denied 

entrance into public school.  In addition to the ruling of Brown v. the Board of Education (1954), 

which prevented individuals from being denied entrance into public school based upon race, the 

Pennsylvania decision prevented individuals from being denied entrance into public school 

based upon their disability.   

Financial variables.  Mills v. the Board of Education of the District of Columbia (1972) 

Supreme Court case ruled that students were entitled to an education despite the monetary cost of 

teaching that student.  Some monetary costs could be due to special services such as a sign 

language interpreter, as in Rowley v. Hendrick Hudson School District (1982), which the 

Supreme Court ruled that individuals were entitled to accommodations through the Education for 

All Handicapped Students Act (1975).  K-12 schools must provide an education to any student 

who lives in their district or is homeless and attends school in their district. 

Individual education plan.  An Individual Education Plan (IEP) is a requirement of the 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA).  All K-12 schools are required to have an 

IEP plan for each student with a disability.  The IEP section of IDEA requires a plan that 
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addresses the individual learning needs of a student with a disability.  This plan examines the 

student’s current academic level and provides goals to improve areas of weakness.  These goals 

attempt to make accommodations in order to allow the student to complete academic 

assignments or participate in class.  In addition to these goals, IEPs must provide how the student 

is going to reach these goals.  These goals include both functional and academic.  Additionally, 

IDEA mandates that students with disabilities have an IEP team, this IEP team should “include 

the student, the parents, and educators representing multiple disciplines” (Eckes, 2005, p. 

7).  Each student with special needs must have coordinated set of activities as part of their 

IEP.  However, this piece of educational law appears to confuse many in administration, “[t]he 

requirement also existed in the old IDEA law (1997).  While the definition of ‘coordinated set of 

activities’ may be debated, the obvious intent was to provide a set of services that tie together to 

assist students transitioning from school to adult life” (Schmitz, 2008, p. 37).  The purpose of a 

coordinated set of activities is to prepare students for their transition out of high school. This set 

of activities is found in the transition plan portion of an IEP. 

Transition planning.  Before entering college, the Individuals with Disabilities 

Education Act (2004) (IDEA) requires that students with disabilities have a transition plan at the 

age of 16.   Transition plans are to include career goals after high school.  College students with 

disabilities often are self-advocating for the first time on their own.  In a study by Deborah 

McCarthy (2007), when a student was asked about their disability, they stated, “I don’t know. I’ll 

have to ask my mom; she manages all that’ or ‘Can you call my doctor?  She can tell you.’ Many 

of the students who make such statements are in the top 10 percent of their graduating class and 

are highly motivated students” (McCarthy, 2007, p. 12).  Many students with disabilities, 
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regardless of K-12 academic success or the required transition plan, struggle to tell others their 

needs. 

In accordance with IDEA, students with disabilities are required to have a transition plan 

as part of their IEP at the age of 16.  An IEP “…must include measurable post-secondary goals 

in the areas of employment, education, and independent living (when appropriate)” (Konrad, 

Luu,  Rowe, Mazzotti, Kelley, Mustian, Keesey & Fishley, 2009, p. 45).  Konrad, et al (2009), 

show that IEP transition plans help students with disabilities following high school.  The goal of 

an IEP plan is to aid students throughout their high school education, and the purpose of a 

transition plan is to help students in their post-secondary education.    

IDEA has had a major impact on education. Students with disabilities are entitled to a 

number of programs and supports in K-12 education in order to meet federal law.  Schools must 

offer students with disabilities these programs and supports, regardless of if they seek 

help.  Transition planning requires students to be given activities that prepare them for their 

career or academic goals following high school.  Students must have academic and functional 

achievement goals, age appropriate transition assessments, transition services, and IEP goals 

(Schmitz, 2008). 

Educational laws have taken measures to strengthen the ability of students with 

disabilities in order to transition into the workforce or college.  One element of this is the 

elimination of the IEP diploma, which was awarded to students who did not meet the same 

criteria as students without a disability.  However, an IEP diploma will be eliminated on July 1, 

2013; students will no longer be able to obtain this diploma (DeLorenzo, 2010).  This will result 

in a new degree known as work readiness.  A work readiness certification will result in the 

strengthening of existing “…transition planning and implementation for students with disabilities 
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because they emphasize student involvement in career planning” (Anonymous, 2013).  This 

change will involve students with disabilities in their own planning. 

