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              The number of students with learning disabilities (SLD) at post-secondary 

institutions continues to grow. Research has found that SLD who use accommodations at 

their post-secondary institution are more successful in university than those who do not. 

Yet, research suggests that SLD do not request accommodations at expected levels. 

Disability self-disclosure is important to SLD because they need to self-disclose their 

disability to university personnel to obtain accommodations. The reasons for lower levels 

of self-disclosure by SLDs to university personnel remain unclear.  

 Self-determination, attitudes towards requesting accommodations, and level of 

self-disclosure (i.e., psychological factors) has individually been identified as possible 
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factors that affect disability disclosure. To date, no study has investigated the effects of 

these factors on SLD disability disclosure in higher education. This study’s purpose was 

to investigate differences in psychological factors between two SLD disclosure groups 

(i.e., no disclosure and university and classroom disclosure). In addition, the study 

examined what factors SLDs consider when deciding if they will self-disclose their 

disability to university personnel. To achieve these goals, 31 undergraduate students with 

learning disabilities completed a mixed methods study comprised of quantitative scales 

and a qualitative interview. The Self-Disclosure Scale, the Attitudes Towards Requesting 

Accommodations Scale, and the Revised Self-Disclosure Scale were utilized to measure 

psychological factors. A 30 minute semi-structured interview was administered to 15 

participants to further explore what factors SLD take into consideration when making 

self-disclosure decisions.  

Results indicate that the total scores on the Attitude Towards Requesting 

Accommodations scale, Self-Determination Scale, and the Self-Disclosure Scale were 

significantly different between self-disclosure groups. Data from student interviews 

uncovered nine factors that seemed to influence SLDs’: (a) decision to disclose and (b) 

how deeply they disclosed.  Four key qualitative findings that arose from this study were: 

(a) all SLD report having extensive academic difficulty; (b) students who do not disclose 

seem to rely solely on informal compensating mechanisms rather than formal 

accommodations; (c) even in favorable circumstances SLDs may not wish to disclose 

their disability; and (d) SLD experiences with faculty seem to influence why some 

students disclose more deeply while other students disclose at a surface level.   
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Chapter I: Introduction 

I didn’t know what to expect coming into college but it’s been hard. My high 

school teachers have always said all your grades are tests, tests, they’re all tests, 

but I didn’t believe that until I got here, they weren’t lying, it’s been a struggle, all 

the reading and testing has been a struggle but that’s college so…as far as 

expectations, I don’t know, it’s been hard (Student with a Learning Disability at 

the University).  

Enrollment and Retention  

Many high school students with disabilities enter post-secondary institutions at a 

disadvantage. On average, they are more likely to have taken remedial courses, are less 

likely to have taken advanced placement courses, and have lower grade point averages 

and SAT scores than students without disabilities (U.S. Department of Education, 1999). 

Despite this, 52.8 percent of students with disabilities report that they want to attend a 

four-year post-secondary institution (Wagner, Newman, Cameto, Garza, & Levine, 

2005).  

When looking specifically at students with learning disabilities (SLD) we find 

that 50% of these students have the desire to obtain a post-secondary degree. However, 

SLD have the lowest grade point average, SAT Verbal scores, and SAT Math scores out 

of all students with disabilities. These experiences make SLD the least academically 

prepared out of all students with disabilities who attend post-secondary institutions (U.S. 

Department of Education, 1999).  

  In spite of their relative lack of preparation, SLD attendance at post-secondary 

institutions continues to increase. Nine percent of the national population of students 
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attending post-secondary institutions in the United States identified as having a learning 

disability in 2002 (Kurth & Mellard, 2006); however, by 2004 11% of students claimed 

this identification (US Department of Education, 2006).1 Yet even with the rise in SLD 

post-secondary attendance, SLDs’ average post-secondary graduation rate lags behind 

that of their peers without disabilities. Only 10% of SLDs’ parents believe that their 

children will definitely graduate from a four-year post-secondary institution (Wagner et. 

al., 2005). This expectation stands in contrast to the 56% of students without a learning 

disability who actually graduate from four-year post-secondary institutions (US 

Department of Education, 2006). It seems that even though SLD achieve at a level 

necessary to access higher education, they struggle once they arrive.  

There are many reasons why SLD may be able to gain admittance to post-

secondary institutions but have difficulty once they enroll. Many SLD have trouble 

navigating the post-secondary environment for reasons including challenging faculty 

interactions (e.g., difficulty accessing faculty and inadequate faculty knowledge about 

LD), difficulty receiving accurate information from their institution (e.g., information 

regarding scholarships and course requirements), poor self-advocacy (Field, Sarver, & 

Shaw, 2003), and academic difficulties (e.g., problems reading course materials and poor 

working memory; Mason & Mason, 2005).    

Some of SLDs’ struggles in obtaining their bachelor’s degrees may be due to the 

covert nature of learning disabilities (LDs). LDs are “hidden disabilities,” so named 

because they “are less visible than other physical, sensory or mobility impairments and 

                                                 
1 A SLD, as defined by the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), is a 
student with a disorder in one or multiple basic psychological processes, characterized by 
an imperfect ability to listen, speak, read, write, spell, or do mathematical calculations 
(Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, 2006).  
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thus may not be as readily apparent to the observer” (Wolf, 2001 pp. 387). For example, a 

professor or administrator is not able to recognize a SLD as she might with a student 

affected by blindness or physical impairments. The conspicuousness of a student’s 

disability is important because in the post-secondary education setting, accommodation 

access is built upon the concept of visibility. Post-secondary students with a disability 

must request accommodations for their disability from the Office of Students with 

Disabilities. Once these students receive accommodations through the university, they are 

required to reveal their disability to their. It is only through this disability self-disclosure 

that students can utilize their accommodations in class.  

The accommodations protocol places SLD in a unique position. They are able to 

make a conscious decision to self-disclose their disability to their post-secondary 

institution and faculty in order to receive and utilize accommodations or they can choose 

to remain hidden and forgo disability services.  Even if SLD do decide to self-disclose 

their disability, they may still have difficulty using their accommodations in class, as 

research has shown that many professors’ willingness to provide accommodations is 

based on how disabled a student appears. Therefore, SLD who chose to reveal their 

disability to obtain institutional accommodations may still have difficulty utilizing those 

accommodations in a classroom setting (Rao & Gartin, 2003).  

Previous research has indicated that some SLD fare better when they encounter 

difficulties in their post-secondary institutions (Wehmeyer, Kelchner, & Richards, 1996).  

It is thought that psychological factors such as levels of self-determination, willingness to 

self-disclose, and attitudes towards accommodations may be elements that contribute to 

differences in SLD outcomes.   
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Psychological Factors 

 Self-determination. 

There are many examples of successful SLD, indicating that psychological factors 

can mitigate some of the obstacles SLD face in the post-secondary environment. For 

example, many of the qualities possessed by successful post-secondary SLD are linked to 

high levels of self-determination (Deci & Ryan, 1985a). Self-determination is the ability 

to act as the primary causal agent in one’s life (Wehmeyer & Palmer, 2006). Overall, 

SLD exhibit lower levels of self-determination and its characteristic components such as 

intrinsic motivation and autonomy. While students without disabilities respond to their 

own internal achievement goals, SLD tend to rely on external sources of motivation such 

as grades and teacher praise. This is significant because in a university environment, SLD 

must rely more heavily on internal motivation, as sources of external motivation are often 

absent or delayed (Lincoln & Chazan, 1979).  Research has shown that SLD who are 

more internally motivated act autonomously, engage in self-regulating behavior, react to 

and respond to events in an empowered manner, and act in a self-realizing manner 

(Wehmeyer & Palmer, 2000). Students who exhibit these characteristics should be more 

likely to overcome difficulties associated with obtaining accommodations, as they are 

theoretically better prepared to act independently and deliberately when navigating the 

accommodations process than their counterparts who have low levels of self-

determination.  

However, research suggests that SLD may limit their use of accommodations 

even with high levels of self-determination and satisfaction with services. Cawthon and 

Cole (2010) looked at SLD characteristics of self-determination to determine if there was 
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a relationship between this psychological factor and the use of accommodations. Results 

indicate that highly self-determined students perceive themselves as having more of a 

choice in their education and view their learning climate more favorably. This finding 

suggests that self-determined students may be autonomous and respond to events in an 

empowered manner. Cawthon and Cole (2010) hypothesized that students who show 

higher self-determination might exhibit more autonomy and empowerment than low self-

determined students, resulting in highly self-determined students having more 

interactions with post-secondary staff and facing fewer potential obstacles than students 

with low self-determination. However, no significant correlations were found between 

the attitudes regarding self-determination and disability-related post-secondary 

experiences, including overall satisfaction with disability services and interactions with 

faculty or the office of disability services. The disconnect between student attitudes, 

personality characteristics, and actions suggests that it is necessary but not sufficient to 

measure self-determination and accommodations use. Other factors such as self-

disclosure must also be considered. 

Self-disclosure. 

Another psychological factor that has been identified as being important in 

obtaining accommodations is willingness to self-disclose, also known as self-disclosure. 

As mentioned above, in order to access accommodations, SLD must self-disclose that 

they have a LD to the university offices responsible for the regulation of accommodations 

(Americans with Disabilities Act, 1990). Self-disclosure refers to the concept of sharing 

one’s personal thoughts, feelings, and actions (e.g., using a book on tape or self-

administering attention related medication) with another person (Derlega & Stepien, 
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1977). In the context of this research, self-disclosure refers to the sharing of one’s 

disability with either the Student Services with Disability Office (SSD) or faculty. 

Surprisingly, only 40% of students with disabilities (SWD) self-disclose that they have a 

disability to their post-secondary institution (Newman, Wagner, Huang, Shaver, Knokey, 

Yu, Contreras, Ferguson, Greene, Nagle, & Cameto, 2011). Self-disclosure of disability 

drops to only 11 to 33 percent of when looking specifically at SLD self-disclosure 

(Hartman, 1993). Although there has been little research on disability self-disclosure of 

SLD, there has been research performed with SWD. Research with SWD may help to 

elucidate the relationship of self-disclosure on SLD willingness to disclose.  

Self-disclosure of SWD. 

Studies (Braithwaite, 1991) have shown that SWD take four factors into 

consideration when deciding if they should self-disclose their disability. The first factor is 

whether self-disclosure is appropriate to the relationship. SWD in post-secondary 

institutions may consider this factor when they determine to whom they are expected to 

self-disclose within their program. Some departments may consider an SWD’s disability 

as information that should be shared on a need-to-know basis. For example, they may 

think it improper to self-disclose a disability to a program director that, in their 

estimation, does not need this information.  

A second factor is whether the self-disclosure is relevant to the context and topic 

being discussed. This factor may be considered if SWD have disabilities in only one 

domain. For example, an SWD with a disability in math may consider self-disclosure to 

an English professor to be unnecessary. The third factor, perceived motivation of the 

inquiry (e.g., legitimate need vs. intrusive questioning), may be considered if individuals 
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inquire as to an SWD’s disability status. A student may be reluctant to self-disclose their 

disability with a peer who asks why the student had more time to take a test than the rest 

of the class. However, that same SLD may be more willing to self-disclose to a professor 

who genuinely wants to know why a student has difficulty in their class.  

The final factor that influences self-disclosure is the individual comfort level and 

mood of the disclosee (Braithwaite, 1991). In an educational setting, SWD may choose 

not to self-disclose to faculty simply because they do not feel comfortable with the 

professor. The student may dislike the professor for some reason or they may be afraid 

that self-disclosure will change how the professor views him or her. Despite some 

support for this general SWD self-disclosure framework, it is unclear if it parallels the 

disability self-disclosure process for a post-secondary SLD. 

Self-disclosure in SLD. 

Little research has been conducted on the SLD disability self-disclosure process. 

Lynch and Gussel (1996) hypothesized that when SLD make the decision to self-disclose 

their disability to their university they may, intentionally or not, weigh the benefits and 

drawbacks to their self-disclosure. The most obvious benefit of disability self-disclosure 

is the opportunity to access disability services and accommodations. Another benefit to 

self-disclosure is that requested accommodations may benefit other students in the class. 

For example, a professor’s use of a microphone to accommodate a hearing impaired 

student may benefit other students without disabilities who have greater access to the 

class lecture material than without the microphone (Lynch & Gussel, 1996). Potential 

drawbacks to disclosing are loss of privacy and the potential for negative feedback from 

university administration. For example, students may be afraid that faculty and 
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administrators might misunderstand their disability. Alternatively, faculty may believe 

that SLD are “copping out” or “lazy” because they request accommodations (Nawabi, 

2004). Based on current research, perceived or real benefits and drawbacks to disability 

self-disclosure may be an important element to SLD self-disclosure decisions.  

According to Lynch and Gussel’s (1996) research, students who need 

accommodations to succeed in their post-secondary institutions, as many SLD do, should 

be willing to self-disclose their disability more readily than those SLD who feel that they 

do not need accommodations in their post-secondary institutions. It is surprising then that 

fewer than half of SLD decide to self-disclose their disability to gain access to 

accommodations at their post-secondary institution (Banard-Brak, Davis, Tate, & Sulak, 

2009). It may be that high achieving SLD, those who are most likely to attend a four-year 

post-secondary institution, do not need to utilize accommodations to succeed in 

university. Another explanation may be that high achieving SLD find the 

accommodations offered by SSD inadequate or difficult to implement and, as a result, 

stop utilizing SSD services (Kurth & Mellard, 2006).  

Another possibility is that high achieving SLD may prefer to build a new non-

disabled identity for themselves in their post-secondary institution (Banard-Brak et al., 

2010a). This idea of identity is closely linked to students’ attitude toward 

accommodations. Many students who prefer to identify as a student without a disability 

may see accommodations as “taking the easy way out.” SLD who have negative views of 

accommodations may be less willing to self-disclose than students who see 

accommodations as helpful and as a legitimate support. Given these issues, students’ 
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attitudes towards requesting accommodations are also hypothesized to be an important 

element in SLDs’ decision to pursue accommodations.  

Attitudes towards requesting accommodations. 

Barnard-Brak, Sulak, Tate, and Lechtenberger (2010) were the first researchers 

who believed that SWD attitudes towards requesting accommodations could be an 

important factor in explaining why some students choose to self-disclose their disability 

and receive accommodations while others do not. The researchers explored the 

relationship between SWDs’ perceptions of accommodations and accommodations use 

with their development of the Attitudes Towards Requesting Accommodations Scale 

(ATRA). The ATRA looks at four components: Academic Integrity, Disability 

Disclosure, Disability Acceptance, and Accommodations Process. The researchers found 

that students with a higher total score on the ATRA were less likely to request 

accommodations and had poorer academic outcomes than SWD who scored lower on the 

ATRA and therefore had more favorable views of accommodations. A significant 

limitation of this study was that the sample was too varied. Participants in this study were 

from different school types (e.g., public, private, large, and small) and included SWD of 

all types (e.g., emotional disorders, learning disabilities, and physical disabilities). 

Additionally, the authors only asked if students requested accommodations at the 

university level, but failed to ask students if they also requested accommodations in the 

classroom. Therefore, there is still work needed to understand the relationship between 

SLD’s attitude towards requesting accommodations and the extent to which they self-

disclose their disability in higher education settings.  
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Study Purpose 

 The purpose of this study was to explore the relationships among SLDs’ attitudes 

towards requesting accommodations, self-determination, willingness to self-disclose, and 

accommodations use in hopes to better understand how these psychological factors affect 

SLDs’ self-disclosure decisions (see Figure 1).  

 

The present study focused on SLD undergraduate students who were sophomores 

and above. Participants must have gained admission to the University of Texas 

(University) based on their academic merit, not due to some special circumstance (e.g., 

athletic or artistic scholarship). Two types of SLD were included in this study in order to 

investigate the psychological factors over a range of self-disclosure possibilities. The two 

types of SLD included in this study were SLD who chose not to self-disclose and those 

that self-disclosed to SSD and faculty. The study sought to determine (a) the differences 

in self-determination, self-disclosure, and attitudes towards requesting accommodations 
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(i.e., psychological factors) across self-disclosure levels and (b) what factors SLD 

identified as influencing their self-disclosure decisions. It was hoped that these findings 

would provide SSD offices, faculty, and students at undergraduate institutions with 

information that they could use to encourage SLD disability self-disclosure at the 

university and faculty level. 
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Chapter II: Review of the Literature 

Previous research has identified willingness to disclose, self-determination, and 

attitudes towards requesting accommodations as important factors that individually 

influence post-secondary disclosure decisions. The purpose of this study was to examine 

these three psychological factors in concert. The study also aimed to identify what factors 

SLD take into consideration when deciding if they will disclose at their post-secondary 

institution. 

This chapter will first review the research literature regarding the implications of 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) and the Americans with Disabilities 

Act (ADA) in the context of post-secondary education.  Next it will discuss the legal 

limitation of accommodations under ADA, the types of accommodations offered at post-

secondary institutions, as well as student utilization of those accommodations. This will 

be followed by an overview of self-disclosure, attitudes towards requesting 

accommodations, and self-determination, the psychological factors that were investigated 

in this study.  

Learning Disabilities  

SLD comprise a small but growing proportion of the college-bound student 

population. A SLD, as defined by the IDEA, is an individual with a disorder in one or 

multiple basic psychological processes, characterized by an imperfect ability to listen, 

speak, read, write, spell, or do mathematical calculations (Individuals with Disabilities 

Education Act, 2006). Students may be classified as learning disabled in reading (i.e., 

decoding, comprehension, or fluency); writing (i.e., spelling, sentence structure, or 

paragraph structure); mathematics (i.e., computation, problem solving, or fluency); or 
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language processing (i.e., understanding and processing orally presented material) 

(Fletcher, Francis, Shaywitz, Lyon, Foorman, & Stuebing, 1998).  

All publicly funded institutions such as primary, secondary, and post-secondary 

schools must offer disability accommodations. There are significant differences between 

IDEA, the laws that govern accommodations and services in secondary institutions, and 

ADA, those that apply to post-secondary institutions. Among these distinctions are 

differences in the purpose of the law, how the referral is initiated, how one determines 

eligibility for services, and the accommodations to which those who are eligible are 

entitled. It is prudent to first discuss the differences between IDEA and ADA, as these 

laws influence how students qualify for and access accommodations.  

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act. 

Purpose of the IDEA. 

IDEA is a national law that ensures services to children aged three through 21 

with disabilities. It first originated in 1975 as the Education for All Handicapped Children 

Act (EHA). EHA arose in response to concerns about the education of children with 

physical and cognitive disabilities. EHA was reauthorized three times during the 1970’s 

and 1980’s before it was renamed in 1990 as IDEA. Since that time IDEA has been 

reauthorized by Congress about every five years, the latest being in 2006 (Individuals 

with Disabilities Education Act, 2006). The purpose of IDEA is to identify eligible SWD 

and provide them with "a free and appropriate public education in the least restrictive 

environment possible" (Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, 2006). A free and 

appropriate education entitles SWD to be educated in the same environment with peers 

without disabilities whenever possible. Under this law schools are required to identify 
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eligible students and provide them with services that are educationally focused and aimed 

at helping them achieve academically. 

As SWD are most often identified as having a disability in kindergarten through 

12th grade, it is important to understand the process by which these students first become 

eligible for services at their primary and secondary institutions.  Knowledge of IDEA 

eligibility and the subsequent shift in eligibility under ADA will be important to consider 

when understanding the significance of SLD disclosure decisions.   

Identification and eligibility. 

As mentioned above, IDEA is a child find law which requires schools to initiate a 

special education evaluation of students whom they believe have a disability. The 

initiation of the special education process is typically the responsibility of school-based 

special education teams. These teams are usually composed of a school administrator, 

general education teacher, special education teacher, the parents, the student, and a 

psychological expert (usually a school psychologist). Special education teams are 

required to seek out students at their schools whom they believe may have a disability 

that would qualify them for special education services under IDEA. Once a student is 

identified as possibly having a disability, the student’s eligibility for services is 

determined in one of two ways, either by a discrepancy model or by a response to 

intervention approach.  

Previous to 2006, special education teams primarily used a discrepancy model to 

determine whether a student had a learning disability. Under the discrepancy model 

approach, the focus is on the difference between a student’s measured intellectual ability 

(i.e., IQ) and academic achievement. If a student’s academic achievement score in a 
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specific subject area is one standard deviation (16 points) lower than the student’s IQ 

score, the student is said to have a learning disability. To determine if a discrepancy is 

present, a student is tested using a standardized intelligence test (e.g., Wechsler 

Intelligence Scale for Children — Fourth Edition) and a standardized achievement test 

(e.g., Woodcock-Johnson III Tests of Achievement). Scores on each test are then 

compared for discrepancies between the achievement scores and cognitive scores.  

To give a simplified example, suppose a student, Bill, is administered the 

Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children — Fourth Edition (WISC-IV) and his responses 

indicate that he has a Full Scale IQ of 100. Bill is then given the Woodcock-Johnson III 

Tests of Achievement, and his responses yield academic subject scores similar to his Full 

Scale IQ in most areas. However, Bill seems to score much lower on the tests involving 

reading. In fact, when Bill’s results from reading specific subtests are combined into a 

Basic Reading composite score it yields a score of 80. At this level, Bill’s Basic Reading 

score is over one standard deviation (16 points) below his full scale IQ. This indicates 

that Bill has a deficit in reading that is not expected given his intelligence as measured by 

the WISC-IV. The discrepancy between Bill’s IQ and Basic Reading score would likely 

qualify him for special education services as a child with a Specific Learning Disability 

in reading.  

With the 2006 reauthorization of IDEA (known as the Individuals with 

Disabilities Education Improvement Act or IDEIA), school-based special education 

teams are moving to a Response to Intervention (RTI) identification approach. The RTI 

approach does not require that a student have an IQ vs. achievement discrepancy to be 

identified with a learning disability. Instead, a child who is struggling in school is 
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provided with different levels of intervention that progressively become more intensive 

and individualized. A child who does not improve after participation in these 

interventions may then be considered to have a learning disability. 

RTI usually takes the form of a three-tier intervention model. The first tier of any 

RTI program is a research-supported curriculum, meaning that tier one services are 

provided to all students in the form of daily instruction (Gettinger & Stober, 2008). The 

purpose of the tier one intervention is to demonstrate that a child’s academic struggles are 

not due to inadequate instruction. If a child still shows difficulty in a subject despite 

exposure to a tier one research-supported curriculum, she is moved to tier two services. 

Tier two services usually involve an intervention that allows the child greater exposure to 

and more time to practice important skills in a small group setting (Gettinger & Stober, 

2008). If the child still shows difficulty in a subject despite tier two intervention services, 

she is provided with tier three services. Tier three services usually provide intensive and 

individual tutoring in specific skills (Gettinger & Stober, 2008). If the child cannot make 

academic progress commensurate with her peers when placed on the highest tier of the 

intervention, she is then considered to have a learning disability (Barnett, Daly, Jones, & 

Lentz, 2004) .  

Provision of services. 

 IDEA dictates that once a child is identified as having a learning disability via a 

discrepancy or RTI approach, schools are required to provide an individualized education 

plan (IEP). The IEP documents the specific accommodations that will be provided by the 

school, the child’s current level of academic performance, specific academic goals for the 

year, how much of the school day will be spent with children without disabilities (to 
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ensure the least restrictive environment), and how they will participate in any mandatory 

state or district assessments. An example IEP for a student with dyslexia may include the 

accommodation “Mary will have all tests administered orally.” It may contain a current 

academic performance level of “Mary is able to read 60 words per minute” with a goal of 

“by the end of the year Mary will be able to read 80 words per minute.” The least 

restrictive environment may be documented by how many hours Mary spends out of the 

mainstream classroom environment, “Mary will spend five hours per week in a special 

education classroom and 30 hours per week in mainstream classes.” Lastly, the IEP will 

document how Mary will participate in state and district assessment. This may be done 

by specifying that “Mary will complete the Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills-

Accommodated (TAKS-A) receiving accommodations for dyslexia.” Each child who is 

identified as having a disability is provided with a similar but personalized education 

plan.   

Once a student’s IEP plan is finalized, each of the special education student’s 

teachers receive a copy of the plan and are required to implement the modifications 

and/or accommodations written within the document. The student bears no responsibility 

for the initiation, identification, or implementation of their special education services 

besides participating in either the initial testing or interventions. These students’ services 

are initiated, provided, and managed by the public school system. The limited 

responsibility held by SWD in K-12 educational settings is a relevant factor to the current 

study of post-secondary disclosure decisions, given that the structured and explicit 

identification and service provision model that characterizes IDEA is vastly different 

from what occurs in post-secondary environments.  
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American with Disabilities Act. 

 Purpose of ADA. 

Whereas IDEA governs Kindergarten-12th grade access to and provision of 

educational services for SLD, ADA is a law most relevant to SLD in their post-secondary 

experiences. ADA is a federal civil rights law that protects all persons with disabilities 

across all age groups (Americans with Disabilities Act, 1990). Passed in 1990, the 

purpose of ADA is to provide a national law to prevent the discrimination of individuals 

with disabilities and to provide standards of dealing with such discrimination (Americans 

with Disabilities Act, 1990). When SLD enter a post-secondary institution, they have the 

option to seek protection from discrimination under ADA. For these students, the change 

from IDEA to ADA when moving from secondary to post-secondary education results in 

differences in initiation of services, eligibility determination for services, 

accommodations offered,  and provision of accommodations. 

Initiation and eligibility. 

The first difference between IDEA and ADA occurs at the origination of the 

disability referral. Under IDEA the public school system is required to identify students 

who may have learning difficulties and determine their eligibility for services. However, 

under ADA, students must initiate the accommodations process and are not entitled to 

protection if they do not inform the school of a disability. This is different from the “child 

find” IDEA directive, under which children who have disabilities and need services must 

be sought out by the education system. Therefore, in post-secondary institutions students 

who wish to receive accommodations must chose to disclose their disability to their post-

secondary institution before they are eligible to receive ADA accommodations.  
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Second, under IDEA, public schools are required to execute the testing (i.e., 

discrepancy model) or interventions (i.e., RTI) that will provide data to make the special 

education qualification decision. However, under ADA, the students themselves are 

required to provide proof of need for services, usually through private testing. To provide 

this information, the student typically visits with on-campus Services for Students with 

Disabilities office (SSD). During this meeting they must disclose their disability and any 

necessary medical and/or psychological documentation of the disability. If the student 

does not have this documentation from their K-12 setting, it is often necessary to go 

through a formal evaluation process. Post-secondary institutions then use the student-

provided data to determine if a student is eligible for services in the institution. This 

policy may prevent students who do not have the financial means to obtain private testing 

from pursuing services for disabilities at their post-secondary institutions. 

Finally, while IDEA has detailed standards regarding SLD identification (i.e., the 

discrepancy model or RTI), ADA is not clear as to how a person is determined to have a 

learning disability or who makes that determination. IDEA specifically lists areas in 

which disabilities may occur, such as deafness, blindness, LDs and autism (Individuals 

with Disabilities Education Improvement Act, 2006) and how disability determination is 

made (i.e., discrepancy model of RTI), whereas ADA does not. ADA simply states that  a 

person is disabled if the individual has a “physical or mental impairment that 

substantially limits one or more of the major life activities of such individual, the 

individual has a record of such an impairment; or is regarded as having such impairment” 

(Americans with Disabilities Act, 1990, Section 12102). ADA, however, provides no 

other guidance as to how one determines whether a person is impaired, and who is 
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certified to make that decision. Therefore, SLD identification criteria are often defined by 

individual post-secondary institutions and, as a result, may not be standardized across 

universities. This means that universities may not be required to acknowledge the range 

of disabilities that primary and secondary schools are. Once a person is considered to 

have a learning disability under ADA, they are entitled to accommodations that enable 

them to engage in activities at the same level as their peers without disabilities.  

Provision of services. 

Unlike IDEA, the accommodations provided under ADA are not educationally 

focused. Rather, the purpose of accommodations is to prevent discrimination. This 

difference in intent and implication stems from the overall objectives of each law. IDEA 

is meant to provide educational opportunities for SWD while ADA is meant to eliminate 

barriers that may stop students from being able to attend post-secondary institutions. For 

example, a student with Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) may receive 

both extended time on tests and reduced class assignments as accommodations under 

IDEA. Both accommodations are considered necessary under IDEA to ensure educational 

achievement. Under ADA, the university would most likely only grant the 

accommodation of extended time on tests and not reduced class assignments because the 

accommodation of extended time assumes that the SWD is able to complete the test at the 

same level as peers without disabilities, but simply need more time to complete the test. 

Therefore, extended time is considered to be an accommodation that promotes access to 

higher education, as the student is able to perform to the same level of peers when the 

barrier of time is reduced. Reduced class assignments, however, would not be granted at 

a university because this modification assumes that the student is unable to complete the 



 

21 
 

level of work the university requires. Therefore, the student’s difficulty is not attributed 

to a specific barrier but rather an inability to complete the work required at the institution. 

