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ABSTRACT 

College Students with Disabilities’ Motivation to Utilize Disability Support Services: A 

Qualitative Investigation 

Rachel Heather Meyer 

Doctor of Philosophy: Educational Psychology 

 

Major Advisor: Dr. Avi Kaplan  

The current study investigated the motivation of college students with disabilities 

to disclose their disability(s) to the university and to utilize disability support services. 

Eleven college students with a diversity of invisible disabilities from a large university 

were interviewed using a narrative approach. Analysis involved a combination of 

inductive and deductive procedures informed by Self-Determination Theory (SDT) (Ryan 

& Deci, 2002; Deci & Ryan, 2000). The analysis identified six themes in the narratives 

within which students’ experiences were analyzed as more or less supportive of their 

psychological needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness: (1) Disability 

Construction; (2) High School Experience; (3) Significant Adults; (4) Disability 

Resources and Services (DRS) and other Services; (5) Interactions with Faculty; and (6) 

Interactions with Peers. An important conclusion of the analysis was that students’ 

motivation and decision to disclose their disability and to utilize support services was 

framed by the level of acceptance of their disability—or, in self-determination theory 

terms, their integration of their disability to their authentic self.  Students’ narratives that 

suggested integration of the disability to the self also included indication of the students 

being more proactive, agentic, flexible, adaptive, and open in disclosing their disability to 

the university, to faculty and to peers, and in utilizing support services. In contrast, 

students’ narratives that suggested partial or non-integration of the disability, and 
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ambivalence towards being labeled with a disability, also included indication for 

hesitance, rigidity, and less adaptive patterns of disclosure and utilization of services. 

Different levels of integration of the disability in students’ narratives were concordant 

with indication in the narratives of different levels of support for the psychological needs 

of autonomy, competence, and relatedness—particularly by significant adults at home 

and in high-school. These general psychological-motivational patterns manifested in the 

narratives as individual profiles that integrated the six themes into the unique narrative of 

each participant. The study ends with consideration of the implications of the findings to 

future research and possible ways by which university disability support services may 

promote effective utilization of services by students with disabilities. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

The college campus can be an uneasy academic environment for the large number 

of students with disabilities. Students with disabilities experience unique challenges 

adjusting and succeeding in college, often to a greater degree than those without 

disabilities. Universities provide support services to students with disabilities. 

Unfortunately, many students with disabilities do not choose to disclose their disability. 

Moreover, those students who do formally disclose their disability often do not utilize the 

services provided by the university or, if they do, utilize them ineffectively. This study 

explores the motivation of students with disabilities to disclose their disability and utilize 

university resources. More specifically, the research focuses on how students with 

disabilities make meaning of being a college student with a disability, and how this 

meaning relates to their decisions to disclose their disability, utilize services, and 

ultimately to their adjustment to college. This research was framed by Self-Determination 

Theory, a motivational theory that is concerned with action, adjustment, and development 

(Ryan & Deci, 2000b).   

College Students with Disabilities on US Campuses 

According to the Americans with Disability Act (ADA) 1990, a disability refers 

to a physical or mental impairment that limits one or more major life activity (ada.gov, 

2010). A growing number of college students are reporting some form of disability. 

Whereas in 1995 roughly 6% of students reported having a disability, the number rose to 

9% in the year 2000, and in 2008, approximately 11% of all postsecondary students 

reported having some form of a disability (Hurst & Hudson, 2005; U.S. Department of 

Education (DOE), 2009). These estimates likely underestimate the number of students 

with disabilities, because data suggest that many students do not disclose their disability 

(Sparks & Lovett, 2009; Ryan, 1994).  Indeed, the number of students who indicate they 
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have a disability on admissions applications or anonymous questionnaires is increasing 

yet, each year, the number of students actually registering with disability support offices 

and utilizing services decreases (Haller, 2006).  

Students with disabilities are a diverse group with a variety of cognitive, 

emotional and physical disabilities. A 2008 college disability study from the US 

Department of Education, with a sample size of 2,076,000 students with disabilities, 

indicated that approximately 23% reported having either a mental, psychiatric, or 

emotional disorder or depression. Students reporting Attention Deficit/Hyperactive 

Disorder (AD/HD) accounted for 19%. 15% of students reported having a physical 

disability. Approximately 9% of students reported having a specific learning disability or 

dyslexia. Approximately 19% of students indicated hearing, vision and health 

impairments, speech or language, brain injury, and developmental disabilities. Finally, 

15% of students reported some other form of disability (DaDeppo, 2009; Anctil, 

Ishikawa, & Scott, 2008; Higher Education and Disability, 2009; U.S. Department of 

Education (DOE), 2009).  

Physical disabilities, such as mobility impairments and visual or auditory 

impairments are considered visible disabilities, whereas impairments such as mental 

health disorders, intellectual disability, and learning or attention disabilities, such as 

Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) are considered hidden disabilities 

(ADA.org, 2010; DSM-IV-TR, 2000). This is an important distinction to the current 

research. Individuals with hidden disabilities may choose whether to disclose their 

disability status or not whereas those with visible disabilities are not afforded this choice. 

Their disability is apparent (Forman, Baker, Pater & Smith, 2011; Barnard-Brak, 

Lechtenberger, & Lan, 2010; Martin, 2010; Olney & Kim, 2001).  

Although non-visible disabilities are likely more often hidden than visible 

disabilities, they nonetheless constitute some of the most documented types of disabilities 

found among college students (Martin, 2010; Kurth & Mellard, 2006). Statistics indicate 
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that learning disabilities (LD) have the highest rate of incidence on college campuses. A 

learning disability is a neurological disorder that affects the brain’s ability to process, 

receive, respond to and store information (National Center for Learning Disabilities, 

2012; LD Online, 2012). An individual diagnosed with a LD may have difficulty in areas 

such as reading, writing, spelling, math, recall, organization, or reasoning. Whereas a 

learning disability cannot be cured, with proper educational intervention, prescriptive 

support, and the development of effective compensatory strategies, individuals with 

learning disabilities often succeed in school, careers, and life skills (LD Online, 2012; 

Troiano, Liefeld, & Trachtenberg, 2010).  

Challenges Unique to Students with Disabilities 

Entering college is a difficult and challenging event for most students. However, 

students with disabilities tend to experience more challenge in this significant transition 

(Perry & Franklin, 2006). College brings new demands, including peer group discovery 

and socialization, schedule and time management, independent living, the challenge of 

studies, and not least the balance of social and academic activities. While many students 

struggle with this challenging load, a disability may exacerbate the hardship inherent in 

the experience. College students with disabilities are further faced with the challenge of 

advocating for their unique academic needs, often for the first time (Martin, 2010). This 

is a departure from many high school experiencers, where it is common for someone 

other than the student to advocate for his or her academic needs. Indeed, within the K-12 

educational system, teachers are expected to refer students to the appropriate specialists 

after a period of engaging in academic interventions (IDEA, 2004). In addition, parents 

often serve as the student’s voice, demanding that their child’s needs met (Martin, 2010; 

IDEA, 2004). The environment in college is less a priori concerned with disability than 

high school; under Section Rehabilitation Act of 1973 (ADA.gov, 2010), college students 

can only receive academic accommodations if they proactively disclose their disability to 
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the university disability office and to their professors (ADA.org, 2010; Kurth & Mellard, 

2006; Brinckerhoff, Shaw, & McGuire, 1992).  

This transition to college leads students to struggle with the normative definitions 

of success in the college context, and with the relationship to faculty members and peers. 

One serious challenge for college students with disabilities is coping with traditional 

indicators of academic success. Academic success is typically measured through a 

student’s grade point average (GPA) (Haller, 2006). However, such criteria pose 

challenges for students with disabilities, as grades may not always reflect the student’s 

intellectual growth and the competencies he or she has developed. The exams, projects 

and assignments that are used to assess students without a disability may not enable a 

student with a disability to accurately demonstrate what has been learned. For example, 

the GPA of a student with a disability will not accurately reflect non-academic 

application of academic learning to areas such as community service, to peer relations, or 

even extracurricular academic activities (Haller, 2006). As a result, students with 

disabilities may be at a disadvantage and have a difficult task in measuring and 

demonstrating their success in college to others and to themselves.  

In addition to coping with traditional standards of success, students with 

disabilities often face the challenge of explaining to faculty members the educational 

implications of their disabilities (Cawthon & Cole, 2010; Olney & Kim, 2001). Many 

faculty members have limited experience or knowledge concerning the needs of people 

with disabilities. Therefore, students with disabilities have the added challenge of 

educating faculty members about eligibility for accommodations, the awarding process, 

and the range of available programs for students with disabilities on campus (Cawthon & 

Cole, 2010; Ryan, 1994). Ironically, it thus becomes the students’ responsibility to help 

educate the faculty about their specific academic needs including, but not limited to, 

different teaching methods, alternative testing environments, or additional meeting times. 
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These challenges add to the pressures and responsibilities students frequently encounter 

in college (Estrada, Dupoux, & Wolman, 2006; Wiseman, Emry, & Morgan, 1988).  

Students with disabilities will also face challenges when engaging peers. Social 

relationships are a critical aspect of the college student’s life and can strongly influence 

his or her academic well-being (Troiano, Liefeld & Trachtenber, 2010; Wiseman, Emry 

& Morgan, 1988). A student with a disability is likely to interact with peers who have 

little familiarity or experience with disabilities. Because of the stigma associated with 

disabilities in our culture, peer interaction can be very stressful for the individual with the 

disability. Even finding the appropriate language to explain a disability to their peers can 

be a challenge, as is navigating decisions about with whom to share this very private and 

personal information. Social complications abound. For example, students with 

disabilities may require double the study-time of their peers and thus be absent from 

social events. This contributes to a sense of isolation. Moreover, college is a new social 

environment where a student does not want to be seen as being given special advantages. 

Admitting that a person needs additional time beyond that of their peers takes a great deal 

of courage (Olney & Kim, 2001).  

Be it with faculty or with peers, it is clear that students with disabilities face a 

multitude of challenges. As discussed, some of these are experienced by all college 

students, while others are unique to students with disabilities (Troiano, Liefeld & 

Trachtenber, 2010; Estrada, Dupoux, & Wolman, 2006; Wiseman, Emry, & Morgan, 

1988). In recognition of these needs, and following federal legislation concerning the 

rights of students with disabilities to equitable educational opportunities, most colleges 

and universities have established support services for students with disabilities. The 

purpose of these services is to help make the transition of students with disabilities from 

high school to college easier, supporting their academic learning and social adjustment 

while in college.   
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Disability Laws and Support for Students with Disability 

The Americans with Disability Act (ADA) of 1990, The Americans with 

Disability Act Amendments Act (ADAAA) 2008, The American with Disabilities Act 

Title II and Title III all state that “public accommodation may not impose a surcharge on 

a particular individual with disabilities to cover the costs of such measures such as 

auxiliary aids, barrier removal, alternatives to barrier removal and reasonable 

modifications in policies, practices or procedures that are required to provide that 

individual or group with nondiscriminatory treatment” (ADA.gov, 2010; Office for Civil 

Rights, 2007; Haller, 2006). Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 requires post-

secondary institutions to provide reasonable accommodations and equal access for 

qualified students with disabilities. Additionally, Section 504 requires institutions to 

provide equal access--physical and curricular-programmatic--to qualified students with 

disabilities (ADA.gov, 2010; Office for Civil Rights, 2007).   

Physical access for students with disabilities includes a myriad of procedures and 

structures that remove barriers to access to participation in college activities. For 

example, colleges must assure that there is physical access for students with disabilities to 

all facilities, such as classroom buildings and sports arenas. Physical access includes 

ensuring that signage on campus is accessible to people with disabilities. These require 

adapting campus cross-walks and elevators to support both audible and visual cueing for 

individuals with auditory or visual impairments (ADA.gov, 2010).  Physical access also 

refers to removal of barriers to information and experiences. Providing interpreters at 

public lectures and performances where students with hearing impairments may be in 

attendance is an example of this interpretation of “physical access.” 

Curricular-programmatic access refers to “appropriate academic adjustment to 

ensure the institution does not discriminate on the basis of disability” (Office for Civil 

Rights, 2007). These include ensuring that regulations prevent discrimination of students 
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with disabilities, for example, in participation in college and college-affiliated societies. It 

also includes provision of academic accommodations such as assistive technology, 

alternate textbook formats, recorded texts, and supportive mentoring that aides students 

with disabilities as they cope with challenges in adjusting to college academics (Marshak, 

Wieren, Ferrell, Swiss & Dugan, 2010; Skinner, 2004).  

University Disability Support Services 

In order to utilize disability services, postsecondary institutions require students to 

have proper disability documentation. This can be confusing, as postsecondary 

institutions have different guidelines and assessment requirements for eligibility than do 

institutions in the K-12 system. Students may enter college being unaware of their 

requirements, lack the proper documentation, or have outdated test evaluations that may 

make them ineligible to receive services (Shaw et al., 2010).  

Once found eligible for accommodations, the university office of disability will 

provide the student a letter of verification of disability that is to be given to faculty 

members. Instructors are not allowed to ask students the specifics about their disability or 

diagnoses, nor challenge students about why a specific accommodation has been awarded 

(Cawthon & Cole, 2010). However, an instructor may ask a student about in-class 

support or academic adjustments that will afford the student the best possible classroom 

experience.  In an ideal situation, the student with a disability, faculty members and 

professionals from the office of disability services work together in order to help the 

student achieve the goals he or she sets upon entering college.  