Students with Disabilities in College 

College is different from K-12 education in regards to the rights of students with 

disabilities.  The primary reason for this difference is that K-12 education is required to educate 

all students.  In college, students with disabilities do not have the right to attend college.  As a 

result, colleges do not have to make the same accommodations as K-12 education.  Despite this 

distinction, students with disabilities are entitled to certain accommodations in college. 

College students with disabilities often choose levels of education that may not be as rigorous; 

“[s]tudents with LD who do enroll in college are more likely to select a two year college over a 

four year college” (Johnson, Zascavage & Gerber, 2008, p. 1163).  This trend in students with 

disabilities could imply a number of things.  Students with disabilities may have lower levels of 

expectations.  Additionally, many two-year colleges may be closer to their homes, which might 

result in the student receiving more help from family and friends.  Despite this lower expectation 

level for education, college GPAs for students with disabilities were not different than their high 

school GPAs; “…high school GPAs were related to college GPAs for students with learning 

disabilities” (Johnson, et al, 2008, p. 1164).  Thus, despite the difficulties and reduced 

expectations facing many students with disabilities, they may be able to obtain similar grades in 

college as they did in high school. 

As stated previously, in 2000, 9% of students in college reported having a disability, 

primarily a learning disability (Troiano, 2003).  In addition, only 16% of college students with 

disabilities obtained a bachelor’s degree (Anctil, Ishikawa & Scott, 2008, p. 164).  Foley (2006) 

illustrates the need for aiding students with learning disabilities, “[s]tudents with learning 
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disabilities (LD) represent the fastest growing and largest population of college students with 

disabilities (p. 641).”  Thus, colleges will be impacted due to the increase in students with 

disabilities in college. 

Students with disabilities, specifically learning disabilities, face challenges at the college 

level, “[t]hese barriers fall into categories, architectural/access, programmatic, informational, and 

attitudinal” (Garrison-Wade, 2012, p. 113).  Architectural and access barriers refer to, 

“…inadequate access to public transportation, university facilities, and technology” (Garrison-

Wade, 2012, p. 113).  Additionally, programmatic barriers refer to, “…support services that are 

either unavailable or inadequate to assist students in meeting academic and nonacademic 

responsibilities” (Garrison-Wade, 2012, p. 113).   Informational barriers include, “…their 

knowledge about differences in federal law between secondary and postsecondary services” 

(Garrison-Wade, 2012, p. 113).  Attitudinal barriers refer to, “…negative attitudes among faculty 

toward students with disabilities (Garrison-Wade, 2012, p. 113).  Garrison-Wade (2012) shows 

that there are many obstacles facing students with learning disabilities, some are within their 

control, such as informational, while others are not, such as architectural and access.  However, 

one crucial element in overcoming these barriers, like most barriers faced, is the ability to obtain 

knowledge and use that knowledge to self-advocate.   

Differences between High School and College Special Education 

Diagnosis and identification.  The transition from high school to college can be difficult 

for students with disabilities.  One of the key differences between high school and college special 

education is the responsibility for the diagnosis of a disability.  In high school, the school is 

responsible for the identification of a disability.  In college, the university cannot ask the student 

if they have a disability, and the responsibility of notifying the school about the disability falls on 
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the student.  According to Eckes (2005), section 504 and ADA prohibit colleges from seeking 

information on a disability status.  Students with disabilities are required in college to self-

identify.  Thus, if a student does not self-identify, the school is not responsible for how that 

student obtains resources to address their special needs. 

One difference between high school and college is; as Eckes (2005) states, IDEA and 

section 504 do not apply to college education specifically, they are “…primarily anti-

discrimination, or access, laws rather than specific education laws (p. 8).”  However, section 504 

and ADA have been used to obtain services for students with disabilities at the college 

level.  Additionally, institutions “…are not required to provide accommodations that are unduly 

burdensome” (Eckes, 2005, p. 9). Colleges are not required to accommodate students beyond a 

reasonable level and are not required to find out if a student has a disability.  As a result, the 

student may only receive partial services compared to what they received in high 

school.  Schools are required to make reasonable accommodations.  As stated previously in the 

discussion of the Americans with Disabilities Act (1990), students with disabilities, in order to 

self-advocate, need to know that colleges must provide extended test time, note-takers, readers, 

changes in testing environment, and course substitutions, as long as it does not provide the 

student with an unfair advantage (Rothman, et al, 2008, p. 74). 