ADA is clear that a student whose disability makes them unable to complete work at a 

university level despite accommodations would not be protected under ADA. In other 

words, while IDEA’s main goal is to support all SWD academically through modification 

of the educational program and/or accommodations, ADA only seeks to accommodate 

those students who can perform at a similar level to their peers without disabilities with 

only minor accommodation. 

Once students are determined to be eligible for services at the post-secondary 

institution level, they must then disclose their eligibility and, as a result, their disability to 

faculty in order to utilize accommodations or services in each post-secondary classroom 

(Barnard-Brak et. al., 2010a). The additional step of disability disclosure is significantly 

different from the process required by IDEA. As mentioned above, if students in a post-

secondary setting wish to access accommodations, they first disclose at a university level 

by formally requesting services and providing documentation outlining the need for those 

services to SSD. After eligibility is determined, SLD are provided with letters of 

accommodation detailing their eligibility for specific services. SLD then disclose their 

disability to their course instructors, presenting the SSD accommodation letters to the 

faculty member in order use accommodations in their course or at their practicum site 

(Barnard-Brak, Lechtenberger, & Lan, 2010). The self-initiation aspect of ADA is an 

important part of the initial request for services and the provision of accommodations. 

ADA mandates that students must self-disclose their disability in two phases, first to a 

general gatekeeping office and then to the specific course instructor, in order to receive 
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the accommodations that may be necessary for college success. This disclosure process is 

a key construct in the present study and is discussed further later in the Review of the 

Literature.  

Accommodations and ADA. 

The current study revolves around post-secondary SLD disclosure as a means to 

access disability services and accommodations. Therefore, a further review of the legal 

limitations of ADA accommodations, accommodation provision, and accommodation 

usage in post-secondary institutions will follow to better inform the reader of the 

accommodations that SLD may gain by disclosure.   

Legal limitations of ADA accommodations. 

ADA limits the accommodations that post-secondary institutions are obliged to 

offer by only requiring post-secondary institutions to admit and accommodate "qualified" 

SWD. If a student cannot meet an institution's requirements for participation in an 

academic program either with or without a reasonable program accommodation, the 

school is not required to admit or extend services to him/her beyond the standard level of 

practice (Krueger, 2000), a fact that emphasizes the autonomy afforded in the admissions 

process. For example, a student with a math disability who is unable to complete college 

level math even with multiple appropriate accommodations may be denied acceptance or 

dismissed from a university for failing to make satisfactory academic progress.  

In a related vein, ADA states that a post-secondary institution may only offer 

accommodations that do not significantly alter the nature of academic program or 

diminish academic standards. This qualification is important for SLD, as ADA may 

consider many of the accommodations provided under IDEA as altering an academic 
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program. For example, the accommodation of reduced class assignments or the 

elimination of a foreign language requirement, sometimes available in a K-12 setting, are 

unlikely to be given at a post-secondary level. Additionally, colleges and universities are 

not required to offer accommodations that inflict undue hardship, either financially or 

administratively, on the school and its faculty. This stipulation is a protective feature for 

the institution that limits potential obligations to provide accommodations and services at 

any cost. Last, post-secondary institutions are not required to offer personal services for 

students, such as wheelchairs, hearing aids, eyeglasses, or personal assistants. As a result 

of these limitations, personal tutors and/or tutoring services, a resource potentially needed 

by SLD (Krueger, 2000), are also not mandatory under ADA. The legal limitation of 

accommodations offered under ADA is important to understand, as many SLD may not 

feel that the accommodations allowed under ADA are worth disclosing for, especially if 

they are used to more comprehensive accommodations and modifications under IDEA.   

 Accommodations provided. 

ADA mandates that services provided by post-secondary institutions only provide 

students with an equal opportunity to learn; the law does not require that schools offer 

accommodations that would give equal results to those of non-disabled peers 

(Brinckerhoff, Shaw, & McGuire, 1992). Given these guidelines, most colleges and 

universities only offer support services that enable students to complete the same work 

that students without disabilities are assigned. A national survey of accommodations 

offered in post-secondary institutions found that the majority of institutions (98%) 

provide a minimum of one disability support service (see Appendix A for descriptions 

typical accommodations provided by post-secondary institutions).  Three of the most 
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commonly offered accommodations are extended time (76.4%), note takers (76.4%), and 

alternate testing sites (66.7%) (Janiga & Costenbader, 2002). These accommodations are 

almost universally accepted to remove potential discriminatory barriers to class. 

Extended time is discussed below as an example of how an accommodation may remove 

an obstacle without compromising academic standards.  

Extended time is often defined by SSD as giving students time-and-a-half or 

double-time to complete exams (Services, 2008). For example, if a student without 

disabilities has a one-hour exam, a student with extended time accommodations has one-

and-a-half to two hours to complete it. SLD may need extended time for multiple reasons. 

First, SLD often have processing speed deficits which cause them to complete tasks at a 

slower pace than individuals without disabilities (Kail & Hall, 1994). Processing speed is 

defined as cognitive efficiency at understanding and acting upon external stimuli, which 

include integrating low-level perceptual stimuli, higher level cognitive functions, and 

output speed (Shanahan, Pennington, Yerys, Scott, Boada, Willcutt, Olson, & DeFries, 

1995). An individual with a mathematics disability may be mathematically proficient, but 

need more time to absorb the information on a test and retrieve their math knowledge. In 

essence this individual has a disability in fluency, or the speed at which they complete 

tasks, not a deficit in conceptual mathematics knowledge. Second, SLD may have 

academic difficulties that necessitate they receive extra time on assignments and tests. 

For example, a college student with dyslexia may take longer to read an assignment 

because they must sound out many words that their peers read automatically. This 

process takes longer than reading silently without sounding out the words. Finally, many 

SLD also have comorbid attention difficulties such as difficulty with inattention, 
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impulsivity, and organization (Semrud-Clikeman, Beiderman, & Sprich-Buckminster, 

1992). These difficulties may cause SLD to approach a task in an unorganized manner, 

have difficulty starting or finishing a task, or make careless mistakes that they then have 

to go back and correct at the end of the testing time period.   

 Research has consistently shown that the performance of students without 

disabilities does not vary significantly under timed or untimed testing conditions (Elliot 

& Marquart, 2004). In contrast, SWD tend to perform significantly lower than students 

without disabilities on timed tests (Alster, 1997). When given extended time 

accommodations, SWD performance is comparable to that of college students without 

disabilities (Alster, 1997). Based on the evidence from the research literature, it is not 

surprising that extended time is one of the most effective and commonly offered 

accommodations.  

 Understanding the difference between a modification and an accommodation is 

important when investigating disclosure decisions. If an SLD is disclosing to obtain 

services that they previously received under IDEA in high school, it would be prudent for 

them to investigate whether the desired service is a modification or accommodation. SLD 

who rely more heavily on modifications than accommodations may not find post-

secondary disclosure worthwhile, as the services offered may not effectively support 

them.   

Student utilization of accommodations. 

Although research performed with SLD indicates that many of the 

accommodations they receive are generally beneficial, there is likely variability in their 

effectiveness depending on individual student characteristics or the specific testing 
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situation. Many SLD students rate the accommodations they receive as ineffective as 

often as 25% of the time (Kurth & Mellard, 2006). Kurth and Mellard hypothesize that 

many accommodations offered by universities are ineffective and inappropriate because 

they assign accommodations based on the student’s disability rather than understanding 

what a SLD will practically need in their specific classroom environment. In other words, 

SSD staff may not consider the interaction between individual student need and 

environmental demands when making decisions about eligibility for accommodations.  

SLD take multiple factors into account when making utilization decisions 

regarding specific accommodations. These factors can include (a) the effectiveness and 

availability of the accommodation, (b) the perceived amount of increased academic 

independence associated with the accommodation, and (c) the ease of use. Of these 

factors, effectiveness of the accommodation was reported as the most important by SLD 

in choosing to use an accommodation (Kurth & Mellard, 2006). SLD rated note takers, 

extended time on tests, adaptive technology, preferential classroom seating, and public 

transportation as being effective between 80 and 88 percent of the time. Other services 

such as tutoring services and tape recorders were considered effective between 64 to 78 

percent of the time. Thus, it is clearly not the case that SLD perceive the accommodations 

they use to be unequivocally useful. It is important for SSD staff to consider not only 

what accommodations will be offered, but also how the university and individual faculty 

will implement them in order to provide the most benefit to students, as it is most often 

the implementation of an accommodation that dictates its effectiveness. As a result, 

students who register for accommodations that are not effective may choose not to utilize 
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their accommodations or in later semesters choose not to register for accommodations at 

all.  

Disclosure 

Wagner et al. (2005) found that 7% of students with disabilities who identified 

themselves as having a disability opted not to self-disclose this information in order to 

receive accommodations at their post-secondary institution. Unlike many disabilities, 

learning disabilities are considered hidden disabilities because they cannot be identified 

on sight (Wolf, 2001 pp. 387). Therefore, SLD inhabit a unique position in their post-

secondary institutions, as they can choose to self-disclose their disability to receive 

accommodations or choose not to self-disclose and keep their disability hidden. 

SLD who choose not to disclose their LD are not eligible to receive 

accommodations at their post-secondary institution. These students may struggle due to 

lack of accommodations, appearing to faculty as low achievers rather than individuals 

with a disability (Denhart, 2008). This misperception occurs even though SLD, in most 

cases, spend much more time on assignments than their non-disabled peers. Many faculty 

are likely unaware of the difference in effort and product that most SLD experience 

without a disability disclosure. 

   The purpose of the current study was to further elucidate why some students 

choose to self-disclose to receive accommodations while others do not through the 

investigation of three psychological factors: self-disclosure, self-determination, and  
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attitudes towards requesting accommodations (see Figure 2). Given that access to 

 

accommodations and supports directly hinges on disclosure, a disclosure construct is 

necessary to include in the discussion of post-secondary SLD. Therefore, in the following 

section of this chapter, two general theories of self-disclosure are discussed: Sidney 

Jourard’s theory of self-disclosure and the social penetration theory of self-disclosure. 

This discussion is followed by a short overview of a general disability disclosure 

framework and, finally, literature on the disclosure of a learning disability.  

 Theories of disclosure.  

 Sidney Jourard.  

 Self-disclosure is generally defined in the literature as both the conscious and 

unconscious act of revealing more about oneself to others. There are many theories that 

discuss how individuals decide to self-disclose a personal attribute to another person. One 

of the best known theories is that of Sidney Jourard. Jourard (1971) proposed that self-
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disclosure is an interpersonal journey during which an individual both shares his/her 

“true” self with others and increases his/her own internal growth and understanding. He 

believed that when one shares his true self with others, he receives feedback that 

encourages personal understanding. Jourard’s theory attempts to explain two ways that an 

individual may make a person more or less likely to share his/her true self. Specifically, 

he states that one encourages disclosure by (a) reciprocating disclosure and (b) being a 

person of goodwill.  

As a therapist, Jourard discovered that he was best able to encourage individuals 

to share their true self with him by sharing his own similar problems and experiences 

with them. Through this work he came to believe that disclosure invites disclosure 

(Jourard, 1971). One invites disclosure by being perceived as a trustworthy person of 

“goodwill” and by being willing to disclose to the same depth and breadth as the other 

individual. He concluded that in most cases there is no way to force someone to reveal 

information; one must simply invite disclosure by leading by example and sharing of 

themselves.  

Jourard did acknowledge, however, that a unilateral disclosure may occur. He 

determined that a unilateral disclosure will happen if disclosees feel that they will benefit 

in some way by disclosing their hidden information and revealing their true selves. For 

example, an individual may receive Social Security benefits for disclosing a psychiatric 

illness to the government or a person carrying a secret may feel relief from guilt after 

they tell the secret to a friend. In Jourard’s model, the disclosee must feel that whatever 

they gain from disclosing is worth the cost of disclosure. This unilateral interaction is 

often seen in typical relationships between therapists and their clients, but may also occur 
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when a student with a disability discloses to a professor. Jourard stresses, however, that 

this unilateral interaction is most likely to occur in absolutely private and safe situations, 

in which the disclosee is confident that no others will gain the hidden information. As it 

is unlikely that university personnel will disclose information about themselves to SLD in 

a disability services meeting, therefore requiring a unilateral disclosure, university 

personnel may unwittingly discourage SLD from approaching SSD or their professor.  

A second way that Jourard proposed an individual can encourage disclosure is to 

present as a person of goodwill. A person of goodwill is someone who will accept the 

disclosure with kindness and thoughtfulness and, as a result of the disclosure, will work 

more positively with the disclosee in the future. SLD must believe that university faculty 

and staff are people of goodwill who will accept the disclosure positively and work to 

help SLD. Making the determination as to whether an individual is a person of goodwill 

is problematic, as it seems that most SLD are unsure whether faculty are persons of 

goodwill (Kurth & Mellard, 2006). This hesitation is perhaps because, within an 

academic environment, SLD report that faculty hold negative perceptions of them 

(Debrand & Salzberg, 2005; Murray, Flannery, & Wren, 2008).  

Research finds that while faculty members consider themselves to be persons of 

goodwill (Debrand & Salzberg, 2005; Murray, Flannery, & Wren, 2008), many SLD are 

doubtful. A high percentage (80%) of faculty describe wanting to know what their 

responsibilities are towards SLD and many want to give additional time and help to SLD 

(Salzberg, Peterson, Debrand, Blair, Carsey, & Johnson, 2002). However, even if faculty 

members report mainly positive interactions with SLD, students often do not feel the 

same way. Interviews conducted with SLD indicate that they often lack a sense of 
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belonging in their courses (Kurth & Mellard, 2006). SLD sometimes feel that faculty 

either believe that they are incompetent and must “help” them succeed, or that SLD 

should not enroll in their classes at all. Finally, some students perceive that they are 

discriminated against by post-secondary faculty and staff for being SLD (Kurth & 

Mellard, 2006). Therefore, it seems that while faculty believe they are persons of 

goodwill, many SLD disagree. This disagreement may be one of the reasons why SLD 

often choose not to self-disclose.  

Application of Jourard’s theory to the current topic suggests that negative 

perceptions of faculty and lack of reciprocal disclosure may discourage SLD from 

sharing their disability. Jourard states that unilateral disclosure may occur in an instance 

where an individual is in a position to gain something from disclosure. Unfortunately, for 

some students, the gain of greater access to accommodations is perhaps not enough of an 

incentive to disclose. As a result, many students go without services that could improve 

their academic performance.     

The social penetration theory. 

 Subsequent theorists have built upon Jourard’s belief that mutual disclosure and 

trustworthiness result in disclosure. Altman and Taylor’s (1971) social penetration theory 

defines self-disclosure as an interpersonal process that is specific to the context of a 

specific relationship. They describe social penetration as the range of interpersonal 

behaviors that occur in growing interpersonal relationships. Their social penetration 

theory is built upon their concept of individual identity, which is described as being like 

onion. The outer layer of one’s personality is composed of information that is readily 
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accessible to the public, while the inner layers consist of semi-private information and the 

core contains private information regarding the individual’s true self.   

Similar to Jourard’s theory, the social penetration theory suggests that reciprocal 

self-disclosure is the norm for disclosure of information (Vanclear, 1987). However, in 

contrast to Jourard’s theory, Altman and Taylor’s theory emphasizes that self-disclosure 

of increasingly personal information occurs as the relationship ages. As a pair of 

individuals develops an interpersonal relationship, they increase the amount of 

information exchanged (breadth of information), the intimacy level of information 

exchanged (depth of information), and the amount of time spent exchanging information 

(Altman and Taylor, 1971). Research related to the social penetration theory has shown 

that more public information (i.e., outer layer information) is disclosed earlier and more 

quickly in a relationship than private information. Increasingly private information is 

disclosed slowly and only after a relationship of trust had been built (Vanclear, 1987). 

Therefore, in Altman and Taylor’s (1971) theory, self-disclosure of increasingly personal 

information is built over time in concert with the building of a relationship. Outer, more 

public layers of one’s self are shared more readily and easily than deeper more private 

information, which is only shared after time, with reciprocal disclosure, and the building 

of trust. The social penetration theory of self-disclosure, therefore, could explain why 

some SLD do not disclose their disability to university personnel. 

Unfortunately, trust, time, and reciprocal disclosure are often luxuries that SLD 

do not have when disclosing disability to university personnel. As mentioned above, SLD 

may not self-disclose to university personnel because they are unsure whether university 

employees are persons of goodwill and because they do not expect reciprocal disclosure. 
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Also, in most cases SLD must disclose what many would consider a private aspect of 

themselves to people they barely know, once to an SSD employee and to each of their 

professors. According to the social penetration theory, core information, such as a 

disability disclosure, is unlikely at such an early point in a relationship. Therefore, when 

examining SLD disability self-disclosure in light of the social penetration theory, it 

hardly seems surprising that more SLD are not disclosing their disability to university 

personnel or faculty. 

 Unfortunately, general theories of disclosure, such as Jourard’s and Altman and 

Taylor’s, are not often explicitly applied to education in general or to disability disclosure 

within post-secondary education specifically. This lack of application of disclosure 

theories in disability research may be due to the discussed differences in disability self-

disclosure as required by post-secondary institutions when compared to self-disclosure as 

presented through the lens of these theoretical frameworks (i.e., reciprocally to identified 

persons of goodwill, relationship development over time). Disability researchers seem to 

focus instead on identifying unique factors that affect the disability disclosure process.  

 Disability disclosure in post-secondary education. 

 There does appear to be a unique context to disclosure of disability status in post-

secondary education settings with five factors having been found to influence SWD 

decisions to disclose information pertaining to their disability (Petronio, Martin, & 

Littlefield, 1984).  These factors are: the appropriateness of the disclosure, the context 

and topic of the conversation in which the SWD wishes to disclose, the motivation for 

disclosure, the SWD’s comfort level with the information to be disclosed, and possible 

negative outcomes that could arise from the disclosure.  
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Before disclosing, an SWD may determine if it is appropriate to disclose to the 

intended recipient. In other words, SWD considered whether the disclosure seems odd or 

unwelcome, given the relationship with that person. For SLD, this factor may become 

salient when deciding to which faculty they should disclose. For example, is it 

appropriate to disclose a reading disability to a mathematics professor? 

SWD have also been found to use the context and topic of a conversation to 

determine if they should disclose their disability (Petronio et. at., 1984). For example, an 

SWD may be considering disclosing, but waver because the current tone or topic of 

discussion does not feel right or naturally lead to a disclosure. For example, if the 

professor is congratulating a student on how well he did on a written assignment, the 

student may feel it is not the right time to inform that professor that the one page paper 

took him/her three days to write because s/he has a disorder of written expression. This 

hesitation to disclose may arise from the likelihood that the professor’s praise of the 

student’s writing skills directly contrasts with the student’s admission that writing is a 

significant weakness for him/her.  

SWD may also consider the motivation of a disability-related inquiry (e.g., the 

enquirer’s legitimate need to know vs. intrusive questioning). For example, an SLD may 

disclose a disability to a study group member who asks why he/she needs to take more 

time to read the notes than the rest of the group. In group work, the interdependence of 

students to reach a common goal may legitimize the need for the peer to ask about a 

student’s progress on completing part of the group task. An SLD may not be willing to 

disclose to an unfamiliar peer who asks why he/she was not present for a test (i.e., they 
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took the test in an alternate location), because the inquirer does not have a need to know 

that information. 

 A fourth factor considered is an SWD’s individual comfort level and identity 

regarding one’s disability status (Braithwaite, 1991). Comfort level and mood could 

affect disclosure if SWD are uncomfortable with their disability and therefore are hesitant 

to discuss it. For example, a SLD who wishes to forge a new identity in the post-

secondary setting and disassociate from her disability may be more hesitant to disclose if 

academic problems arise.  

Finally, SWD may also consider possible negative outcomes that may result from 

disclosure of their disability. For example, SWD may be worried that disclosure would 

alienate or anger the recipient of the disclosure. SLD may consider this factor if they have 

had negative reactions to their disclosures in the past, such as from a teacher in high 

school or a peer group that was not accepting of their disability status.   

Based on this theory, it seems that the appropriateness of the disclosure, the 

context of the disclosure, the motivation of the enquirer, the comfort level of the SWD, 

and the possibility for negative outcomes may be factors that SWD consider when 

making disclosure decisions. While this theory does span disability disclosure in post-

secondary education, little applied research has been performed with post-secondary 

SWD.  

Research exploring disclosure in post-secondary education. 

There is relatively little research on disclosure of students with disabilities in post-

secondary education. In 2010, Barnard-Brak, Lechtenberger, and Lan performed a study 

of SWD experiences with disability disclosure specifically among post-secondary 
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students with physical, mental, and learning disabilities. Post-Secondary SWD noted that 

when disclosing they often faced negative reactions from faculty and a lack of 

understanding of disability, and that these experiences led them to censure their 

disclosure.  

Barnard-Brak and collogues (2010) discovered that students faced a range of 

experiences with faculty, including some positive but many negative outcomes, as a result 

of their disclosure. All participants could identify a good experience in which a professor 

was understanding and went above and beyond what was required by ADA to 

accommodate their disability. However, students in this study also experienced instances 

where, even when they did disclose their disability, faculty were unwilling to 

accommodate them, leading to anger and hurt feelings from both parties. One student 

described this process as a “…battle, where we both end up scarred” (Barnard-Brak et al., 

2010a pp. 420). Students agreed that their mixed experiences caused them to avoid 

disclosing to faculty and consider disclosure only as a last resort.  

The mixed experiences described by SWD in post-secondary settings reflect the 

factors posited in Jourard’s theory of self-disclosure. Jourard (1971) identifies persons of 

goodwill as a factor that encourages self-disclosure. Yet, students relay that their 

experiences or assurances of professors as people of goodwill are mixed. It seems that 

SWD cannot be sure when they approach faculty whether an individual professor will 

have a positive attitude towards the disclosure and will demonstrate a willingness to help 

(i.e., be person of goodwill). This uncertainty may discourage SWD from disclosing their 

disability to faculty. Similarly, research related to disability-specific disclosure factors 

identify the potential for negative outcomes as a factor that SWD consider before 
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disclosing. Unfortunately, from this research, it seems that many SWD and faculty 

interactions do result in negative outcomes. This experience can be cumulative across a 

student’s career, with past negative outcomes discouraging SWD from disclosing to 

future faculty.   

Students also said that faculty members, in general, do not seem to understand 

disability from a student’s perspective. One student relayed this detachment of faculty to 

their needs by saying, “some of [the professors] don’t even read my letter of 

accommodation, they just sign it. That’s just the way it is…none of them understand what 

it is to be disabled” (Barnard-Brak et al., 2010a p. 418). Ironically, this student provided 

an example of faculty interactions that were negative even when accommodations were 

granted. In this student’s experience, it was not so much the act of providing 

accommodations as the attitude that accompanied it that caused the experience to be 

negative.  

Students additionally reported that they tend to censor what they disclose to 

faculty because they think that the information will result in negative perceptions of 

them. A majority of the students reported purposely going without accommodations 

whenever possible because “being disabled and receiving accommodations all gets 

lumped in together so there is a stigma attached with receiving accommodations because 

there is a stigma about being disabled” (Barnard-Brak et al., 2010a pp. 421). Students 

also modulate what information they provide to faculty based on the level of trust they 

have built with that person. For example, one student with a psychiatric disorder said “I 

just tell [faculty members] that I am an [on-campus disability support services office] 

student and that I need them to fill out these papers so I can turn them back in” (Barnard-
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Brak et al., 2010a, p. 419). If professors ask her what her disability is, she lies, and says it 

is a learning disability and not an emotional disability. Only a few of her professors, 

those with whom she has developed a close relationship, know that she is bipolar. 

Barnard-Brak et al.’s (2010) research is one of few that investigate the 

experiences of SWD self-disclosure in post-secondary education. This research points to 

SWD experiences that revolve around mixed experiences with faculty and poor faculty 

knowledge of disability. These factors, in turn, lead to censoring of disability disclosure 

by SWD. Little research, however, has examined the experiences of post-secondary SLD, 

the population focus of the current study.   

 Research regarding disclosure of post-secondary SLD. 

 Some of the same experiences reported by the overall population of SWD have 

been reported in research of post-secondary students with learning disabilities. 

Specifically, one study by Lynch & Gussel (1996) discusses the costs and benefits of 

SLD disclosure. The authors argue that while students gain access to services and 

accommodations with disclosure, they pay for this benefit with loss of privacy and the 

potential for negative feedback from university personnel or peers. In fact, almost all 

studies of post-secondary SLD report that students encounter perceived or real negative 

feedback and loss of privacy as a result of disability disclosure. For example, one student 

relayed that after she disclosed her disability, “Teachers have said, ‘you teach her, I don’t 

teach these kind of students’” (Kurth & Mellard, 2006, pp. 11), while another student 

described a loss of privacy saying,  

Let’s say I have to take a test; everybody in that classroom knows I’m gone, so 

the first thing they ask when I come back, ‘why weren’t you at the test man, 
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you missed the test?’ ‘Well I took my test in a different room.’ ‘Why . . .?’ ‘I have 

a learning disability.’ It’s not easy. It’s basically saying ‘Yeah, I’m different.’ 

Different is ok but it’s not easy to say that. You don’t want people to know your 

personal business. (Kurth & Mellard, 2006, pp. 10) 

Unfortunately, SLD often sense that their university has created a negative view of SLD. 

This perception builds over time and is influenced by early student and faculty 

interactions. These early interactions and the negative perceptions caused by them affect 

later disclosure decisions. 

 Many of the factors that affect overall disclosure are relevant to disability 

disclosure; factors from both literatures should therefore be measured in research of 

disability disclosure. Those factors which seem most salient to disclosure for SLD in a 

post-secondary study may include the following: 

(a) a student’s truth in disclosure (i.e., when asked, do SLD disclose, not 

disclose, or lie?) 

(b) the possible outcome of the disclosure (i.e., how likely is it that the 

information will yield positive or negative reactions); 

(c) how comfortable the student is in disclosing the information (i.e., in the 

best circumstances are SLD comfortable enough to disclose their 

disability?); 

(d) perception of the individual being disclosed to (i.e., are they a person 

of goodwill?); and 
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(e) ability of the disclosee to control the depth and breadth of the 

disclosure (i.e., are they able to disclose generally about their disability 

as opposed to providing specific details?).  

These constructs will help guide the analysis of SLD self-disclosure in the current study. 

The second psychological factor of self-determination, which is also thought to affect 

disability disclosure decisions of post-secondary SLD, will be reviewed in the next 

section of this chapter. 

Self-Determination 

Self-determination is the second psychological factor that is theorized to 

contribute to willingness of post-secondary SLD to disclose (see Figure 3).  

 

At its heart, the study of how SLD navigate the process of obtaining accommodations in 

the post-secondary environment is an investigation of behavior and important predictors 

that may influence that behavior. In addition to the constructs of disclosure discussed 
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above, self-determination has emerged as a critical component in the lives of students 

with disabilities and their negotiation of accommodations initiation, eligibility, and 

implementation. Self-determination is broadly conceived as the ability to act as the 

primary causal agent in one’s life. A self-determined person, by extension, is independent 

in his behavior and acts in ways that maximizes her individual potential (Wehmeyer & 

Palmer, 2000). Self-determination is hypothesized to be a key component in this study 

because, theoretically, students who have higher levels of self-determination should want 

to avail themselves of accommodations that contribute to their independence and 

maximize their academic achievement. Therefore, these students should be more willing 

to disclose their disability in order to receive these accommodations. 

 Before 1990, self-determination was almost exclusively found in the realm of 

philosophy, politics, and psychology. The concept was first used in psychology in 

reference to theories of personality, and later, theories of motivation. One of the focal 

points of self-determination in psychology is identifying determinants, or investigating 

what factors predict why people do what they do. For example, motivation research has 

focused on intrinsic vs. extrinsic motivation as key determinates of self-determination 

(Deci & Ryan, 1985a, 2002; Deci, 1971) while education research has viewed self-

determination and its importance based on the behaviors it predicts, specifically towards 

academic success (Wehmeyer & Palmer, 2000; Wehmeyer, 1999). Many of the qualities 

of SLD who have been successful in post-secondary education are linked to self-

determination (Deci & Ryan, 1985a). This section will discuss two self-determination 

theories, one based on motivational research and the other on education research. This 
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discussion will be followed by a summary of the research on self-determination in 

students both with and without disabilities.  

Theories of self-determination. 

Self-Determination: A motivational perspective. 