Types of Services 

Colleges are required to provide reasonable and appropriate accommodations and 

services to students with disabilities. Further, they must foster awareness among students 

and faculty about these services. In order to serve students with disabilities, college 

personnel must also stay abreast of relevant laws and best practices. In recent years, 
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several organizations have been established to help guide and support higher education 

institutions in this domain. Perhaps the most important among these is The Association 

on Higher Education and Disability.  

The Association on Higher Education and Disability (AHEAD) is a professional 

organization for individuals who are involved in the development and implementation of 

disability services within higher education (AHEAD.org, 2012). AHEAD was established 

in 1977 in order to promote full and equal participation by individuals with disabilities in 

higher education. AHEAD provides its members with a variety of support programs, 

including information on the best practices in the field; documentation guidelines and 

program standards; and professional development opportunities for the disability services 

professional staff working on college/university campuses (AHEAD.org, 

2012).  Members of AHEAD can include faculty at universities, parents of students with 

disabilities, graduate students, disability support staff, secondary teachers or guidance 

counselors, or any person interested in encouraging full participation of students with 

disabilities in higher education. According to AHEAD Professional and Program 

Standards (AHEAD.org, 2012) for higher education, the university office of disability has 

several responsibilities:  

(1) Serve as an advocate and ensure equal access to students with disabilities;  

(2) Provide services directly to students or act on their behalf with the campus 

community;  

(3) Work with the campus to provide training and expertise to the college 

community regarding disabilities while maintaining up-to-date professional 

knowledge and skills; 

(4) Provide information to both students and faculty regarding available campus 

and community resources;  

(5) Provide faculty training opportunities regarding academic accommodation and 

pedagogical approaches to working with students with disabilities.  
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Faculty training can include: 

(1) Legal responsibility and services 

(2) Instructional, programmatic and curriculum modifications; 

(3) Record maintenance;  

(4) Use of a service delivery model that encourages students with disabilities to 

develop independence.  

At present, most colleges provide numerous support services for students with 

disabilities (Getzel, 2008; Skinner, 2004). Advisement, counseling centers and Offices of 

Disability Services provide a comfortable environment where students can talk openly 

about their experiences and receive expert advice.  Through workshops and personal 

sessions, students can learn how to advocate for themselves in the classroom and how to 

compensate for their disabilities. In addition, most colleges have academic support 

centers, whose professionals are trained to provide individual attention and support in the 

development of basic learning skills as well as in more advanced academic subjects.  

Disability service programs provide a variety of accommodations that include 

alternative text formats for reading materials, note-taking aid, interpreting services and 

testing services, such as extended time testing and alternative testing formats. The 

programs also offer academic support services such as a tutoring center, career and 

advising services, counseling services, computer and library assistance, and writing and 

math centers (Sparks & Lovett, 2009; Trammell & Hathway, 2007; Brinckerhoff, Shaw, 

& McGuire, 1992). In some instances, additional one-on-one support and extra 

accommodations may be offered to students. Often, however, these services require an 

additional fee that is separate from that of the university tuition, for example programs at 

the University of Denver (Learning Effectiveness Program, LEP) and the University of 

Arizona (Strategic Alternative Learning Techniques Center, SALT).  
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Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to investigate college students with disabilities and 

their motivation to seek academic services in a college campus setting. This research will 

examine how students with disabilities understand what it means to have a disability in 

college. The study will further explore the motivation to disclose disability and the 

considerations around utilizing or not utilizing university support services. Finally, this 

study will the transition to college experienced by students with disabilities.  

When students feel that they are being supported in a college environment 

through multiple avenues such as disability offices, faculty, peers, and additional 

services, the chances are higher that a student will not only disclose his or her disability 

but also utilize university support services that are accessible on college campuses. On 

the contrary, when a student feels a disconnect between university staff and faculty, a 

disability program, or peers, students are less likely to disclose their disability and seek 

out services. Therefore, it is important to have an understanding as to why these factors 

can lead students, faculty and both high school and college support staff to better help 

prepare students with disabilities upon entering college and once in college.  

To better understand these concerns, this study examined the following questions:  

(1) What are the experiences of college students with disabilities 

at a large public university?  

(2) What is the decision making process for students with 

disabilities when deciding to disclose their disability?  

(3) What does it mean for a college student with a disability to 

utilize the disability support services?  
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

In this chapter, I provide a review of the current research pertaining to college 

student with disabilities, with particular attention to the advantages of utilizing support 

services. I will further review research on reasons for students’ failure to disclose their 

disability and how that decision can affect their academics and motivation. I will also 

discuss the types of services that are provided on college campuses as well as the 

perspective of disability support staff in regards to students with disabilities. Finally, I 

will provide an overview of Self-Determination, both from the viewpoint of special 

education, and of the theoretical framework that guides the current study.  

Advantages of Utilization of Disability Support Services 

Research points to the benefits of students with disabilities’ utilization of the 

disability support services (Cawthon & Cole, 2010; Perry & Franklin, 2006).  Students 

who effectively use services are more likely to receive higher-class grades and overall 

GPA compared to students who do not utilize services (Troiano, Liefeld, & Trachtenberg, 

2010; Anctil, Ishikawa, and Scott, 2008; Barga, 1996; Vogel & Adelman, 1992). For 

example, Reed et al. (2009) found that when students with learning disabilities engaged 

in a first semester college course that taught post-secondary and learning skills, GPAs 

were higher at the end of the academic year compared to students with disabilities who 

did not engage in the course intervention. Effective utilization of disability services is 

also associated with lower attrition rates (Anctil, Ishikawa, & Scott, 2008; Barga, 1996) 

and higher graduation rates (Troiano, Liefeld, & Trachtenberg, 2010; Anctil, Ishikawa, 

and Scott, 2008; Vogel & Adelman, 1992). Troiano et al, (2010) found that the more 

often college students with learning disabilities attended and utilized support services, the 

more likely they were to have better grades and graduate from college compared to 

students who did not utilize those services.  



 12 

In addition to the benefit from receiving concrete support from the disability 

services, utilization of the disability services enhances students with disabilities self-

confidence, self-advocacy skills, and motivation to seek out additional assistance through 

normative means, such as visiting their instructors during offices hours for additional 

help with their studies (Trammell & Hathaway, 2007). Kurtz and Hicks-Coolick (1997) 

found that when students with learning disabilities were motivated to, and able to self-

advocate, they had a higher success rate when in a post-secondary environment. Anctil, 

Ishikawa, and Scott (2008) found that high levels of self-awareness, self-regulation, and a 

strong academic identity—all aspects that are promoted by effective utilization of 

disability support services—contributed to college students with disabilities’ college 

success.  

Another advantage of utilizing disability support services is social support. 

Students who use the services available on college campuses are also likely to meet other 

students facing similar challenges and have the opportunity to form a supportive network 

(Cawthon & Cole, 2010). There is comfort in knowing that one is not alone in coping 

with disability challenges on campus. Students who share their common experiences as 

part of a social support system are more likely to continue with their academic career 

than students who do not (Wiseman, Emry & Morgan, 1988; Tinto, 1975) 

In summary, effective utilization of disability support services may support 

students with disabilities in coping with some of the challenges they face during college 

(Martin, 2010; Haller, 2006; Brinckerhoff, Shaw, & McGuire, 1992). However, despite 

these benefits, there is strong evidence indicating that many students with disabilities 

decide not to utilize disability support services (Perry & Franklin, 2006).  From the 

literature we learn that students who resisted services and waited until they were in 

academic trouble to seek support did not fair as well as those who have disclosed their 

disability to the university and sought support early (Martin, 2010; Reed et al., 2009). 
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The failure of students to disclose their disability early and utilize support services 

effectively is a worrisome phenomenon that requires investigation and intervention.  
  

Failing to Disclose Disability Status 

Whereas college students with disabilities may be eligible for academic 

accommodations, the process of requesting and then following through with the awarded 

accommodations provided by the college or university is solely the student’s 

responsibility. The K-12 (primary and secondary) educational system provides both 

academic accommodations (under section 504) and special education services (under 

IDEA, 2004).  If a child exhibits a pattern of learning difficulties, typically it is the 

school’s responsibility to provide appropriate testing to identify a disability, provide 

academic accommodations and services and insure that the academic accommodations 

and services are evaluated to insure effectiveness. In college, it is the student who must 

be the one to initiate a request for accommodations through Section 504 of the 

Rehabilitation Act of 1973. Only then, and if the student’s documentation denotes the 

academic need for accommodations, the student will receive appropriate services. 

Moreover, it is the student who now must choose what types of support he or she would 

like to engage in or whether to forego services altogether.  This new responsibility poses 

a dilemma to students with disabilities that they had not faced in the same way before: to 

disclose or not to disclose their disability.   

The transition to college is fraught with many challenges for students with 

disabilities.  The college’s new educational and social environment may raise anxiety 

even among students who have come to understand and feel comfortable with the impact 

of their disability on their academic and social experiences during secondary 

school. Whereas academic success is likely to be an important goal for students, other 

domains in college life, such as social affiliations and relationships, may be as, if not 

more, important. Indeed, it can be expected that most 18-year-old men and women, who 
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are beginning their college experience, would be concerned with being accepted as part 

of the larger college community (Chickering & Reisser, 1993). A key question for the 

student with non-visible or hidden disabilities may be: do I disclose my disability?  

Clearly, the student’s answer to this question and the decision to disclose the disability 

status and seek support is likely to be crucial for the student’s college success (Skinner & 

Lindstrom, 2003; Skinner, 2004). Unfortunately, despite the availability of services, 

many students decide not to disclose their disability and/or use the available 

accommodations and supports (Shaw, Keenan, Madaus & Banerjee, 2010; DaDeppo, 

2009; Anctil, Ishikawa, & Scott, 2008; Martin, 2010; Getzel, 2008).  

Prior research proposed several explanations for students’ decision to disclose or 

not disclose their disability status and utilize services (Skinner & Lindstrom, 2003; 

Anctil, Ishikawa, & Scott, 2008).  For example, research that investigated students’ 

decision to disclose their disability found that students with disabilities are often keenly 

aware of cultural stigmas surrounding disabilities. Some students worry that they will be 

judged, ridiculed, discriminated against, or stereotyped. This fear of rejection and 

isolation can contribute to the reluctance to disclose one’s disability and forgo utilization 

of services (Martin, 2010). In an exploratory study focusing on students with mental 

health disabilities, Martin (2010) used an anonymous survey that was sent to 1,500 

students who registered with the disability office at one higher education institution. 

Findings from the 54 surveys that were returned (response rate of less than 4%) suggested 

that students with mental health disabilities feared discrimination and therefore went to 

considerable efforts to avoid disclosing their disability.  

Research also suggests that students’ decision to disclose their disability is based 

on their acceptance of their disability status—the integration of the disability into the 

student’s sense of self (Marshak et al., 2010; Kurtz & Hicks-Coolick, 1997).  Students’ 

acceptance of their disability status may depend on when the student was diagnosed, the 
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type of support provided to him/her in the past, and how well he or she understands the 

way the disability manifests itself academically (DaDeppo, 2009).  

Anctil, Ishikawa, and Scott (2008) investigated college students with learning 

disabilities and their orientation towards career decision-making, competence, and self-

realization. The researchers administered an on-line survey to students with learning 

disabilities who were registered with the university’s disability resource center—

approximately 289 students. From the 104 responses (a response rate of 36%), 

researchers selected 19 high-achieving students for interviews with different types of 

learning disability diagnosis and a range of ratings on two self-determination inventory 

scales—a measure of students’ affective and cognitive aspects of self-determination and 

student’s individual differences in self-determination behavior. The interviews focused 

on students’ persistence and decision-making towards careers, which ultimately are 

associated with a student’s academic identity. The findings from the interviews suggested 

that students’ competence is associated with their persistence, which in turn is related to 

their decisions regarding careers. The findings implied that students who were aware of 

their personal academic strengths and weaknesses were those who disclosed their 

disability and utilized support services effectively. 

Clearly, for students to report their disability status, they need to be aware that 

they have a disability. Since the academic demands in college are commonly much 

greater than those in high school (Watt, 2004; Harackiewicz, Barron, Tauer, & Elliot, 

2002) students may not realize that they have a disability until they are required to cope 

with the more rigorous academic tasks in college. This may lead to the identification of 

disability in a late stage, when the student is already experiencing academic difficulties. 

Whereas previous findings provided some insights into the decision-making 

processes leading students to disclose their disability, this research is relatively scarce 

and is plagued by a low response rate. The present study aims to investigate in more 
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depth the processes underlying this crucial decision in students with disability’s academic 

experience.  

Utilization of Support Services 

Students who choose to disclose their disability and register with the disability 

office do not always utilize the academic accommodations they are eligible for or do not 

utilize them effectively (Shaw et al., 2010; Marshak et al., 2010; Trammell & Hathaway, 

2007; Forsback & Rice-Mason, 2001). Forsback and Rice-Mason (2001) found that 

although the disability service office at Arkansas University provides students with 

computer labs and library research assistance, some students were unaware of the 

services, and others who were aware of these supports still did not utilize them. Similarly, 

some disability offices offer scholarship money for students with disabilities and/or 

internship opportunities, yet students do not apply for these funding or vocational 

opportunities (Bennett, personal communication, November, 2010).  

Anecdotal evidence suggests that more research is needed due to the insufficient 

empirical data demonstrating the under utilization of services by students who have 

identified as having a disability.  For instance, practitioners observe that some students 

with disabilities do not plan in advance of admissions to college to access disability 

services. Many register with the disability office months or even years into their studies. 