Another change for students with disabilities between high school and college is the use 

of an IEP.  In high school, an IEP plan is given to students with disabilities, which entails goals 

and needs of the student.  Teachers, administration, caregivers and parents create an IEP plan for 

the student, often with little influence from the student.  The college does not have to aid the 

student in their progress beyond reasonable measures.  In high school, the student’s transition 

plan will be monitored by answering three questions, “1.  Where is the student presently 
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2.  Where is the student going 3.  How does the student get there” (Lee, Wehmeyer, Palmer, 

Williams-Diehm, Davies, Stock, 2011, p. 1)?  Colleges do not monitor student progress further 

then grades, academic courses, and financial payments.  In high school, parents play an active 

role in their child’s education.  Parents attend IEP meetings and are involved in their child’s 

academic decisions.  In college, parents are not entitled to be involved in their child’s 

education.  Students are entitled to privacy, and as a result, parents do not receive notifications 

regarding their child.  The student can waive the right to privacy; however, the school does not 

notify the parent without this waiver. There are many differences between high school and 

college.  Self-advocacy is a difference between high school and college.  In high school, 

teachers, parents, special education teachers, guidance counselors and doctors advocate for a 

student. In college, these individuals will not be advocating for the student.  Students are 

required to self-advocate, and for many students, it is difficult to understand what it means to 

self-advocate.  This difficulty is due to the lack of self-advocacy on the part of student with 

disabilities in high school.  With teachers, parents, special education teachers, guidance 

counselors and doctors advocating for the student with a disability, the student does not self-

advocate. 

When comparing high school and college accommodations for students with disabilities, 

the differences are evident.  High school accommodates students because of federal laws such as 

IDEA, ADA, and section 504.  The fact that high schools are public institutions, results in 

students with disabilities being entitled to more from the school.  However, colleges are 

academic institutions that prioritize a student’s ability to complete the course work as prescribed 

by the university.  Thus, students are entitled to a K-12 education; they are not entitled to a 
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college education.  By that simple fact, students must know how to self-advocate in college in 

order to gain the services they can obtain.   

Self-Advocacy 

Research supports the importance of students with disabilities developing self-advocacy 

skills, (Garrison-Wade, 2012, p. 114), in this quote Garrison-Wade, convey the importance of 

self-advocacy in college.  According to Skinner (1998), students are able to self-advocate when 

they “…(a) demonstrate understanding of their disability, (b) are aware of their legal rights, and, 

(c) demonstrate competence in communicating rights and needs to those in position of authority” 

(p. 279).  Thus, the ability to self-advocate is the ability to express one’s rights, by knowing law 

and knowing to whom they need to express their needs.  Self-advocacy is crucial for all college 

students; however, others monitor many of the laws put into place for high school students with 

disabilities.  In college, students overall are not monitored more than their final grade.  Students 

with learning disabilities (LD) are often those who need to adjust the most to the rigors of 

college, “[c]ollege preparation for students with LD must also include experience and success in 

rigorous classes, emphasis on study skills” (Foley, 2006, p. 643).  Students must learn what 

works well for them and obtain the necessary skills.  Unlike high school, students must initiate 

the process.  For many students with learning disabilities, the entry into higher education is the 

first time they are responsible for getting their needs met, a process that begins with “…self-

identifying, communicating the nature of the disability, and suggesting appropriate 

accommodations” (Foley, 2006, p. 643).  Many students do not self-identify (Foley, 2006, p. 

643).  For students with disabilities who do not, “…self-advocate have a very difficult time 

adjusting to college life” (Hadley, 2006, p. 10).  As a result, students do not make their “request 

available {to}support services” (Johnson, et al, 2008, p. 1163).  This is not an issue of schools 



SELF-ADVOCACY IN  21 
 

 
 

failing to meet the needs of the students, but rather the students not seeking the services of that 

school.  This could be due to a number of reasons, some students may feel embarrassed by their 

disability, others may not know how to self-identify, some may feel that the teacher does not 

need to accommodate them and some students may feel as though their teachers will not want to 

help them (Foley, 2006, p. 643).   