The self-determination theory (SDT) developed by Deci and Ryan (2002) 

attempts to distinguish the motivation that underlies the activities that individuals perform 

freely and those that they feel pressured to do. Deci and Ryan define self-determination 

as the capacity to choose, have choices, and to be the determinant of one’s actions, rather 

than perform actions because of external pressure or coercion. Deci and Ryan posit that 

there are certain factors that nurture development self-determination, whereas other 

factors hinder this process. SDT currently views four factors as being important to the 

development of self-determination: intrinsic motivation, autonomy, competence, and 

relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 2002).  

The self-determination theory first emphasizes that a person must have high levels 

of intrinsic motivation to be self-determined. Intrinsic motivation is important because 

individuals who are intrinsically motivated are able to make themselves do an activity 

instead of relying on encouragement from others. As a result, self-determined students 

are more likely self-motivate themselves to take steps that ensure successful outcomes in 

environments with low levels of extrinsic motivation (i.e., post-secondary institutions) 

than those who are motivated by external factors. Intrinsic motivation has special 

implications for post-secondary education, as for the first time many students will be 

required to self-motivate for a variety of reasons, including to initiate the 

accommodations process. It is hypothesized that students who enter post-secondary 
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institutions with lower levels of intrinsic motivation, such as SLD, may be likely to lack 

internal drive to pursue accommodations and therefore to self-disclose their disability.    

The second factor that is important in self-determination is autonomy, the ability 

to be the causal agent of one's own life. Students who are autonomous feel that they have 

control over what decisions they make and what happens to them. Autonomy is important 

in post-secondary disability disclosure, as it contributes to how students view the effects 

of their actions. An individual who is autonomous performs tasks because of a personal 

interest and investment in the task. These individuals tend to view their behavior as self-

initiated. Autonomy may be an important contributor to SLD disability self-disclosure 

because students who feel that their actions will not lead to desired outcomes are less 

likely to self-initiate those actions. Therefore, an SLD who has low levels of autonomy 

may be less likely to self-initiate the disclosure process because they may feel that their 

disclosure is unlikely to lead to the desired provision of accommodations.  

The next factor, competence, is defined as feeling effective in one’s interactions 

within the environment. Individuals with high levels of self-determination should feel 

that they are better able to manage interactions upon which desired outcomes rely. SDT 

implies that SLD with high levels of self-determination should exhibit more competence 

in their disclosure interactions with SSD and faculty. Therefore, SLD with high levels of 

self-determination may be more likely to disclose to faculty than those with lower levels 

of self-determination as they will be more confident in their ability to manage the 

disclosure interaction. Interestingly, Deci (1971) found that unexpected positive feedback 

for performing tasks increases an individual’s intrinsic motivation to perform that task 

later. This effect of positive feedback on intrinsic motivation may be an important factor 
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in SLD self-disclosure, as students who experience more positive interactions with 

faculty and SSD as a result of their disclosure may be more self-motivated to perform 

disclosures in the future.    

 Relatedness is the last factor that is important in self-determination. Relatedness 

is described as feeling connected to others and feeling a sense of belonging. Individuals 

who are highly self-determined may feel more connected with and accepted by others in 

their environment than individuals with low levels of self-determination. This factor may 

influence SLD disclosure, as students with more negative views of their disability may 

have lower levels of self-determination and therefore be less likely to disclose than those 

with more positive views of their disability. It may be that students with lower levels of 

self-determination do not disclose because they feel that their disability is something 

stigmatizing that negatively singles them out as being different from their peers. SLD 

with high levels of self-determination should feel that, despite their disability, they are 

similar to their peers without disabilities and therefore be more likely to self-disclose than 

SLD with low levels of self-determination.   

Deci and Ryan’s (2002) SDT views self-determination using a motivation 

framework with the authors viewing four factors as being important to self-

determination: intrinsic motivation, autonomy, competence, and relatedness.  These 

factors seem to have clear applicability with an SLD population. Below, a second theory 

of self-determination is presented. This theory was developed using an educational 

perspective and may also contribute to an understanding of how self-determination 

influences post-secondary self-disclosure of disabilities.   
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Wehmeyer’s self-determination theory-an educational perspective. 

In contrast to Deci and Ryan’s SDT, Wehmeyer’s self-determination theory grew 

out of the U.S. government’s call to investigate self-determination in respect to 

individuals with disabilities (Wehmeyer, 1999). During the 1990’s the U.S. Department 

of Education funded more than 25 projects, including Wehmeyer’s research, promoting 

the understanding and remediation of self-determination in adolescents with disabilities. 

Wehmeyer defines self-determination as the attitudes and abilities that help individuals 

make and achieve goals. The purpose of his research is to identify skills, abilities, and 

attitudes that help build self-determination and to design instruction to promote its 

development. Wehmeyer believes that self-determined persons exhibit four 

characteristics. They (a) act autonomously, (b) engage in self-regulating behavior, (c) 

react and respond to events in an empowered manner, and (d) act in a self-realizing 

manner (Wehmeyer & Palmer, 2000).  

According to Wehmeyer an individual who is self-determined is able to act 

autonomously, free from external influences. One sign of autonomy in Wehmeyer’s 

research is an individual’s ability to manage his/her interactions with the environment. 

Individuals manage interactions by using community resources to fulfill their needs. 

Autonomy, as defined by Wehmeyer, may affect post-secondary SLD disclosure 

decisions because SLD who are highly self-determined should be better able to identify 

SSD as a needed resource and disclose in order to access accommodations, thus fulfilling 

their academic needs.  

Self-determined individuals are also able to engage in self-regulating behavior by 

examining their environment and considering how to act by weighing the potential 
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outcomes and revising their plans if necessary. Individuals with high levels of self-

determination should therefore be able to use self-management strategies, such as self-

monitoring, self-evaluation, self-instruction, and self-reinforcement that help them 

regulate their behavior. For post-secondary SLD, this theory suggests that students who 

are highly self-determined should be able to implement strategies that help them 

overcome their academic difficulties. Highly self-determined students may therefore be 

more likely to disclose, as the use of accommodations is one way that students can 

attempt to regulate their performance in colleges and universities.  

Wehmeyer also believed that individuals who are self-determined are self-

realizing.  Individuals who are self-realizing are able to determine what they do well and 

act accordingly. Self-realization may affect SLD disability disclosure decisions in the 

classroom environment. It may be that SLD who are highly self-determined are better 

able to identify classes in which they need or alternately do not need to use their 

accommodations. These students should be more likely to disclose to obtain 

accommodations, as they should be better able to identify classes in which they are 

struggling and disclose to utilize accommodations in those classes. Students with low 

levels of self-determination may not be able to determine in which classes they need to 

use accommodations as easily. Therefore, SLD with lower levels of self-determination 

may either not disclose at all if they do not feel they need accommodation (even if they 

are struggling academically) or disclose to all professors regardless whether they need to 

utilize accommodations to succeed in a particular class.   

Last, Wehmeyer believes that self-determined students act in a psychologically 

empowered manner. Individuals who are psychologically empowered feel that they have 
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control over their life. Individuals who feel that they have control over their life tend to 

use problem-solving strategies to achieve desired outcomes in their lives. Psychological 

empowerment may relate to SLD disability disclosure, as students who are 

psychologically empowered may be more likely to exert control over their academic 

achievement by disclosing to utilize accommodations.  Students who are less self-

determined may be less likely able to identify accommodation utilization as a solution to 

their academic difficulties and therefore may not disclose.  

One study sought to test Wehmeyer’s four characteristic theory of self-

determination with students with intellectual and academic difficulties (Wehmeyer, 

Kelchner, & Richards, 1996). A total of 400 adults completed self-determination 

questionnaires and participated in interviews about their daily activities. The 400 

participants were then split into low and high self-determination groups based on scores 

from the questionnaire. Behavioral representations of self-determined behavior were 

subsequently pulled from each group’s interviews. These interviews revealed that the 

individuals in the high self-determination group exhibited more positive beliefs and 

adaptive behaviors than those in the low self-determination group. The researchers 

believe that the higher level of adaptive behaviors exhibited by the high self-

determination group reflect how each of the four characteristics detailed above are related 

to self-determination. 

Wehmeyer’s theory of self-determination is different from Deci and Ryan’s. The 

goal of Wehmeyer’s theory is to identify self-determined behaviors and foster those 

behaviors in an educational environment. He does not claim to describe how self-

determination is formed or identify its underlying constructs. The SDT, on the other 
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hand, uses a motivational framework to classify and illustrate underlying constructs and 

their contribution to self-determination. As detailed below, much of the research to date 

on self-determination with post-secondary students is focused on specific behaviors 

associated with high and low levels of self-determination.    

Self-determination in students without disabilities. 

Most research regarding self-determination in a student population without 

disabilities has focused on how skills associated with self-determination such as intrinsic 

motivation and autonomy may contribute to academic achievement. Research conducted 

with students without disabilities finds that highly self-determined students thrive in 

educational settings (Reeve, Deci, & Ryan, 2004). These students have a plethora of 

positive outcomes including higher academic achievement, higher perceived competence, 

more positive emotionality, higher self-esteem, and greater conceptual understanding 

(Reeve, Deci, & Ryan, 2004).  

A large body of research illustrates the link between internal motivation and 

achievement. For example, Benware and Deci (1984) found that college students who 

learned text material because of an internal motivation (i.e., they wanted to use it in 

personal endeavors) showed greater conceptual understanding than those students who 

learned it for an external reason (i.e., high grade). Similarly, Gottfried, (1985, 1990) 

measured self-determination levels of elementary students enrolled in mathematics and 

reading classes. She found that students, who had higher self-determination, and therefore 

greater internal motivation, achieved more than did their peers.  

Other studies have researched the effect of self-determination levels on personal 

adjustment in students. Studies find that students who have greater autonomy show more 
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positive emotions in the classroom, greater enjoyment of academic work, and higher 

satisfaction with school than those students who are less autonomous (Vallerand, Blais, 

Briere, & Pelletier, 1989). Correlations have also been found between higher levels of 

autonomy and increased enjoyment of school, reduced anxiety, increased self-esteem, 

and better coping skills (Deci, Schwartz, Sheinman, & Ryan, 1981; Ryan & Connell, 

1989).   

From these results it seems that students without disabilities who have skills 

associated with greater levels of self-determination (i.e., autonomy and internal 

motivation) are more likely to stay in school, exhibit academic achievement, show 

conceptual understanding, and to be better adjusted than students who have low levels of 

self-determination. 

Self-determination in students with disabilities. 
 
SWD need self-determination skills that go above and beyond those described 

above to successfully transition to, adjust to, and remain in college. In addition to 

autonomy and internal motivation, SLD also need disability specific self-determination 

skills. Specific disability related self-determination skills are: acceptance of one’s 

disability and that disability’s effect on learning, understanding which accommodations 

are necessary for academic success, knowing how to describe one’s disability and the 

necessity of certain accommodations to academic personnel, and having the drive to 

overcome obstacles that may be presented (deFur, Getzel, & Trossi, 1996; Eaton & 

Coull, 1999; Getzel, Briel, & Kregel, 2000; Getzel, McManus, & Briel, 2004). In other 

words, a self-determined freshman SLD should enter college with both the ability and the 

desire to describe her disability and necessary accommodations to university personnel.  
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SLD have been found to exhibit lower levels of self-determination and related 

characteristic components, which is troubling for SLD given that SDT posits that self-

determined individuals are more independent and have increased academic performance 

than those who have low self-determination (Arndt, Konrad, & Test, 2006; Wehmeyer & 

Palmer, 2003). As described by SDT, students with higher levels of intrinsic motivation, 

including many students without disabilities, are more likely to respond to their own 

internal achievement goals, while SLD rely on extrinsic sources of motivation such as 

grades and teacher praise. This distinction is significant because in a college environment 

students must rely more heavily on intrinsic motivation in order to realize their goals, as 

sources of extrinsic motivation are often absent or delayed (Lincoln & Chazan, 1979). 

Self-determination is a significant predictor of academic success; the research literature 

indicates that SLD may not have the resources they need to overcome challenges in this 

area. 

Interestingly, SLD themselves also identify self-determination as an important 

factor in academic success. Getzel and Thoma (2008) conducted focus group interviews 

with 34 post-secondary SWD. They discovered that students identify many of the skills 

associated with self-determination as being integral to college success. Some of the skills 

that students name are compiling problem-solving skills, understanding their disability, 

and learning goal-setting skills.    

The factors that affect self-determination for individuals with and without 

disabilities have been described as both a behavioral and a psychological construct. 

Within the context of this study, self-determination will be considered a broad 

psychological construct because the underlying psychological constructs within self-
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determination (i.e., levels of autonomy and internal motivation) as described in SDT can 

be applied to and measured in all populations. Although Wehmeyer’s assertion that self-

determination can be measured by looking at behavior is intriguing, those specific 

behaviors of interest likely cannot be measured across populations with and without 

disabilities. Further, it is likely that these behaviors cannot even be measured accurately 

across disability type and achievement level, as the behaviors of a self-determined, high 

achieving SLD population are different than those behaviors exhibited by individuals 

with other disabilities at different levels of severity.  

The importance of self-disclosure and self-determination to disability disclosure 

in post-secondary education has already been discussed. Next, the final psychological 

factor to be considered in the present study, attitudes towards requesting 

accommodations, will be reviewed.  This factor will be discussed in connection with 

three populations at a post-secondary institution: faculty, students without disabilities, 

and students with disabilities. As will be shown, these three populations’ attitudes 

towards accommodations may have an effect on SLD disability disclosure decisions.   

Attitudes Towards Requesting Accommodations 

The last factor that must be discussed in conjunction with disability disclosure is 

attitudes towards requesting accommodations (see Figure 4).  
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Reviewed above, facets of self-disclosure and self-determination have been applied 

individually to disability disclosure. However, research investigating the connection 

between attitudes towards requesting accommodations and disability disclosure is in its 

infant stages. This factor is important to research, as faculty and peer attitudes towards 

requesting accommodations may affect how these individuals receive disability 

disclosure. For example, a peer who believes that accommodations are unfair will likely 

not view a disability disclosure favorably. These reactions may in turn affect future SLD 

disclosure decisions. For example, SLD who encounter poor student reactions to 

accommodation requests may be less likely to approach a professor in the future. 

Additionally, SLDs’ own attitudes towards requesting accommodations will 

independently influence their views on accessing accommodations. A student who feels 

that he would be “cheating” by using accommodations will likely not disclose that he has 

a disability or choose to employ accommodations.   



 

53 
 

 Faculty’s attitudes towards providing accommodations.  

 University faculty members are important players in a post-secondary student’s 

educational career. This is especially true for SLD, as it is the professors who provide 

many of the accommodations to which these students are entitled. For example, many 

accommodations such as untimed tests and the provision of readers for exams can be 

provided by faculty in the classroom (Nelson, Dodd, & Smith, 1990).   

 Many faculty consent to providing accommodations in general. When presented 

with specific accommodations, however, consent may be withdrawn. Rao and Gartin 

(2003) assessed faculty willingness to provide specific accommodation to SWD. They 

used a scale with 18 accommodations and asked if the faculty would “be willing,” 

“would not be willing,” or “didn’t know if they would be willing” to provide a specific 

accommodation. Out of the 18 accommodations listed, 60% of faculty indicated that they 

would be willing to provide 12 of them. Many of these 12 accommodations did not alter 

the nature of instruction or assessment. For example, tape recording lectures and the 

provision of extended time on tests are the two accommodations that are most often 

agreed to by university faculty. Other accommodations such as assigning extra credit and 

the provision of alternate format tests are consented to the least. It was thought that 

faculty may have considered these and any remaining accommodations endorsed at less 

than 60% to be lowering academic standards (Rao & Gartin, 2003).  

An interesting aspect of this research was that faculty were allowed to write 

comments on the scale. Rao and Gartin discovered that faculty expressed reservations 

about providing even those accommodations that are highly endorsed (i.e., at 90% or 

above). For example, extended time is an accommodation that 93% of faculty members 
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endorse as being willing to provide. However, comments by faculty indicate that they 

would still have reservations about providing this accommodation. One faculty member 

asked “if extended time would prepare SWD for the ‘real world’ situation” (Rao & 

Gartin, 2003 pp. 52). Faculty members question if employers will be willing to give 

SWD extra time to complete a project. These statements imply that faculty believes that 

the instruction provided with accommodations will not prepare SLD for employment. 

Other general comments about accommodating students were “All depends upon proven 

need,” “It is unfair if SWD have to master material at 50% of the required level to get the 

same grade,” and “Answers under ‘would’ are assuming that these accommodations are 

necessary for their disability” (Rao & Gartin, 2003 pp. 51). Overall, faculty members 

view themselves as willing to accommodate students. However, it is clear that many 

professors have reservations about providing even the most agreed upon 

accommodations. It may be that SLD perceptions of this discrepancy actively dissuade 

them from disclosing to faculty. 

 Attitudes toward accommodations of students without disabilities. 

 Few published studies investigate the attitudes towards accommodations of 

students without disabilities (Konur, 2006). Previous research shows that college students 

who have more contact with SWD have more favorable attitudes towards these students 

(Anderson & Antonak, 1992; Barrett & Pullo, 1993; Yuker, 1992). Furthermore, this 

research identified female gender, increased age, higher level of education (i.e., year in 

school), and type of disability contact as positively affecting disability attitudes (Jones, 

Farina, Markus, Miller, & French, 1984). However, little is known about how these 

students feel about the accommodations provided to their peers with disabilities. 
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 Only one study was found that investigated the attitudes of students without 

disabilities towards accommodations use by their disabled peers. Upton and Harper 

(2002) conducted a study that specifically investigated perceptions of accommodations 

held by students without disabilities. A total of 937 undergraduate students completed a 

demographic information form, The Scale of Attitudes Toward Disabled Persons (SAPD 

Form R; Antonak, 1992), and the Equitable Evaluation of Accommodations Survey, and 

were presented with 12 disability-specific college classroom scenarios and asked to 

determine if the student deserved accommodations and if so which ones. They discovered 

that attitudes towards providing accommodations hinged on whether students without 

disabilities viewed the accommodations as fair to the rest of the class. Their results 

indicated that both females and those in later years of college viewed most 

accommodations as being fair and therefore were more favorable to providing 

accommodations to SWD. Increased opportunities for older students to interact with 

SWD may account for their more favorable attitudes towards providing accommodations. 

The notion of fairness was also supported by three supplemental participant 

interviews. These interviews identified visibility of the disability, explicit connection 

with need for educational accommodations, and relative fairness of selected classroom 

accommodations as factors that resulted in favorable attitudes towards accommodations. 

These interviews seem to indicate that there is support for the granting of classroom 

accommodations to those with more severe and obvious physical disabilities (i.e., 

blindness, cerebral palsy, head injury, hearing impairment). In contrast the least support 

was granted to those with less visible disabilities (i.e., students with spinal cord injury, 

bipolar disorder, depression, spina bifida). Students, like faculty members, are more 
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likely to disagree about accommodations that are considered unfair such as program 

modification (e.g., alternate test or extra credit for selected students). Despite this 

disagreement, it appears that students without disabilities have a generally favorable 

opinion towards the provision of accommodations that are expressly connected to 

educational need. 

 Attitudes towards accommodations of students with disabilities. 

 Similar to the work on attitudes of students without disabilities, research 

regarding SWD attitudes towards requesting accommodations is in its fledgling stages. 

Lucy Barnard-Brak at Baylor University has performed the majority of research 

investigating SWD attitudes towards requesting accommodations. She finds in her 

research that SWD downplay their disability as a strategy to manage potential self-

disclosure. This minimization of deficits, along with the use of informal accommodation 

strategies to reinforce areas of weakness, suggests that SWD widely avoid the use of 

accommodations. Factors that inform this decision are only just being investigated.  

Barnard-Brak, Lechtenberger and Lan (2010a) investigated the connection 

between disclosure and pursuit of post-secondary accommodations. They interviewed 

five SWD using a semi-structured, focused interview technique. Interview questions were 

based on Jourard’s (1971) Self-Disclosure Inventory. Analysis of the interview 

transcripts yielded four themes that college SWD take into account when requesting 

accommodations. These factors are: (a) academic integrity, defined as the attitudes 

associated with requesting accommodations (e.g., “accommodations are for academically 

weaker students” [Barnard-Brak, et al., 2010b p. 35]); (b) disability disclosure, defined as 

attitudes towards disclosing a disability to obtain accommodations (e.g., “I don’t like to 
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admit that I have a disability” [Barnard-Brak, et al., 2010b p. 35]); (c) disability 

acceptance, or attitudes associated with personal acceptance of disability and use of 

accommodations (e.g., “I prefer to be treated as a non-disabled person” [Barnard-Brak, et 

al., 2010b p. 35]), and (d) the accommodations process, or attitudes about requesting 

accommodations and navigating through the accommodations process (e.g., ”I don’t trust 

Student Services to keep my information confidential” [Barnard-Brak, et al., 2010b p. 

35]). The authors hypothesize that the four factors listed above are precursors to a student 

actually requesting accommodations over and above any other variables such as self-

determination levels.  

 Barnard-Brak, Sulak, Tate, & Lechtenberger (2010b) decided to develop an 

attitudes towards requesting accommodations scale, the constructs of which were based 

on their earlier study (Barnard-Brak et al., 2010a). The ATRA (Appendix B) is a 32 item  

Likert style scale with responses ranging from 1 (strongly agree) to 5 (strongly disagree) 

(see Figure 5 for example questions).  

 

Figure 5. Example Questions from the ATRA 
 

Higher total scores are indicative of more negative attitudes towards requesting 

accommodations. A total of 276 College SWD completed the ATRA, provided their 

GPA, and reported whether they requested accommodations or not. The results indicated 

that those students who scored higher on the ATRA, and thus had more negative attitudes 

towards requesting accommodations, had a lower GPA than those who did not. This may 
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indicate that attitudes towards requesting accommodations are also predictive of 

academic performance. 

Building upon this research, Barnard-Brak, Davis, Tate, and Sulak (2009) 

investigated what other factors may be predictive of disclosing to request 

accommodations. A total of 156 undergraduate SWD were asked to complete an online 

questionnaire consisting of demographic information, the ATRA, their GPA, and whether 

they had requested accommodations. The researchers then looked at 18 factors (e.g., race, 

GPA, disability type, university characteristics) to determine if any were predictive of 

requesting accommodations. Two factors, the ATRA total score and a small university 

size were significant in predicting if students disclosed to request accommodations.  

Because attitudes are relevant links to behavior (Chubon, 1992; Fazio, Towles-

Schwen, 1999), it is important to study attitudes towards requesting accommodations in 

college SLD. However, because there are two disclosure steps, namely requesting at the 

university level (Step A) and requesting at the classroom level (Step B), it is not enough 

to simply ask students if they have or have not registered for disability services. The first 

step, which Barnard-Brak investigated, is registering for services at SSD. In this step, 

SLD disclose their disability at the university level, usually to SSD, to obtain access to 

accommodations. The second step is disclosing to professors. In this step, SLD take proof 

of accommodation access to faculty in order to actually use the accommodations in the 

classroom setting. It may be that many of the students in Barnard-Brak’s studies did 

receive access to accommodations, but did not actively pursue them in the classroom 

setting. It is important to investigate this aspect of disclosure, as research has suggested 
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that one of the factors that differentiate unsuccessful from successful SLD is the ability to 

request accommodations from the professor (Jefferson-Wilson, 2000).   

Purpose of Study 

Students who wish to receive accommodations at post-secondary institutions must 

disclose at two levels: at the university level and at the classroom level. Yet, many SLD 

on university campuses choose not to disclose or access disability resources. Research 

has shown that disclosure decisions may be affected by multiple factors. The literature 

illustrates the need to integrate constructs of self-disclosure, self-determination, and 

attitudes towards requesting accommodations into a model that explains disability 

disclosure by SLD. All three of these psychological factors either impact or are directly 

contingent upon willingness to disclose (see Figure 6).  

 

For example, research has shown that highly self-determined SLD enter college with both 

the ability and the desire to describe their disability and to request necessary 
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accommodations from university personnel. Furthermore, research regarding attitudes 

towards requesting accommodations specifically identifies greater willingness to disclose 

as an important factor that increases the likelihood of disclosure to SSD.  

Although research has investigated these three psychological factors individually, 

they have never been quantitatively combined into disability disclosure research. 

Furthermore, these factors have not been explored for SLD, particularly those in a top-

ranked institution of higher education. The combination of these three psychological 

factors (i.e., self-disclosure, self-determination, and attitudes towards requesting 

accommodations) may help explain SLD decisions to disclose. There may also be 

additional underlying factors that influence this decision and that need to be added to a 

potential model of why some SLD disclose their disability to university personnel while 

others do not.  

Thus, the current study was designed to answer two questions: 

1.  Are there differences in levels of self-disclosure, self-determination, and 

attitudes towards requesting accommodations between two disclosure groups 

(i.e., no disclosure [Level One Disclosure] and disclosure to professors in the 

classroom setting [Level Three Disclosure])? and  

2. What self-identified factors do SLD think are important to consider when 

deciding if they will disclose to university personnel? 

 The methods for this study are described in Chapter III, and results from each analysis 

are discussed separately in Chapter IV. In Chapter V, the results are discussed in an 

integrated fashion to produce an overall picture of the SLD disability disclosure decision-

making process.  
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Chapter III: Methods 

Study Design 

This study utilized a mixed methods survey design and used a convenience 

sample of SLD in a post-secondary setting, see Appendix C for a visual representation of 

the overall flow of the procedures used in this study.  The quantitative components of this 

study were administered online through Qualtrics at http://www.Qualtrics.com/. The 

survey format included multiple choice, Likert scale, and checklist questions. The survey 

was divided into five sections: (a) demographic information, (b) post-secondary 

disclosure and accommodations use, (c) self-determination (i.e., Self–Determination 

Scale), (d) Self-disclosure (i.e., Revised Self-Disclosure Scale), and (e) attitudes towards 

requesting accommodations (i.e., Attitudes Towards Requesting Accommodations Scale). 

The qualitative portion of this study consisted of a 30 minute semi-structured phone 

interview generated from Jourard’s theory of self-disclosure.  Each participant was asked 

five to seven questions depending on their disclosure status during the interview.    

 Study Participants 

Study participants were 31 undergraduate students with a learning disability who 

were enrolled at a large, ethnically diverse, public Research One University (i.e., an 

institution having an endowment of at least $400 million, that confers at least 200 Ph.D. 

in a given year, and restricts the use of at least $45 million annually towards dedicated 

research) in the southern part of the United States (University). The University is highly 

selective in its student admissions process. Students who are in the top 10% of their class 

have automatic acceptance to a state university, including the study site. In 2008, 81% of 

students at the University were admitted under the 10% rule, with a mean GPA of 3.08 



 

62 
 

and mean SAT of 1219. Therefore, the study sample was composed of only high 

achieving SLD, or those who entered the University under their standard admissions 

process. Study participant demographics are shown in Table 1.  

Table 1  

Demographic Information  

 Percent 

Demographic 
Category 

Participated 
In Study 

Enrolled 
In EDP 
Subject 
Pool 

Registered 
with SSD 

Attending 
University 

Gender     
   Male 48% 37 50% 49% 
   Female 52% 63 50% 51% 
 
Ethnicity 

 
 

   

   White/Caucasian 77% 52% 70% 51% 

   Hispanic 33% 13% 14% 20% 
   Asian/Pacific - 19% 7% 20% 
   Black - 5% - 6% 

 
Students self-identified as having the following LDs: 84% Reading Disorder, 45% 

Disorder of Written Expression, 23% Mathematics Disorder, 58% Language Disorder, 

65% Other disability. For further participant Demographics please see Appendix D. 

A total of 1,161 students utilized disability services at the University in 2007, 

with roughly equal proportions of men and women. Whereas the gender split in the study 

population is similar to the University students, the study participant demographics are 

different than the students at the University as a whole.  The University student body is 

more diverse ethnically than the study sample, with 51% White or Non-Hispanic, 20% 

Hispanic, 20% Asian or Pacific Islander, and 6% Black (College Search, 2008). 

However, the ethnic distribution of students accessing services was more heavily skewed 
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towards students who were White (70%), with lower proportions of Asian (7%) and 

Hispanic (14%) than in the overall student population.   

Eligible SLDs were recruited from the Educational Psychology Department 

Subject Pool. The Subject Pool is composed of students from four classes: EDP310 

(Individual Learning Skills), EDP363 (Human Sexuality), EDP363M (Adolescent 

Development) and EDP371 (Introduction to Statistics). As part of their course credit, 

students have the option of either participating in research studies or completing an 

alternate essay assignment. The EDP Subject Pool makeup including: ethnicity, gender, 

class year (e.g., freshman, sophomore), age, and EDP course enrollment can be found in 

Appendix E.   

As part of their Subject Pool enrollment process, potential participants provided a 

unique identifier (student ID). This Student ID allowed for follow-up with participants to 

schedule the interview and to verify that each person completed the survey only once. 