There is also evidence that students use the services sparingly and follow 

recommendations inconsistently (Forsback & Rice-Mason, 2001;T. May, personal 

communication, October, 2010; J. Bennett, personal communication, November, 2010). 

In the words of a college practitioner:  
 
The most common scenario that I have seen is late disclosure of disability 
status when students who fail or refuse to disclose their disability 
status either experience an academic crisis necessitating the need for an 
intervention or accommodations. (T. May, email correspondence, October, 
2010).  
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A few studies have explored reasons why students may not utilize university 

support services. One possible reason for not utilizing services is not being aware of a 

service or perceiving the service as inadequate to meet one’s needs. For example, 

Forsbach and Rice-Mason (2001) investigated students with disabilities knowledge of 

available campus services and whether the services provide adequate resources to support 

their needs. The researchers mailed surveys to students who were registered with 

disability services at a large university. Most of the 47 students who responded (18.4% 

response rate) indicated that they were satisfied with the services the disability office 

provided; however, students were still unaware of some significant services being 

offered, such as assistance in the library and computer equipment for students with 

disabilities. Moreover, even when students were aware of the services, many of them 

indicated that they did not utilize the resources but failed to provide a reason. Forsback & 

Rice-Mason speculated that those students who responded where those actively involved 

with utilization of support services and had a more positive outlook about campus life. 

Most likely, the more than 80% of students registered with the office of disability who 

did not return the survey were utilizing the services even less. It is clear, therefore, that 

there is a great need for research in the area of college students with disabilities 

disclosure and utilization of university support services to better prepare students for 

academic success and future decisions regarding their disability.  

Trammell and Hathaway (2007) were interested in comparing students with and 

without disabilities and their help seeking behaviors. They conducted a study at a small 

(student body N = 1,150) liberal arts school where more individual student attention is 

provided in class. The researchers asked college professors to collect data on students’ 

help-seeking patterns throughout one academic semester. Professors also recorded when 

and why a student visited their office outside of the class time. At the end of the study, 

the names of the students seeking help were compared to a list of students registered with 

the disabilities office. Among the 185 students who sought help from their professors, 
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about 10% (19 students) were registered as having disclosed a disability. Results suggest 

that students with disabilities who registered with the disability office had similar help-

seeking behavior from professors as students who either had no disability or had a 

disability but did not disclose. Trammell and Hathaway suggested that the similar pattern 

of help-seeking behavior among registered and not registered students was due to the 

individual attention and sense of comfort that students received in the small college.  

Marshak et al. (2010) researched the reservations that college students had when 

utilizing university support services. The researchers sent out 327 letters inviting students 

who were registered with the universities’ offices of disability to partake in semi-

structured interviews. Approximately 5% (16 students) responded and participated.  

Several themes emerged from their analysis regarding barriers for utilizing of disability 

support services: identity issues; desire to avoid negative social reaction; insufficient 

knowledge; perceived quality and usefulness of services; and negative experiences with 

professors (p. 154). Issues related to identity were the most frequently reported barriers: 

students reported a desire to be more self-sufficient, to shed any stigma one may have had 

in high school, and wanting to avoid the integration of a disability into their college 

identity. The desire to avoid negative social relations included concerns related to 

reactions from other students and from faculty, with some students recounting 

experiences in which professors did not believe they had a disability. Students also 

indicated concerns about not knowing how to explain their disability and having 

insufficient knowledge about available services.  

Research done with a general population on support services may provide insight 

for help seeking behavior for students with disabilities. For example, Karabenick and 

Knapp (1988) examined the correlation between college students’ perceptions of needing 

help in course work and the actuality of engaging in help. Information was obtained 

voluntarily through questionnaire given to 612 Introductory Psychology students at the 

conclusion of the course. Students were first asked to project their expected grade in the 
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course on a rating scale and, depending on their answers, were directed to assess their 

perceived academic needs in specific content areas. Students than rated the amount of 

action they took during the semester to obtain that academic assistance.  Specifically, the 

questionnaire asked whether they obtained academic assistance, who did that help come 

from: teachers, peers, etc., and the frequency of help received. Results showed a 

relationship between final grades and help seeking, indicating that those whose projected 

grades were between C+ to B- were likely to seek some amount of help. Unfortunately, 

the study showed that those individuals at the low level, who actually needed help most, 

were less likely to seek it out.  

Whereas the research conducted so far on the reasons for not utilizing disability 

services provides some insights, it is scarce and limited (Getzel, 2008). Studies 

employing surveys are limited by research-generated questions and by small response 

rates: students who do not utilize services are also not likely to participate in studies. The 

current research will aim to address some of these limitations in pursuing a more in-depth 

understanding of college students’ reasons and decisions to utilize disability support 

services.  

Disability Staff Perspectives on Students’ Reasons for Disclosure and Utilization of 

Services 

 Disability resource services at universities extend a lot of efforts and resources in 

trying to encourage students with disabilities to disclose their disability status and utilize 

services. Disability support staff has implicit and explicit understandings of the reasons 

for students’ decisions to disclose their disability status and utilize support services. 

Much of the effort to encourage students to disclose and utilize services relies on these 

understandings. However, it is not clear whether the staff’s perceptions indeed 

correspond to students’ reasons and decision-making process to disclose and utilize 

services.  
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Kurtz and Hicks-Coolick (1997) attempted to understand the characteristics of 

students with learning disabilities that help them succeed in post-secondary education. 

Majority of the research was collected through staff participation. The researchers 

conducted semi-structured interviews with 9 learning disability counselors and social 

workers from private, public and community colleges. Kurtz and Hicks-Coolick found 

that according to the staff’s perceptions, “student’s success depends on whether they are 

motivated toward realistic achievement goals, have a solid academic foundation and 

effective study skills, and are effective self-advocates” (Kurtz & Hicks-Coolick, 1997, 

pg. 35). When students display these characteristics, they are more inclined to disclose 

their disability. The researchers hope was that these findings would translate to 

counselors in order to help promote more self-advocacy among students who were 

planning on entering college. Kurtz and Hicks-Coolick concluded that according to staff, 

self-advocacy and understanding of a student’s disability would help prepare a student for 

success at the college or university level. Therefore, it is important to encourage students 

to disclose their disability and have a better understanding of their disability diagnosis.   

Limitations and Challenges of Previous Research 

Assessing college students with disabilities can be difficult. Due to confidentiality 

and disability laws, it is difficult to obtain access to students with disabilities among 

college campuses.  Unless a student openly discloses his or her disability, a researcher 

cannot ask a student about their disability, even if the disability is visible (ADA.gov, 

2010). Another challenge in researching students with disabilities is that college students 

are not required to register for disability support. As a result, researchers only have access 

to the select group of students who have chosen to disclose their disability (Kurtz & 

Hicks-Coolick, 1997; DaDeppo, 2009; Reed, et al., 2009; Anctil, Ishikawa, & Scott, 

2008). Therefore, possibly resulting in smaller sample sizes and specific types of 

disabilities (Marshak, et al., 2010; Skinner, 2004), making it difficult to research college 
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students with disabilities. In addition, majority of past research has focused on college 

students with learning disabilities, as it has been suggested that students with learning 

disabilities are the largest population among college students with disabilities (Troiano, 

Liefeld, & Trachtenberg, 2010; Anctil, Ishikawa, & Scott, 2008; Skinner, 2004; Reed et 

al., 2009). Unfortunately, this has resulted with relatively less research in other areas of 

disabilities.  

Since researching students with disabilities can be difficult, researchers have 

turned to other sources for information.  For example, Kurtz and Hicks-Coolick (1997) 

were interested in researching the academic success of college students with learning 

disabilities yet interviewed college counselors. It was unclear why students were not 

sampled; however, the researchers thought that the results “offer guidance on how social 

workers can help prepare students with LD for a successful transition from high school to 

postsecondary education” (Kurtz & Hicks-Coolick, 2007, p. 39). In another example, 

Tremmell and Hathway (2007) were also interested in students, but conducted research 

based on professors’ perceptions. They did not ask students to express their own rationale 

for utilizing support services, such as professor’s office hours, why they were seeking 

help, or their motives for doing so. Rather, the professors were instructed to choose a 

reason on the surveys they completed for each student visit. Results again were from the 

professors’ perspectives. Whereas these are valuable findings, investigations of students’ 

decision-making to disclose their disability and use support resources must be done 

through a more personalized approach relying on the students’ own voice and 

perspective. 

The experiences of college students with disabilities and the processes that lead to 

their academic and social success are critical areas that are lacking in research. There is 

still little known about why many students choose not to disclose their disabilities and 

why others do. Additionally, there is only scarce understanding about why those who do 

disclose their disability underutilize the university support services.  One major limitation 
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in the literature is that the research so far has rarely adopted a solid theoretical framework 

to guide understanding of students’ decisions to disclose and utilize services. The 

research is also plagued by methods that focus narrowly on researcher-generated reasons 

or on quantitative research that employs samples that are strongly biased by very low 

response rates to surveys. To address these limitations, the current research will employ 

the theoretical framework of Self-Determination Theory (SDT)—a macro-theory of 

human motivation (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2000b)—and an in-depth case-

study methodology with a purposeful diverse sample of college students with disabilities, 

to investigate students with disabilities’ motivation and decision to disclose their 

disability to the university and utilize the disability support services.  

Motivation From the Self-Determination Theory Perspective 

 Motivation can be defined as a network of emotions and beliefs that guide and 

influence people’s action, thinking and development (Deci & Ryan, 2008; Martin & 

Dowson, 2009; Ryan & Deci, 2000b). Several theories of motivation have been applied 

to understanding peoples’ actions and decision-making process. For example, self-

efficacy theory focuses on people’s belief about their own capabilities to achieve a 

desired outcome or goal (Schunk & Pajares, 2004). Students who are more efficacious 

tend to engage in more difficult tasks and put forth higher effort when compared to 

individuals with lower levels of self-efficacy.  Dweck’s social cognitive theory focuses 

on people’s beliefs about the nature of intellectual abilities (Dweck, 2000). According to 

Dweck’s theory, some people believe that intelligence is a fixed, innate, entity whereas 

others believe that intelligence is malleable and that they can increase their intelligence 

through learning (Dweck, 2000). Research relates these two different beliefs to people’s 

choice of tasks, persistence, emotions, and achievement. Attribution theory focuses on 

people’s explanations of their successes and failures—causal attributions (Weiner, 1979). 

Different types of attributions to events of success and failure are hypothesized to guide 
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people’s reactions towards past events and planning and engagement in similar future 

events (Peterson & Schreiber, 2006). Almost all contemporary motivation theories 

highlight the central role of people’s subjective meaning of their experience in guiding 

people’s decisions and actions. Thus, there may be several theories that could be applied 

to understanding students’ motivation to disclose their disability and utilize university 

support services. For the current study, I chose to use self-determination theory, as it is 

more comprehensive than the other theories, and it addresses specifically the human 

needs that people have and the way environments promote or frustrate these needs, thus 

leading to different decisions and actions (Deci & Ryan, 2008). 

Overview of Self-Determination Theory 

Self-Determination Theory (SDT) is a theory of motivation that is centered on 

people’s natural or innate tendencies to behave in effective and healthy ways (Ryan & 

Deci, 2000b; Deci, Vallerand, Pelletier, & Ryan, 1991). SDT is a framework that 

integrates various viewpoints of humanistic, developmental, and psychoanalytical 

theories (Ryan & Deci, 2002). According to Ryan and Deci (2000), humans have innate 

psychological needs, which “appear to be essential for facilitating optimal functioning of 

the natural propensities for growth and integration, as well as for constructive social 

development and personal well-being” (p. 68). Self-determination theory also assumes 

that social environments can either promote and enable humanistic growth, or cause 

impediments to healthy functioning (Ryan & Deci, 2000b). SDT’s framework has been 

studied widely in a variety of settings including educational institutions.   

Basic Concepts in Self-Determination Theory 

Self-Determination Theory is based on the premise that humans have innate 

psychological needs that are fundamental for engagement in activities that lead to 

personal development and well-being (Deci & Ryan, 2008). The theory specifies three 

needs—for autonomy, competence, and relatedness—as universal and as evident within 
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all humans (Ryan & Deci, 2000b). According to SDT, autonomy, competence, and 

relatedness are “necessary conditions for the growth and well-being of people’s 

personalities and cognitive structures, just as there are for their physical development and 

functioning” (Ryan & Deci, 2002, p. 7). Thus, SDT suggests that environments that 

support these three basic psychological needs promote motivation and engagement.   

The need for autonomy.  The need for autonomy refers to people’s need to 

internalize behavior and have an authentic and well defined sense of self.  Autonomy can 

also be defined as self-directing or self-governing behaviors (Ryan & Deci, 2002). The 

need for autonomy is intimately connected with one’s motivation and self-determination. 

“When autonomous, individuals experience their behavior as an expression of the self, 

such that, even when actions are influenced by outside sources, the actors concur with 

those influences, feeling both initiative and value with regard to them” (Ryan & Deci, 

2002, p. 8).  

The need for competence. The need for competence can be conceptualized as the 

individual’s need to enhance ability through acting in the environment. Competence does 

not refer to one’s level of skill or knowledge, but rather to one’s desire to engage 

effectively and accomplish a task. Competence is “a felt sense of confidence and 

effectance in action” (Ryan & Deci, 2002, p. 7). The need for competence encourages 

individuals to seek out opportunities that are congruent with their abilities, and that lead 

to further development of their abilities, which, in turn, can promote feelings of 

confidence.   