Often, students with disabilities must begin their self-advocacy in high school.  In a study 

in 2008, Wehmeyer, et al. (2008) investigated student’s ability to self-advocate.  Wehmeyer, et 

al. (2008) investigated a high school student who “…took a resource class in which he developed 

learning strategies that enabled him to realize his goal of attending college and playing football” 

(Wehmeyer, et al, 2008, p. 5).  Often students begin to self-advocate in college by preparing 

themselves in high school, for example through the addition of resource classes. 

In summation, students with disabilities have difficulty advocating at the college 

level.  College students with disabilities have found that they are facing hurdles, both within their 

control, such as knowing educational law, and opposition, such as Supreme Court 

rulings.  Students with disabilities often do not know the law and as a result, do not allow their 

teachers to accommodate them.  Many students with disabilities are either ashamed or do not 

know how to self-advocate.  With a low rate of graduation for four-year degrees for students 

with disabilities, it is apparent that some students with disabilities are not prepared to tackle the 

challenges of college.  Colleges cannot ask if a student has a disability.  Many students with 

disabilities focus on lower levels of education, such as a two-year college.  This is not a shameful 

route; however, it does show that many students with disabilities are not achieving higher levels 

of education.  Students with disabilities need better transition plans so they know who to talk to 

and what to do in college.  If colleges are not able to seek out students with disabilities, then the 
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students must know whom to seek out, and what to ask for once they have found those that can 

help them. 

Students after high school transition into the next part of their lives.  Many students will 

enter the workforce or college.  For many students the transition from high school to college 

involves the ability self-advocate.  A student’s ability to obtain all that they need is a crucial 

element for a successful transition.  For students with disabilities, this process is crucial for 

future employment; “Although attending postsecondary institutions increases the employability 

for the general population, a disability may jeopardize an individual’s ability to secure gainful 

employment” (Rothman, et al, 2008, p. 73).  Unfortunately, students with disabilities face 

additional obstacles when obtaining employment, specifically their disability.  Despite this fact, a 

college education will help a student with a disability enter the workforce.  Students within 

college often find that they are being evaluated differently than they were in high school.  For 

students with disabilities, the ability to self-advocate is a major component of a successful 

transition from high school to college, and a completion of college.  Thus, it is crucial to see if, 

college students with learning disabilities are prepared to self-advocate in their college 

academics. 

In order to examine the topic of self-advocacy among college students with learning 

disabilities, students will complete a survey in which they will indicate their knowledge, or 

history, of self-advocacy. In order to maintain privacy, students will complete the survey 

anonymously. The aforementioned chapters have detailed the history and need to investigate this 

topic. However, the next section of this thesis will indicate the methodology utilized to collect 

date. 
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Methodology 

This study asked students with disabilities about their history of self-advocacy in 

college.  Students in this study have already self-identified to the university.  A quantitative 

study was selected in order to allow students with disabilities to answer questions without 

problems related to their individual disabilities.  An online study was selected in order to keep 

student answers anonymous. 

Research Frameworks 

 A mixed methods study was selected for this project. Qualitative research was necessary 

for this study to allow students to draw from prior experiences in order to detail their history of 

self-advocacy. Additionally, quantitative research was necessary in order to collect a consensus 

on questions that could be answered without a detailed explanation. Thus, a mixed study was 

selected in order to combine these two research methods, and allow the participants to convey 

their experience of self-advocacy.  

Participants 

This study consisted of 31 college students with learning disabilities.  Thirty One students 

were chosen in order to have a range and variety of learning disabilities.  Each student consented 

to participate through email, by signing a consent form.  Multiple class year standings were 

selected in order to obtain multiple levels of experience within the college setting.  This 

experience allows them to reflect upon past problems and successes with self-advocacy.   

Settings 

Students for this study were selected from the same university in order to share similar 

experiences at the same University.  The university is located in a rural area of western 

NY.  There are 5,398 undergraduates and 332 graduate students.   The school is broken-down by 
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gender as follows, 57.4% female and 42.6% male (Anonymous, 2013).  The school is a public 

institution with a disabilities coordinator in place to serve students with disabilities.  The survey 

took place online and took approximately 15 minutes to complete.  Students completed the study 

individually.  The students were given 1 week to complete the study; surveys were not be 

accepted after 1 week.   