Upon completion, students received an emailed receipt for their participation that was 

used to document fulfillment of the course requirement. Students had approximately six 

weeks to complete the survey. Data was stored online in Qualtrics until the end of the 

data analysis process. The study was submitted to the University of Texas Institutional 

Review Board for review and approval prior to recruitment of participants. Informed 

consent was obtained from all participants prior to survey administration (see Appendix F 

for informed consent form).  

Inclusion criteria. 

 Students who participated in this study met several eligibility criteria. First, 

participants were undergraduate students. Second, participants were at least sophomores 
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and were matriculated at the University for at least one year (transfer students were 

excluded). This inclusion criterion was present so that participants had at least one year 

of college on which to base their responses. Third, participants primarily had a diagnosed 

learning disability (i.e., a disability in oral expression, listening comprehension, written 

expression, basic reading skills, reading fluency skills, reading comprehension, 

mathematics calculation, or mathematics problem solving). Individuals with co-morbid 

diagnoses were allowed to participate as long as the diagnosis was secondary to their 

learning disability and was appropriately managed. An example of a dual diagnosis that 

was included in this study was individuals with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder 

that was managed through Ritalin.  

At the beginning of the semester students participating in the subject pool are 

required to fill out a screening questionnaire. Participants were presented with one 

question to ensure that they meet inclusion criteria. Students who answer “yes” to the 

study screening questions of “Do you have a diagnosed Learning Disability(s) in reading 

(Reading Disorder or Dyslexia), math (Mathematics Disorder or Dyscalculia), Language 

(Expressive or Receptive Language Disorder), writing (Disorder of Written Expression or 

Dysgraphia)?” and did not meet exclusion criteria were asked to participate in this study. 

Exclusion criteria. 

Participants who do not meet all inclusion criteria were excluded from the study. 

In addition, participants who were not accepted to the University through the typical 

application method, such as scholarship athletes and transfer students, were excluded. 

These students were excluded because many have supplemental supports and/or 

experiences that may not available to the general University population. These 



 

65 
 

supplementary supports may influence disclosure decisions. Therefore, the researcher 

requested that Subject Pool administrators only assign non-transfer students and non-

athlete students to the study. 

Study Measures 

This study drew upon both quantitative and qualitative measures to answer its two 

core research questions: (a) are there differences in self-determination, willingness to 

disclose, and attitudes towards requesting accommodations (i.e., psychological factors) in 

two SLD disclosure groups (i.e., no disclosure [Level One] and university and classroom 

level disclosure [Level Three]); and (b) what factors do SLDs consider when deciding if 

they will disclose their disability to university personnel? The purpose of these questions 

was to investigate factors that may contribute to the disclosure decisions of SLDs. 

Demographic information was collected using a checklist form. Levels of disclosure and 

accommodations used were also collected using descriptive measures. Three quantitative 

scales were used in this study: the Self-Determination Scale (SDS; Appendix G), the 

Revised Self-Disclosure Scale (RSDS; Appendix H), and Attitudes Towards Requesting 

Accommodations Scale (ATRA; Appendix B). The dependent variables (DV) of this 

study were the total scores on the SDS, RSDS, and the ATRA, Additionally 15 of the 

survey participants participated in a 30 minute semi-structured interview with the 

examiner. Each measure is described in further detail below (see Appendix I for summary 

of all study measures).  

Demographics information. 

The following demographic variables were collected via a multiple choice and 

fill-in-the-blank format: (a) type(s) of learning disability (e.g., language, reading, writing, 
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and math), (b) age of diagnosis of learning disability, (c) GPA, and (d) University major. 

This data was only used for descriptive analysis. The demographic questionnaire can be 

found in Appendix J.  

Post-secondary disclosure and accommodations information. 

SLD disclosure status was determined by two questions in the Disclosure and 

Accommodations portion of the survey (Appendix K). These questions were, “Have you 

ever registered for accommodations or services at the Office for Students with 

Disabilities (SSD) during your time at UT?” and “Have you ever told a professor who 

teaches one of your classes about your disability for the purpose of using official 

accommodations provided by the SSD?” Responses to these questions determined the 

independent variables for this study: no disclosure (Level One) and SSD and classroom 

disclosure (Level Three). To obtain views about disclosure to faculty and SSD staff, 15 

students from each disclosure group were asked to participate in a 30 minute semi-

structured interview with the researcher.  

The original study proposal called for three disclosure levels: no disclosure (Level 

One), SSD only disclosure (Level Two), and SSD and classroom disclosure (Level 

Three).  However, as research progressed it became clear that no students identified as 

belonging to the Level Two disclosure group.  Therefore, this group was removed from 

the quantitative study independent variables.  Because of the unexpected lack of a Level 

Two disclosure group, I chose to collect five additional qualitative interviews with the 

Level Three Disclosure group.  Five Level Three interviews were with students who 

identified as disclosing to their professors by only giving them their letters of 

accommodation (i.e., Level Three-A Disclosure) while the remaining five were students 
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who indicated that they gave their accommodation letters to their professors and spoke 

with them in depth about their disability (i.e. Level Three-B Disclosure).  Students’ 

membership in the Level Three A or B group was determined when the Researcher 

scheduled the interview.  At that time the Researcher confirmed that the student disclosed 

to both SSD and faculty and asked, “do you tend to only give your professors your 

accommodation letter or do you also speak with them more in depth about your 

disability?”  Students who indicated that they only gave their professors their letters of 

accommodation were assigned to the Level Three-A group while those students who 

indicated they also spoke more in depth with faculty were assigned to the Level Three-B 

group.        

Measurement of disclosure. 

 A psychometrically valid measure of self-disclosure was difficult to find or obtain 

as: (a) many scales are specific to a specific type of disclosure; (b) a majority of the 

scales are unpublished and therefore unavailable; (c) many of the available scales have 

little, no, or poor psychometric data; and (d) scales that are available and have acceptable 

psychometric properties are usually based on a specific theory of self-disclosure. Two 

measures of self-disclosure were considered for use in this study: Jourard’s (1958) Self-

Disclosure Inventory and Wheeless and Grotz (1976) Revised Self-Disclosure Scale. 

 Self-Disclosure Inventory. 

Jourard’s Self-Disclosure Inventory (SDI; Jourard & Lasakow, 1958) attempts to 

measure self-disclosure of different intimacy levels of information to different people 

(e.g., parent, teacher, and friend). The scale hopes to measure future self-disclosure by 

looking at what types of information have been disclosed to various individuals in the 
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past. It attempts to provide an overall evaluation of the predicted level of disclosure to a 

specific individual (e.g., a professor).  

  The 60-item scale requires participants to determine how much they have 

disclosed six different domains of information to five specific individuals. The scale 

domains are a) Attitudes and Opinions, b) Tastes and Interests, c) Work or Studies, d) 

Money, Personality, and e) Body. The specific individuals are the participant’s mother, 

father, male friend, female friend, and spouse. To complete the scale the individual reads 

an item located within a specific domain and determines how much s/he has disclosed to 

each of the individuals about that item on a zero (i.e., told nothing) to two-point scale 

(i.e., talked in full and complete detail).  

  Unfortunately, this scale has limited applicability to a SLD population. The six 

scale domains have little in common with disability disclosure both in the domain 

subjects and the intimacy level. For example, the domain of Body, Money, and Interests 

is not represented in SWD disclosure research and therefore would seem to have little 

bearing on an SLD disclosure decisions. Even if the scale were appropriate for an SLD 

population, validity studies of the Inventory finds that the measure has poor reliability 

and validity (Lubin & Harrison, 1964; Pederson & Higbee,1969; Pederson & Breglio, 

1968; Himelstein & Kimbrough, 1963; Cozby, 1973), making it a poor choice for this 

study.  

 Self-Disclosure Scale. 

The second scale that was considered for use and ultimately utilized in this study 

was the Self-Disclosure Scale. Wheeless and Grotz (1976) developed the SDS in 

response to measurement problems noted in the majority of disclosure scales (e.g., The 
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Self-Disclosure Inventory for Adolescents, the Social Accessibility Scale, and Marshall’s 

Self-Disclosure Questionnaire). Wheeless and Grotz decided to attempt to create a self-

disclosure questionnaire that was (a) topic free and (b) was able to measure a wide range 

of potential dimensions of self-disclosure. It is important for a scale to be topic free so 

that it may be applied to any area of self-disclosure, such as self-disclosure of spouses or 

disclosure within a parent-child dyad. Similarly, a scale must be able to measure a wide 

range of factors that affect disclosure as it is likely that the importance of each factor 

varies depending on the disclosure area being measured. For example, it is likely that 

certain disclosure factors, such as familiarity with the person being disclosed to, are more 

important in disclosure of disability than in disclosure within a spousal pair.  This is 

because one would assume that most spouses already have a high level of familiarity, and 

thus, familiarity may not arise as a unique factor affecting spousal disclosure decisions.  

Wheeless and Grotz based their Revised Self-Disclosure Scale (RSDS; see 

Appendix H) on Altman and Taylor’s (1971) research (described above in the Review of 

the Literature). The SDS (Wheeless, 1976) is composed of 31 items, scored on a seven-

point Likert scale.  Although the scale is somewhat historic, the topic free nature of the 

measure ensures that the questions remain relevant. Five aspects of self-disclosure 

compose the measure’s sub-scales: intended disclosure, amount of disclosure, 

positiveness-negativeness of disclosure, depth of disclosure, and honesty-accuracy of 

disclosure. Higher total scores indicate a greater willingness to disclose. Wheeless tested 

the psychometric properties of his scale in a 1976 study. In this study a total of 188 

participants were presented with the RSDS and asked to rate items in reference to one of 

18 selected target persons (e.g., mother, father, instructor, and minister). A confirmatory 
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factor analysis was conducted using principal components. Factor loadings for each 

dimension were found to be: (a) .75 for intended disclosure, (b) .85 for amount of 

disclosure, (c) .87 for positiveness-negativeness of disclosure, (d) .79 for depth of 

disclosure, and (e) .85 for honesty-accuracy of disclosure. These values signify that the 

factors accurately portray the scale items, suggesting that the model is valid. Other 

researchers who have used the revised scale (e.g., Stacks & Stone, 1984; Wheeless, 

Nesser, & McCroskey, 1986) have reported coefficient alphas ranging from α=.81 to .91. 

Additional studies (e.g., Wheeless & Grotz, 1976; Wheeless et al., 1986; Wheeless, 1978) 

also confirm both the content and the construct validity of the scales. This scale has also 

been successfully used to examine the connection between disclosure and successful 

client outcomes (Lai-yee & Leung, 2006; McCroskey & Richmond, 1977). 

Measurement of self-determination. 

Two measures of self-determination were considered for this study, the ARC Self-

Determination Scale and the Self-Determination Scale.  The ARC’s Self-Determination 

Scale (ASDS) is a self-report measure designed for use by adolescents with disabilities, 

more specifically those with mild intellectual disabilities. The ASDS was designed based 

on Wehmeyer’s (1992) research described previously in the review of the literature  

 ARC Self-Determination Scale. 

The ARC Self-Determination Scale (ASDS) was the first measure considered for 

use in this research.  The ASDS is divided into four sections, with a total of 72 items 

composed of multiple choice, essay, and fill-in-the-blank questions. Each section 

examines one area of self-determined behaviors. The ASDS has shown good criterion 

related validity when compared with locus of control, self-efficacy, and academic 
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achievement measures (moderate to strong relationships between .25 and .5). Construct 

validity was confirmed by factor analysis studies, while reliability studies yielded alphas 

between .62 and .9 depending on the subscale.  

Although this measure is well developed, it was ultimately not chosen for use in 

this research study as the ASDS’ length makes it difficult to include in studies that 

necessitate that the participant complete additional measures. Additionally, most of the 

questions are geared towards individuals whose disabilities are much more severe than 

those SLD at a post-secondary institution. For example, one of the questions on the 

ASDS asks the participant to say how he can get hired as a cashier.     

The Self-Determination Scale. 

A shorter, more accessible, measure of self-determination is The Self-

Determination Scale (SDS; see Appendix G) developed by Sheldon and Deci (1993). The 

SDS was the second measure considered and the one ultimately utilized in the current 

research. This measure is based on Deci and Ryan’s SDT and is designed to measure an 

individual’s capacity to choose, have choices, and be the determinant of their actions. The 

scale assesses this by measuring (a) how aware an individual is of their feelings and their 

sense of self and (b) an individual’s sense of choice with respect to their behavior. These 

measurements align with SDT as one of the underlying tenants of SDT is that individuals 

who are more self-determined have a better understanding of themselves than low self-

determined individuals. SDT also postulates that intrinsic motivation and autonomy, two 

main components of self-determination, affect the ability to govern actions and 

behaviors.  The Self-Determination Scale was ultimately chosen for use in this study 

because of its shorter length and good psychometric properties.  
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The Self-Determination Scale (SDS) is designed to assess individual differences 

in the extent to which people tend to function in a self-determined way. It is a short, 10-

item scale, with two five-item subscales. The first subscale is awareness of oneself, and 

the second is perceived choice in one’s actions. The subscales can either be used 

separately or they can be combined into an overall SDS score. The scales have good 

internal consistency with alphas ranging from .85 to .93 and adequate test-retest 

reliabilities (r=.77; Sheldon, Ryan, & Reis, 1996). The scale is also a strong predictor of a 

wide variety of psychological health outcomes including self-actualization, empathy, and 

life satisfaction (Sheldon & Deci, 1996), creativity (Sheldon, 1995), and resistance to 

peer pressure (Grow, Sheldon, & Ryan, 1994). 

 Measures of attitudes towards requesting accommodations. 

Two scales will be reviewed that attempt to measure attitudes towards requesting 

accommodations: The General Attitudes Towards Requesting Accommodations Scale 

(GATA; Upton & Harper, 2002) and the Attitudes Towards Requesting Accommodations 

Scale 9barnard-Brak, 2010a). 

The General Attitudes Towards Requesting Accommodations Scale. 

The first scale that was considered for use was the GATA (Upton &Harper, 

2002).  The GATA attempts to measure how individuals view the provision of 

accommodations to college SWD. This scale was designed for and utilized in one of the 

only studies (Upton & Harper, 2002), described above, that investigated how individuals 

without disabilities view accommodations. The scale consists of seven items, with a four 

point Likert scale. Items were designed and piloted with the help of college faculty who 

were familiar with accommodations, SWD, and graduate-level rehabilitation counseling 
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students. Participants rated items from one (strongly disagree) to four (strongly agree). 

The scale demonstrated adequate internal consistency with an alpha of .94.  

However, this scale was ultimately not chosen for use in this study as the purpose of the 

GATA is to measures individuals’ without disabilities view of the provision of 

disabilities to SWD rather than SWD’s own attitudes towards accommodations.  

Attitudes Towards Requesting Accommodations Scale. 

The second scale that was considered and ultimately utilized in this research was 

the Attitudes Towards Requesting Accommodations Scale (ATRA).  The ATRA was 

developed through Barnard-Brak et. al.’s (2010b) research, described in Chapter II. The 

scale was chosen because of its good psychometric properties and for the fact that it 

specifically addresses SWD’s attitudes towards disclosing to request accommodations.  

The ATRA is a 32-item Likert style scale with responses ranging from one 

(strongly agree) to five (strongly disagree).  The scale reflects four constructs: academic 

integrity, disability disclosure, disability acceptance, and the accommodations process. 

These constructs are drawn from findings in earlier research by Barnard-Brak and 

colleagues (2010a). The mean score of SWD who request accommodations is 94.35 in 

contrast to 109.52 for SWD do not disclose (Barnard-Brak et. al., 2009). Possible total 

scores range from 32 to 160. Higher total scores are indicative of more negative attitudes 

towards requesting accommodations (Barnard-Brak et. al., 2010b). A study of 276 

college SWD investigated the psychometric properties of the ATRA (Barnard-Brak, et 

al., 2010). These students completed the ATRA, provided their GPA, and reported 

whether or not they requested accommodations. The results indicated that the ATRA has 

an acceptable level of internal consistency, yielding a coefficient alpha of .91. Based on 
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this research, the four factor model also seems to accurately reflect collected data (χ2/df 

ratio = 3.24, NNFI value =.93).  

Semi-structured interview. 

The qualitative measure consisted of a 30 minute semi-structured interview (See 

Appendix M). Fifteen participants, five from the Level One Disclosure group and ten 

from the Level Three Disclosure group completed a semi-structured interview. As 

mentioned above the study originally planned for five interviews to be collected from 

participants in three levels of disclosure: no disclosure (i.e., Level One), disclosure only 

to SSD (i.e., Level Two Disclosure), and disclosure to SSD and faculty (i.e., Level Three 

Disclosure).  However, none of the participants in this study identified as belonging to the 

Level Two Disclosure group. Therefore, Level Two was excluded from the study. As a 

result, the interviews proceeded with only two disclosure groups: Level One Disclosure 

group (i.e., no disclosure) and Level Three Disclosure group (i.e., disclosure to SSD and 

faculty) with the modifications described above.  

Interviews were conducted over Skype v5.5 and audio recorded onto the 

Researcher’s personal computer using MP3 Skype Recorder software. The semi-

structured questions, based on Jourard’s self-disclosure theory, were expanded and 

modified versions of questions used in a previous study of SWD self-disclosure. In this 

research Barnard-Brak (2010a) and colleagues interviewed five SWD in an effort to 

understand the meaning of disclosure for college SWD and how this was related to the 

strategies they use while seeking accommodations. However, most of Barnard-Brak’s 

questions could be answered with yes or no responses and did not require an elaborated 

response with examples or discussion. Therefore, it was decided that the Barnard-Brak 
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questions would be modified and expanded to encourage detailed responses (see Table 

2). For example, Barnard-Brak’s question, “Do you tell people if you are disabled?” 

could be answered with a yes or no response. If participants answered yes, then they may 

include more details to answer the, if so, how, when, and why portion of the question? 

Participants who answered “no” would simply move on to the next question. One of the 

newly developed questions, “Describe who you choose to share your learning disability 

with and why?,” encourages participants to describe each individual they choose to 

disclose or not disclose to and their reasons for doing do. It was hoped that the expanded 

questions would generate richer data.  

Table 2 

Modifications to Qualitative Questions 

Barnard-Brak et. al. (2010a) Questions  Selected Modified 
Questions 

Do you tell people if you are disabled? If 
so, how, when, and to whom? 

 Describe who you choose 
to share your learning 
disability with and why?  

 
For what reasons would you tell a member 
of your faculty or staff that you’re 
disabled? 

  
What makes you feel 
comfortable enough to 
share your disability with 
another person? 

 
Do you feel comfortable discussing your 
disability with people in general? 

  
What motivates you to 
share your disability with 
university faculty and 
staff?  
 

Do you feel comfortable discussing your 
disability with faculty and 
staff? 

 Do faculty and staff do 
anything that makes you 
more or less likely to share 
your learning disability?  
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Additional questions, developed in conjunction with Dr. Deborah Tharinger (see 

Appendix L) were added to the modified Barnard-Brak (2012a) questions in order to pull 

for supplementary experiences that may affect disclosure decisions such as overall 

experience of college, view of academics, and learned compensating mechanisms.  

Analysis 

Data were collected using a concurrent triangulation design (See Appendix M; 

Creswell, 2003). In this type of research design, quantitative and qualitative data are 

collected and analyzed separately at the same time. This process is in contrast to 

sequential designs where one type of data (i.e., qualitative or quantitative) is collected 

and analyzed prior to collection of the other type of data and then used to inform what 

further questions should be explored. In concurrent triangulation designs, greater 

importance may be given to either the qualitative or quantitative data, or alternately 

shared between both. This is different from sequential designs in which one type of data 

(the data collected first) is frequently given priority over the other (as it is guided by the 

initial data collection). Data analysis in concurrent triangulation designs is usually 

separate, with integration occurring during the interpretation phase of research. As such, 

interpretation typically involves discussing the extent to which the data overlaps or 

diverges (Creswell, 2003). Each data type was analyzed separately, after which initial 

analyses were integrated and interpreted together.  

Quantitative analyses. 

Sample size. 

The primary outcome of interest was the relationship between level of self-

disclosure (i.e., no disclosure [Level One Disclosure] and university and classroom 
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disclosure [Level Three Disclosure]) and each of the three dependent variables (i.e., 

psychological constructs). As mentioned above the study originally planned for one 

independent variable with three levels: no disclosure (i.e., Level One), disclosure only to 

SSD (i.e., Level Two Disclosure), and disclosure to SSD and faculty (i.e., Level Three 

Disclosure).  However, none of the participants in this study identified as belonging to the 

Level Two Disclosure group. Therefore, Level Two was. As a result, analyses proceeded 

with only two disclosure groups: Level One Disclosure group (i.e., no disclosure) and 

Level Three Disclosure group (i.e., disclosure to SSD and faculty).  

Sample size for the study was based on a one-way fixed effects multivariate 

analysis of variance (MANOVA). For a two-tailed test of significance, a medium effect 

size (Cohen’s d) of 0.4, with an (α) of 0.01, and a power (1-β) of 0.80, the sample 

required require 23 cases per cell in a balanced design, for a total of 43 participants 

(Erdfelder, Faul, & Buchner, 1996). Effect size and alpha were derived from results in 

previous studies performed by Barnard-Brak and colleagues (2009; 2010b). The average 

ATRA score for SLD who did and did not disclose, as well as the overall standard 

deviation of the total sample, was used to calculate the anticipated effect size for this 

analysis.  

Statistical analysis. 

Null hypotheses: 

1. There will be no difference in psychological factors between disclosure 

levels. 
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Alternate Hypotheses: 

1. Students who disclose to both SSD and faculty (i.e., Level Three 

Disclosure) will have higher levels of self-determination and self-

disclosure, and more positive attitudes towards requesting 

accommodations than those students who do not request accommodations 

or only disclose to SSD (i.e., first level of disclosure). 

Two-tailed univariate and multivariate measures were used to describe the entire 

sample, as well as to compare the methods of self-disclosure for the demographic and 

psychological (dependent) variables.  Two-tailed analyses were utilized as the Researcher 

was interested in uncovering any differences in psychological factors (both positive and 

negative) between disclosure groups.  For continuous data, a one-way multivariate 

analysis of variance (MANOVA) was utilized. The MANOVA was used to test the 

relationship between level of self-disclosure (i.e., no disclosure [Level One Disclosure] 

and university and classroom disclosure [Level Three Disclosure]) and each of the 

dependent psychological measures. The following assumptions were assessed prior to 

analysis: sample size, homogeneity of variance-covariance matrices, univariate and 

multivariate normality of the variables, outliers, linearity, homogeneity of regression, and 

multicollinearity and singularity.   

Qualitative analyses. 

Due to the absence of a Level Two Disclosure group, I decided to collect five 

additional qualitative interviews from the Level Three Disclosure group (i.e., a total of 

10) interviews. In addition, the Level Three Disclosure group of 10 was split into two 

sub-groups: five Level Three-A Disclosure students and Level Three-B Disclosure 
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students. Level Three-A students were defined as those that disclosed to SSD and faculty 

by only giving faculty their accommodation letters. Level Three-B Disclosure students 

were those that disclosed to SSD and faculty by giving faculty their accommodations 

letters and speaking to faculty in depth about their disability. This distinction was 

important because the purpose of the study was to assess the differences in psychological 

factors between levels of disclosure. As the original disclosure levels did not capture this 

variability the third disclosure group was split in an effort to provide a richer 

understanding of disclosure in students who disclosed more deeply.  

Data from the qualitative semi-structured questions were analyzed by two trained 

Research Assistants who were blind to the participant’s disclosure level. These Research 

Assistants utilized the constant comparative method (Corbin & Strauss, 2008) to analyze 

data. The constant comparative method is a tool for improving researchers’ abilities to 

understand the meaning of their qualitative data. In this method the researcher assigns 

names to concepts represented in the data (i.e., codes). As the researcher analyzes his/her 

data s/he compares newly found concepts to those that have already been coded. 

Concepts that are found to be similar are then grouped under an overarching concept. The 

end result of this type of analysis is the production of a list of concepts represented in the 

data that is then used in subsequent analysis of the narrative.  

Assessment of coder reliability. 

The coders were assessed for intra-coder reliability. Intra-coder reliability is the 

degree to which two independent coders agree on what codes to assign to the same 

section of text (Suen & Ary, 1989). Percent agreement was used to determine coder 

reliabilities in this study. When using this method, percent agreement should be at 90% or 
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above for codes to be considered reliable (Suen & Ary, 1989). To calculating intra-coder 

reliability using the percent agreement method, two researchers first read the same subset 

of the interview data.  The number of times the researchers agreed on which codes to 

assign to a section of text was calculated. This value of coder agreement was divided by 

the total number of codes discovered in the text (Suen & Ary, 1989). This number was 

then multiplied by 100 to give a value that represents the percentage of times the 

researchers agreed on what codes to assign.  

In this study the Research Assistants and the Researcher (i.e., Research Team) 

first coded three participant’s data to generate codes. Final codes to use when coding 

study data were determined through discussion amongst the Research Team. Then, the 

Researcher provided the Research Team with a list of all finalized codes with pseudo-

illustrations and a short description of each code (i.e., a Code Map; see Appendix N). The 

Research Team used the Code Map to review all remaining qualitative data and assign 

the Code Map codes according to the constant comparative method. The Researcher 

compared the Assistant’s codes to her own to assess intra-coder reliability. If percent 

agreement fell below 90% the Research Assistant and Researcher met to reconcile 

differences until percent agreement met 90%. In this study, initial percent agreement 

before reconciliation averaged 75%. This percent agreement was lower than expected. It 

may be that percent agreement initially fell to 75% because coding with the constant 

comparative method allows for continuous generation of new codes while reviewing the 

data set.  The generation of new codes tended to depress the percent agreement between 

the Researcher and Research Assistant because they had not already been shared with the 
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rest of the coding team. Final percent agreement reached 100% after reconciliation of 

differences.   

Coding of data set.      

Qualitative data collection was audiotaped, transcribed into a WORD document, 

and organized by participant.  All members of the Research Team coded three 

participant’s data. The three interviews coded by the Research Team were used to 

compute the intra-coder reliability of the study sample. Subsequently, the Research 

Assistants each coded six participants’ data with the Researcher coding all 12 of the 

remaining participants’ data.  

The Research Team analyzed their transcripts by assigning the Code Map codes 

outlined in Appendix N to appropriate sections of the text (see Figure 7).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

After an initial round of coding, Research Assistants and the Researcher then 

jointly combined codes that represented similar constructs into overarching concepts used 

to anchor interpretation of findings in this study. For example, originally the Research 

Team had developed a Professor Is Understanding “code” that was to capture when 

What feedback would you give to SSD/faculty? 
 

uhm I don’t know, uhm I honestly don’t know. So far I mean I don’t have any real 
complaints with UT, I’ve had a good experience and I’m doing fairly well in my 
classes so I don’t really know if I could answer that. I think my experience at UT 
would be the same, I don’t even know what accommodations I would get if I did 
talk to them so I don’t know if there’s anything I could say. I think that the biggest 
thing that has helped me was taking my Individual Differences course for my 
teaching program at UT because that taught me so much about everything, I had no 
idea uhm that any of these resources were even available so maybe making them a 
bit more visible on campus. 

______________________________________________ 
Experience with Academics Code: + 
Knowledge of Accommodations: -  
 
Figure 7. Example of coding. 
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students described professors as acting in an understanding manner during disclosure.  As 

coding progressed the Team decided that this code was better collapsed into the Professor 

Experience code which was applied when a student described any sort of experience with 

a professor relating to disclosure. Remaining codes and concepts that were found in over 

50% of the participant’s responses (i.e., at least eight) were considered to be major 

factors or themes that affect disability disclosure. This cutoff was used to ensure that 

concepts mentioned by fewer than half of the participants did not overly influence 

interpretation of the main themes in data. These less prevalent themes were not lost; the 

remaining themes were classified as either supporting or hindering SLD disclosure. 

Qualitative results are presented in both in summative form (number of respondents 

addressing each theme) and in narrative form (examples of participant responses with 

identifying information removed). 

Integration 

Results of the qualitative and quantitative data will be discussed individually in 

Chapter IV.  Integration of the quantitative and qualitative research findings will be 

discussed in Chapter V.  The first research question, “are there differences in self-

determination, willingness to disclose, and attitudes towards requesting accommodations 

(i.e., psychological factors) in two SLD disclosure groups (i.e., no disclosure [Level One 

Disclosure] and university and classroom level disclosure [Level Three Disclosure]),” 

address issues that were analyzed quantitatively. The second research question, “what 

factors do SLDs consider when deciding if they will disclose their disability to university 

personnel?” Findings from the first question were summarized and then understood in 

light of the qualitative data. Integration includes a summary of confirmatory and 
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disconfirmatory findings as well as discussion of factors that future research may need to 

explore in additions to those outlined in these quantitative measures.    