The need for relatedness. The need for relatedness refers to the feeling individuals 

have when they connect with or feel cared for by others and have a sense of 

belongingness (Deci & Ryan, 2000b).  The need to feel related is important 

psychologically as it is tied to the need to belong to a community who cares and protects 

with such structures and activities as study groups, case collaboration, leadership 
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opportunities, and academic related social events. The need for relatedness is the basis for 

people’s sense of self-worth.  

Deci and Ryan (2008) argue that “social contexts that facilitate satisfaction of 

these three basic psychological needs will support people’s inherent activity, promote 

more optimal motivation, and yield the most positive psychological, developmental, and 

behavioral outcomes” (p. 15). These three basic needs are considered universal for 

functioning and when supported and satisfied will impact psychological well-being and 

fulfillment in a particular setting such as school (Ryan & Deci, 2000b; Deci & Ryan 

2008).  

Intrinsic motivation. Self-determination theory makes an assumption that people 

are inquisitive, self-motivated and keen to succeed. When pursuing an activity out of 

optimal self-determination, people’s engagement is said to be intrinsically motivated. 

Thus, intrinsic motivation is defined as engagement in a behavior because of the personal 

satisfaction, interest, and personal reward one gets from the engagement in the task itself 

(Ryan & Deci, 2000b). When intrinsically motivated, students feel a sense of enjoyment 

and inherent satisfaction from their engagement in the tasks. Such engagement is 

associated with positive processes and outcomes.  

Intrinsic motivation is also likely to increase with feelings of relatedness. For 

example, when an individual experiences a general sense of satisfaction within classroom 

activities such as collaboration and experiences, intrinsic motivation will likely increase 

as well as sense of relatedness. Conversely, when a student feels he or she is being 

ignored or unaccepted, intrinsic motivation decreases (Ryan & Deci, 2000b).  The social 

environment in which a student is a part of ultimately dictates a persons’ intrinsic 

motivation and support one’s innate psychological needs (Ryan & Deci, 2000b; Deci & 

Ryan, 2008). Therefore, according to SDT, it is essential that students feel their 

psychological needs are being met within an educational environment to have optimal 

well-being and satisfaction. The intrinsic motivation is also fostered within need support 
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environment, a concept that will be discussed further under the head of environmental 

support.  

Extrinsic motivation. Extrinsic motivation refers to engaging in an activity for a 

reward beyond the engagement itself. Most commonly, the term extrinsic motivation was 

used to refer to engagement with the goal to receive a tangible reward or avoid 

punishment (Deci & Ryan, 2008; Ryan & Deci, 2000b).  However, Deci and Ryan argue 

that intrinsic and extrinsic motivation are not a dichotomy but rather a continuum that can 

be conceptualized according to the level of self-determination that the person 

experiences. The “continuum of self-determination” represents different loci of 

behavioral regulation. When fully self-determined, as when the person is intrinsically 

motivated, the locus of behavioral regulation is experienced to be in the person. On the 

other end of the continuum is “a-motivation,” which refers to a situation when a person 

goes through the motions or acts without intent. In a-motivation, the person is non-

regulated and is experiencing the least form of self-determination. A-motivation is the 

devaluation of a task or activity. In between intrinsic motivation and a-motivation are 

behaviors that are extrinsically motivated (Deci & Ryan, 2008; Deci & Ryan, 2000; Ryan 

& Deci, 2000b).   

On the self-determination continuum, extrinsic motivation refers to four types of 

behavioral regulation. Just beyond a-motivation on the continuum is external regulation. 

External regulation refers to behaviors that are “performed to satisfy an external demand 

or reward contingency” (Ryan & Deci, 2000b, pg. 72). This is a very common form of 

extrinsic motivation (Deci & Ryan, 2000) where the desire is for a tangible reward or 

avoiding punishment. Next on the continuum is introjected regulation where people take 

action to avoid anxiety or guilt or in order to enhance pride and sense of self-worth. 

People are motivated to showcase their ability, to avoid failure, or to maintain a feeling of 

worth. Both external and introjected regulations are considered forms of controlled 
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motivation, in which the person feels coerced to act, externally, as in external regulation, 

or internally, as in introjected regulation. 

Following introjected regulation on the continuum is identified regulation. 

Identified regulation refers to situations in which the behavior or goal is highly valued, 

and the person’s actions are perceived to be personally important. While not as highly 

self-determined as intrinsic motivation, identified regulation is considered in SDT to 

represent a relatively autonomous form of motivation. Finally, the last form of extrinsic 

motivation on the self-determination continuum is integrated regulation. Integrated 

regulation is the most autonomous, or self-determined, form of extrinsic motivation. 

Integrated regulation refers to situations when individuals’ behaviors have been fully 

integrated into the self, and individuals feel that engagement actualizes their personal 

values and needs (Ryan & Deci, 2002; Ryan & Deci, 2000b; Deci & Ryan, 2000).  

Environmental support. Individuals who perceive their environment as need-

supportive may have a stronger sense of self (Faye & Sharpe, 2008). Ryan and Deci 

(2003) suggest that how an individual perceives the environment may be just as 

important as the characteristics of the environment itself (Faye & Sharpe, 2008). 

Although a university may provide the appropriate services, if the student does not feel 

his or her psychology needs for autonomy, relatedness or competence are being 

supported within the university or a disability office, the student might not choose to seek 

out university support services (Ryan & Deci, 2000b). Perceptions of the environmental 

supports tend to dictate how a person internalizes and integrates his or her behaviors.  

Internalization and integration are supported in an environment where basic 

psychological needs are met. “Internalization is the process of taking in a value or 

regulation, and integration is the process by which individuals more fully transform the 

regulation into their own so that it will emanate from their sense of self” (Ryan & Deci, 

2000a, 60). The more a person internalizes actions for their behavior and incorporates 

those behaviors, the more a person’s extrinsically motivated actions become self-
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determined (Ryan & Deci, 2000a). Moreover, a student who feels competent and 

autonomous will be more likely to regulate his or her own behavior. Higher levels of 

support result in integration of behavioral regulation and less support results in more 

extrinsic regulation. An encouraging environment that supports an individual’s 

autonomy, competency, and relatedness will promote motivation and facilitate self-

determination and well-being (Deci & Ryan, 2008; Ryan & Deci, 2000b; Deci & Ryan, 

2000; Deci, Vallernad, Pelletier & Ryan, 1991). When a student feels his or her needs are 

being met, it is more likely the student will disclose their disability and utilize support 

services. On the contrary, if a students’ needs are not being satisfied, he or she is less 

likely to disclose their disability and take advantage of services he or she may be eligible 

for.  “To fully internalize a regulation, and thus to become autonomous with respect to it, 

people must inwardly grasp its meaning and worth. It is these meanings that become 

internalized and integrated in environments that provide supports for the needs for 

competence, relatedness, and autonomy” (Ryan & Deci, 2000a, pg. 64).  

The support of the three psychological needs is a necessary condition for intrinsic 

motivation. Research in SDT suggests that when students perceive their teachers as 

supportive of their autonomy, they experience an increase in competence and self-

esteem.   An autonomy supportive environment (Ryan & Deci, 2000b; Deci & Ryan, 

2000), leads to higher performance and more learning potentially increasing intrinsic 

motivation (Niemiec, et al., 2006). Feelings of competence will enhance intrinsic 

motivation when accompanied by a sense of autonomy. Moreover, the presence of 

interest and value of a task creates a better quality of learning and higher instances of 

persistence (Deci & Ryan, 2008).    

SDT and the Decision to Disclose Disability and Utilize Services 

Current literature is lacking a theoretical model to understand students with 

disabilities and their experiences in applying a motivational framework for choosing to 

disclose a disability and utilize appropriate support services. Self-determination theory 
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provides a general structure to understand people’s decisions to engage in adaptive 

decisions and behavior. Limited research exists that provides insight into the construction 

of students with disabilities, disability disclosure, and the utilization of support services 

and how the environment ultimately affects a person’s decisions and behaviors. Self 

Determination Theory provides a framework to help understand how a person’s 

environment might affect their motivation.  

 In order to experience need fulfillment, an individual needs to choose goals that 

match the values and orientations of the self. “Optimal functioning involves choosing 

activities and goals that are congruent with the self” (Faye & Sharpe, 2008, pg. 190).  In 

order to help enhance motivation, individuals need to have a sense of who they are, their 

values, and their goals that satisfy their basic psychological needs. When an individual 

has a more clearly defined self-concept, it is predicted that he or she is able to identify 

and seek out situations that would allow them to feel more autonomous, competent and 

related (Faye & Sharpe, 2008). An intrinsically motivated student, therefore, is more 

likely to self-disclose and engage in the utilization of support service.  

When students feel their needs are supported, deciding to disclose their disability 

may be an easier decision. For example, it is unclear what it means for a student with 

disabilities to feel competent or know how competence is supported.  We know that 

feeling competent does not mean one’s understanding of their disability, but rather, if the 

student feels they are being supported in a task or situation they are engaged in.  It is 

unclear how a student with a disability might fulfill their need for relatedness or where 

they will feel a sense of autonomy support. Research does not provide substantial 

evidence on students with disabilities through the motivational framework of self-

determination theory for their decisions to disclose their disability and utilization of 

support services.   

Self-Determination and Disabilities: The Special Education Perspective 
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Some researchers in special education have been utilizing the term self-

determination somewhat differently from self-determination theorists that follow Deci 

and Ryan’s (2000) framework. These special education researchers (Getzel & Thoma, 

2008; Field, Sarver, & Shaw, 2003; Field, Martin, Miller, Ward, & Wehmeyer, 1998) 

hypothesize that successful students engage in self-determined behaviors, specifically, 

exercising academic choices (Wehmeyer & Field, 2007). Under this framework, the 

construct of self-determination was first introduced in the 1990s for students with 

disabilities in an educational setting (Wehmeyer & Field, 2007). Researchers in the 

domain of special education feel that students engage in behaviors through a self-

determination perspective.  In 2006, Wehmeyer defined self-determination by suggesting, 

“self-determined behavior refers to volitional actions that enable one to act as the primary 

casual agents in one’s life and to maintain or improve one’s quality of life” (Wehmeyer 

& Field 2007, pg. 3). The act of self-determination is student’s actions devoted 

intentionally toward accomplishing a specific goal or task, implying the action is 

coordinated to achieve a purposeful outcome (Wehmeyer & Field, 2007). Characteristics 

of self-determination have been identified as, acting autonomously, with self-regulated 

behaviors, that are psychologically empowered, and acting in a self-realizing manner, 

which in part describes the behavior of a student who is considered to be self-determined 

(Wehmeyer & Field, 2007).  In other words, self-determination provides people the 

knowledge, skills, and beliefs that facilitate goal-directed, self-regulated, and autonomous 

behavior (Test, Aspel, & Everson, 2006).  

Research on self-determination from the special education perspective has 

focused primarily on students in the K-12 years. As children and adolescents learn and 

develop skills that enable them to become casual agents, elements of self-determined 

behavior develop: choice and decision making skills, problem-solving skills, goal-setting 

and attainment, self-regulation and management skills, self-advocacy and leadership, 

self-awareness and knowledge skills, and positive perceptions of control, efficacy, and 
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outcome expectations (Wehmeyer & Field, 2007; Test, Aspel, & Everson, 2006). These 

elements are essential for students in special education to help promote self-

determination and action in order to be as successful as possible in their futures. Students 

are taught these skills throughout their education with the hopes of implementation to 

further their careers, personal well-being, or educational aspirations. With the use and 

understanding of these key components, promoting self-determination for students with 

disabilities is plausible. Unfortunately, research is limited for post-secondary education 

students with disabilities and self-determination. It is unclear why, yet we can speculate 

reasons as previously mentioned.  

However, with the transition from high school to college, students with 

disabilities may not be fully aware of the changes they will experience until after they 

enter college. Researchers have suggested that if students transition into post-secondary 

education settings with a better knowledge base and understanding of their disability and 

their needs, they are more likely to succeed (Wehmeyer & Palmer, 2003; Test, Aspel, & 

Everson, 2006). The earlier a student can enhance their self-determination and develop 

appropriate skills, the more positive his or her outcomes will be when compared to adults 

who are not fully self-determined.  

Shogren and Broussard (2011) wanted to understand individuals with intellectual 

disabilities and the impact of self-determination on their life. The researchers explored 

the multiple meanings that are linked to self-determination to help promote future 

direction. From the seventeen interviews collected, three themes emerged from the 

findings: meaning of self-determination, learning about self-determination, and individual 

dreams for the future. Being able to make choices, being in control of one’s own life, and 

setting goals, was how these individuals described the concept of self-determination. 

Additionally, individuals indicated that they had learned about self-determination through 

multiple avenues, such as education, training and materials. Finally, having a dream for 

the future included having long-term goals, having an established career, and developing 
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community around them. Overall, the researchers found that through the promotion of 

self-determination and personal development, multiple environmental opportunities can 

emerge and a stronger sense of personal growth and development can be established.  