Design   

This study consisted of a 10-question survey, adapted from the Tools for Transition, 

American Guidance Service Survey.  The study was altered to address college students rather 

than high school students. A tenth question was added to ask the students specifically about their 

university.  The question was, 

10. How would you rate the overall help given by this school regarding your disability? 

a.    Very helpful 

b.    Helpful 

c.    Not helpful 

d.    I received no help 

(See appendix for complete survey).  Since the participant sample consisted of students with 

disabilities, the survey was conducted anonymously.  Furthermore, the survey was primarily a 

Likert-style design.  This survey was completed online with 1-week duration.  The study was 

estimated to take 15 minutes.  After the 1-week period, surveys were collected.   

Data Collection 

Data was collected online.  Student answered questions online, and their answers were 

collected, and grouped, according to the choices selected.  The researcher aggregated the 
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results.  Student results were categorized by gender.  This categorization provided a basis for 

further research into the impact of gender on self-advocacy. 

Data Analysis 

Upon grouping answers together, the groupings were analyzed for consistency.  The 

answers were categorized and analyzed for consistency, in order to see common answers to 

questions.  This categorization and analysis allowed for the examination of areas of weakness 

and strength in self-advocacy.  This examination was used in order to answer the original 

research question; are college students with learning disabilities prepared to self-advocate in their 

college academics?  The Likert scale questions were categorized into what the students selected, 

and the short answer questions will be examined for common themes.   

Limitations 

One limitation of this study was the sample size.  The number of students in this study 

was 31.  This did not allow for the analysis of a high number of disabilities.  Recommendations 

for further studies would be to investigate the role gender plays on self-advocacy.  This may 

require a larger sample size.  Additionally, further studies should further investigate the role of 

major in self-advocacy.  For example, do specific majors have more students self-advocating? 

In the following section, the findings of this study will be synthesized and evaluated. 

Additionally, the methods evaluated in the following section include both quantitative and 

qualitative equating to a mixed study. Despite the mixed study choice, I have attempted to make 

the findings as quantitative as possible. This was possible due to the style of qualitative questions 

asked, and the information synthesized from those responses. 
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Results 
 

The following results analyze the answers submitted by college students with learning 

disabilities, submitted through a survey, regarding their disability. As stated in the 

aforementioned methodology, the data method chosen for this study was a survey. Furthermore, 

due to this study being a mixed study, my survey has both qualitative and quantitative elements. 

In order to have continuity, I will list the quantitative questions first, then, create quantitative 

results from qualitative responses by looking for consistencies within the responses. 

Statistical Findings 

Students with learning disabilities at the college level indicated that they asked for help, 

in various degrees, 100% of the time. Within the study, indicated in figure 1, 6.45% indicated 

they ask for help “All the Time,” 67.74% of students asked for help when needed, and 25.81% of 

students indicated they asked for help “sometimes.”  

Figure 1: 

 

Students then indicated their response to the scenario of, “You found that asking for help from 

teachers or administration was: difficult, somewhat difficult, easy, and very easy.” Within this 
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study, presented in figure 2, 6.67% indicated that asking for help was “difficult,” 26.67% 

indicated that it was “somewhat difficult,” 60% indicated that it was “easy,” and, 6.67% 

indicated that it was “very easy.”   

Figure 2: 

 

Students were then asked to indicate their experience with making their needs known, and 

understood to teachers or faculty. All 31 students answered this question, with the following 

results, displayed in figure 3, 12.9% indicated that the process was “difficult,” 29.03% indicated 

that the process was “somewhat difficult,” 45.16% indicated that the process was “easy,” and 

12.9% indicated that the process was “very easy.”  
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Figure 3:  

 

Students were then asked to indicate the level of difficulty associated with discovering the help 

they needed. Of the 31 students who took answered this question, 3.23% indicated that the 

process was “difficult,” 29.03% indicated that the process was “somewhat difficult,” 48.39% 

indicated that the process was “easy,” and 19.35% indicated that the process was “very easy.” I 

then asked the students to indicate when they notified the school regarding their disability. I was 

able to know that they had notified the school due to the Disabilities Coordinator informing me 

of this. The students indicated the following, 25.81% indicated that they informed the school 

prior to admissions, 25.81% indicated that they informed the school following admissions, 