Statement of Bias 

 I am a learning disabled student with an identified disability in mathematics who 

has received disability services at the secondary and graduate level. As such, I hold biases 

when discussing college experience of SLD. My undergraduate disability services were 

particularly poor and I was very dissatisfied with my undergraduate institution’s 

disability office. As a pre-med major, I struggled academically in math-based classes 

(e.g., physics, calculus, and chemistry) and received little support from faculty or the 

Office of Students with Disabilities. My struggles caused me to become interested in the 

other SLD experiences of college, service utilization in college, and transition services 

provided to high school SLD who will be attending college. While my disability gives me 

unique insight into the possible experiences of other SLD, I had to be careful to ensure 

that my own biases did not compromise the study. To this end, I asked Research 

Assistants to co-code qualitative responses to ensure that my findings were valid and not 

biased by my own experience.   
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Chapter IV: Results 

 Chapter IV will first review the quantitative results regarding accommodations 

use in University Level Three SLD and the differences in psychological factors between 

the two disclosure levels.  Following this, the qualitative results will be reviewed 

including the themes generated from the data and how these themes differed between the 

two disclosure groups.  The quantitative and qualitative results will be integrated in 

Chapter V and discussed in consideration of each other. 

Quantitative Results 

 Information regarding accommodations use in Level Three SLD was gathered as 

part of the quantitative survey to provide more information about the SLD population 

who participated in this study.  Highlighted results from that portion of the quantitative 

survey are presented below. The accommodation use results are followed by the 

quantitative results that answer the first of the two main study questions: Do levels of 

psychological factors differ by disclosure level?    

Accommodations use. 

 A checklist format was used to gather information regarding accommodations use 

for Level Three Disclosure students. Students were provided with a list of common 

accommodations and asked to indicate whether they: (a) were not eligible to use, (b) 

eligible to use, or (c) actually used those accommodations.  Similar to previous studies, 

results indicate that extended time (utilized by 70% of Level Three SLD) and reduced 

distraction testing location (employed by 66% of Level Three SLD) were rated as the two 

most utilized accommodations by University SLD (Janiga & Costenbader, 2002; Kurth & 

Mellard 2006).  Results also match other research (Kurth & Mellard, 2006) that indicates 
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that SLD do not seem to perceive the accommodations they use to be unequivocally 

useful. In fact, many SLD who were eligible to receive specific accommodations at the 

University chose not to utilize those accommodations in the classroom setting.  For 

example, although 70% of Level Three SLD used extended time for tests, 20% of SLD 

who were eligible to use this accommodation chose not to (see Appendix O for detailed 

accommodation utilization results).  The utilization patterns of Level Three SLD at the 

University seem to match well with previous research regarding accommodation 

effectiveness and use in SWD populations. 

Psychological factors.     

A one-way between groups multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was 

performed to investigate disclosure differences in attitude toward accommodations, self-

determination, and self-disclosure (i.e., the psychological factors). Three dependent 

variables were used: total scores from the Attitude Toward Accommodations Scale, the 

Self-Determination Scale, and the Revised Self-Disclosure Scale. The independent 

variable was Disclosure Level: no disclosure or disclosure to SSD and faculty. 

Preliminary assumption testing was conducted to check for normality, linearity, 

univariate and multivariate outliers, homogeneity of variance-covariance matrices, and 

multicollinearity. 

 To check for the assumption of univariate normality, box plot graphs were 

generated. One ATRA score was identified as being an outlier based on the box plots. As 

a result the 5% trimmed mean was examined. The 5% trimmed mean of 98.3 was not 

significantly different from the overall mean of 99.0. Therefore, it was decided to retain 

this outlier in analyses. Multivariate normality was assessed using Mahalanobis distances. 
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The Mahalanobis distance of 11.11 did not exceed the critical value of 16.27 for a 

MANOVA with three dependent variables (Pallant, 2006). Therefore, the assumptions of 

univariate normality, multivariate normality, and outliers were met. Scatterplots were 

generated to check for the assumption of linearity. Scatterplots did not show any evidence 

of non-linearity; therefore, this assumption was met. The assumption of homogeneity of 

regression was not deemed important as a step-down analysis was not performed. The 

assumption of multicollinearity and singularity was assessed using Pearson correlations. 

Pearson correlations amongst the three dependent measures ranged from -.453 to .211. As 

no correlation exceeded .8, this assumption was met (Pallant, 2006). The assumption of 

homogeneity of variance-covariance matrices was examined using Box’s M and Levene’s 

tests. Neither Box’s M (p = .929) nor Levene’s test (p =.741-.891) was significant. Based 

on the above results, it was determined that the data met all assumptions for a MANOVA 

analysis.  

 The omnibus MANOVA (see Table 3) analysis indicated a non-directional 

statistically significant difference on combined dependent variables: F(3, 27) = 8.50, p 

=.000; Pillari’s Trace = .994; partial eta squared = .486.  

Table 3 
 
Omnibus MANOVA 
 
Effect Value F Hypothesis 

df 
Error 

df 
Sig. Partial 

Eta 
Squared 

Disclosure Level Pillai's Trace .486 8.502b 3.000 27.000 .000 .486 

b. Exact statistic 
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When the results for the dependent variables were considered separately, all three 

psychological factors reached statistical significance (p = .05): Attitude Towards 

Accommodations (F(1, 29) = 23.14, p = .000, partial eta squared = .444), Self-

determination (F[1, 29] = 5.97, p = .021, partial eta squared = .171) and self-disclosure 

(F[1,29] = 5.55, p =.025, partial eta squared =.161; see Table 4).  

Table 4  
 
Tests of Between-Subjects Effects 
 
Source Dependent 

Variable 
Type III 
Sum of 
Squares 

df Mean 
Square 

F Sig. Partial 
Eta 
Squared 

Disclosure    
Level 

SDS Total 
Score 

20.717 1 20.717 5.966 .021 .171 

 
 
ATRA Total 
Score 

3378.774 1 3378.774 23.142 .000 .444 

 
RSDS Total 
Score 

1432.262 29 1432.262 5.549 .025 .161 

 

An inspection of mean scores (see Table 5) indicated that the no disclosure group (Level 

One) reported higher scores (M = 107, SD = 4) and therefore worse attitudes towards 

requesting accommodations than the disclosure to SSD and faculty group (M = 81, SD = 

3). This result was expected as previous studies (e.g., Barnard-Brak, 2010a) found that 

the average score of those who do not disclose was 109 versus 94 for those who did 

disclose.  
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Table  5 
 
Means and Standard Deviations of Psychological Factors by Disclosure Level  
 
Disclosure Level RSDS SDS ATRA 

Level One 
Mean 120.89 7.84 99.00 
N 9 9 9 
Std. Deviation 16.53 1.48 12.44 

Level Three  
Mean 135.86 9.65 76.00 
N 22 22 22 
Std. Deviation 15.89 1.99 11.94 

Total 
Mean 131.52 9.12 82.67 
N 31 31 31 
Std. Deviation 17.24 2.01 15.93 

 

Overall Level One SLD reported lower levels of self-determination achieving an average 

score of 7.84 points out of a maximum of 14.00 points (SD = 1.48) than Level Three 

students (Mean = 9.65, SD = 1.99). Level One SLD also reported lower levels of self-

disclosure achieving a mean score of 120.88 out of a possible 217 points (SD = 5.50) than 

Level Three SLD (Mean = 135.86, SD = 3.39).    

Qualitative Results  

Qualitative results are presented both in summative form (i.e., total frequency of 

code, see Appendix P; number of respondents addressing each code, see Appendix Q; 

number of positive and negative codes per disclosure group, see Appendix R) and in 

narrative form (examples of participant responses with identifying information removed). 

Codes were generated through Researcher and Research Assistant consensus. 

After coding and analysis, nine major codes arose that were combined into four themes. 

The themes (and codes that comprised the theme) were Knowledge (Student Knowledge 

of Accommodations), Experiences (Demeanor of Professor; Experiences with: 
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Professors, SSD, Classmates, and Academics), Self-Awareness (View of Disability, 

Need/Do Not Need Accommodations), and Supports (Compensating Mechanisms). The 

codes and their corresponding themes will be reviewed and discussed below. For a brief 

definition of each code please see Appendix N. Because there were unexpectedly no 

Disclosure Level Two participants the researcher chose to gather 10 interviews from the 

Disclosure Level Three group. The researcher collected five interviews in which students 

disclosed to SSD and faculty but chose only to give faculty accommodation letters 

without further discussion (referred to hereafter as Level Three-A Disclosure). The 

researcher also collected five interviews from students who chose both to give 

accommodation letters and to discuss their disability in depth with their professor 

(referred to hereafter as Level Three-B Disclosure).   

Knowledge of Accommodations. 

The Knowledge of Accommodations code was mentioned by five members of the 

Level One (i.e., no disclosure group), two members of Level Three-A Disclosure group, 

and one member of Level Three-B Disclosure group. The Knowledge of 

Accommodations code was applied when a student made a statement that described 

understanding or knowledge about accommodations and SSD or, alternatively, a 

statement that described lack of knowledge about available accommodations and SSD. 

This code was most often mentioned by individuals who were not currently receiving 

accommodations. 

Poor knowledge of accommodations seemed to be an important reason why 

students chose not to pursue accommodations. Overwhelmingly, individuals who chose 

not to disclose made statements that indicated that they did not have accurate information 
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about the accommodations available at the University and the process by which one 

applies for accommodations. For example, one no disclosure student remarked, “[I didn’t 

get] help because I didn’t feel like my problems would qualify compared to people who 

were blind or deaf.” This student incorrectly believed that only individuals with physical 

disabilities could receive accommodations. As a result, she felt that she was not disabled 

enough to qualify for any accommodations at the University. This incorrect assumption 

stopped her from seeking out services at SSD that may have helped her. Another no 

disclosure student who had attended a private high school remarked, 

 the only accommodations I had in high school was extended time on tests and 

stuff like that. So it’s not like I had, it’s not like I’m at a disadvantage and it 

would help me out tremendously right now. I’m finishing the test on time, so I 

haven’t taken any massive tests yet. Well I’ve had exams, but I’ve been able to 

finish all the exams in plenty of time. 

This student was relying on his knowledge of his high school’s accommodations 

to inform his views on available accommodations at the University. As a result, he 

seemed to believe that the University only offered extended time as an accommodation. 

As he did not need extended time, he chose not to pursue accommodations even though 

in his interview he described difficulties such as struggling to read large amounts of 

information that may have been remediated by other available accommodations that he 

did not know were offered. 

 Poor knowledge of accommodations was also discussed, but much less frequently, 

by students who were already registered for and receiving accommodations. For example, 

one Disclosure Level Three-A student said, “yeah, and I get a private room to take tests, 
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but I don’t use that because there never is a private room so that’s not really helpful 

either.” This student was relying on professors to find him a separate testing room. He 

did not understand that he could arrange to take his exams at SSD as an alternative to 

taking them in a separate room with the faculty member. As a result, this student often 

chose not to use a separate testing environment even though he indicated that it would 

help him. A second, Disclosure Level Three-B student remarked, “So in terms of my 

learning disability, the first two to two-and-a-half years I didn’t really use any 

accommodations and like, I didn’t even really know what SSD could do for me.” This 

student had registered with SSD but relayed that he was not informed about the 

accommodations he received when registering. Therefore, in his view, he struggled 

through his first couple years at the University until his poor grades motivated him to 

investigate exactly what accommodations were available to him.  

 Many students who were interviewed attributed their lack of accommodation 

knowledge and registration to poor SSD visibility. One student who chose not to disclose 

stated, “I don’t even know what accommodations I would get if I did talk to them so I 

don’t know if there’s anything I could say…I had no idea uhm that any of these resources 

were even available so maybe making them a bit more visible on campus.” Another 

student remarked,  

Uhm I guess when I was doing my first years I really didn’t know anything about 

the department of disabilities. I didn’t know there was a department more than 

anything. If I really looked into it I could have found something but it didn’t seem 

available right from the get go; even if it was a pamphlet at orientation about how 
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to contact them, how to set things up, how to get things in motion. You know they 

just expected you have a disability, you should figure this out. 

 The generation of the Knowledge of Accommodation theme and the prevalence of 

the code among students who have not disclosed are not surprising given previous 

research about SWD. Wehmeyer (1999) described many SLD as having poor levels of 

self-determination.  According to his theory students who do not exhibit specific 

behaviors such as disclosure are more likely to have low levels of self-determination than 

those students that do.  His theory identifies autonomy, the ability to use community 

resources to fulfill one’s needs as a trait exhibited by students with high levels of self-

determination.  Therefore, it is not surprising that many SLD in this study who did not 

disclose may have failed to identify SSD as a resource that they could utilize to access 

accommodations, fulfilling their academic needs.   

Previous research has also shown that most students with disabilities who leave 

high school and transition to college do not have the skills with which to self-advocate 

for themselves in college (Cummings, Maddux, & Casey, 2000; Schreiner, 2007). SWD 

also tend to arrive at college without basic knowledge regarding their disability, the 

accommodations they previously qualified for, or their rights as a SWD (Cawthon & 

Cole, 2010).  It is not surprising that students who lack self-advocacy skills and basic 

knowledge about their disability may have difficulty registering for disability services in 

college. This may be especially true if, as the students above reported, SLD are not 

explicitly made aware of SSD services and their relevance to the students’ own academic 

needs.    
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Experiences. 

The Experience theme captured SLDs’ experiences with various individuals (i.e., 

SSD, professors, and classmates) as well as their experience of academics at the 

University. The Experience theme was broken down into two sub-themes, Experience 

with People and Experience with Academics. The Experience with People sub-theme was 

composed of four codes: Demeanor of Professors, Experience with SSD, Experience with 

Professors, and Experience with Classmates. The Demeanor of Professor code was used 

when a student described a professor’s outward presentation or mannerisms as making 

him/her more or less likely to disclose. The Experience with People code was employed 

when a student described an interaction with an individual (i.e., SSD, professors, 

classmates) who seemed to affect disclosure decisions. Finally, the Experience with 

Academics code was applied when a student’s perception of the academic level at the 

University seemed to affect disclosure. Each code’s contribution to SLD disclosure will 

be discussed individually, below.  

Experiences with people. 

Participants tended to talk at length about the experiences they had at the 

University that influenced their disclosure decisions.  Experiences with people tended to 

revolve around three players: SSD, professors, and classmates/peers. Experiences with 

people seemed to influence how students managed the depth of their disclosure, while 

Experience with Academics seemed to be more of a universal code that described a 

common experience of most SLD at the University.  
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Demeanor of professor. 

Professors’ demeanor was mentioned by many participants as something they 

took into consideration when deciding if they were going to disclose. This code tended to 

be mentioned by students in the Level Three (A = 4, B = 5) Disclosure group more than 

by the no disclosure group (Level One = 1). This may be because Level Three students 

are managing to whom they will disclose, while the Level One group has usually already 

made a blanket decision not to disclose to any faculty. The code of demeanor seems to be 

tied closely to Jourard’s (1971) concept of goodwill in disclosure.  

Jourard believed that people who presented as a person of goodwill would be 

more likely to elicit disclosure. People of goodwill as described by Jourard were those 

who will accept disclosure positively and work to help SLD. Previous research has 

indicated that most SLD are unsure as to whether faculty members are persons of 

goodwill (Kurth & Mellard, 2006). A faculty member’s demeanor seemed to be one way 

that students gauged if a professor would be helpful and open to their disclosure. For 

example one Level Three-B student relayed,  

Some of my professors are just nicer to begin with and I can tell that they’re more 

open to suggestions and to, I guess, just kinda helping. There are just nicer 

professors and then there are professors who, like professor [Name], he’s just 

arrogant and has made it clear that he doesn’t really care so I haven’t been able to 

talk to him about [my disability]. 

Another Level Three-A student simply stated, “I make the decision [to disclose my 

disability] depending on how [faculty] act.” Both students above describe gauging 

professor’s mannerisms before deciding whether to disclose. Professors whose demeanor 
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tended to elicit disclosure were described as: “willing to be helpful or understanding”, 

“really sweet and totally accepting”, “very kind”, and “on my side to help me”. 

Professors who were described as having poor demeanors and therefore discouraged 

disclosure were described as: “professor[s] who [are] really abrasive, everything comes 

out really harsh”, “if [professors] give you the idea that they’re going to be a little more 

difficult than a normal professor”, [professors] who get irritated when I don’t want to talk 

about [my disability]”, and “[professors who are] just arrogant”.  

 Level Three-B students mentioned faculty who had positive demeanors more often 

than those who had negative demeanors when compared to the Level Three-A group. 

Specifically, Level Three-B participants mentioned professors who had positive 

demeanors 15 times and those with negative demeanors only two times. This breakdown 

is in contrast to Level Three-A Disclosure students, who equally mentioned positive and 

negative demeanors of their faculty. The difference in the ratio of positive to negative 

demeanors experienced by the Level Three A and B Disclosure groups is important. The 

difference in the demeanor ratio may indicate that professor demeanor is an important 

factor to understand when determining why some students disclose more deeply than 

others. It may be that students who have more experiences with professors who have 

positive demeanors are more willing to disclosure in depth to faculty generally. This 

trend could be because increased exposure to faculty with positive demeanors may make 

it easier for students to determine that these professors will be people of goodwill and 

therefore receptive to SLD disclosure. Students who have experiences with equal 

numbers of professors with positive and negative demeanors may be more hesitant to 
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disclose at a deeper level because they are unsure whether professors will be open to their 

disclosure.  

Experiences with SSD. 

Students also discussed experiences with SSD as being a factor in their decision 

to pursue or utilize accommodations. This code was mentioned mostly by Level Three 

Disclosure students (A = 3, B =5) and by only one Level One Disclosure participant. This 

is not surprising, as the Level One Disclosure participants tended not to have interactions 

with or knowledge of SSD as described in the Knowledge of Accommodations section 

above. Level Three students had overwhelmingly positive experiences with SSD.  

The tone of a student’s experience with SSD seemed to encourage or discourage 

student utilization of accommodations. One participant relayed how positive experiences 

taking exams at SSD make her more likely to continue to use her accommodations by 

saying, “the guy that proctors my tests, he’s awesome, so cool, seeing his face every 

week, it gets to be so comfortable and so familiar it gets to be your little testing home.” 

Another student noted his overall satisfaction with SSD by saying, “[the] SSD program is 

really wonderful. I’ve had great coordinators in that program, so yeah [the experience] 

was positive.” A third student noted, “They’ve actually been really supportive and helpful 

way more than I’ve expected, I’ve been really happy so far with what’s been happening.” 

These students indicated that they are likely to continue to register for and utilize 

accommodations partially because of their positive interactions with the SSD office. 

These results correlate very well with literature on competence in SDT that found that 

unexpected positive feedback for performing tasks increases an individual’s intrinsic 

motivation to perform that task later (Deci & Ryan, 1992).  Therefore, it is not surprising 
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that students who have positive experiences with SSD are more likely to utilize that 

office in the future. 

It is important to note, however, that negative experiences with SSD, while rare, 

were often discouraging. One student told about her first and negative experience with 

SSD, saying,  

I registered, I had never taken a test at SSD before…I tried to register for a test 

that wasn’t five days in advance it was four days in advance and I was kinda 

freaking out. So I went to talk to the testing people and they weren’t very nice 

about it. And I was like this is my first test, “I’m so sorry it won’t happen again is 

there anything I can do?” So I talked to one lady and she said, “because it’s your 

first test I’ll take that into consideration but you’re going to have to talk to the 

head person.” And when I talked to the head person, I called and left a message, I 

e-mailed him saying everything, and I never got a call back and I wasn’t able to 

take that test in extended time, I had to take it regularly. So I felt very like, I felt 

like I couldn’t really approach them anymore because they wouldn’t be helpful to 

me (emphasis added). 

As a result, this student chose not to utilize her accommodation through SSD and instead 

chose to access all of her accommodations through her professors or herself (i.e., bringing 

a personal tape recorder) without SSD help.   

Whether positive or negative, experiences with SSD shaped students’ decisions to 

pursue and utilize accommodations. It is noteworthy that most interactions with SSD 

were positive and seemed to increase students’ contact with SSD and utilization of 

accommodations. However, students who had negative interactions with SSD tended to 
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reduce contact with the disability office and their utilization of formal accommodations. 

This may be because students expect SSD to be an office of goodwill. It makes sense that 

if this expectation is not met, students will feel that they can no longer trust or count on 

SSD. It also seems that students who have yet to disclose are worried whether SSD will 

be open to their disclosure and helpful to them. It may be that these students will be more 

likely to apply for accommodations if they can see that other SLD have generally found 

SSD to be an office of goodwill.   

Overall, it is important for SSD as a whole to understand how interactions with 

students affect SLD, as staff members may not realize the impact even everyday 

interactions have on accommodation registration and utilization.  

Experiences with professors. 

 Experiences with Professors was the second most mentioned code across all 

interviews. It was mentioned by two Level One Disclosure students, four Level Three-A 

Disclosure students, and five Level Three-B Disclosure students. Students spoke at length 

about their experiences with professors. These experiences tended to revolve around the 

specific acts of disclosing or utilizing accommodations. The Level One and Level Three-

A disclosure groups tended to mention positive and negative experiences equally, while 

Level Three-B Disclosure students tended to mention this code more positively than 

negatively (i.e., 10 versus four). The difference in ratio between Level Three-A and B 

Disclosure groups is similar to that found in the Demeanor of Professor code.  In this 

code Level Three-A students also equally mentioned positive and negative demeanors of 

their faculty, while Level 3-B students mentioned positive professor demeanors much 

more often than negative demeanors.  
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One Level Three-B disclosure student described a positive experience with her 

professor, saying, 

I’ll usually say [to the professor], “I see from the syllabus that your class is 

heavily based on reading and I struggle with that so what do you suggest I do to 

get around that?” And then they’ll give me some kind of pointer that says, “oh, 

just come to class and you’ll be fine” or “oh man this class is basically a lot of 

reading you’re just going to have to put in the time.” But it just really depends on 

what they say. So that has helped, it’s helped … to have the professor know me to 

some certain extent, so he knows that I struggle with reading, so he’s on my side 

to help me, he knows when I come to office hours, and when I turn in a paper, so 

that’s good. 

Another Level Three-B disclosure student remarked,  

I’ve had some professors where I haven’t even had to bring in the accommodation 

letter…after I took my first test…I was about to bring in my accommodation 

letter because I wanted to see how far I could do by myself before I brought it in, 

[the professor] was like, “yeah! I was kinda expecting something like this because 

you’ve been to my office hours and I know that you know the information 

because you’re retaining it in the questions you ask but it didn’t really show on 

your test grade.” I was like, “yes! Somebody finally!” He’s like, “well what 

accommodations do you normally use?,” and I was like, “well normally it’s just 

taking a little bit longer to read the test and uhm read the questions that I can’t 

really [read] because of the adding in random words I do, or not reading the exact 
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meaning that’s on the page.” So he gave me more than the time than I’m normally 

allotted. 

These students described positive faculty experiences in which professors went above 

and beyond what was necessary and/or required of them. Previous research indicates that 

students tend to have at least a few professors who go above and beyond what is required 

of them and that these experiences tend to “stick with” students, positively influencing 

future disclosure decisions (e.g., Barnard-Brak, et. al., 2010a; Kurt & Mellard, 2006). 

These researchers also find that an SLD may simultaneously report a range of faculty 

experiences - both extremely positive as well as concurrently negative.   

Negative experiences with faculty reported in this study again tended to revolve 

around accommodation usage and disclosure of disability. For example, one Level Three-

A Disclosure student remarked,  

I have had professors, I can tell when talking to them, I can tell, you know, that 

they’re just doing [providing accommodations] because they have to and you 

know, that’s just something that ticks me off, you know, makes me mad, you 

know. I’d like support, I like, I just you know… it’s not like I’m making [up my 

disability] out of the blue. I have letters, you know, I’m like, “[my disability] is 

legit, I’d like your help.” Some teachers, I can just tell when I’m talking to them; 

they’re like, “yeah, yeah, well, I’ll set [your exam] up and you can just take it [in 

SSD], I don’t care.” You know, well, “OK, screw you!” I’ll just do it and I’ll get 

out of your hair.  

Another Level Three-B student remarked, “I’ve had another [professor] that’s told 

me a dyslexic joke and I’m like, ‘I don’t know how I feel about this, I mean I am 
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personally not offended but I don’t know.’ It’s one of those things like ‘K, was not really 

expecting that.’” These students described very different but similarly negative 

interactions that involved a negative experience during disclosure (i.e., dyslexic joke) and 

a negative experience when trying to use accommodations. Students describe being 

angry, upset, or uncomfortable after negative interactions and indicate that these 

interactions make them more hesitant to disclose.  

 Most students were able to describe at least one very positive and one very 

negative experience with faculty members. One Level Three-B Disclosure student 

described the disparity he saw among the experiences he had with his professors saying,  

the most is, you go see the teachers, you talk to the teachers about using 

accommodations, the teachers are either very helpful or they just do the minimum. 

And you know, I don’t know if that’s something the teachers go through, if they 

just choose not to be that helpful, so I think the teachers that are helpful are 

usually very helpful and the teachers who aren’t…they just…you can tell they just 

do the bare minimum. 

Results from this code indicate that experiences with faculty may be an important 

factor in understanding why some students disclose more deeply while other students 

disclose at a more surface level. Results suggest that students who have more positive 

interactions with faculty are more likely to disclose deeply to faculty members, while 

students with more mixed experiences may only chose to disclose at a surface level (i.e., 

accommodation letters). Findings support SDT research (Deci, 1971) that found that 

unexpected positive feedback for performing tasks increases an individual’s intrinsic 

motivation to perform that task later. Therefore, it is unsurprising that students who have 
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positive experiences with faculty are more likely to disclose and disclose at deeper levels 

than those students with mixed or negative faculty experiences.  

Results also support Barnard-Brak et. al.’s (2010a) research which discovered that 

students who have negative experiences with faculty (e.g., they are unaccommodating or 

uninformed) tend to use disclosure as a last resort. Based on interview data, it may be that 

students who choose only to disclose using accommodations letters (i.e., Level Three-A) 

do so because they see this type of disclosure as the “last resort” disclosure, mentioned in 

Barnard-Brak’s (2010a) study. These students may not have had strong enough or 

frequent enough positive interactions with faculty to make them feel comfortable 

disclosing in depth in the face of past negative experiences. Therefore, Level Three-A 

Disclosure students may make a choice to obtain accommodations using the least amount 

of disclosure possible based on their mixed experiences. Level Three-B students, 

however, may disclose more deeply because they have tended to have more positive 

interactions (i.e., positive interactions mentioned 10 times) than negative interactions 

(i.e., negative interactions mentioned four times) with faculty.  

Many students wished that there was a way that they could ensure that their 

interactions with faculty would be positive. One Level Three-B student suggested that,  

SSD have a, detailed [survey of] which professors do [students with disabilities] 

feel most comfortable with. So like, which classes or which type of classes do 

[students with disabilities] feel are very helpful and which ones don’t. So maybe 

[SSD] could get a sense of, you know, not only individual [student] needs but 

what [faculty] or what classes [does SSD] know they need to focus on more 

[educating].  
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In essence, this student wanted SSD to generate a list of professors who are 

helpful and accommodating to SWD so that SWD can choose to register for those 

professors’ classes. Furthermore, he wanted SSD to use this information to target certain 

faculty members for education about disabilities and accommodations in an effort to 

make their experiences with SLD more positive.  It may also be helpful for SLD to be 

given explicit strategies for approaching professors and discussing their disability/formal 

accommodations with them.  It is likely that the negative interactions mentioned by the 

students are at least partially the result of missteps by both faculty and students. It is 

likely that SLD may be unknowingly contributing to poor interactions with faculty, for 

example, by how they approach their professors (e.g. right before class starts when the 

professor is busy preparing for the lesson instead of during a less busy time) or by how 

they phrase their requests (e.g., asking to “get around” a class requirement instead of 

asking how to complete it to the best of their ability). 

 Experiences with classmates. 

 Classmates were the last group that students mentioned prominently in their 

interviews. This code was mentioned by two Level One Disclosure students, two Level 

Three-A Disclosure students, and five Level Three-B Disclosure students. Students who 

chose to disclose that they have a disability (i.e., Level Three Disclosure students) tended 

to have a higher ratio of negative to positive interactions with Classmates (A= two versus 

zero; B = four versus one) than students who chose not to disclose (i.e., Level One 

Disclosure students; one versus three). 