 Field, Saver, and Shaw (2003) investigated self-determination among college 

students with learning disabilities through the use of the Self-Determination Student 

Scale and interviews of college-age students. Exploring the environmental factors of a 

post-secondary educational setting, two themes emerged from the interviews: personality 

markers that consisted of autonomy, problem solving, and persistence, while 

environmental factors included the awareness of the disability by both the student and 

faculty member, support within the environment, and outside social support. Following 

the findings, the researchers recommended that college-age students with learning 

disabilities improve their self-determination, by suggesting that disability staff focus on 

self-determination and effective instruction and not just focus on accommodations and 

modifications for students with disabilities. Field et al. (2003) also suggested that when 

there is more consistency between students’ experiences in grade school and college, 

students would have better outcomes. Finally, the researchers recommended that success 

would also be established when a student acquires high levels of self-determination and 

are able to clearly state their personal goals regarding the future.  

Getzel and Thoma (2008) attempted to see what self-determination and self-

advocacy skills post-secondary students with learning disabilities use to help stay in 

school and obtain needed support.  In order to gather the desired information, the 

researchers conducted focus groups for students who attended 2 and 4-year colleges and 

were registered with their schools disability support services center, were eligible for the 

study; 34 college students participated in one of six groups. Upon the start of each focus 

group, the researchers defined self-determination, followed by the research questions and 

several probing questions. Question one addressed issues concerning advocates for 

students with disabilities and helping to stay in school, while question two talked about 



 33 

self-determination and advocacy skills students with disabilities need to help stay in 

school and obtain any supports they might need. Several themes emerged from both 

questions for what helps students with their success in a college setting: problem-solving, 

being self-aware about oneself and his or her disability, goal setting, self-management 

skills, finding services on campus to help with their disability and additional needs such 

as a math or writing centers, and developing positive relationships with instructors and 

other support networks both on and off campus such as parents and friends. Students with 

disabilities can succeed in post-secondary settings, however it is crucial that these 

students develop and obtain the skills they need to help them along. This study proved to 

be a step in continuing research for post-secondary education with students with 

disabilities; yet again, the participants were students with learning disabilities.  

 Dulack, Rose, and Bursuck (1994) investigated whether teaching high school 

students with learning disabilities about self-determination prior to entering college 

would enhance students’ behaviors in areas that could translate into college. Eight high 

school students who received disability help in school for their learning disability ranging 

in ages 15 to 17 were asked to participate. Students were asked to rank self-awareness 

and self-advocacy skills towards successful academic outcomes when in a postsecondary 

education. This was done through a mailed survey. Some of the skills listed were; 

clarification of material from instructor; explaining to a teacher that he or she had a 

learning disability; making appointments for help; asking for supplemental material when 

needed like a tape recorder or note taker; and making an appointment and utilizing 

outside resources for help like the writing center or disability resource center. Students 

were then trained in the above-mentioned skills, asked to implement them in their 

respective school, and finally had a follow-up session with the trainer to evaluate their 

outcomes. The results indicated that all eight students who participated in the study were 

able to acquire the self-determination skills, self-advocacy and self-awareness skills 

through the implementation of direct instruction (Dulack et al., 1994). No follow-up on 
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students experiences in college was every conducted. However, it may have been useful 

for future research to have a better awareness if students who went onto post-secondary 

education were able to transfer the skills they learned through this study into a college or 

university setting. It is important to not only measure and prepare students in high school, 

but it is equally important to evaluate these skills in a post-secondary environment.  

Self-determination has been defined in special education as the understanding of 

students’ strengths and limitations of their knowledge, skills, and beliefs. With the 

combination of these understandings one can employ self-regulation, goal-direction, and 

autonomous behavior.  Individuals have greater control of their lives, ability to take 

control, and make sound choices to succeed. Self-determined students in special 

education can make things happen in life, graduate from college and be successful 

(Wehmeyer & Field, 2007; Field, Martin, Miller, Ward, & Wehmeyer, 1998). Students in 

special education not only use decision-making and problem-solving skills but also apply 

goal-orientation skills to help guide their behaviors and actions. In other words, students 

act intentionally toward accomplishing a specific goal or task, and achieve a purposeful 

outcome When students in special education use their self-determination skills to show 

others that they can be successful, they also tend to feel a sense of pride and personal 

responsibility for their positive actions signifying a greater sense of self-worth and self-

esteem (Wehmeyer & Field, 2007; Wehmeyer & Schwartz, 1998). College is a time when 

students do not always have the same support they are used to receiving while in high 

school, with parents or counselors, and they need to learn that they do have the ability to 

succeed. Students with disabilities can succeed in a post-secondary environment as long 

as students are aware of their own needs, understand his or her disability and learn the 

appropriate skills of self-determination.  

Conclusion 

Research has shown the various factors as to why students enter college and 

choose whether to disclose their disability and/or utilize university support services. 
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Understanding the variables of advantages of utilization of support services, failure to 

disclose one’s disability, utilizing support services, the staff’s perspectives and challenges 

provide us with great insight towards students motivation and decisions regarding their 

disability. Additionally, some students are taught self-determination skills that help 

promote advocacy, choice, and goal setting. Yet, the theoretical framework of self-

determination theory yields an alternative method towards understanding the student’s 

choices when in college with regard to their disability.  

Clearly, there are similarities in the construct of self-determination skills for 

students with disabilities and the self-determination theoretical perspective. There is a 

distinction between self-determination and the two programs of theory and research. One 

area has been applied only in the special education realm and the other model has been 

applied on a broader spectrum. To fully begin to understand the phenomena of college 

students with disabilities and their utilization of support services, I explored college 

students with disabilities motivation and how their needs were being met from a self-

determination theoretical framework.  

Research Questions 

The aim of this study is to understand the experiences of college students with 

disabilities on campus and their decisions for disclosing their disability and utilizing the 

university support services. Therefore, this study will seek to answer the following 

questions:  

Research Question 1: What are the experiences of college students with disabilities at a 

large public university?  

Research Question 2: What is the decision making process for students with disabilities 

when deciding to disclose their disability?  

Research Question 3: What does it mean for a college student with a disability to utilize 

the disability support services?  
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CHAPTER 3 

METHOD 

Research about college students with disabilities and their reasons for disability 

disclosure and utilization of support services is limited. Even with the available research, 

concerns arise regarding data collection and methodologies. One challenge is low 

response rates to studies. Invitations to participate in interviews (e.g., Marshak et al., 

2010) or to mailed surveys (e.g., Forsbach & Rice-Mason, 200; Martin, 2010) garner less 

than 20% response. Such low response rate is of great concern for research that attempts 

to represent the population. Of course, such a low response rate is itself a phenomenon of 

interest in investigating the motivations of students’ with disabilities. However, 

regulations prevent researchers from investigating these motivations through contacting 

students who chose not to participate.   

Researchers have attempted to address the challenge of low response-rate in 

various ways. Kurtz and Hicks-Coolick (1997) and Trammell and Hathway (2007) 

studied college counselors and professors, rather than the students with disabilities. If 

students are unlikely to participate, they theorized, insight might be gained from the 

perspective of professionals in the field who interact with students with disabilities. 

Researchers have also tried to collect data on college graduates with disabilities (Troiano, 

Liefeld & Trachtenberg, 2010; Skinner, 2004). This approach confronts other challenges, 

such as students changing locations upon graduation or not wanting to participate in 

research post-graduation, and similar to studies of students, commonly suffer from low 

response rate.  

The focus of the current research is on students’ own meaning of having a 

disability and their subjective decision-making processes concerning disclosure of their 

disability and use of support services. Therefore, it is important to examine data on 

students’ own meaning systems and experiences. Based on the experiences of previous 
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researchers, it was deemed unrealistic to recruit a representative sample of students with 

disability. Therefore, the research design and methodology employed aims to promote as 

inclusive and in-depth understanding of the subjective meaning-making and decision-

making processes of the college students with disability—multiple-case study (Yin, 

2008) by using narrative interviews (Josselson, 2011).  Qualitative methodology, and 

particularly interviews, represents the most appropriate venue for collecting data on 

participants’ own experiences (Perry & Franklin, 2006). The qualitative approach enables 

us to study students in their natural environment and better understand their construction 

of meaning and interpretation of their life and decisions made (Josselson, 2011; Spector-

Mersel, 2010). Other considerations were involved in selecting the methodology for this 

study, including the positing of the researcher in the domain of inquiry. See Appendix F 

for elaboration.  

While there are various types of interviews, in the current study I chose to use 

narrative interviews (Elliott, 2005; Bates, 2004; Kielhofnew & Mallinson, 1995). 

Narratives can be defined as, “discourses with a clear sequential order that connects 

events in a meaningful way for a definite audience [that offer] insights about the world 

and/or people’s experiences of it” (Elliott, 2005, pg. 3). Narratives are an individual’s 

construction of events that represent the individual’s own experience and understanding 

of that event (Josselson, 2011). “The narrative understanding emphasizes the central 

place of stories in our existence. Through narratives, we gain a sense of continuity and 

identity, connect with others, learn our culture, and adjust our behaviors” (Spector-

Mersel, 2010, pg. 211).  

Narrative research involves the collection of stories, where the interviewer is 

inviting the participants to tell their story with open ended, non-directive questioning that 

encourages the flow of the story (Spector-Mersel, 2010). Through telling of stories, 

participants divulge meaning in their personal journeys and within the world around 

them, which in turn, represent and develop their personal identity (Spector-Mersel, 2010). 
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The fact that this type of methodology allows the student with disabilities to share his or 

her experience in a meaningful and constructive manner, makes it effective for 

understanding the way students view the meaning of their experiences and their actions.  

Validation within qualitative research involves enhancing the confidence that the 

research is addressing and what it is intending to investigate. There are various strategies 

for validation of qualitative data (e.g., triangulation with observations, peer review, and 

member checks) (Spector-Mersel, 2010). In narrative research, the notion of validity is 

often replaced with notions more appropriate for qualitative data such as trustworthiness 

and authenticity (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990; Lincoln & Guba, 1986). One important 

strategy that enhances the confidence in the trustworthiness of the data involves relating 

inferences made from the data to an established theoretical framework. In the current 

study, this theoretical framework is Self-Determination Theory. Understandings from 

multiple-case study research are generalized to a theory, which, in turn can be applied to 

other cases while taking the unique characteristics of each case into account (Yin, 2008). 

It was an “applied” psychological model that raised issues that have direct practical 

experience as well as proposing the application of the findings: “applied research”.  

Finally, the current research aimed at relating data-driven theoretical understandings to 

Self-Determination Theory in order to develop meaningful and useful insights into the 

processes underlying college students with disabilities experiences and their decisions 

concerning disclosure and utilization of support services in college.  

Participants 

Participants were 12 college students (7 female, 5 male) with diagnosed 

disabilities from a large public university, located in the Northeast. At the time of the 

study, all students were registered with the university’s Disability Resource and Services 

(DRS). At no point during the interviews were students asked to report their diagnosed 

disability. As a result, several students did not self-report their disability. Therefore, in 

order to report the variety of disability diagnoses of the students interviewed, the types of 
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disabilities were drawn from a questionnaire that was used for a different research study. 

Each student filled out the questionnaire upon completing the interview. Information was 

drawn from the survey with regard to the participant’s gender, year in school, type of 

disability, and the age of diagnosis. Table 3.1 presents the demographic information. 

Students’ names were changed in order to maintain confidentiality.  
 
Table 3.1     
Matrix of Demographic Information on Participants  
Participant Gender Year Disability Type Timing of 

diagnosis 
Mark Male Freshman ADD, OCD*, Anxiety Disorder* Pre-College 
Tim Male Sophomore Asperger’s, OCD*, ADD*  Pre-College 
Brian Male Sophomore Asperger’s, Seizure Disorder* During College 
Tony Male Junior ADHD During College 
Marcus Male Junior ADHD Pre-College 

Katie Female Sophomore Learning Disability, Cognitive  
Short-term memory loss* Pre-College 

Lori Female Sophomore ADD Pre-College 
Brittany Female Sophomore ADHD Pre-College 
Susan Female Sophomore ADHD Pre-College 
Julie Female Junior ADHD, Test Anxiety* Pre-College 
Gail Female Junior ADD, General Learning Disability* Pre-College 

TOTAL 5 male 
6 female 

1 freshman; 
6 
sophomores; 
4 juniors 

 
    3 ADD (Attention Deficit Disorder); 
    5 ADHD (Attention Deficit   
       Hyperactivity Disorder); 
    2 Asperger's; 
    1 Learning Disability 
    5 others (OCD, Obsessive 
      Compulsive Disorder)* 

Pre-college = 9; 
during  
college = 2 

* - Listed as second and third disability diagnosis  
 

As can be noted from Table 3.1, participants differed in areas such as gender, year 

in college, disability type and timing of diagnosis. It is also important to note potential 

differences in students’ lives when their disability was diagnosed. Depending on the 

diagnosis period and the time of the interview, some students may have had longer time 

to process the meaning of having a disability. For example, the majority of the students (3 

Male and 6 Female) indicated their disability had been diagnosed prior to the start of 
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college, either when the student was in high school or even earlier in life. Only 2 Male 

participants indicated that their disability was diagnosed while they were in college. 

Finally, this sample included primarily students with issues of attention or Asperger’s 

Syndrome. One female student had a visible disability. In order to maintain a coherent 

sample with regard to the type of disabilities, her interview was not included in the 

current analysis. In summary, this research includes a total of 11 narrative interviews, 

with the gender break down being five males, and six females.  

Selection Process 

Students were selected for interviews using purposeful sampling. Purposeful 

sampling allows the researcher to select participants based on knowledge and experience 

on the topic at hand (Skinner, 2004). Therefore, purposeful sampling allowed the 

selection of a college population of students with different types of disabilities. 