12.90% indicated that they informed the school during the first week of classes, 16.13% 

indicated that they informed the school after they became adjusted to the school, and 19.35% 

indicated that they informed the school after they needed help. Students were then asked to 

indicate their feelings when asking a teacher for help. The students indicated that, 22.58% were 

embarrassed to ask for help, 6.45% were frustrated with their teachers and themselves, 9.68% 

were confused as to what to ask for, and 61.29% were comfortable asking the teacher for help. 
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Students were then asked to rate the level of help he or she had been given by this university. 

41.94% indicated that the university had been very helpful, 54.84% indicated that the university 

had been helpful, 3.23% indicated that the university had not been overly helpful, and 0% 

indicated that they had received no help from the university. 

Additionally, students were asked to answer short response questions, which provided 

qualitative data. However, this data was synthesized in order to provide elements of quantitative 

data. For example, in the first scenario, I asked students to list the necessary steps to declare their 

disability to the school. Their responses can be synthesized into correct or incorrect responses. 

Specifically, students were asked to state their solution to the following scenario, “Imagine you 

need assistance due to your learning disability; you have not yet reported your learning 

disability. What materials would you need to provide and who would you deliver it to?” Twenty-

seven of the 31 students chose to answer this question. Of those students, 22 indicated that they 

would need to submit documentation to the disabilities coordinator and the disabilities office. Of 

these 22 students, 19 did not state that they needed to provide an IEP or 504 plan. Of the 27 

students, 23 indicated that they would need to contact the Disabilities Student Services 

department on campus or the Disabilities coordinator specifically. Of the 27 students, 5 indicated 

that they would need materials from a health care professional. Additionally, of the 27 students, 

4 indicated they did not understand the process. In another short answer question, students were 

asked to specifically indicate whom they sought out to declare their disability. Of the 31 students 

who took this survey, 29 answered this question. Of the 29, 25 indicated that they contacted 

someone affiliated through the school. This included, the disability student services office, their 

counselor, or, the disabilities coordinator specifically. Additionally, 2 students indicated that they 

did not declare initially, rather, they attempted to complete their degree programs without 
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notifying the school. Students were then asked to indicate to rank whom they would contact if 

they were having difficulty in a class. Of the 31 students who answered this question, 6 indicated 

that a teacher would be the first person they would contact. 

The aforementioned results indicate a number of trends. Students with learning 

disabilities are able to communicate their disability and know to whom their disability needs to 

be communicated to. Additionally, these results indicate that students are waiting until after they 

are in school in order to identify with the disabilities coordinator. These results will be discussed 

in further detail in the discussion section. 
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Discussion 

          The purpose of this study was to examine whether students with Learning Disabilities 

(LD) in the college setting were self-advocating. This was a prudent topic do to the increased 

inclusion of students with LD into college. Furthermore, the development of transition plans on 

Individual Education Plans (IEPs) indicate that students are being prepared for their future 

endeavors, however, it was necessary to discover if students were able to pursue their endeavors 

without the aid associated with an IEP team. This study investigated college students across 

various class standings, and the results indicated that students with LD were self-advocating at 

the college level. In order to determine this, students were asked to list their required resources 

for designating their disability, to indicate to whom they would need to submit those materials, 

their comfort level in asking for assistance when needed, and, who they view as primary contacts 

when experiencing academic hardship.   

Significance 

          Eighty six percent of students indicated the correct documentation necessary to properly 

identify their disability. This includes IEPs, 504 plans, and medical documentation. Knowing the 

materials necessary to obtain the needed modifications is crucial in self-advocacy. Additionally, 

a second crucial component of self-advocacy is having an understanding of who to submit the 

correct material too. Within the college setting, the primary authority to contact regarding the 

declaration of a disability is the disabilities coordinator, 81.4% of students were able to indicate 

this fact. 

There are a number of ramifications and questions that this study raises. First students are 

waiting to declare their disability. Future studies should examine if students who wait to declare 

their disability, and receive modifications, are doing so at the cost of an initial successful 
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academic experience. Additionally, students with LD are viewing non-academic individuals as 

their primary contact when having academic difficulty. Future studies should examine if this is a 

commonality among all college students, regardless of LD, or, if this is a causality only among 

students with LD. The university chosen for this study has a highly respected education program 

and makes inclusion a priority. Thus, future studies should examine if the awareness of students 

with LD is impacted due to the focus and aims of a school. 