Positive experiences with classmates tended to be those in which classmates 

ignored or didn’t “make a big deal” out of a student’s disability. For example, one Level 
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One Disclosure student remarked, “for the most part [my classmates]…don’t see me any 

differently.” A Level Three-B student stated, “if a student or something asks ‘why 

weren’t you in class today for the exam’, I’ll say, ‘oh, I have extra time, I have a 

disability’ and like that will be the end of the story.” For the most part SLD relayed that 

they want their peers to treat them like everyone else. As mentioned earlier, LDs are 

hidden disabilities in that no one can tell that a student is LD just by looking at him/her 

(Wolf, 2001). Level One Disclosure students, who chose not to disclose, are able to keep 

their disability hidden. However, Level Three students often have little choice in 

classroom disclosure management, especially when they have to use public 

accommodations (e.g., extra time, separate setting for tests, use of a calculator). 

Therefore, it is not surprising that Level Three Disclosure students are more likely to 

have negative interactions with classmates, as they have more opportunities to be seen as 

different from their peers. 

Level Three students describe two different types of negative peer experiences. 

The first type of negative experience revolves around SLD difficulty with disclosure 

management in the classroom. The second revolves around unknowledgeable and/or 

offhanded comments by classmates.  

Many students described being uncomfortable when using their accommodations 

in class. For example, one Level Three-A student complained,  

it’s another thing for everyone in class to see me hand a green note because if they 

don’t know me it’s like, “oh that girl.” And it just makes me feel a bit 

insecure…for example, sometimes in my Persuasion class we take quizzes every 

week so I take my quiz at SSD at 8:45 and then I get to class. The class starts and 
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I go out in the hallway. So people obviously see that I’m never in class to take the 

test and then some of my guy friends will walk past and ask, “why aren’t you in 

there?” I don’t like those moments. 

Another Level Three-B student remarked, “I don’t like having to walk with the 

professor up to his office to finish the test, it’s so weird, and then everybody is like, ‘why 

does she get extra time?’ It’s like, ‘oh my goodness’”. These student’s experiences may 

have been negative because they were placed in a situation where they were unable to 

keep their disability hidden from their peers and this may have made them feel 

uncomfortable even if there was no direct participation in the experience by their 

classmates.  

When classmates did actively participate in negative interactions, they were 

generally unintentionally unknowledgeable or blasé about a student’s disability. One 

Level Three-A Disclosure student said, “other people ask me, ‘oh you know you know 

it’s so cool that you have these accommodations.’ Like, I’m like no, it’s very helpful, I’m 

glad I have it but I’d rather be able to go and take a test with everybody else and not have 

to screw up my schedule.” Another Level Three-B student stated,  

The only reason why I don’t like sharing sometimes is the whole bandwagon 

effect, especially with uh the having ADD and ADHD everyone is like, “Oh! You 

get Adderall! I sooooo have that. I need it prescribed” and stuff like that and it’s 

just annoying and they’re like, “oh I have that, I need to get that” and they don’t 

understand that it’s a really hard process and struggle to go through. They make 

up excuses before tests and say, “oh well, I probably have dyslexia like you or I 
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probably just have a problem”…it’s just like the whole people jumping on the 

wagon. 

Most examples of this type of negative experience with classmates revolved around 

offhanded comments like the ones above. These comments seem to make SLD angry and 

annoyed, and discourage them from wanting to disclose to peers. 

Previous research indicates that one reason why students may choose not to 

disclose is that they wish to disassociate from their disability and appear more “typical” 

(Braithwaite, 1991). This could partially be a strategy to limit negative experiences with 

classmates. Level One Disclosure students’ choice not to disclose exposes them to fewer 

negative experiences with classmates because they are able more successfully manage 

their disability disclosure than can Level Three students, who at times must use public 

accommodations. It is not surprising that Level One students try to seem typical to their 

classmates, as classmates sometimes tended to unintentionally make uneducated and 

careless comments to SLD when they discovered that they have an LD. It appears that the 

ratio of negative to positive Experiences with Classmates discriminates students who do 

disclose from students who do not. Results indicate that SLD may be encouraged to 

disclose when classmates choose not to make an issue out of a student’s disability.  

Experiences with Academics. 

Students’ academic experiences at UT were a large factor in SLD decisions to 

pursue accommodations. The Experience with Academics code was mentioned by five 

Level One and Level Three-B Disclosure students, and Three Level Three-A Disclosure 

students. Overwhelming students relayed that they believed that the academic level at the 

University was difficult. Level One students described their academic struggles with 
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statements such as, “I’ve struggled” and “I didn’t do so well in school.” Level Three-A 

students had similar experiences, stating, “I started failing, so I had never come close to 

failing a class. I had never really failed any exams” and “I remember I studied so hard for 

my first government exam and got a 70 in it, and I was just like, completely letdown.” 

Level Three-B students also experienced academic difficulty, reporting, “I was always 

just worrying about academics”, “It’s been a struggle,” and “It has been hard.” 

All students who were registered for accommodations cited poor grades or a fear 

of poor grades as a primary reason for obtaining accommodations. Interestingly, it seems 

that students who do not receive accommodations (i.e., Level One Disclosure students) 

are also having extensive difficulty in their classes. Although it is unclear as to why Level 

One Disclosure students may be choosing not to receive accommodations even though 

they are struggling academically, interviews suggest many reasons why these students 

could be reluctant to disclose despite having academic difficulty. Factors that may 

contribute to hesitancy to disclose (and have already been discussed) are worries about 

being seen as different by their peers, previous negative interactions with faculty, and 

lack of knowledge about SSD or accommodations offered.  A combination of factors is 

likely contributing to Level One students’ lack of disclosure even in the face of academic 

difficulty.  Overall, it seems that academic difficulty is an experience shared by a 

majority of the SLD at the University regardless of disclosure level. 

Self-Awareness. 

Students mentioned two codes that seemed to be related to self-awareness. These 

codes focused on students’ view of their disability and how aware they were of needing 

or not needing accommodations. The View of Disability code was applied when students 
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mentioned their disability in a negative or positive light. Need Accommodations/Do Not 

Need Accommodations was coded when students provided information that indicated that 

they felt that they needed or conversely did not need formal accommodations to do well 

in a class.  

View of Disability. 

Students’ view of their disability was notably different depending on disclosure 

group. Overall, five no disclosure, three Level Three-A Disclosure, and five Level Three-

B Disclosure students mentioned this code. However, Level Three-B Disclosure students 

were considerably more positive than negative about their disability (i.e., nine codes 

versus two codes), Level Three-A students were equivocal (i.e., seven negative codes 

versus five positive codes), and Level One students were more negative than positive 

(i.e., seven negative codes versus three positive codes).  

Students with negative views of their disability described their disability as a 

stigma, excuse, problem, and handicapping, and described themselves as a sellout or 

uncomfortable because they used accommodations. For example, one Level One 

Disclosure student said, “I haven’t yet adapted to the point where I’m like, I have [a 

disability] or whatever, but and it’s not just an excuse I’m coming up with. So I haven’t 

adjusted yet at this point,” while another Level Three-A student stated, “I didn’t want to 

admit [I needed accommodations], to take the easy way out, I like working for my 

grades.”  Finally, a Level Three-B student commented, “just take out your pride and go 

and get help.” These students saw their disability as something bad and having 

accommodations as something to be ashamed about. Other students viewed their 

disability differently, in a more positive light. 
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These latter students tended to use statements such as: “I’m not any different,” 

“I’m reaching my full potential,” and “not an issue.” For example, one Level One 

Disclosure student said, “I’m dyslexic so it does take me a little longer to read and 

comprehend than some of my peers but that’s just something I’m used to so it doesn’t 

occur to me as much of an issue.” A Level Three-A student exclaimed,  

it’s not something, really something that I think of as an issue anymore. I think of 

it as something that I triumphed and something that made me who I am and, I 

mean, but besides that, no one else has even guessed that there’s something wrong 

with me everyone thinks I’m the perfect student. 

One Level Three-B student simply stated, “[my disability] is just one of those things 

where I really don’t think anything of it. It just means that I have to work harder, not that 

I’m any different.”  

 Students’ view of their disability seemed to affect if and how deeply they 

disclosed. Students with more positive views of the disability (i.e., Level Three-B 

Disclosure students) tended to disclose more deeply to their professors than did Level 

Three-A students, who had equally positive and negative views. Students who did not 

disclose had the most negative views of their disability. The code of View of Disability 

aligns very well with Wheeless and Grotz’s (1971) theory of self-disclosure. Wheeless 

and Grotz (1971) believed that depth of disclosure was correlated with the perceived 

intimacy of the information being disclosed. SLD who view their disability as a cursory 

aspect of themselves (i.e., it is not a big deal), as many Level B students did, are likely to 

disclose more deeply, while Level One and Level Three-A students, who see their 
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disability as a very personal and more negative part of their identity, would not be 

expected to disclose at all or to do so only at a surface level.  

 The code also aligns with SDT theory of self-determination that posits that highly 

self-determined students tend to exhibit relatedness, being connected to others and feeling 

a sense of belonging. When this code is interpreted in light of SDT, it would make sense 

then that SLD who view their disability more negatively may be less likely to disclose as 

they see themselves as more different from their typical peers (i.e., not belonging) than 

their SLD who view their disability more positively.   

Need Accommodations/Do Not Need Accommodations. 

The next code mentioned by students was Need Accommodations/Do Not Need 

Accommodations. This code captured students’ discussion of instances where they 

decided that they needed to use their accommodations (and therefore disclose their 

disability) and instances where they felt they did not need accommodations and, as a 

result, could choose not to disclose if they wished. All five students in each disclosure 

level mentioned this code. Level Three-A and B Disclosure students relayed needing and 

not needing accommodations equally (A = 13 do not need accommodations codes versus 

12 need accommodations codes; B = 10 do not need accommodations codes versus nine 

need accommodations codes). Level One students overwhelmingly relayed that they felt 

that they did not need accommodations (i.e., 10 do not need accommodations codes 

versus two need accommodations codes).  

Many Level Three students chose to wait to see if they would need to use their 

accommodations in their class before disclosing. If they felt that they did not need to use 
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their accommodations, they often did not disclose. For example, one Level Three-A 

student stated,  

[I’ll know if I need to use my accommodations] usually within the first couple of 

weeks because within a couple of classes I can tell if I’m getting good notes from 

just playing attention, so yeah the first couple of weeks and then I go ahead and 

go ask for notes if I want them.  

Similarly, a dyslexic Level Three-B student remarked,  

Uhm, most classes I use my accommodations in some classes I don’t. Like right 

now I, my accommodations are kinda only on tests. So for a statistics test, which 

is math based, first of all the class is an hour and a half so in order for me to need 

time and a half I would need to take longer than 1.5 hours on the test. And it’s 

also math based so I don’t use [extended time]. 

 Most Level Three Disclosure students were knowledgeable about their areas of 

difficulty and were able to say what tasks were easy or hard for them. Because of this 

awareness, they were skilled in recognizing situations in which they felt like they needed 

to use accommodations. Level Three Disclosure students tended to manage their 

disclosure by determining if a specific class would tax their weaknesses. They did this in 

a number of different ways. Some went online and looked at the syllabus; others took the 

first test and saw how they did, while some sat in on the first week of class before they 

made a decision. Very few Level Three students indiscriminately disclosed to every 

professor. Most made educated choices about whether they were going to disclose based 

on how they thought they would perform in the class. 
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Level One students overwhelming felt that they either did not need 

accommodations or that accommodations would not be helpful to them. One Level One 

student stated, “I don’t feel like I need the accommodations due to what they’re asking 

me to do in a test or quiz situation.” Another remarked, “I think I would use [extended 

time] as more of a crutch than you know, I’d slack off and get behind in my assignments 

even more than I am now.”  

It seems that, overwhelmingly, students make disclosure decisions based on 

perceived need for accommodations. These results match very well with Lynch and 

Gussel’s (1996) study discussing the costs and benefits of SLD disclosure. The authors 

argue that while students gain access to services and accommodations with disclosure, 

they pay for these gains with loss of privacy and the potential for negative feedback from 

university personnel or peers. Based on this research, students may only choose to 

disclose if they decide that the gain of services is worth the possible negative feedback. If 

students do not feel that accommodations will help them do better in a class it makes 

sense that the perceived pay-off for disclosure would be relatively small, leading them 

not to disclose. 

This code also reflects Wehmeyer’s (1999) self-determination theory that 

theorized that individuals who are self-determined are self-realizing, in that they are able 

to determine what they do well and act accordingly.  It seems that SLD who are highly 

self-determined may be better able to identify classes where they are struggling and 

therefore disclose to utilize accommodations in those classes (i.e., Level Three Disclosure 

group).  However, students with low levels of self-determination may not be able to 

determine which classes they need to use accommodations in as easily.  Therefore, SLD 
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with lower levels of self-determination may not disclose as they do not feel they need 

accommodation even if, as we’ve seen above, they are struggling academically (i.e., 

Level One Disclosure group). 

Compensating mechanisms as supports. 

All students in each disclosure group reported utilizing various supports to 

succeed in college. Student-developed compensating mechanisms were the most 

important support that students discussed. The Compensating Mechanisms code was 

applied when students identified informal strategies that helped them navigate the 

University experience. Compensating mechanisms were used independently or in 

conjunction with formal accommodations. It may be that compensating mechanisms help 

Level Three students manage their disability disclosure. As mentioned above, these 

students are skilled at determining in what situations they need and do not need to use 

accommodations. It is likely that informal compensating mechanisms are helping Level 

Three Disclosure students succeed in some classes without needing to disclose. For 

students who do not disclose, compensating mechanisms may allow them to maintain an 

acceptable level of academic achievement without needing to pursue accommodations. 

Common compensating mechanisms described include: additional time spent on 

assignments and studying, study strategies, class selection, pursuing alternate materials 

(e.g., simplified texts), and time management. This code seems to reflect an aspect of 

SLD’s university experience that is shared by all disclosure levels.    

Summary 

 Overall, it seems that there are many factors that students indicate influence their 

disclosure decisions (see Figure 8).  
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Knowledge of Accommodations, Need Accommodations/Do Not Need 

Accommodations, Experience with SSD, and Experience with Classmates emerged as 

themes that help to explain why some students disclose while others do not. First, it 

seems that students who chose not to disclose lacked knowledge about SSD and available 

accommodations. In light of this information, it is unsurprising that these students would 

choose not to disclose that they have a LD. They have no reason to disclose, as they do 

not know that there are relevant services available or do not accurately understand what 

services SSD can provide.  

Second, most students who choose not to disclose do not feel that they need to 

seek accommodations. Overwhelmingly, students who do not disclose feel that they do 

not have a need for specific accommodations, that accommodations will not help them, or 

that accommodations would be detrimental to them. It makes sense that students who do 

not perceive a need for accommodations for any of these reasons would not choose to 

disclose their disability, as they would have nothing to gain from their disclosure. Third, 

Choice to Disclose
•Knowledge of Accommodations
•Need/Do Not Need Accommodations
•Experience with SSD
•Experience with Classmates

Depth of Disclosure
•Experience with Professors
•Demeanor of Professors
•View of Disability

Issues Affecting Both Disclosure Groups
•Compensating Mechanisms
•Academic Experiences

Figure 8. Factors that influence SLD disability self-disclosure. 
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results indicate that Level One students’ choice not to disclose may be affected by 

Experiences with Classmates. Previous research suggests that students who choose not to 

disclose may do so in an attempt to maintain a typical identity (Braithwaite, 1991). 

Students who do disclose tend to have more negative experiences with classmates than do 

students who do not disclose, as their public utilization of accommodations reveals their 

hidden disability. Level One students’ efforts to blend in with their peers may in part be 

an attempt to avoid misunderstandings about disability or generally uncomfortable 

situations with peers that often arise from public classroom disclosure.  

Last, students who disclose had considerably more Experiences with SSD than 

student who did not. This finding is unsurprising, as students who disclose must interact 

with SSD to obtain and utilize their accommodations. Students who did not disclose did 

not mention experiences with SSD, most likely because they are unaware of the office 

and/or have had no reason to interact with the office because they are neither pursuing 

nor utilizing accommodations.    

 The Demeanor of Professor, Experience with Professor, and the View of 

Disability themes seem to affect depth of disclosure. As mentioned above, students who 

had more professors with positive demeanors tended to disclose more deeply than 

students with equal numbers of professors with positive and negative demeanors. This 

distinction may be because it is be easier for students with professors who have positive 

demeanors to decide that those professors will be persons of goodwill who will accept 

deeper disclosures appropriately. Students experiencing mixed professor demeanor may 

be unsure as to whether a professor will be accepting or dismissive of deep disclosure and 

therefore feel hesitant to disclose at more than a surface level. Similarly, students who 
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reported more positive than negative experiences with professors tended to disclose more 

deeply than students who had more negative experiences. Positive experiences with 

professors may help students continue to disclose even if they have had a negative 

experience in the past. In fact, many students indicated that positive experiences often 

“make-up” for poor experiences. Therefore, students who have more positive experiences 

with professors are more likely to feel comfortable disclosing deeply to faculty.  

View of Disability was the last theme that seemed to influence the depth of 

disclosure. Students who had more positive views of their disability tended to disclose 

more deeply than those students whose disability views were equivocal. This may be 

because SWD tend to disclose more deeply if they view the information to be disclosed 

as fairly innocuous, as the deeper disclosers did. Conversely, individuals who see their 

disability as more personal and negative, as no disclosure and surface level disclosure 

students, did, are less likely to reveal that information. 

 Finally, the themes of Compensating Mechanisms and Academic Experiences did 

not seem to contribute to differences between disclosure groups. Students in each 

disclosure group mentioned having many compensating strategies and felt that academics 

were difficult at the University. It may be that students in the no disclosure group use 

compensating mechanisms to keep their academic achievement at an acceptable level 

without utilizing formal accommodations. This effective independent use of 

compensating mechanisms could be a reason why they have chosen not to register with 

SSD. However, students who did disclose overwhelmingly indicated that they felt that 

they needed both formal accommodations and informal compensating strategies to 
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succeed in school. These two themes seemed to represent aspects of being an SLD at the 

University that are shared regardless of disclosure level.   
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Chapter V: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations 

This chapter brings together the components of the qualitative and quantitative 

results and discusses the implications of the findings in light of the research questions. 

Previous research has individually identified three factors as being important to SLD 

disclosure: willingness to disclose (Kurth & Mellard, 2006; Lynch & Gussel, 1996), self-

determination (deFur, Getzel, & Trossi, 1996; Eaton & Coull, 1999; Getzel, Briel, & 

Kregel, 2000; Getzel, McManus, & Briel, 2004), and attitudes towards requesting 

accommodations (Barnard-Brak, 2010a; 2010b). However, no research has examined 

these three factors in concert. Furthermore, no research has asked students themselves 

what factors they view as important in their own disclosure. Therefore, the purpose of 

this study was to examine these factors in a combined study and in comparison to those 

factors which SLD themselves identified as important in their own disclosure decisions.  

The integration of the results section attempts to outline areas where qualitative results 

confirm and disconfirm quantitative results. Of particular importance are the implications 

for intervention and the implications for future research. 

Integration of Qualitative and Quantitative Results 

 Research investigating SLD disclosure decisions has identified three factors as 

possibly affecting SLD disability disclosure. These three factors are: attitudes towards 

requesting accommodations, willingness to disclose, and self-determination. Research 

suggests that these factors may be important when understanding why some SLD choose 

to disclose their disability while others do not. It was expected that SLD who were 

registered with SSD would have higher levels of self-determination, be more willing to 

disclose, and have more favorable attitudes toward requesting accommodations than 
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students who chose not to pursue accommodations at the University. Quantitative results 

indicated that students who chose to disclose had significantly more favorable levels of 

self-determination, willingness to disclose, and attitudes towards requesting 

accommodations than those students who did not disclose. This is in line with previous 

research that indicates that students with higher levels of self-determination, willingness 

to disclose, and attitudes towards requesting accommodations exhibit behaviors that 

should lead to disability disclosure (deFur, Getzel, & Trossi, 1996; Eaton & Coull, 1999; 

Getzel, Briel, & Kregel, 2000; Getzel, McManus, & Briel, 2004; Lynch & Gussel, 1996; 

Kurth & Mellard, 2006; Barnard-Brak, 2010b). Below follows a discussion of this mixed 

method study’s confirmatory and disconfirmatory findings.  

 Confirmatory Findings. 

 The confirmatory findings of the qualitative and quantitative data are presented 

below. The discussion below outlines the ways in which the qualitative codes support the 

quantitative significance of the three psychological factors. The factors that compose the 

ATRA, SDS, and RSDS are reviewed and qualitative themes that seem to align with 

those factors are discussed.    

ATRA. 

As reported above, the total score on the Attitudes Towards Requesting 

Accommodations scale (ATRA) was the only one of the three quantitative dependent 

variables to differ across disclosure level. Students who chose to disclose their disability 

had more favorable attitudes towards requesting accommodations than students who 

chose not to disclose. This finding mirrors Barnard-Brak’s (2010b) previous research 

with SWD disability disclosure. Many of the issues that SLD identified as being 
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Figure 9.  Qualitative codes that align with each ATRA factor. The four main titles (i.e. 
academic integrity, disability disclosure, disability acceptance, and accommodations 
process) represent the four ATRA factors while the bulleted information below lists the 
codes that were found to align with that particular ATRA factor. 

Academic Integrity

• Need/Do Not Need Accommodations
• View of Disability

Disability Disclosure

• Experience with Classmates

• Experiencewith Professors

Disability Acceptance

• View of Disability
• Knowledge of Accommodations
• Experience with Classmates

• Experience with SSD
• Knowledge of Accommodations

Accommodations Process

important to them when making disclosure decisions corresponded well with the ATRA 

scale. These qualitative codes appear to support the significance of attitudes towards 

requesting accommodations in disability disclosure.  

Two-thirds of the qualitative codes developed seemed to correspond with one or 

more of the four factors that the ATRA purports to affect attitudes toward requesting 

accommodations (See Figure 9).  

 

 

 

    

 

 

  

 

 

Development research with the ATRA identified four factors that contribute to 

whether SWD chose to request accommodations. These factors are: (a) academic 

integrity, (b) disability disclosure, (c) disability acceptance, and (d) the accommodations 

process (Barnard-Brak, et al., 2010b). The discussion below will examine each factor of 

the ATRA and compare them to qualitative themes that seem to align with and therefor 

support the ATRA as an important psychological factor in SLD post-secondary self-

disclosure.     

 



 

121 
 

Academic integrity. 

The factor of academic integrity is defined as the attitudes associated with 

requesting accommodations. Questions on the ATRA that reflect this factor revolve 

around belief of accommodation fairness to non-disabled students (e.g., accommodations 

are unfair to other students), wanting to do well in college without accommodations (e.g., 

I want to stand on my own two feet), and perceived need for accommodations (e.g., I 

have never felt like I needed accommodations). Two codes generated during the 

qualitative research seemed to partially align with this factor.   

The Need/Do Not Need Accommodations code seemed to reflect the ATRA 

questions that referenced perceived need for accommodations in the academic integrity 

factor. Qualitative data revealed that Level Three students tend to be able to determine if 

they will need to use accommodations in a particular class. If a Level Three student does 

determine that they need to utilize their accommodations, s/he will often use those 

accommodations in concert with informal compensating strategies. However, Level One 

Disclosure students overwhelmingly indicate that they do not need accommodations or 

that accommodations will actually make it harder for them to succeed in University. 

Level One SLD seem to prefer to rely solely on informal compensating mechanisms. It 

seems that qualitative data suggests that students who choose not to request 

accommodations perceive that they do not need accommodations to be successful or that 

accommodations will not be helpful to them.  They instead choose to rely on informal 

compensatory mechanisms.  These results may reflect previous research by Altman and 

Taylor (1975) which indicates that if SWD do not view a benefit to disclosure, they will 

not disclose. This relationship may explain why the Need/Do Not Need Accommodations 
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code captures students’ perception of their need for accommodation utilization, as does 

the academic integrity factor.  

The View of Disability code is thought to match well with students’ perceived 

fairness of accommodations as measured by the ATRA academic integrity factor. The 

View of Disability code captured many Level One Disclosure students’ hesitancy to 

utilize accommodations. Level One Disclosure students often reported not wanting to use 

accommodations because they thought it gave them an unfair advantage over typical 

students. For example, Level One Disclosure students described accommodation usage as 

“selling out” and “taking the easy way out.” They chose not to register for 

accommodations because they “wanted to prove their own worth” and “get along by 

[themselves].” It seems that Level One Disclosure students’ views on accommodation 

fairness closely mirror those of students without disabilities, who make judgments about 

the provision of accommodations by their perceived fairness of those accommodations 

(Antonak, 1992). These qualitative results indicate that students who choose not to pursue 

accommodations tend to have more negative views of accommodation benefits, which 

aligns very well with previous research surrounding the ATRA.  

Disability disclosure. 

Disability Disclosure is defined as attitudes towards disclosing a disability to 

obtain accommodations. Questions on the ATRA that reflect this factor revolve around 

not wanting to acknowledge having a disability (e.g., I don’t like to admit that I have a 

disability), not wanting to disclose having a disability (e.g., I don’t want my friends to 

know I have a disability), and cost/benefit evaluations of disclosing disability status (e.g., 

the cost of talking about my disability to get accommodations outweighs the benefits). 
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Two codes, Experience with Classmates and Experience with Professors seemed to touch 

upon this factor.  

The code of Experience with Classmates seems to fit well with the not wanting to 

disclose having a disability facet of the Disability Disclosure factor. As mentioned above, 

many Level One Disclosure students seemed to choose not to disclose because they 

found it difficult to manage their disclosure in the classroom setting. Level One 

Disclosure students seemed to want to keep their disability hidden in a partial effort to 

protect themselves from hurtful comments from peers by maintaining a typical identity. It 

is theorized that students who believe that they cannot adequately manage their disability 

disclosure to peers in the classroom setting will choose not to pursue accommodations. 

These results are supported by Lynch and Gussel’s (1996) research, which identifies 

privacy concerns as a factor considered in disability disclosure. These results also align 

well with ATRA results, which also indicate that students who choose not to disclose 

seem to want to blend in with their non-disabled peers more than their counterparts who 

do disclose.  

The Experiences with Professors code speaks to the cost-benefit aspect of the 

Disability Disclosure factor. Qualitative results indicate that students who have more 

positive interactions with faculty (i.e., Level Three-B Disclosure group) tend to disclose 

more deeply than individuals who have mixed positive and negative experiences. 

Students with mixed experiences (i.e., Level Three-A Disclosure group) tend to only 

disclose at a surface level. Students who do not disclose (i.e., Level One Disclosure 

group) seem to have more negative experiences with professors than positive. Qualitative 

results suggest that students are using their past experiences with professors to gauge the 
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cost/benefit ratio of disclosing. Students who tend to have almost all positive experiences 

with faculty have little cost to their disclosure as their professors are likely to accept their 

disclosure positively; this may be why they disclose more deeply. Students with mixed 

experiences with professors may only disclose at a surface level because they are 

managing the possibility of a negative disclosure experience by choosing to disclose 

minimally. Students who do not disclose and have overall negative experiences with 

faculty may have decided that disclosing in order to receive accommodations is not worth 

the high possibility of a negative faculty interaction. These results are consistent with 

research by Altman and Taylor (1975), which posits that disclosure is a direct function of 

individuals’ consideration of cost-benefit outcomes. The qualitative results associated 

with the Experiences with Professor code also seem to support this aspect of the cost-

benefit aspect of the ATRA Disability Disclosure factor.       

Disability acceptance. 

The factor of Disability Acceptance is defined as attitudes associated with 

personal acceptance of disability and use of accommodations. Questions on the ATRA 

that contribute to this factor revolve around wanting to be treated as a typical student 

(e.g., I want to have a normal college experience), not wanting to have a disability (e.g., 

There’s nothing wrong with me), and student perception of their disability (e.g., I don’t 

think I am disabled enough to receive accommodations). The codes of View of 

Disability, Experience with Classmates, and Knowledge of Accommodations seem to 

correspond with this factor.  

The not wanting to have a disability aspect of the disability acceptance factor 

corresponds very well with the code of View of Disability. Qualitative results indicate 
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that students’ positive or negative perception of their disability seems to be a determining 

factor in whether students disclose and how deeply they disclose. Students with more 

positive views of their disability disclose more deeply. Individuals who have more 

negative views of their disability tend to disclose only at a surface level or not at all. 

These qualitative results indicate that students who are comfortable with their disability 

seem to disclose more deeply than students who are uncomfortable with their disability. 

This idea is consistent with Braithwaite’s (1991) theory that an individual’s comfort level 

with the information to be disclosed may affect his/her willingness to disclose that 

information. These findings also support the significance of the ATRA scale, as students 

who endorse ATRA items that pull for not wanting to have a disability are likely to have 

negative views of their disability and, as a result, poorer attitudes towards requesting 

accommodations.  