Participants were selected with the help of the Disability Resource and Services (DRS) 

Center. DRS provided a list of registered students with information containing: student’s 

names, university identification number, major, class status, ethnicity, gender, and 

disability diagnosis. This list allowed for the invitation of a purposeful sample of students 

with a range of disabilities across campus. In order to answer the research questions and 

obtain a diverse sample of students with disabilities, students were chosen based on 

disability, gender, class status, and ethnicity. The characteristics of these students, 

although not representative of the general population of college students with disabilities, 

provided multiple diverse cases to gain insight about themes related to the meaning that 

students with disabilities make of their experiences and to their decisions to disclose and 

to use support services. Interviewing students allowed for a greater understanding of what 

it is like to be a college student with a disability on campus. Past research has primarily 

focused on students with specific disabilities; therefore, this study collected data from 

students with an array of disabilities intending to provide an assortment of known 

disabilities. Although all students were pulled from the DRS listserv, it was assumed that 
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not all students actively utilized the services provided. The participants were invited to 

partake in interviews via a formal email letter distributed by a list serve that was 

compiled by DRS. Each student also received a follow-up email (see Appendix C). 

Unfortunately, not all students who were initially contacted to participate in the research 

responded to the email. As a result, additional email invitations had to be distributed 

based on further dimensions from those who had already agreed to participate, such as 

availability of time for participation. Finally, almost all of the students who ultimately 

participated in the interview process had invisible or hidden disabilities.  

Procedure 

After students agreed to be interviewed, time was arranged to conduct the 

interview. These interviews were conducted either by myself or another qualified 

graduate student. Interviewers were trained with the guidance of the PI (primary 

investigator) in conducting the interviews. They were instructed to not speak for the 

interviewee, only use their words when addressing a concern or restating a statement, use 

active listening skills, not to interrupt the student, and use guided questioning when 

deemed necessary. Additionally, interviewers were advised on the interview protocol in 

order to better understand the context of the interviews and the research being conducted. 

Prior to beginning the interview, the purpose of the study was explained to the 

interviewee, the student was told that they did not have to participate if they did not want 

to, and the student was asked if they had any questions pertaining to the interview process 

itself. Students then signed a consent form (see Appendix D) that also explained the 

purpose of the study. They were again encouraged to ask questions regarding the study. 

Students also signed consent forms for the interview to be audio-recorded (see Appendix 

E), for the interviews to be transcribed at a later date, and again were provided an 

opportunity to ask questions.  The utmost care was taken to avoid any identifying 

information on the files. Audio files and transcriptions were noted by code-names only, 

and all the materials were kept in strict confidentiality. 
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At the end of the interview, interviewees were asked if they would be willing to 

participate in a short survey that consisted of several closed and open-ended questions. 

The data collected included students’ demographic information (gender, age, academic 

level, and disability status).  
Interview Protocol 

The interview protocol (see Appendix B) followed a life-story approach (Goodson 

& Sikes, 2001; Josselson & Lieblich, 1999), which aims to encourage the participant to 

generate a narrative about their experience as a college student with a disability. The 

interview began with an initial general question: “Please tell me about your experiences 

as a student with a disability at this University.” 

This open-ended question allowed the interviewee to begin his or her narrative at 

any point in their life. Following the interviewee's initial narrative, the interviewee was 

asked to elaborate on the various parts of the story of his or her experiences and to 

provide specific examples for more general statements. Probing questions took the form 

of: 
 

1. You said that …. Can you tell me more about this experience? 
2. You mentioned…. Can you tell me exactly what happened? 
3. You said… Can you elaborate about this? 
4. Can you please tell me what you mean by ….? Can you give me an example? 

Particularly, after the interviewee mentioned DRS and support services in the course of 

the interview, the interviewee was asked to elaborate on their experiences with these 

support services. If the interviewee did not mention DRS and support services throughout 

the interview, at the end of the interview a more direct set of questions was posed:  
 

1. “Are you familiar with the disability resources and services at X University?” 
2.  “Have you used the services? If yes, which ones? Please tell me about these 

experiences. If no, why not? 
3. “What do you think about the services that the disability resources and services 

provide? 
4. “What do other people think about the services that the disability resources and 

services provide?” 
5.  “What support services would be most useful for you at the university?” 
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6. “What can the disability resources and services center do to be more helpful?” 
 

This in fact did happen in several cases upon which students had to be asked a more 

direct set of questions. Several students had a difficult time with open-ended questions, 

therefore the interviewers had to ask students more specific questions relating to their 

disability and decisions to disclose and utilize support services.  

Once students completed both the interview and the survey, they were thanked for 

their participation, and asked whether they were willing to be contacted for follow-up in 

the future. Finally, they were provided with a small incentive of appreciation for their 

participation upon completion of the interview—a gift card of their choice to Starbucks, 

iTunes, or Barnes and Noble.  

Analysis 

Analysis of interviews was framed by a combination of the phenomenological 

approach (Giorgi, 1975) and the narrative approach (Josselson, 2011). These approaches 

to narrative analysis view the interview as a whole as the unit-of-analysis and attempt to 

construct an understanding of the themes underlying the narrative and their relations 

(Creswell, 1998; Giorgi, 1975; Ratner, 2002). The analytic steps of deriving each 

participant’s construction of their experience and decision-making and actions regarding 

disclosing their disability and utilizing support services included reading through the 

interview several times; identifying “units of meaning” as they emerge from the 

narrative; coding each unit-of-meaning for theme, content, and process; integrating the 

various themes into a comprehensive and coherent system for each participant; relating 

themes across participants; anchoring dominant themes into a theoretical model of 

processes underlying experiences and decision-making of students with disabilities at a 

large public university.  

Four researchers participated in the analysis and interpretation of the interviews. 

The researchers were trained in the analytic approach, and worked together to construct a 
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coherent and integrated interpretation of the narratives. The analysis involved each of the 

four researchers coding the same interview independently, and then discussing the 

results, interpretation, and understandings to reach a consensus. The analysis of each 

interview involved listening to each interview multiple times and reading the transcripts 

to discover emerging themes and concepts. It was important to pay close attention to both 

the content of the interview as well as the structure of the narration to obtain as much 

insight as possible about the student’s experiences (Josselson, 2011). “The process of 

analysis is one of piecing together data, making the invisible apparent, deciding what is 

significant and insignificant, and linking seemingly unrelated facets of experiences 

together” (Josselson, 2011, pg. 227). The process involved coding parts of the narrative 

with codes from the three psychological needs of autonomy, competence, relatedness, 

and regulated behaviors, from self-determination theory, or with codes that emerged as 

significant in the data. Codes of disability construction, high school, significant adults, 

disability resources, faculty and peers, became the themes that developed from the 

analysis. These codes were evident across the interviews, which increased the 

trustworthiness of the research. I used ATLAS.ti—a qualitative data analysis computer 

program—was used for this purpose (ATLAS.ti, 2011). I followed by inductively 

identifying 6 themes across all 11 interviews that were related to the research questions. 

These themes were then related to self-determination theory concepts and processes.   
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

RESULTS 

The results section is presented in several parts. First, I introduce six cross-case 

themes that emerged from the analysis of the interviews. My choice for looking at themes 

came from a desire to look at a more real world, operationally defined approach using the 

constructs of Self-Determination Theory; autonomy, competence and relatedness. 

Second, I describe each theme in-depth; and within each theme, I present differences 

among the participants that were relevant to their experiences relating to their disability 

and decisions concerning disclosure and utilization of support services. In order to 

maintain confidentiality, students’ names were changed and narrative examples will be 

referenced accordingly to Table 3.1—the demographic table located in chapter 3. 

 The analysis of the 11 interviews highlighted six cross-case themes in the 

participants’ narratives that are of interest to this study. These themes provide insights 

into the questions under discussion in this study: their constructions of experiences as 

students with disabilities at a large university; their construction of experiences and 

actions that guided them to disclose their disability to the DRS; and their construction of 

experiences and of decision-making in deciding whether to utilize or not utilize support 

services at the university.  

Each participant’s narrative was unique. However, the analysis pointed to several 

areas of experience that seemed meaningful in the way students’ constructed their 

experiences and made decisions. Some areas of experience were shared by most 

participants, and seemed to constitute a normative facet of meaning making. Other areas 

were less prevalent among the participants; yet their significant manifestation in the 

narrative of at least one participant called attention to their potential relevance to the 

experience and meaning-making of other students with disabilities. Clearly, these themes 

were interrelated, and were integrated into a particular coherent configuration in the 

narrative of each participant. Yet, presenting them as distinct aspects of meaning-making 
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and experience can help underscore areas of students’ lives in which intra-personal, inter-

personal, and environmental characteristics have potentially meaningful significance to 

the way they understand themselves as students’ with disabilities at the university and 

make decisions concerning utilization of support services.  

The six themes identified in the current study were labeled (1) Disability 

Construction; (2) High School Experience; (3) Significant Adults; (4) Disability 

Resources and Services (DRS) and other Services; (5) Interactions with Faculty; and (6) 

Interactions with Peers. Categories were determined within each theme in an attempt to 

represent students’ narratives, personal experiences, and the presumed influence within 

each theme towards decision-making.  

Theme 1: Disability Construction 

The analysis of the narratives highlighted the importance of the manner by which 

each of the students constructed the meaning of his or her disability to their decision to 

disclose their disability and to utilize particular services. The theme “disability 

construction” highlights the different ways by which students seem to have constructed 

the meaning of their disability, both cognitively and emotionally to themselves.   

Throughout the narratives, students discussed their disability and how it relates to 

them personally in terms of self-worth, as well as their performance throughout their 

academic careers. Student’s disability construction emerged as a significant construct, 

which was also elaborated on throughout the remaining themes. For example, this theme 

was apparent from statements of participants such as, a female student diagnosed with 

ADHD, who said “I’m mentally capable of doing the work it’s just that sometimes it's 

hard to complete it on time because it takes me so long to read or sometimes I’ll 

miscomprehend something”. Another example that helped in shaping this theme came 

from a male student with Asperger’s Syndrome and Seizure disorder, who stated, “When 

I was told about the accommodations, I was like, I don’t need any special room or 

dorming or anything. I’m not that severely disabled”. It was clear that the way the 
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students understood their disability, tended to guide the types of decisions they made 

within other areas of their academic life, such as internships and declared majors.  

Pervious research has highlighted the importance of disability construction to 

students’ experiences, motivation, and academic success (Cawthon & Cole, 2010; 

Niemiec & Ryan, 2009; Faye & Sharp, 2008; Skinner & Lindstrom, 2003; Brinckerhoff, 

Shaw, & McGuire, 2001). This research has shown, for example, that students who 

construct their disability as it impacts their success in an academic setting are more likely 

to perform in a high level of academic functioning. They are also more likely to be 

perceived by peers as intellectual leaders. On the contrary, students who do not embrace 

and fully understand their disability as it relates to academic demands, often experience 

college as academically unsuccessful. In addition, students may imagine their peers 

perceive them as intellectually incapable. This may also impact students’ likelihood of 

continuing on to graduate level of training. From a self-determination theoretical 

perspective, the particular way that students construct their disability will play an 

important role in getting their needs met. Disability construction tends to range from 

highly autonomous, where the disability is integrated into their sense of identity and 

ability, to the opposite extreme, where the disability is not cognitively integrated at all. 

Table 4.1 presents the three categories of disability construction that were 

identified among the eleven participants. In what follows, I elaborate on the nature of 

each of these constructions and the apparent consequences of each to the students’ 

construction of their experiences in college and utilization of services. These categories 

include, “Self-attribute”, “Minor irritation, and “Ambivalence towards disability”.  
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Table 4.1 Participants’ subjective constructions of their disability  
Disability 
construction 

(1) Self-attribute  (2) Minor irritation  (3) Ambivalence 
towards disability  

Brief description Disability as a 
significant and stable 
self-aspect that 
requires significant 
attention  

Disability as a minor 
issue that can be 
addressed with a 
very specific service 

Ambivalence 
regarding identifying 
oneself as having a 
disability  

Participants 
endorsing the 
construction 

3 Female students  1 Male and 1 
Female student  

4 Male and 2 Female 
students  

Self-attribute  

 The category of “Self-Attribute” refers to students’ acceptance of their disability 

as a part of their overall sense of self. Three female students were categorized as 

constructing their disability as an integrated part of self.  These three students had all 

previously received disability support services while in high school settings prior to 

entering college, and were very aware of the services they needed as well as having a 

clear understanding of their disabilities.  Participants who were included in this category, 

tended to describe their disability at length, and related it to their academic strengths and 

weaknesses. This finding was particularly true in cases of ADHD. The words these 

students used suggested that they embraced their disability as a significant self-

characteristic. For example, Brittany described her disability in the following way:  
 

Like I never really looked at it as a disorder or a problem. I 
just thought it was a little setback. Because there are people 
who are worse off than me so I never considered it a 
disorder because I know there are people who are blind, 
who are deaf, who have autism. Who am I to say ADHD is 
a learning disability when there are people with autism who 
have to do the same thing as me. 

This student did not feel that her disability should get in her way of academic success. 

Rather, she felt as though she could deal with her ADHD because when comparing 

herself to others with disabilities, she felt others have more difficult disorders with which 
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to deal. Through feedback from significant academic figures, she was more likely to 

accept her disability and not let it get in her way of academic performance. It should be 

noted that there is some apparent ambiguity between narrative placements in certain 

categories. For example, this student’s quote could also fall into the narrative category of 

“minor issue”.  