There were a number of positive results of this study. One positive was that 100% of 

students who were questioned indicated that they would ask for assistance when it was needed. 

This indicates assertiveness within their education. Additionally, students knew the process to 

become identified. This is major component of self-advocacy which all individuals with a 

disability need to understand. The process, whom to contact, and the laws associated with their 

disability, must be known by all students when identifying. 

Limitations 

    There were a number of limitations for this study. One limitation of this study was the number 

of participants. Within this study, there were 31 participants. Additionally, a number of 

indicators were not addressed. For example, the 31 participants were not told to indicate age, 

gender, race, major, academic year, or, learning disability. These factors may have had an impact 

on students self-advocating. Additionally, these 31 students were located at a school with a 

strong education program, which devotes significant time toward advocating for students with 

disabilities. Thus, this may have had an impact on students with learning disabilities self-

advocating. 
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Future Research 

There were a number of results that should be addressed in further studies. One element 

that should be addressed in further studies is in regards to teacher and students with LD 

communication. This was shown by 33.34% of students who indicated a level of difficulty in 

asking a teacher for help. In addition, 86% of students indicated that their first contact if they 

were having difficulty in school would be someone not associated with the school. Another point 

of interest within this study was that 35.48% of students waited well until the start of school, and, 

and 74.19% waited until after they were accepted into the university to declare their disability. 

Conclusions 

In summation, this study showed that students due possess the skills to self-advocate. 

Future studies should utilize multiple schools and have a control group of students without a LD 

in order to see commonalities that may be due to age, maturity, or region rather than LD being 

the cause of that. Furthermore, future students with LD should be designated along majors, age, 

or grade level. However, this study fills in a gap in the research by examining if transition plans 

are working. Students show a competent grasp and motivation to self-advocate. There still is 

work to do, for example, knowing to whom to communicate with academic issues or when to 

become identified. However, this study indicates that college students with disabilities are able to 

self-advocate.  Thus, this study fills in a gap within research. With an increased emphasis on 

IEPs, which include transition plans, juxtaposed the lower rate of success among students with 

learning disabilities, on critical question had to be asked, was this due to students not self-

advocating. This study confirms that college students with learning disabilities are able to self-

advocate in college, and thus further studies can address other issues related to students with 

learning disabilities in college. 
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Appendices 

1. How often do you ask for help from your teachers? 

a. Never 

b. Sometimes  

c. When I need it 

d. All the time 

2. Imagine you need assistance due to your learning disability; you have not yet reported your 

learning disability.  What materials would you need to provide in order to report your disability 

to and to whom would you deliver it? 

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

3. When you entered college, where did you seek help regarding your learning disability? 

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

Rate the difficulty of the following: 

4. Asking for help. 

a. Difficult 

b. Somewhat difficult 

c. Easy 

d. Very easy 

 

5. Making your needs, due to your disability, known and understood. 

a. Difficult 
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b. Somewhat difficult 

c. Easy 

d. Very easy 

 

6. Knowing what help you need and asking specifically for it. 

a. Difficult 

b. Somewhat difficult 

c. Easy 

d. Very easy 

 

7. Upon entering college, when did you notify the school regarding your learning disability? 

a. After you received acceptance to the University 

b. Before school started 

c. During the first week 

d. After you needed help 

 

8. Imagine you are having difficulty understanding an assignment, whom do you seek for 

help?  Rank in order from 1 to 5.  One being the first person you would ask for help, and 5 being 

the last person you would ask for help. 

____ Parent 

____ Friend or classmate 

____ Teacher 

____ Learning Disability Specialist 

____ You would figure it out on your own 

 

9. When you need help from a teacher, you feel: 

a. Embarrassed to ask anyone for help 

b. Frustrated with the teacher and with yourself 

c. Confused about the help you need to ask for 

d. Comfortable asking the teacher for help 

 

10. How would you rate the overall help given by this school regarding your disability? 

a. Very helpful 

b. Helpful 

c. Not helpful 

d. I received no help 
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