The Experience with Classmates code appears to align with disability acceptance 

factor questions that investigate wanting to be treated like typical students. As mentioned 

in the results section, Level Three students who disclosed tended to have more negative 

than positive experiences with classmates than students who did not disclose (i.e., the 

Level One Disclosure group). This was because students who utilized accommodations in 

class had difficulty managing their disclosure to classmates. Unintentional disclosures to 

classmates tended to elicit comments from peers that SLD found to be unknowledgeable, 

careless, or invalidating. These results relate to Lynch and Gussel’s (1996) research 

identifying difficulty in managing the privacy of the information contained in disclosures 

as a concern that is considered in disability disclosure. Although all SLD reported 

wanting to be treated as typical classmates by peers, it is thought that students who 
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choose not to disclose do so in part because it is more important to them to maintain their 

privacy and appear as typical than to receive extra help. Based on these results, it is 

unsurprising that students who choose not to disclose have more negative views towards 

requesting accommodations, especially if they believe that accommodation usage singles 

them out.  

Knowledge of Accommodation was the last code that seemed to correspond with 

the Disability Acceptance factor. This code reflected the ATRA questions that dealt with 

student perception of their disability. Many students who chose not to disclose reported 

that they thought they would not qualify for accommodations because they were not 

disabled enough. Although these students were struggling academically, they believed 

that their disability was not significant enough to qualify for help. It is thought that Level 

One Disclosure students are uneducated about how SSD determines who qualifies for 

services. Because of this, they believe that even if they do request accommodations, they 

will not qualify for them. This information matches research by Cawthon and Cole 

(2010), which also uncovered poor knowledge of disabilities by SLD. It would make 

sense that students with poorer understanding and therefore perceptions of their disability 

and how it may be viewed by SSD may have more negative attitudes towards requesting 

accommodations.    

Accommodations process. 

The last factor of accommodations process is defined as attitudes about requesting 

accommodations and navigating through the accommodations process. Questions on the 

ATRA that loaded to this factor reviewed experiences with SSD (e.g., The Student 

Disability Office was unapproachable) and concerns about privacy (e.g., I don’t trust my 
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professors to keep my information confidential). The qualitative codes of Knowledge of 

Accommodations and Experience with SSD seem to align with this factor.  

Knowledge of Accommodations seems to correspond partially with the ATRA 

questions that discuss privacy. Many Level One Disclosure students were uninformed 

about SSD policies regarding confidentially. These students expressed concern that their 

information would not be kept private or confidential. They expressed specific doubts 

that professors would maintain confidentially, as they believed that faculty were not 

trained on confidentially protocols and, even if they were, were not required to keep 

disability related information private. Many students who chose not to disclose did not 

seem to be aware that professors and SSD are required to keep disability related 

information private and that most university personnel go through mandatory training on 

the Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act (HIPPA) and Family Educational 

Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) regarding protocols for confidentially of student 

information. This finding is supported by previous research that indicates that SLD are 

generally unknowledgeable about the accommodations processes (Cawthon & Cole, 

2010) and take possible loss of privacy into account when making disclosure decisions 

(Lynch & Gussel, 1996). It seems that students’ misinformation regarding privacy laws is 

discouraging them from requesting accommodations.   

Finally, the code of Experience with SSD seemed to match almost exactly with 

the SSD experience facet of the accommodations process factor. Qualitative data 

indicated that students who have negative experiences with SSD when requesting or 

utilizing their accommodations choose not to associate with the SSD office in the future. 

Conversely, students who have positive attitudes about requesting accommodations 
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through SSD and who have good experiences navigating the accommodations process 

seem more likely to disclose and more likely to continue to utilize accommodations. 

Therefore, it is not a surprise that students who have more favorable interactions with 

SSD report more favorable attitudes towards requesting accommodations than those 

students who have poor or no experiences with SSD. The Experience with SSD code 

reflects previous research findings (Kurth & Mellard, 2006) that reports that negative 

interactions create possible obstacles to SWD disclosure.  

Self-determination. 

The discussion below will examine each factor of the SDS and compare them to 

qualitative themes that seem to align with and therefore support self-determination as a 

important psychological factor in SLD post-secondary self-disclosure. The SDS was 

designed to measure an individual’s capacity to choose, have choices, and be the 

determinant of his/her actions. Research has shown that many SWD do not have high 

levels of self-determination (Arndt, Konrad, & Test, 2006; Wehmeyer & Palmer, 2003). 

Those SWD who are self-determined exhibit a number of positive disability related 

behaviors including acceptance of their disability and that disability’s effect on learning, 

understanding of which accommodations are necessary for academic success, knowledge 

of how to describe their disability and the necessity of certain accommodations to 

academic personnel, and the drive to overcome obstacles that may be presented (deFur, 

Getzel, & Trossi, 1996; Eaton & Coull, 1999; Getzel, Briel, & Kregel, 2000; Getzel, 

McManus, & Briel, 2004). Qualitative results confirmed the quantitative finding that 

students who chose not to disclose had lower SDS scores than students who chose to 

disclose. Many of the codes uncovered in the qualitative research supported the results 
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that indicated that Level Three Disclosure students exhibited more of the above self-

determined behaviors than the Level One Disclosure students. Qualitative codes that 

support differences in self-determined behavior between levels of disclosure are reviewed 

below.   

The self-determination concept of relatedness (i.e., feeling connected to others 

and having a sense of belonging) aligns very well with the code of View of Disability. As 

stated above, qualitative results indicate that students’ acceptance of their disability 

seems to be a determining factor in whether they choose to disclose. Results implied that 

students with more positive views of their disability disclose more deeply, individuals 

who have more negative views of their disability tend to disclose only at a surface level, 

and students with the most negative views of their disability tend to not disclose at all. 

These qualitative results indicate that students who are accepting of their disability seem 

to disclose more deeply than students who are uncomfortable with their disability. 

According to SDT individuals who feel that they belong (i.e., feel related) should act in a 

more self-determined manner (i.e., disclose more often and deeply) than those who feel 

less related.  Based on this theory, less self-determined SLD who view their disability 

more negatively may be less likely to disclose as they see themselves as different from 

their typical peers (i.e., not belonging).  Students who view their disability more 

positively may be more likely to self-disclose as these SLD don’t see their disability as 

differentiating.  Results based on this theme seem to confirm previous research that 

suggests that the SDT construct of feeling connected and that one belongs should differ 

depending on disclosure level. The information above confirms the difference in SDS 

scores between disclosure levels reflected in the quantitative results.  
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The codes of Academic Experience, Need/Do Not Need Accommodations, 

Compensating Mechanisms, and Knowledge of Accommodations seem to interact in a 

way that matches very well with self-determined SWDs’ ability to act in a self-realizing 

manner by knowing the necessity of certain accommodations. Across disclosure levels, 

students reported that they experienced academic difficulty at the University. This feeling 

was represented by the Academic Experience code.  However, only students who chose 

to disclose endorsed the need for accommodations in order to be successful at the 

University (i.e., the Need Accommodations/Do Not Need Accommodations code). As 

outlined above, qualitative data revealed that Level Three Disclosure students are able to 

determine if they will need to use accommodations in a particular class. If a Level Three 

student does determine that they need to utilize their accommodations, s/he will often use 

those accommodations in concert with informal compensating strategies (i.e., the 

Compensating Mechanisms code). However, Level One Disclosure students 

overwhelmingly indicate that they do not need accommodations or that accommodations 

will actually make it harder for them to succeed in their classes.  

These codes reflects Wehmeyer’s (1999) self-determination theory that theorized 

that individuals who are self-determined are self-realizing, in that they are able to 

determine what they do well and act accordingly.  It seems that SLD who are highly self-

determined may be better able to identify classes where they are able to do well and 

therefore do not need to utilize their accommodations and classes where they are 

struggling and therefore do need to disclose to utilize accommodations (i.e., Level Three 

Disclosure group).  Based on the qualitative results, it may be that students who do not 

disclose may not be able to determine which classes they need to use accommodations in 
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as easily as those SLD with higher levels of self-determination. Therefore, SLD with 

lower levels of self-determination may not disclose as they do not feel they need 

accommodations (i.e., Level One Disclosure group). Instead, these students prefer to rely 

solely on informal compensating mechanisms even though they indicate that they are 

having academic difficulty despite using these mechanisms.  

Overall, then, it seems that Level Three SLDs are better able to understand when 

they need to use formal accommodations while students who do not disclose may not be 

able to make that determination with as much accuracy. This difficulty may be related to 

Level One Disclosure students’ poor Knowledge of Accommodations. Qualitative results 

suggest that students who do not disclose tend to have little or incorrect information 

about SSD or LD accommodations. These results are supported by Cawthon and Cole’s 

(2010) research, which also found that SLD tend to lack basic information about their 

disability and accommodations. Lower levels of knowledge of accommodations may be a 

reflection of some student’s lack of autonomy.  SDT defines autonomy, the ability to use 

community resources to fulfill one’s needs, as a trait exhibited by students with high 

levels of self-determination.  Therefore, it is not surprising that many SLD in this study 

who did not disclose may have failed to identify SSD as a resource that they could utilize 

to access accommodations, fulfilling their academic needs.   

All of the codes mentioned above differed in important ways between the 

disclosure and no disclosure group. Therefore, it is not surprising that the SDS total score 

was significantly different depending on disclosure level.  
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Willingness to disclose. 

The discussion below will examine each factor of the RSDS and compare them to 

qualitative themes that align with and therefore support the self-disclosure as a seemingly 

important psychological factor in SLD post-secondary self-disclosure. The Revised Self-

Disclosure Scale (RSDS; Wheeless, 1976) purports to measure factors associated with 

self-disclosure including amount, depth, honesty, accuracy, willingness, and relevancy of 

disclosure. These factors seem to correspond well with many of the qualitative codes 

generated during interviews.  

The amount of disclosure factor measured by the RSDS is defined as the 

frequency and duration of the disclosure message. The amount of disclosure is associated 

with how much time the disclosure process takes and therefore with depth of disclosure. 

For example, an SLD who discloses by only giving their professor a letter of 

accommodation takes less time to disclose and discloses at a more surface level than a 

student who also meets with the professor to discuss his/her disability at length. The 

qualitative codes of Experience with Professors, Demeanor of Professors, and View of 

Disability were three codes that reflected differences in depth of disclosure in SLD. For 

example, Level Three-B students who gave accommodation letters to professors and 

discussed their disability more in depth tended to have far more positive experiences than 

negative experiences with professors. Level Three-A students who only gave their 

accommodation letters to professors had a lower ratio of positive to negative experiences 

with professors than did the Level Three-B group, while Level One students who did not 

disclose had equal numbers of positive to negative experiences with professors. 

Discrepancy in the ratios of experience code characterization differed by disclosure level. 
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The differences in experience outcomes reflected in this study echo research by Steele 

(1975), which lists potential negative outcomes as a factor considered in disclosure 

decisions. Similar findings were found with the Demeanor of Professors and View of 

Disability codes in that, for each of these codes, the ratio of positive to negative 

comments corresponded to differences in disclosure level and, as a result, to amount of 

disclosure. These three codes reflect differences in the amount of self-disclosure by 

disclosure group and match well with the quantitative differences observed with the 

RSDS. 

The depth of disclosure is defined as the perceived intimacy of the information 

being disclosed. This aspect connects with how comfortable SLD are with their disability 

and aligns very well with the View of Disability code. The perceived intimacy and 

comfortableness with that information has already been identified as an important factor 

in disclosure decisions (Braithwaite, 1991).  As mentioned multiple times above, 

qualitative results indicated that students who have the most negative views of their 

disability do not disclose, those who have somewhat negative views of their disability 

tend to disclose at surface levels, and students who have positive views of their disability 

tend to disclose more deeply. It was hypothesized that SLD who view their disability as a 

cursory aspect of themselves (i.e., it is not a big deal), as many Level Three-B students 

did, should disclose more deeply. Level One and Level Three-A students, who see their 

disability as a very personal and more negative part of their identity, would not be 

expected to disclose at all or only at a surface level. The change in the View of Disability 

code across disclosure levels supports the significance of the RSDS.   
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The willingness of the individual to make the disclosure is also an important 

factor measured by the RSDS. Even in the most favorable circumstances an SLD may not 

wish to disclose his/her disability. This factor aligns well with Experience with 

Professors and Experience with Classmates codes. The Experience with Professors code 

revealed that students who disclose more in depth do so because they have had 

overwhelmingly positive experiences with their professors (i.e., Level Three-B students). 

These positive experiences make students more willing to disclose because they have 

learned that they are not likely to encounter negative reactions from faculty as a result of 

their disclosure. Since the tone of disclosure outcome is an important consideration in 

disclosure decisions (Steel, 1975), it is not surprising that students who have not had 

strong enough or frequent enough positive interactions with faculty, such as the Level 

Three-A and Level One groups, may be less willing to self-disclose. This may be because 

they feel less sure of a positive reception given past negative or mixed experiences with 

faculty. This code seems to reflect students’ willingness to disclose to faculty based on 

expected reactions from professors; these expectations are developed through past 

experiences.   

The Experience with Classmates code also seems to speak to the willingness 

factor. This code differed by disclosure level in that students who chose to disclose had 

considerably more negative experiences with classmates than students who chose not to 

disclose (Level One =1 and Level Three = 6). It is hypothesized that one reason that 

Level One students may be less willing to disclose is that disability disclosure is 

difficulty to manage in class. This hypothesis makes sense, as individuals who make 

choices about disclosure do so while weighing concerns about their privacy (Lynch & 



 

135 
 

Gussel, 1996). Level One Disclosure students’ choice not to disclose exposes them to 

fewer negative experiences with classmates because they are able to more successfully 

manage their disability disclosure than Level Three students, who at times must use 

public accommodations. It appears that the ratio of negative to positive Experiences with 

Classmates influences students’ willingness to disclose and also discriminates students 

who do disclose from students who do not.  

Last, the relevance of the disclosure examines the particular disability’s relevance 

to the topic or class being taught. This factor may influence SLD’s disclosure of a 

disability in courses in which the disability is unlikely to affect performance. It appears 

that this construct is represented in the Need Accommodation/Do Not Need 

Accommodation code. Level Three students overwhelming indicated they chose to 

disclose based on their assessment as to whether they would need to utilize 

accommodations for a specific class. These assessments were often based on whether 

their disability was relevant to the class. For example, a dyslexic student indicated that 

she does not disclose her disability in math courses because she is able to achieve 

adequately without utilizing her accommodations.  This student chose not to disclose her 

disability in that course because the subject material was not relevant to her disability and 

therefore she did not need accommodations to do well in the course. However, Level One 

students generally indicated that they did not need accommodations no matter how 

relevant the class was to their disability. In other words, similar to previous research 

(Altman & Taylor, 1975), SLD were making cost-benefit decisions as part of their 

disclosure decision. Based on these results, it seems that the code of Need 
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Accommodation/Do Not Need Accommodation is relevant in discriminating between 

students who disclose and those who do not.  

Based on the comparison of the RSDS to generated qualitative codes, it seems 

that interview data support the significance of the RSDS in the quantitative analyses. The 

significance of the RSDS is unsurprising given that the ATRA, which was itself 

developed from a self-disclosure measure, was also found to be significant.  

Summary.  

 In summary, the ATRA, SDS, and RSDS all differed across disclosure level. 

Qualitative results indicate that many of the factors that SLD identify as being important 

to them when they make disclosure decisions are represented in the ATRA scales. Codes 

that seemed to reflect factors represented in the ATRA were: Need/Do Not Need 

Accommodations (academic integrity), View of Disability (academic integrity and 

disability acceptance), Experience with Classmates (disability disclosure and disability 

acceptance), Experience with Professors (disability disclosure), Knowledge of 

Accommodations (disability acceptance and accommodations process), and Experience 

with SSD (accommodations process). Individual qualitative codes seem to incorporate 

multiple aspects of the ATRA. For example, the code of View of Disability seems to 

reflect parts of the factors of academic integrity and part of disability acceptance. 

Similarly, many codes identified as important themes in SLD disclosure decisions 

were represented by the SDS including: View of Disability, Knowledge of 

Accommodations, Compensating Mechanisms, Need/Do Not Need Accommodations, 

and Academic Experiences.  For example, the View of Disability code seems to reflect 
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the behavior of relatedness which research (Deci & Ryan, 2002) has indicated is more 

typically shown in highly self-determined students.   

Last, many codes identified as important themes in SLD disclosure decisions were 

represented by the RSDS including: Experience with Professors, Demeanor of Professors, 

View of Disability, Experience with Classmates, and Need Accommodations/Do Not 

Need Accommodations.   For example, the Need/ Do Not Need Accommodations code 

seems to reflect the disclosure concept of relevance in that, individuals are more likely to 

disclose information if it is relevant to the topic being discussed (or class being taught). 

Disconfirmatory findings.  

 While the ATRA’s, SDS’, and RSDS’ significance makes sense in light of the 

qualitative codes generated, there were individual codes which were expected to differ by 

disclosure level but did not. One area in which qualitative and quantitative findings seem 

to diverge is the qualitative code of Compensating Mechanisms.  

The Compensating Mechanisms code captured informal strategies that students 

utilized in order to succeed at the University. Reported compensating mechanisms 

included but were not limited to: study techniques, obtainment of alternate/simplified 

texts and reading materials, increased time/effort into studies (e.g., studying for longer or 

earlier than students with no disabilities), and increased use of office hours or tutorial 

help. According to Wehmeyer’s (1999) self-determination theory, it is expected that 

students who have higher levels of self-determination (i.e., Level Three students) should 

act in a more psychologically empowered manner and therefore have better developed 

and more frequently used compensating mechanisms than students who have lover levels 

of self-determination (i.e., Level One students). Individuals who are psychologically 
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empowered feel that they have control over their life. Individuals who feel that they have 

control over their life tend to use problem-solving strategies to achieve desired outcomes 

in their lives. The development of compensating mechanisms is one way that students 

may exhibit that they are psychologically empowered and therefore self-determined. In 

this study University SLD utilized problem solving to cultivate compensating 

mechanisms that may informally mitigate academic difficulty.  According to 

Wehemeyer’s theory we would expect that those students who are more self-determined 

(i.e., Level Three students) to have better developed compensating mechanisms than 

those who have lower levels of self-determination (i.e., Level One students).  However, 

qualitative results indicated that all students exhibited well developed compensating 

mechanisms regardless of disclosure level.  This was unexpected given the quantitative 

significance of the SDS. 

The Compensating Mechanisms code may not have differed between disclosure 

levels because while Level Three SLD were more self-determined than Level One SLD, 

Level One SLD still exhibited moderate levels of self-determination.  In other words, all 

students were at least moderately self-determined.  It may be that Level One SLD had 

high enough levels of self-determination to allow them to develop adequate 

compensating mechanisms.  It would make sense that all students who participated in this 

study already had or were able to develop tailored compensating mechanisms given the 

very selective and high achieving population from which the participants were recruited 

(i.e. a Research One flagship university).   It may also be that once SLD reach some 

critical level of self-determination, increased levels of this psychological factor do not 

significantly add to the development of compensating mechanisms.          



 

139 
 

Implications for Interventions 

In addition to the contribution of this study to knowledge surrounding factors 

affecting SLD disclosure, there are practical implications for university faculty, SSD 

staff, and classmates working alongside SLD. This section addresses practical 

suggestions that individuals at the University may wish to enact to help make SLD more 

successful on campus. Study participants were asked what recommendations they had for 

individuals at the University who work with SLD and these recommendations were 

considered in light of the results of both quantitative and qualitative analyses conducted 

in the current study, as well as existing literature in the field. Therefore, these suggestions 

are respectively offered on the participants’ behalf. 

SSD. 

The participants recommended a number of ways that SSD could improve their 

services to better serve SLD.  

First, SLD requested that SSD increase its visibility on campus. Many students 

reported that SSD was neither mentioned during orientation nor pointed out during tours. 

Many students seemed to hear about the office by word-of-mouth or chance. Students 

reported that they wished they had been given information about disability services as 

soon as they enrolled at the University. In conjunction with information about services, 

students asked that SWD testimonials be provided (preferably online) so that SLD who 

were thinking about utilizing SSD could not only see what was accommodations were 

offered but also gauge the accommodations process and the helpfulness of the 

accommodations based on other students’ experiences. This information could help 
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students with the cost-benefit decision making process that past research has found is 

important when making disclosure decisions (Altman & Taylor, 1975).   

Second, students asked that SSD provide explicit instructions to first time students 

reviewing how to utilize and access their accommodations. For example, many SLD 

reported that they did not know how to go about taking an exam at SSD or did not even 

know they could take an exam at SSD. SLD wished they had some sort of a step-by-step 

manual or outline that described in detail the actions and timelines required to access 

certain accommodations. This service may be particularly helpful, as previous research 

shows that students tend to lack basic information about accommodations (Cawthon & 

Cole, 2010).  

Third, SLD asked SSD to provide faculty with more information about SSD, 

disabilities, and professors’ role and responsibilities in the accommodation process. 

Students reported that they generally had to instruct their professors on SSD protocol. As 

a result, SLD felt that they needed to continuously monitor their professors to ensure that 

they were fulfilling their part of the accommodations process. One student suggested that 

SSD could open a professor rating site similar to the website “Rate My Professors” where 

SWD could rate their professors’ responsiveness to students with disabilities, among 

other factors. The student thought that such a site could help SSD assist faculty members 

who may need more intensive instruction on working with SSD. For example, this 

additional instruction could target execution of accommodation provision, as research has 

shown that, although many faculty are willing to provide accommodations, they 

sometimes balk when actually asked to carry them out in class (Rao & Gartin, 2003).   
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 Finally, a majority of the SLD interviewed indicated that they were very pleased 

with SSD. Therefore, the last suggestion students discussed was for SSD to keep up the 

good work. SSD should continue to focus on being the kind, considerate, and helpful 

office that the majority of students described, as these interactions seem to encourage 

SLD to continue to utilize SSD.   

Professors. 

The first recommendation for faculty by SLD was for faculty to increase their 

knowledge of disabilities and accommodations and to streamline their accommodation 

management. This suggestion may reflect research by Rao & Gartin (2003), which 

indicates that faculty members are often willing to provide accommodations, but hesitate 

when it comes to actually executing those accommodations. SLD reported that when they 

approach faculty with their accommodation letters, professors often do not seem to know 

what to do. SLD often have to take on an expert role and help their faculty members 

navigate through the SSD accommodations process. Students expressed that they would 

prefer to not have to assume this expert role quite as often, as it tended to be stressful 

given professor-student power dynamic.  

Second, students requested that their professors work with them to create a 

standard plan for accommodation utilization during the semester. Students wanted to 

have their accommodations work the same way consistently throughout a particular class. 

For example, every time there is an exam, the professor and SLD could agree that the 

student will arrive to the faculty member’s office two hours prior to the exam period to 

begin the test. A standardized accommodation utilization plan may alleviate some of the 

planning that both professor and student have to complete before each instance of 
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accommodation use. Having an agreed upon plan may also help students partially 

relinquish their expert role and reduce stress.   

Third, professors should strive to appear open and willing to help students who 

need accommodations. Many students appreciated the standard disability statement on 

syllabi and were pleased when professors mentioned this standard on the first day of 

class. SLD were thankful for faculty who worked with them without complaint and 

grateful for those professors who went above and beyond what was required of them. 

This recommendation is supported by previous research indicating that faculty can foster 

disability acceptance by modeling acceptance and friendliness (Denny & Carson, 1994).   

Last, SLD asked faculty to be more aware of individual learning differences. Most 

SLD felt that they were not very different from typical students and that generally minor 

and informal attempts by faculty teach to different learning styles would make their 

experience at the University easier, while also benefitting other students without 

disabilities. For example, many students who had difficulty taking notes and attending to 

lecture indicated that it would be very helpful if they had PowerPoint slides of the lecture 

before class.  This informal accommodation would also benefit students without 

disabilities as typical peers would have access to the professor’s notes. This suggestion 

reflects research by Lynch and Gussel (1996), which indicates that often simple 

classroom modifications benefit both students with and without disabilities. 

Implications for Future Research 

The present study investigated the significance of willingness to disclose, self-

determination, and attitudes toward requesting accommodations. It also sought to 

investigate what factors SLD identify as being important to their disclosure decisions. 



 

143 
 

Future research needs to examine these factors in a broader population of SLD. Only 

11% of all college students in the United States identify as having an LD (US Department 

of Education, 2006). It is unknown how many of these students attend Research One 

Universities such as the University and how many SLD attend other types of institutions 

such as private colleges or community colleges. It is possible that factors that affect 

disclosure may differ depending on institutional and student characteristics, such as 

severity of disability, overall level of academic achievement, academic rigor of 

institution, and accommodation services available.  Of particular importance in this study 

is the high achieving nature of the participants.  All of the students who participated in 

this study were undergraduates at a highly selective Research One University.  This 

University is a flagship institution and typically only admits students who were in the top 

10% of their high school class.  As this study showed, all participants, regardless of 

disclosure, had at least moderate levels of self-determination and self-disclosure.  It is 

possible that SLD who are not as high achieving as the University SLD may have 

different levels of psychological factors than the participants in this study. 

Another area for future research would be to confirm the presence and severity of 

learning disability in the SLD participants.  It is possible that the students, especially 

Level One SLD, may not have had a formal diagnosis of the LDs that they reported.  

Furthermore, this study did not investigate the severity of their self-reported learning 

disability.  Therefore, it is possible that severity of LD differed among disclosure groups.  

Future studies may wish to confirm the presence of reported LDs and further investigate 

the effect of severity of disability on disclosure decisions.   
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There is also a need for better measures of self-determination and self-disclosure 

for SLD student populations. Future research may consider using Jourard’s Self-

Disclosure Inventory (1958) to measure self-disclosure, while a self-determination scale 

based on an educational perspective may be a good option for future research on self-

determination with SLD. For example, the Arc Self-Determination Scale (Wehmeyer, 

1992) may be a measure that would work well with SLD if it can be modified for higher 

achieving students.   

Finally, future research may wish to investigate the effect of identity development 

on disclosure. The View of Disability code seems to align well with emerging research 

investigating how a student develops his/her identity as an individual with a learning 

disability. One study (Higgins, Raskind, Goldberg, & Heraman, 2002) indicates that 

individuals who have achieved an identity as an SLD tend to have better views of their 

disability. Therefore, it is possible that future research may find that SLD identify 

development influences disability disclosure decisions.  

Limitations of the Study 

 This study had three main limitations. The first and most significant limitation 

was the low number of participants in the quantitative study. The study planned for 46 

students in a balanced design which would have yielded a power (1-β) of 0.8. However, 

despite numerous Researcher efforts over the course of over a year, only 31 participants 

could be recruited for the study. This resulted in a post-hoc power (1-β) of .57, which is 

slightly above chance for a medium effect size (Cohen’s d) of 0.4. 

 The second limitation of the study was the use of chosen self-determination and 

self-disclosure scales. A majority of the self-determination and self-disclosure scales used 
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in research are unpublished and therefore unavailable for use or evaluation of 

psychometric properties. Of those scales that were available, many had little, no, or poor 

psychometric data. Finally, scales that were available and had acceptable psychometric 

properties were usually based on a specific theory of self-disclosure or self-

determination. It seems that the scales chosen for this research were not representative of 

theories that best fit the University SLD population. The poorness of fit between the 

scales and the population was a limitation of the study.  

 The last limitation was the population measured. The population for this study 

was comprised of high achieving SLD at a large, public, Research One University. As 

such, the results are not likely to generalize to SLD in a smaller, private, less rigorous, or 

non-research-oriented educational settings. Furthermore, because there is no standard for 

determination of eligibility for university accommodations (outside of ADA 

requirements) it is possible that the specific SSD guideline practices at the University 

may have affected results. For example, the University where this research was 

conducted has a comprehensive SSD office staffed with individuals who are well versed 

in disability diagnosis and education. However, a smaller institution may not have the 

same resources as the study University. As a result they may not have highly trained SSD 

staff to make eligibility determinations.  Additionally, a smaller institution may not be 

able to offer the breadth of accommodations, which would serve individuals with the 

same range of disabilities, as the study University. It may be that results from this study 

will not generalize to a high achieving population of SLD at a different institution if that 

post-secondary institution offers services that are different than those offered at the 

University.   
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Appendix A (Services, 2008) 

Description of Common Accommodations 

Accommodation Definition 

Extended Time Extended time is typically approved in increments of either one and one 
half or double the allotted time. The extended time accommodation does 
not apply to take home exams. 
  

Note Takers Note takers are provided in one of two ways: 1. Either SLD or the 
instructor asks another student to provide copies of class notes by (a) 
allowing the SLD to photocopy their notes, (b) using carbonless NCP 
paper, or (c) providing notes electronically; or 2. The professor may 
provide notes on course software such as Blackboard.  
 

Alternate Testing Sites SLD may request that they be tested in a separate “reduced distraction” 
testing space. This space may be a conference room, unused classroom, 
or instructor’s office. Often SSD will have spaces available for SLD to 
take exams, with exams taking place either right before other students 
take the exam or at the same time the general class takes the exam.   
 