When asked if the following student ever had any problems related to her 

disability, she said no. Julie went on to describe use of the disability services as it related 

to her construction of her ADHD:  
 

I know that it helps me and in the end I’ll do better. I’m not 
going to advertise that I’m walking into the disability 
resources office. But I know inside that it helps me. It’s 
nothing that I’m ashamed of. 

Julie recognized that although she has ADHD, she did not feel the need to publicize it 

among others. She stated however, that not only is she not ashamed of having ADHD, 

she embraced it because she knew that accepting her disability would help her be 

successful in the future. She recognized which accommodations she could use and which 

ones she could ignore.  It is clear that her disability construction has not dampened her 

feelings of being in an academic environment. Students who fell into the “Self-Attribute” 

category appeared to show a lot of autonomous behavior when dealing with their 

disabilities. In conclusion, students who accepted their disability did not see themselves 

as incapable individuals, but rather were able to sort out their intellectual strengths and 

weakness in a meaningful way. These students have a stronger sense of their own 

competence within multiple academic environments and social settings. In SDT terms, 

these students have a greater understanding of their disability and have begun to integrate 

their disability to their authentic self (Deci & Ryan, 2000; La Guardia, 2009).  

Minor irritation 
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The category of “Disability as a Minor Irritation” included two students who 

believed that their disability was something they could overcome or believed it had an 

easy fix with specific services or even medications tested to improve performance within 

educational settings, such as the use of Adderall in treating ADHD. These students 

understood that they have a disability; have accepted it as part of their life; but, they did 

not feel it played a significant role in their well-being or sense of autonomy or 

competence.   

Students in this category acknowledged that they had a disability, yet both 

indicated that the disability did not make them disabled. The following quotes provide 

examples from students who felt that when taking medication or staying active within 

sports or campus events, their disability was not going to affect them. The following is an 

example of minimizing one’s disability through the reflective narrative by Marcus:  
 

Interviewer: Let me go back to something that you said in 
the beginning. You said you have ADHD, and you don’t 
really consider that a disability, or real disability. 

Marcus: I consider it a disability, but I don’t consider it as 
something that makes me disabled.   

Interviewer: Talk to me a little bit about what that means. 

Marcus: The way I see disabled is...I could study, but I 
have medicine that I can take to help me study like Ritalin 
and Concerta, but I haven’t taken the medicine. I don’t 
think I’ve taken it at all since I’ve been a (college) student 
honestly. 

The other student provided a similar statement in which Brittany discussed how keeping 

busy allowed her to forget that she has ADHD.  
 

I don't really look at me as a student with a disability. I 
don't even know what I would call it. Especially since I 
don't even take medicine for it anymore because you can 
grow out of it. Maybe not fully but to mature and kind of 
control it. So I don't really see myself as that because I 
know there are people who have it worse. Everything's 
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pretty much the same. I enjoy extracurricular activities. I'm 
looking into different organizations and trying to 
participate in different things when I do have the time. I 
keep myself very busy so, I don't know. Maybe that's 
another thing. If I wasn't so busy with dance and 
extracurricular activities and work and stuff, if I would 
notice my ADHD more.  

At some point in these students’ lives, they used medication to address their disability. By 

the time of this study that was no longer the case. Yet, both of these students indicated 

that with the use of medication, their disability did not seem to play a significant role in 

their lives. Rather, the students could see it as a minor irritation that had an easy fix or 

solution. Students in this category tended to get their needs met in order to satisfy 

academic demands. One way these students attempted to contain their disability was 

through the use of medication.  

 Students within this category have demonstrated that although they know they 

have a disability, they do not fully understand it. In SDT terms, students who describe 

their disability as a minor irritation have not fully integrated their disability to their 

authentic self.  

Ambivalence towards disability  

The category of “Ambivalence Towards the Disability” included four male and 

two female students. This group of students represented all of the disability categories 

collectively represented in Table 3.1. This category included students who acknowledged 

they had a disability but did not like to identify as such, as well as students who denied 

they had any disability.    

One male participant appeared to be highly ambivalent about his disability. In his 

statements regarding his disability he stated, “I consider my disability to be a technical 

foul.” This student did not consider his learning difference to be a genuine disability. He 

tried to find a different way of addressing the issue of having a disability. His analogy 
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might suggest that he did not identify as a student with a disability because for him it 

constituted something that could be ignore.  

Gail discussed the experience of signing up for disability services. Although she 

had been previously diagnosed, she did not begin receiving accommodations until her 

second semester of college. Her statement described her hesitation to register with the 

disability office.    
 
Um, when I started at college, um, I didn’t start with 
accommodations. I wasn’t diagnosed with the learning 
disabilities that I have until the end of high school, so I 
wasn’t used to getting accommodations and all that stuff. 
And I don’t know if I was just hesitant to go, um, I do 
remember, you know, sometime in my first semester 
finding the office, but they said that I would need an 
official test to get accommodations. So that I didn’t end up 
getting until like, the following semester, the test done. 

Because of some minor difficultly in understanding the previous narrative as it related to 

ambivalence to disability, I have included another example from Brian, who  

discussed his Asperger’s diagnosis with a significant sense of personal dismissal:   

But considering how, I don't really feel effected by the 
Asperger’s diagnosis at all really. Because the things that 
most people with Asperger’s lack is a sense of humor and a 
sense of sarcasm, and like I have that. And it's not really 
interfering with my learning, really. Well, that's what I 
think anyway.  

From the perspective of SDT, students who were ambivalent in acknowledging or even 

believing they had a disability have not fully integrated their disability to their authentic 

self.  

Summary 

The analysis suggested that when students describe their experiences as a college 

student with a disability, they indicated different levels of integration of the disability to 

the authentic self. Students who described their disability in terms that indicated more 
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integration of the disability to the self also tended to describe deciding to disclose and 

utilize services in an argentic, flexible, and non-conflict manner. Whereas students who 

described their disability in terms that were not integrated—as a minor irritation, or in 

ambivalent terms—also described their disclosure and utilization of services in rigid, 

narrow, terms, and may be less willing to disclose their disability.   

 Theme 2: High school 

Experiences in high school emerged as very meaningful in the participants’ 

narratives concerning their disability. Several students described high-school experiences 

of self-advocacy and interactions with high-school teachers and guidance counselors, that 

were formative in their constructions of the meaning of their disability. For example, a 

sophomore female student diagnosed with a learning disability, said: “I was working with 

DRS before I even got here. I had a great support system even at my high school.” The 

analysis suggested that in this case a positive experience while in high school contributed 

to the student’s motivation for higher education and for academic success. The latter 

constitute important components within the self-determination theoretical model of 

satisfying the basic psychological needs of competence and the authentic self.  

Table 4.2 summarizes the two categories of participants’ high-school experiences 

in relation to their disability. The categories are “Proactive disability control,” and “Non-

utilization”.  
 
Table 4.2 Participants’ high school experience  
High School (1) Positive support for 

disability  
(2) Non-utilization 

Brief description Utilized support services for 
disability while in high 
school  

Indication of disability in high 
school with no service 
utilization  

Participants endorsing 
the construction 

1 Male and 4 Females 
students  

2 Female students 

Positive support for disability  
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The category of “Positive Support for Disability” included five participants—1 

male and 4 females (1 freshman, 3 sophomores, and 1 junior) who suggested that they 

engaged with significant adults in high school, and that these adults took a proactive role 

in shaping the participant’s understanding of their disability. This engagement with 

proactive adults led to the participant disclosing their disability to the DRS and seeking 

support services upon entering college. For example, Julie described her interaction with 

her high-school counselor resulting in seeking out support services in the following 

words:  
 
My senior year in high school is when I talked to my 
counselor and kind of asked her if there are ways I can get 
help, still in high school. 

Another female student, Gail, who advocated for help while in high school until she was 

formally diagnosed with a disability, stated:  

Yeah, I would always ask for extra help until I actually got 
the documentation that said that I was allowed to have extra 
time and stuff. I always looked to the teacher. 

It is possible that because of their efforts and guidance through high school, and the 

existence of a strong support network, these participants found a way of getting their 

needs satisfied while in high school. It is also possible that this proactivity can manifest 

itself in different ways for different individuals. This empowerment while in high school 

might lead to a student’s disclosure and utilization behavior while in college. Therefore, 

students who engaged with their high school counselor expressed an understanding and 

endorsement of their disability, were likely to be categorized as construing their disability 

as a part of their self-being. This is a clear example of advocating for autonomy within a 

student with a disability (Shogren & Broussard, 2011).  

According to La Guardia (2009), “autonomy supportive environments encourage 

exploration and self-authorship in cultivating one’s potentials, and structure and 
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involvement provides the supportive backdrop from which the child can stretch and 

challenge these capacities and obtain feedback to guide subsequent behavior” (95).  It did 

not appear to matter if the request for support originated with the student or the 

significant adult. The end result—the student being in a supportive environment—led to 

the experience of “self-authorship.”  It became clear that disability services do not 

identify and single out students for academic assistance. Universally, a student gets to 

disability services through self-acknowledgement, high school interactions, or parent 

requests. Sometimes, too, a faculty member may suggest to a student that he or she seek 

out disability services.    

Non-utilization 

Two female students, a sophomore and junior, both diagnosed with ADD prior to 

college, included high-school experiences in their narratives of their disabilities. 

However, these two students also indicated that they did not take advantage of the 

disability services to which they were entitled when in high school. For example, Lori 

stated that: 
 
OK, well in high school I had not taken any of the 
disabilities advantages because I was at one of those high 
schools where you didn't want to be singled out.  

This example highlights the interconnectivity among the themes, in this instance, theme 

two, high school and theme six peers, exemplifies the themes integration into the unique 

experience and motivation of the student in relation to disclosure and utilization of 

services. The theme of high school is highlighted separately from the other themes as it 

emphasizes an important context and a developmental stage within which students are 

developing their self-understanding and identities. It is within these psychological 

processes where meaning-making occurs and is relevant to student’s motivation for 

disclosure and utilization of services in college. In addition, it is not uncommon to find 

high schools that neglect to focus on disabilities and services. Consequently, it is not 
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unusual for some students to lack an understanding of how to effectively utilize disability 

support services in college.  

Absence of High School discussion 

It is important to note that four male students did not mention their high school 

experience during the interview. The interviews allowed the participants to share 

experiences and at no point during the interviews were students asked to specifically 

discuss their high school experiences.  It may be that the absence of a spontaneous 

mention of high school in their narratives means that these participants’ high school 

experiences were not significant in shaping their construction of their disability and their 

subsequent decisions regarding the disability in college. Alternatively, it may be that 

other experiences were more salient in the context of the interview, and masked 

recollections of the high-school experience.  

Summary 

 In summary, according to Ryan, 1995, “many identities are actually derived from 

activities and pursuits that are first valued by others rather than developed out of intrinsic 

interests or pleasures” (La Guardia, 2009, pg. 94).  Furthermore, it is suggested that, 

“through culture and interactions with important relational partners, important tasks, 

goals, and roles that are not inherently appealing (e.g., doing homework) but may be 

instrumentally valuable for some later identity pursuits (e.g., doing homework) are 

socialized within the child” (La Guardia, 2009, pg. 94). When students experience this 

kind of relatedness to other students in high school and are offered important skill sets by 

high school counselors, they are more likely to see themselves as part of the academic 

culture (relatedness), view themselves as actually performing school tasks well 

(competence), and be able to make a successful transition to college level work 

(autonomy). It is important to remember, high school is an important construct for 

identity development.  
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Theme 3: Significant Adults 

The analysis suggested that interactions with significant adults both in high school 

and in other life domains played an important role in several of the participants’ 

constructions of the meaning of their disability and their decision to disclose and utilize 

support services in college. Participants referred to significant adults such as the high-

school counselor, a parent, a therapist, a teacher, or a doctor who may have helped them 

find available resources at college. Significant adults provided students with medical or 

psychological labels and definitions for the disability, emphasized to them specific 

domains of challenge, and arranged for specific support services to address the domains 

of challenge. The analysis of the participants’ narratives suggested these adults’ authority 

and actions guided and shaped the participants’ construction of their disabilities, as well 

the relevance or lack thereof of specific services (as described in the theme “Disability 

Construction”). The participants’ construction of their disabilities, in turn, seemed to have 

guided their decisions and actions upon entering college concerning disclosing their 

disability, registering with disability services, and utilizing certain support services rather 

than others. 

For example, as a result of a traumatic brain injury, Katie worked with her high 

school counselor on time management skills in order to be more efficient in terms of her 

daily obligations through the use of strategies. This student was able to take the tools and 

resources she received from her high school counselor and implement them in her college 

setting. Further, with the help of the disability office, she thought to request more time for 

test taking. 

The narratives also included indications of the influential roles played by 

significant adults in participants’ motivation for and action in disclosing and utilizing 

services in college. For example, a freshman male reported: “so my mom looked into it 

more and then found out that it’s DRS, you know, and then she made the meeting, she 

called them up and we went through that whole process.” A junior student diagnosed 
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with ADHD and test anxiety stated, “it was more my advisor in high school that told me 

about it because I guess she knew that they had a good disability program”. The data 

suggests that significant adults scaffolded student’s actions of disclosure and utilization 

of services through direct guidance. These adults provided guidance in critical areas, such 

as registering with the disability office, receiving formal diagnosis, deciding on classes, 

and requesting services. The analysis suggested these relationships and guidance were 

constructed as primarily positive in nature and as beneficial to the students, hence the 

theme, “Significant Adults”.  