Books on Tape SLD are provided either audio cassette tapes of assigned textbooks or 
SSD will take word files and convert them to MP3 files using text to 
audio software, which will be saved to a CD for audio use. 

Tutors Often universities will have tutoring services that are open to the general 
student population. Usually these tutors are graduate students in the 
class’ department or undergraduate students who have already 
completed the course and achieved a high grade. 
 

Advocacy with 
Faculty 

Most SSD will offer to mediate disputes between students with 
disabilities and faculty. Also, many universities offer informative 
presentations regarding students with disabilities to faculty members. 
 

Individual Counseling Most universities provide individual counseling to all students. 
Universities may provide only crisis counseling and then refer students 
to private practitioners or they may provide short term counseling.  

Scribes Universities may provide an individual to write down oral responses for 
an individual with disabilities who is unable to or has great difficulty 
with writing.  
 

Computer Lab Many universities have specific computer labs that are designated as 
assistive technology labs and have both computers that are modified for 
accessibility as well as other assistive technology such as speech to text 
software. 
 

Study Skills and 
College Survival 
Skills 

Many universities will offer informal classes that are often open to the 
entire university and focus on skills that students with disabilities 
traditionally have difficulty with such as note taking and time 
organization. 
 

Pre-registration Priority registration allows undergraduate students with documented 
disabilities to have access to the University’s registration system before 
it is open to the to the general undergraduate student population.  
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Appendix B 

Attitudes Towards Requesting Accommodations Scale (Barnard-Brak et al., 2010b)  

The Attitudes Towards Requesting Accommodations Scale 
Instructions: Please read the following statements and report how much you agree or 
disagree with each statement, by marking whether you: 
 
Strongly 
disagree 

Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly 
agree 

1 2 3 4 5 
 
1. Accommodations are unfair to other students. 

2. I want to prove I can do college. 

3. Accommodations are for academically weaker students. 

4. I want to stand on my own two feet. 

5. Accommodations are for lazier students. 

6. Students should try to get along without accommodations. 

7. I have never felt like I needed accommodations. 

8. I don’t like to admit that I have a disability. 

9. I don’t like talking about my disability. 

10. I don’t want professors to know that I have a disability. 

11. I don’t like people knowing private and persona information about me such as my 

disability. 

12. The cost of talking about my disability to get accommodations outweighs the 

benefits. 

13. I have a right to privacy regarding my disability. 

14. I don’t want friends to know that I have a disability. 

15. My family doesn’t think I am disabled enough to get accommodations. 
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16. I don’t think I am disabled enough to need accommodations. 

17. I don’t know sometimes whether I really am all that disabled. 

18. I prefer to be treated as a nondisabled person. 

19. I want to be like other college students. 

20. I want to have a normal college experience 

21. There’s nothing wrong with me. 

22. I was afraid of being labeled. 

23. People don’t think I am disabled. 

24. The Student Disability Services office was unhelpful. 

25. The Student Disability Services office was unapproachable. 

26. The Student Disability Services office did NOT assist me. 

27. I don’t trust Student Disability Services to keep my information confidential. 

28. I don’t trust professors to keep my information confidential. 

29. I didn’t know anything about disability accommodations when I started college. 

30. Going to Student Disability Services is awkward. 

31. Requesting accommodations from professors can be awkward. 

32. Student Disability Services were NOT discussed at my new student or transfer 

orientation. 

Scoring: Sum the Likert responses to yield a total score. 
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Appendix C 
 

Overall Flow of Methods 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Data collection
1. Online survey

a. Will contain both quantitative and qualitative questions
1. Quantitative Questions

a. The Self-Determination Scale
b. The Revised Self Disclosure Scale
c. The Attitudes Towards Accommodations Scale
d. Demographic Information

2. Qualitative Questions
a. 30 minute semi-structured interview

Quantitative data analysis
1. One-way MANOVA 

a. Investigate the differences in three psychological
constructs between three disclosure groups.

b. Post-hoc tests as needed
i. One-way ANOVAs
ii.  Tukey’s Test
iii. Discriminate analysis

Qualitative data analysis
1. The main Researcher will develop a set of
codes from the data using the Constant Comparative Method
2. Two blind Research Assistants will be trained to code data
3. Main Researcher and Research Assistants will jointly combine codes 
into categories if needed.
4. Remaining codes/categories will be considered major factors
5. Factors will be categorized as either encouraging or hindering 
disclosure

Integration
1. Will take place in the discussion section
2. Researcher will compare and contrast qualitative and quantitative findings.

Recruitment
1. Undergraduate students with learning disabilities

a. Sophomores and above
b. Admitted to UT through general admission procedures
c. Both use and do not use disability services

2. Recruited through the EDP Subject Pool
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Appendix D 
 

Participant Demographic Data 
 

Demographic Category Percentage  

Gender   
   Male 15 (48%)  
   Female 16 (52%)  
 
Ethnicity 

 
 

 

   White/Caucasian 24 (77%)  
   Hispanic 7% (33%)  
 
Native Language 

 
 

 

   English 30 (97%)  
   Spanish 1 (3%)  
 
Parent Level of Education 

 
Mother 

 
Father 

   Did Not Complete High School 1 (3%) 0 (0%) 
   High School 2 (7%) 6 (19%) 
   Undergraduate 11 (36%) 7 (23%) 
   Professional Degree    16 (62%) 15 (55%) 
Missing 1 (3%) 1 (3%) 

 
Parent with a Learning Disability 

  

   Yes 5 (16%)  

   No 24 (77%)  
 
Participant Learning Disability 

  

   Reading 26 (84%)  
   Writing 14 (45%)  
   Math 7 (23%)  
   Language 18 (58%)  
   Other 20 (65%)  
 
Grade Received Diagnosis 

  

   Kindergarten-3rd 10(32%)  

   4th-6th 10 (32%)  
   7th-9th 3 (10%)  

  10th-12th 2 (7%)  
  College 6 (19%)  
 
Year in College 

  

   Sophomore 5 (16%)  
   Junior 12 (39%)  
   Senior 14 (45%)  
 
GPA 

4.0-3.5  

   3.5-4.0 4 (13%)  
   2.5-3.49 22 (71%)  
   1.5-2.49 4 (13%)  
   1.0-1.49 1 (3%)  
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Appendix E 

Demographic Composition of ESP (Subject, 2005) 

Demographic Question Female Male Total 

Sex 833 462 1297 

College Year 

   Freshman 49 33 82 

   Sophomore 98 51 149 

   Junior 168 84 252 

   Senior 471 271 742 

   Grad. Student  29 10 39 

Ethnicity 

   African-American 45 20 65 

   American Indian  2 1 3 

   Asian-American 138 111 249 

   Hispanic 115 53 168 

   White 449 230 679 

   Multi-ethnic 21 12 33 

Age 

   <18 1 0 1 

   18-21 560 268 828 

   22-25 240 172 412 

   26-29 14 11 25 

   > 30  17 10 27 

Course 

   EDP 310  104 84 188 

   EDP 363  442 301 473 

   EDP 363M  66 35 101 

   EDP 371  232 49 282 
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Appendix F 
 

Survey Consent Form 
 
You are invited to participate in a survey, entitled “Disclosure Decisions of University 
Students with Learning Disabilities.” The study is being conducted by Emma Cole, 
School Psychology Doctoral Student, Department of Educational Psychology, The 
University of Texas at Austin, 1 University Station, Mail Code D5800, Austin, Texas, 
78712, (301) 520-7692, EmmaVCole@gmail.com. 
  
The purpose of this study is to better understand the factors that affect college students 
with learning disabilities decision to share or not to share their learning disability to 
University personnel (i.e., Office of Students with Disabilities and faculty). We estimate 
that it will take about 45 minutes of your time to complete the questionnaire. You are free 
to contact the investigator at the above address or phone number to discuss the survey.  
 
Risks to participants are considered minimal. There will be no costs for participating. 
Identification numbers associated with email addresses will be kept during the data 
collection phase for tracking purposes only. A limited number of research team members 
will have access to the data during data collection. This information will be stripped from 
the final dataset.  
 
Your participation in this survey is voluntary. You may decline to answer any question 
and you have the right to withdraw from participation at any time without penalty. If you 
wish to withdraw from the study or have any questions, contact the investigator listed 
above.  
 
If you have any questions please call Emma Cole at 301-520-7692 or send an email to 
EmmaVCole@gmail.com.  
 
This study has been reviewed and approved by The University of Texas at Austin 
Institutional Review Board. If you have questions about your rights as a study participant, 
or are dissatisfied at any time with any aspect of this study, you may contact - 
anonymously, if you wish - the Institutional Review Board by phone at (512) 471-8871 
or email at orsc@uts.cc.utexas.edu.  
 
IRB Approval Number: 2010-11-2008 
 
If you wish to print out a copy of this consent form for your personal records, please do 
so using the print function on your browser.  
 
If you agree to participate please press the arrow button at the bottom right of the screen 
otherwise use the X at the upper right corner to close this window and disconnect. 
 
Thank you. 
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Appendix G 
 

The Self-Determination Scale (Sheldon & Deci, 1993)  
 
Instructions: Please read the pairs of statements, one pair at a time, and think about which 
statement within the pair seems more true to you at this point in your life. Indicate the 
degree to which statement A feels true, relative to the degree that Statement B feels true, 
on the 5-point scale shown after each pair of statements. If statement A feels completely 
true and statement B feels completely untrue, the appropriate response would be 1. If the 
two statements are equally true, the appropriate response would be a 3. If only statement 
B feels true And so on. 
 
 
1. A. I always feel like I choose the things I do. 
 
 B. I sometimes feel that it’s not really me choosing the things I do. 
 
Only A feels true 1 2 3 4 5 Only B feels true 
 
 
2. A. My emotions sometimes seem alien to me.  
 
 B. My emotions always seem to belong to me. 
 
Only A feels true 1 2 3 4 5 Only B feels true 
 
 
3. A. I choose to do what I have to do. 
 
 B. I do what I have to, but I don’t feel like it is really my choice. 
 
Only A feels true 1 2 3 4 5 Only B feels true 
 
 
4. A. I feel that I am rarely myself. 
 
 B. I feel like I am always completely myself. 
 
Only A feels true 1 2 3 4 5 Only B feels true 
 
 
5. A. I do what I do because it interests me. 
 
 B. I do what I do because I have to. 
 
Only A feels true 1 2 3 4 5 Only B feels true 
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6. A. When I accomplish something, I often feel it wasn't really me who did it. 
 
 B. When I accomplish something, I always feel it's me who did it. 
 
Only A feels true 1 2 3 4 5 Only B feels true 
 
 
7. A. I am free to do whatever I decide to do. 
 
 B. What I do is often not what I'd choose to do. 
 
Only A feels true 1 2 3 4 5 Only B feels true 
 
 
8. A. My body sometimes feels like a stranger to me. 
 
 B. My body always feels like me. 
 
Only A feels true 1 2 3 4 5 Only B feels true 
 
 
9. A. I feel pretty free to do whatever I choose to. 
 
 B. I often do things that I don't choose to do. 
 
Only A feels true 1 2 3 4 5 Only B feels true 
 
 
10. A. Sometimes I look into the mirror and see a stranger. 
 
 B. When I look into the mirror I see myself. 
 
Only A feels true 1 2 3 4 5 Only B feels true 
 
 
Scoring Information for the SDS. First, items 1, 3, 5, 7, 9 need to be reverse scored so 
that higher scores on every item will indicate a higher level of self-determination. To 
reverse score an item, subtract the item response from 6 and use that as the item score. 
Then, calculate the scores for the Awareness of Self subscale and the Perceived Choice 
subscale by averaging the item scores for the 5 items within each subscale. The subscales 
are: 
 
Awareness of Self:  2, 4, 6, 8, 10 
Perceived Choice:  1, 3, 5, 7, 9 
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Appendix H 
 

Revised Self-Disclosure Scale (Wheelees, 1978) 
 

The Revised Self-Disclosure Scale 
Instructions: Please mark the following statements to reflect how you communicate with 
faculty. Indicate the degree to which the following statements reflect how you 
communicate with these people by marking whether you: 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Strongly 
disagree 

Disagree Moderately 
disagree 

Neutral Moderately 
agree 

Agree Strongly 
agree 

 
1. When I wish, my self-disclosures are always accurate reflections of who I really am. 

2. When I express my personal feelings, I am always aware of what I am doing and 

saying. 

3. When I reveal my feelings about myself, I consciously intend to do so. 

4. When I am self-disclosing, I am consciously aware of what I am revealing. 

5. I do not often talk about myself. 

6. My statements of my feelings are usually brief. 

7. I usually talk about myself for fairly long periods at a time. 

8. My conversation lasts the least time when I am discussing myself. 

9. I often talk about myself. 

10. I often discuss my feelings about myself. 

11. Only infrequently do I express my personal beliefs and opinions. 

12. I usually disclose positive things about myself. 

13. On the whole, my disclosures about myself are more negative than positive. 

14. I normally reveal “bad” feelings I have about myself. 

15. I normally “express” my good feelings about myself. 

16. I often reveal more undesirable things about myself than desirable things. 
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17. I usually disclose negative things about myself. 

18. On the whole, my disclosures about myself are more positive than negative. 

19. I intimately disclose who I really am, openly and fully in my conversation. 

20. Once I get started, my self-disclosures last a long time. 

21. I often disclose intimate, personal things about myself without hesitation. 

22. I feel that I sometimes do not control my self-disclosure of personal or intimate things 

I tell about myself. 

23. Once I get started, I intimately and fully reveal myself in my self-disclosures. 

24. I cannot reveal myself when I want to because I don’t not know myself thoroughly 

enough. 

25. I am often not confident that my expressions of my own feelings, emotions, and 

experiences are true reflections of myself. 

26. I always feel completely sincere when I reveal my own feelings and experiences. 

27. My self-disclosures are completely accurate reflections of who I really am. 

28. I am not always honest in my self-disclosures. 

29. My statements about my feelings, emotions, and experiences are always accurate self-    

perceptions. 

30. I am always honest in my self-disclosures. 

31. I do not always feel completely sincere when I reveal my own feelings, emotions, 

   behaviors or experiences. 

Scoring: Reverse Score items 5, 6, 8, 11, 13, 14, 16, 17, 24, 25, 28, 31 and sum to arrive 
at factor scores and a total score. 
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Appendix I 

Summary of Quantitative Study Measures 

 

Construct Data 
Type 

Measure Description Scoring Data 
Classification 

Attitudes 
Towards 
Requesting 
Accommod
ations 

Quant. ATRA -32-item Likert-type scale  
-The values of the Likert 
responses range from 1 (strongly 
agree) to 5 (strongly disagree). 
- Higher total scale scores on 
this scale indicate more negative 
attitudes toward requesting 
accommodations whereas lower 
total scale scores indicate more 
positive attitudes.  

-Scores are summed into a 
total score 
-Higher scores indicate more 
negative attitudes towards 
requesting accommodations 
- Mean is 86.78 (SD =17.98).   
-Students who did not 
request accommodations had 
an overall mean ATRA score 
of 110.52 about 2 SD above 
the mean. 

Continuous 

Self-
determinati
on 

Quant. The Self-
Determinat
ion Scale 

-10-item scale, with two 5-item 
subscales 
-The first subscale is awareness 
of oneself, and the second is 
perceived choice in one’s 
actions.  
-The subscales can either be 
used separately or they can be 
combined into an overall SDS 
score 
 
 

-Items 1, 3, 5, 7, 9 are 
reversed scored  
-The overall score is 
obtained by adding up the 10 
item scores and averaging 
them 

Continuous 

Willingness 
to Disclose 

Quant. The 
Revised 
Self-
Disclosure 
Scale 

-31 items  
-Scored on a 7 point Likert scale 
-Five subscales (intended 
disclosure, amount of disclosure, 
positiveness-negativeness of 
disclosure, depth of disclosure, 
and honesty-accuracy of 
disclosure)  
 
 

-Reverse Score items 5, 6, 8, 
11, 13, 14, 16, 17, 24, 25, 28, 
31. Then sum to arrive at 
subscale scores and a total 
score. 

Continuous 

Other 
factors 

Qual. Jourard 
based 
questions 
from 
Barnard-
Brak et.al. 
(2010b) 

Some examples of possible 
themes are: not needing 
accommodations, available 
accommodations not useful, 
unable to obtain 
accommodations due to lack of 
testing, feeling that use of 
accommodations would be 
“cheating,” a wish not to identify 
as a SLD in university, not 
wishing to give up privacy 
etc.… 

Content of questions will be 
coded using the Constant 
Comparative Method by two 
blind Assistant Researchers. 

Discrete  
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Appendix J 

Demographic Information 
 

1. Do you have a learning disability? 
a. Yes 
b. No (exit survey) 

 
2. What is your gender? 

a. Male 
b. Female 

 
3. What is your birthdate? 

 
4. What is your ethnicity? 

 
a. White/Caucasian 
b. Hispanic 
c. African American 
d. Asian 
e. Native American 
f. Other 

 
5. Does your parent have a disability? 

a. Yes, if so what? 
b. No 

 
6. What is your mother’s highest level of education 

a. Did not complete high school 
b. High school 
c. Undergraduate 
d. Professional degree 

 
7. What is your father’s highest level of education 

a. Did not complete high school 
b. High school 
c. Undergraduate 
d. Professional degree 

 
8. Is English your native language? 

a. Yes 
b. No, if so what is? 

 
9. In what areas do you have a Learning Disability? (Please check all that apply) 

a. Language processing (listening, comprehension) 
b. Reading (decoding, comprehension, fluency) 
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c. Writing (spelling, sentence structure, paragraph structure, fluency) 
d. Mathematics (computation, problem solving, fluency) 
e. I am not sure.  
 

10. What grades were you in when you first received a formal Learning Disability 
diagnosis? (Please check one.) 

a. Kindergarten - 3rd grade 
b. 4th – 6th grade 
c. 7th – 9th grade 
d. 10th- 12th grade 
e. I am not sure. 
f. I never received a formal Learning Disability diagnosis. (exit survey) 

 
11. Do you currently have any additional disabilities , conditions, or diagnoses that may 

affect your college learning experience (e.g., ADHD, depression, physical 
impairments, etc.)  

a. Yes 
b. No (skip to question 10) 
c. If yes, please describe. 
 

12. If you do have additional disabilities or diagnoses are they appropriately managed? 
(e.g., ADHD managed by medication or Depression managed by 
medication/therapy?) 

a. Yes 
b. No (Exit survey) 
c. If yes, how? 
 

13. What is your estimated GPA?  
a. 4.0-3.5 (A average) 
b. 3.49-2.5 (B average) 
c. 2.49-1.5 (C average) 
d. 1.49-1.0 (D average) 
e. .99-0 (F average) 

 
14. What is your major? (fill in blank) 
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Appendix K 
 

Post-Secondary and Accommodations Information 
 

1. Have you been to the Office of Students with disabilities? 
a. Yes 
b. No  
 

2. Have you ever registered for accommodations or services at the Office for Students 
with Disabilities (SSD) during your time at UT?  

a. Yes 
b. No (skip to question 11) 

 
3. Have you ever told a professor who teaches one of your classes about your 

disability? 
a. Yes 
b. No 

 
4. If you did register with SSD what accommodations are you eligible to receive and 

which ones do you actually use for class or for tests? (checklist with: eligible to use, 
actually use in class) 

a. None 
b. Alternative format assignments 
c. Extended time on assignments 
d. Learning strategies or study skill assistance 
e. Note taker services 
f. Interpreter services 
g. Assistive technology 
h. Classroom assistants 
i. Tutoring (peer tutoring or other additional one on one instruction) 
j. Pull-out instruction (additional instruction with aide or other teacher) 
k. Alternate format tests 
l. Extended time on tests 
m. Separate setting for tests (reduce distraction) 
n. Individual counseling or therapy 
o. Support groups 
p. Physical therapy or functional training 
q. Other (Please describe) 
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Appendix L 
 

Questions for Semi-Structured Disability Disclosure Interview 
 
Preface: I’m interested learning about what affects college students with learning 
disabilities decision to share or not to share their learning disability with people 
especially UT faculty and staff. 
 
No disclosure (None) 

1. Tell me about your experience of college at UT. 
a. Different aspects 

i. How have you found classes at UT? 
1. Easy or Difficult? 

ii. How have you found social aspects, friends, etc. at UT ? 
iii.  Other aspects: Tell me about any other aspects of UT such as 

extra-curricular activities or work experiences. 
 

2. Has your learning disability affected your experience of college? 
a. Do you use support services? 

i. Why/why not 
1. Are any more helpful than others? 

a. Which ones 
b. Do you have any supports/faced any obstacles? 

i. If obstacles =>Are there any compensating strategies you use? 
1. For specific classes? 
 

3. Do you share your learning disability with others? 
a. If yes => Who do you choose to share your learning disability with and 

why?  
b. In general what makes you feel comfortable enough to share your 

disability with another person? 
c. In general what motivates you to share your disability with another 

person? 
 

4. Can you remember the last time you disclosed your disability? Tell me about it. 
 

5. You have not registered with SSD. Describe to me how you came to that decision. 
a. Was it a conscious decision? 
b. What was the rationale for your choice? 
c. Would you have liked to register but could not for some reason? 

 
6. What do you think made it more/less likely that you would register with SSD? 
 
7. What have I not asked about your experience at UT that I should have?  
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Disclosure only to SSD (Level One) 
1. Tell me about your experience of college at UT. 

a. Different aspects 
i. How have you found classes at UT? 

1. Easy or Difficult? 
ii. How have you found social aspects, friends, etc. at UT ? 
iii.  Other aspects: Tell me about any other aspects of UT such as 

extra-curricular activities or work experiences. 
 

2. Has your learning disability affected your experience of college? 
 

a. Are there any compensating strategies you use? 
b. For specific classes? 
c. Do you have any supports/faced any obstacles? 
d. Do you use support services? 

i. Why/why not 
1. Are any more helpful than others? 

ii. Which ones 
 

3. Describe who you choose to share your learning disability with and why?  
a. In general what make you comfortable enough to share your disability 

with another person? 
b. In general what motivates you to share your disability with another 

person? 
 

4. Can you remember the last time you disclosed your disability? Tell me about it. 
 

5. Are you registered with SSD? 
 

a. If no=> no disclosure group questions 
b. If yes => Although you are registered with SSD, you do not use your 

accommodations in class. Tell me how you came to that decision?  
i. Have you ever disclosed to faculty/staff? Tell me about that. 
ii. Do faculty and staff do anything that makes you more or less likely 

to share your learning disability?  
iii.  What could university faculty do to encourage you to share your 

disability? 
 

6. What have I not asked you about your experience at UT that I should have ?  
 
 
Disclosure to SSD and faculty (Level Two) 
 

8. Tell me about your experience of college at UT. 
a. Different aspects 

i. How have you found classes at UT? 
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1. Easy or Difficult? 
ii. How have you found social aspects, friends, etc. at UT ? 
iii.  Other aspects: Tell me about any other aspects of UT such as 

extra-curricular activities or work experiences. 
 

1. Has your learning disability affected your experience of college? 
a. Are there any compensating strategies you use? 
b. For specific classes? 
c. Do you have any supports/faced any obstacles? 
d. Do you use support services? 

iv. Why/why not 
1. Are any more helpful than others? 

v. Which ones 
 

2. Describe who you choose to share your learning disability with and why?  
c. In general what make you comfortable enough to share your disability 

with another person? 
d. In general what motivates you to share your disability with another 

person? 
 

3. Can you remember the last time you disclosed your disability? Tell me about it. 
 
4. Are you registered with SSD? 

 
a. If No => No disclosure group questions 
b. If Yes =>Do you use your accommodations in class? 

i. If No => SSD only disclosure questions 
ii. If Yes => So you are registered with SSD and you use your 

accommodations in class. Tell me how you came to the decision to 
register with SSD and share your disability with your professors?  

1. Have you disclosed to faculty/staff? Tell me about that. 
2. Do faculty and staff do anything that makes you more or 

less likely to share your learning disability? 
3. What could university faculty and staff do to encourage you 

to share your disability? 
 

5. What have I not asked you about your experience at UT that I should have?  
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Appendix M 
 

Concurrent Triangulation Design (Cresswell, 2003) 
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Appendix N 
 

Qualitative Code Map 
 

Theme Code Actor (+/-)  Description 

Knowledge   K       
   Knowledge of    Accomm. KOA Student (+/-)  

    

When a student makes a statement that 
describes understanding or knowledge 
about accommodations or alternatively a 
statement that describes lack of 
knowledge about available 
accommodations (e.g., "I don’t even 
know what accommodations I would get 
if I did talk to them so I don’t know if 
there’s anything I could say" vs "I knew 
there were services at SSD and so I 
talked to a coordinator there"). 

Experience   E       
    With people        EWP     
         Demeanor     EWP-D-P Professor   (+/-)   

   

When a student describes a professor's 
demeanor as making them more or less 
likely to disclose (e.g., "Some of my 
professors are just nicer to begin with 
and I can tell that they’re more open to 
suggestions" vs. "then there are 
professors who, like professor NAME, 
he’s just arrogant and has made it clear 
that he doesn’t really care so I haven’t 
been able to talk to him about it").  

         Experience   EWP-E-SSD SSD  (+/-)   

    

Student describes a positive or negative 
experience with SSD (i.e., "They’ve 
actually been really supportive and 
helpful way more than I’ve expected, 
I’ve been really happy so far with what’s 
been happening" vs "When I talked to the 
head person I called and left a message, I 
e-mailed him saying everything and I 
never got a call back and I wasn’t able to 
take that test in extended time I had to 
take it regularly.  So I felt very like I felt 
like I couldn’t really approach them 
anymore because they wouldn’t be 
helpful to me"). 

          Experience  EWP-E-P Professor  (+/-)  

    

Student describes a positive or negative 
experience with a professor (e.g., "She 
was very helpful, she enquired which I 
really liked.  I was like OK even after I 
had taken the she came to me and asked 
how I had enjoyed using the extended 
time, are you getting the notes?  She was 
very helpful and I’m very happy with 
that" vs "But there’s only been one class 
that I’ve had horrible problems with, uh 
with using my accommodations, and it 
was nothing with SSD it was with my 
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professor").  

   Experience EWP-E-C Peers  (+/-)  

     

Student describes a positive or negative 
experience with classmates (e.g., "but for 
the most part they’ve [peers] been very 
accepting of it and don’t see me any 
differently and just sort of forget about 
it." vs. ''people obviously see that I’m 
never in class to take the test and then 
some of my guy friends will walk past 
and ask why aren’t you in there, I don’t 
like those moments…"). 

 Experiences with Academics  EWA   
   Academics  EWA-A-S Student (+/-)   

    

When the student describes academic 
performance as influencing their decision 
to disclose (e.g., "I was always just 
worrying about academics" vs. "I never 
felt like it got bad enough that I felt like I 
needed learning assistance"). 

Self-Awareness SA      
   Need Acc../Don’t Need Acc.. SA-NA/DNA Student   

    

When a student describes a conscious 
decision to use or not use (i.e., a need 
for) accommodations (e.g., "I mean  you 
know there’s some things that I’m like I 
need to use this I have to use this and 
other things it’s there and I’m glad it’s 
there because who knows I may need it 
but most of the time I don’t I’m just glad 
I have it"). 

   View of Disability SA-V Student (+/-)  

    

Student expresses opinions or views on 
their disability (e.g., "No not at all, I 
think it’s a good thing I wouldn’t trade it 
for the world" vs. "Yeah, that’s pretty 
much it and usually I try to keep it to 
myself because of negative response that 
people will give me, I don’t want to feel 
different ") 

Supports S     
   Compensating Mechanisms S-CM Student (+/-)  

   

Student describes having or not having 
compensating mechanisms (e.g., "I’ve 
sort of learned coping mechanisms to 
kinda of cope with my disabilities so I 
could get through college and get good 
grades" vs. "You know I think to be 
honest, I haven’t come up with any other 
methods besides formal accommodations 
at UT"). 



 

167 
 

Appendix O 
 

Accommodations Use by Level Three Disclosure Students 

 
 
 
 

 
  

15%
21%

34%

59%

41%

18%

32%

20%

10%

25% 24%
18%

25%

8% 8%

5%

40% 12%

14%

12%

0%

2%

0%

10%

70%
66%

3%

3%

0%

12%

80%

40%

54%

27%

46%

83%

66%

80% 80%

5%
10%

80%
73%

93%

80%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

Are NOT eligible to use

Actually use in class /tests

Eligible to use



 

168 
 

Appendix P 
 

Qualitative Code Frequency Bar Chart 
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Appendix Q 
 

Number of Participants Who Mentioned Code Per Disclosure Group 
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Appendix R 
 

Frequency of Participants per Disclosure Group Who Mentioned Themes Negatively and 
Positively 
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