 Table 4.3 describes the two categories of relationships with significant adults that 

were identified in the narratives: “Submission to adults’ guidance” and  “Collaborative 

empowerment”.  
 
Table 4.3 Participants’ construction of disability though a significant adult 
Significant 
Adults 

(1) Submission to adults’ 
guidance 

(2) Collaborative empowerment 

Brief description Students relied on the 
assistance of significant 
adults. 

Students were empowered by the 
interaction with significant adults.  

Participants 
endorsing the 
construction 

4 Male and 3 Female 
students  

1 Male and 3 Female Students  

Submission to adults’ guidance  

Several narratives (4 male and 3 female students, diagnosed with ADHD, 

Asperger’s Syndrome, and those diagnosed prior to entering college diagnosis) suggested 

that the nature of interaction between the adult and the student was characterized by the 

student’s submission to the adults’ guidance. Students allowed these significant adults in 

their lives to take the lead in terms of seeking out services in college, and the students 

tended to follow the path set by these adults. For example, Brian suggested that the 
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interaction he had with his neurologist was one reason he registered with the disability 

office:  
 
My neurologist said we have to diagnose you with epilepsy. 
Because I had one after that it was like a year later I think 
and so basically if God forbid something happen on 
campus we wanted people to know. So my mom and I met 
with a counselor at DRS and she was very nice. And 
signing up for everything was no problem. But when she 
told us about the accommodations, I was like, I don't need 
any special room or dorm or anything. “I'm not that 
severely disabled." So what she was telling us, like offering 
us, it was just like, uh, we don't need all this. But we just 
got people, like my RA to know about my seizure disorder, 
which obviously was helpful. And my professors know.   

 

Yet, another example from Mark follows showing the control of the student’s mother:  
Um, so, it took a little bit of convincing me, well not a little 
bit, well yeah. Basically my mom continually, repetitively 
telling me that I needed to use a note taker in college 
because college was going to be difficult. 

Brittany is included to show the importance of students’ submission to adults’ guidance:  
 

Well, my mom was the main one who was like, you know 
that you are unfocused and you should probably handle it. 
And I wasn't trying to stay away from it. I was just so 
excited to get to college, I wasn't even thinking about it. So 
she really looked up the information for me. Being the 
mom she is she just wanted to make sure that, everything 
was okay, and I would enjoy college. But make sure you're 
able to have that relationship with the teacher, have 
someone to go to if you need help. She always wants to 
make sure that I'm okay with asking for help. 

We can see from the narratives, that in this category, students’ decisions to disclose and 

utilize services were highly influenced by scaffolded and directive interactions with 

significant adults. It is often the case that the significant adult is not trying to promote 

autonomy and competence, but rather supporting the need for relatedness and enhancing 
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the degree of support. However, if a student is fully submissive to adults’ guidance, it 

important to note this pattern detracts from the sense of autonomy or relatedness that 

would have been gained by the student engaging in behaviors that they might find 

intrinsically interesting (La Guardia, 2009). Thus, while these students ultimately sought 

services, it was not due to self-empowerment, but rather by relaying on the significant 

adult.  

Collaborative empowerment 

 In contrast to students whose interaction with significant adults was characterized 

by submission to the adults, narratives of other students (1 Male and 3 Female students) 

indicated agency with regard to their disability and utilization of services. For example, 

Julie noted how she worked with her high school counselor to figure out what colleges 

had disability programs:  
 
It was more my advisor in high school that told me about it 
(DRS) because I guess she knew that they had a good 
disability program. So I don’t know if I necessarily would 
have investigated the disability program here. I probably 
would have just talked to my professors and I maybe found 
out that way. 

 

Although it is unclear if this student would have sought out disability services on her 

own, it is clear that the student was the one who actually made the contact. 

Katie discussed how she worked with her high school counselor in order to 

contact the university’s disability program. The student and the counselor found a way to 

work together:  
 

So my advisor knew that since I had the 504, it transfers to 
college because I had just gotten reevaluated. So she was 
really that bridge. She gave me the numbers to contact. So I 
was connecting with DRS before I even came here to get 
the placement test done, I was working with them. So when 
I came in I was on the email roster. I was getting emails, I 
was getting phone calls. So yeah, I reconnected with them 
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before I got here. 

This student’s proactivity allowed her to pre-register with DRS prior to the start of 

school. When students work together with significant adults, the student has an 

opportunity to fully integrate his or her disability to an authentic self. The need for 

autonomy, competence and relatedness is more likely elevated when a student feels 

positive about himself or herself as a learner and social participant, and feels he or she 

has support from others.    

Summary 

The data revealed two modalities for the interaction of students and significant 

adults. Autonomy supportive is when the significant adult values student autonomy in 

decision-making, problem solving, and situation management. Controlling is when the 

significant adult assumes the lead in problem solving (Grolnik & Apostoleris, 2002). 

Research suggests that students who perceive significant adults in their lives as being 

autonomy supportive, demonstrate autonomous regulation, and have higher perceived 

competence and higher academic achievement (Deci & Ryan, 2002; Grolnik & 

Apostoleris, 2002). Adult autonomy support is associated with students’ self-regulation 

of behavior, emotion, achievement, as well as adjustment.  

The collaboration between a high school counselor and a student is based on a 

Vygotskyian perspective of collaborative interaction. To be clear, what students hear in 

the course of their interactions with high school disability counselors, allows them to 

acquire language knowledge and internalize the rules of their culture. Students then begin 

to utilize private speech in order to direct his or her behavior (Sprinthall, Sprinthall, & 

Oja, 1998). Through working together, the students are able to come to college knowing, 

understanding, and being aware of their disability needs and wants. Ultimately, of course, 

students must make decisions regarding registering with the disability office upon 
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entering college. This kind of interaction has been noted by SDT theorists to contribute to 

motivation in seeking out academic support availability.  

Theme 4: Disability Resources and Services (DRS) and other Resources 

 Participants’ mentioning of the Disability Resources and Services (DRS) and 

other Resources at school emerged as a major theme across the interviews. Throughout 

the interviews, students addressed their utilization of disability support services. For 

example, a sophomore female diagnosed with ADHD made explicit comments about the 

nature of her interactions with DRS staff: “I always feel comfortable talking to my 

advisor. I know I feel comfortable with the people working there. I just talked to my 

advisor yesterday because I’ve been having problems in completing my essay portions 

for a lot of my, like, midterms and such”. In addition to using DRS for support, students 

also indicated that they use or are aware of other services provided on campus. For 

example, one sophomore female student stated, “Um, I’d like to say I’d use the writing 

center. My schedule is crazy”. Other students suggested that they did not have time to use 

alternative services, they formerly used the services provided, no longer utilized services, 

or were not always aware of others services provided on campus.  

The analysis of the narratives indicated that participants differed in the amount of 

utilization and time they spent at the disability office and or using other services on 

campus. Most of the participants seemed to have come to college with an a priori 

understanding of the types of services they needed and were not typically open to 

exploring other possibilities. However, the analysis also suggested that students 

constructed the role of DRS in different ways, and that seemed to affect how they used 

services. These different ways are represented in the different categories of this theme. 

Table 4.4 presents the categories in the theme “Disability Resources and Services 

(DRS) and other Resources.” The categories include, “DRS as a Club”, “DRS as a 

Service Provider”, “DRS as a Mentor”, and “DRS as Just Another Service”.  
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Table 4.4 Participants’ utilization of disability support services and other resources  
Disability 
Resources 
and Services 
(DRS) 

(1) DRS as 
Club 

(2) DRS as Service 
Provider 

(3) DRS as 
Mentor 

(4) DRS as Just 
Another Service  

Brief 
description 

Views DRS as a 
social setting 
for networking  

Customer of 
disability resources 
and services  

DRS staff 
as 
supporting 
and 
promoters 
of growth  

Views DRS 
within the 
general services 
for students at 
the university  

Participants 
endorsing the 
construction 

2 Female 
students 

1 Male and 6 
Female students 

3 Male 
and 3 
Female 
students  

2 Male and 2 
Female students  

DRS as a club 

The first category of “DRS as Club” included two female students who expressed 

a desire for more social interactions to be provided by DRS. These two students’, one 

sophomore diagnosed with a learning disability and one junior diagnosed with ADD and 

general learning disability, indicated that they would like DRS to provide more support 

groups for students with disabilities, arrange outings to local attractions in the 

community, and help in developing friendships with other students who are diagnosed 

with disabilities. These students appear to be looking to DRS to satisfy their need for 

relatedness (Niemiec & Ryan, 2011; Reis et al., 1999) within the college community. In 

other words, the social needs of a student in college may be qualitatively different than 

those enrolled in disability services in high school. When students share the particulars of 

their disability with other like-minded students, their sense of autonomy may be 

enhanced, as they see themselves in a similar context of other college students. For 

example, when a student comes to college, they are typically starting new friendship 

patterns. Therefore, the demands of peer acceptance may be more heightened than of a 

high school student. 

DRS as a Service Provider 
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In the context of this research, a “DRS Service Provider” explains the types of 

services one can receive while at DRS. For these students, DRS is often thought of as a 

place of comfort, a place where students can get their needs met, a supportive 

environment, or a place of acceptance for someone with a disability. Several of the 

participants (1 Male and 6 Females) indicated that they currently or have used multiple 

services that DRS provides, hence, “DRS as Service Provider”. For example, students 

reported using testing accommodations or arranging for a classroom note-taker, which are 

common examples of services provided by DRS. Testing accommodations aim to reduce 

pressure or anxiety in regard to tests and exams, a common attribute for a student with a 

disability (Gregg & Nelson, 2012). The use of a classroom note-taker allows a student to 

pay more attention in class and not feel the added stress or burden of having to listen to 

the instructor and take notes. (Note: students need permission to obtain a formal note-

taker in class.) For example, Mark noted that he took his exams in the disability office:  

 
Um, and I’ve been taking my tests at the DRS testing center 
so that’s been going very well, it’s very quiet, I’m able to 
concentrate a lot. I haven’t had many of them; I’ve only 
had 2 so far, so that’s really good. 

His comments suggested that his psychological needs for autonomy and competence are 

being satisfied (Faye & Sharp, 2008), by his ability to perform well on exams in a non 

time-pressured environment free of other student distractions (Gregg & Nelson, 2012). It 

is accommodations such as this that allows a student to form positive psychological 

constructs of being a college student with a disability.   

 Brittany discussed going into DRS to see her advisor. She says that although she 

does not need DRS, she does in fact use them as a service provider for extra time:   
 

I probably could have used it more, like using the writing 
center and stuff. But I didn't really schedule an appointment 
with her because I didn't really need to because all I needed 
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it for was extra time. 

Finally, a third example from Susan:  

But um, but I usually see um, an advisor from the DRS 
office once a semester. And that usually keeps me um, just 
to make sure that I have, if there have been any more 
developments in technology that I could use. 

When students are not immediately informed of DRS upon entering college, their sense 

of autonomy and relatedness is potentially diminished.  

Students also indicated that DRS provided them with the tools and resources to 

help facilitate the process of talking to professors to request testing accommodations, 

such as letters of accommodations for students to distribute to their faculty. Here DRS is 

seen as a “service provider,” facilitating the initial communication with their professors 

about their needs. Due to the fact that some students come to college without the tools 

and resources necessary to communicate their needs, they rely heavily on the perceived 

“service provider” function of DRS for this task. If this is the case, and students do not 

come to college prepared to request service provisions or having fully integrated their 

disability to their authentic self, it is possible that these students have not been in a 

supportive environment that would help them to enhance their self-determination and 

well-being. 

DRS as a Mentor 

 In several narratives, the analysis indicated that students wanted to see DRS as 

more than a mere service provider. The label that seemed to fit this construction of DRS 

was “DRS as a Mentor”. For example, students indicated their desire to have the 

disability office serve as a sounding board, or help them make decisions regarding their 

academic schedule. Mark described his experience working with a disability staff 

member at an initial meeting at the start of the semester:  
 

Basically at the beginning of the year, with DRS we had a 
couple meetings and he (my counselor) helped me to first 
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off um, when we all met together for the first time, it was 
like an hour to an hour and a half meeting and it was very 
well. We went over a lot of different things, all the different 
options available to me, all the different types of help, all 
the different places that I could go to. It was very 
resourceful, because, you know, I can go through that 
information that I have, you know, collected from that day 
and I can look through and see, okay well, I can go to this 
place for this, the writing center for this, anyway. So they 
gave me a lot of resources, which is really good, um, you 
know. It was a very comfortable setting, um, the help was 
really good, he was able to relate I feel like to me and my 
parents very well, so that was great, which is a good 
relationship there. So, um, basically, I started off with 18 
credits, when he saw that, he’s like a red flag went up and 
he’s like I know a person with what you’ve got, I don’t 
know if 18 credits, I don’t know if that is too much and I 
was thinking that too. So, uh, he helped me decide to bring 
it down to, I think I’m at 14 credits now. 

Providing students with a full array of service options in a comfortable setting, allowed 

the student to feel excited about his college experience. When a student fully understands 

his or her academic options, it is far less likely for the student to doubt his or her 

competence and ability to succeed in a college setting.  Another example provided by 

Gail described her frequency in using the disability office: 

I don’t remember...maybe I saw her a year and a half ago. I 
mean, she’d probably prefer I check in every semester or 
every year. But I figure I’m not really having difficulties. 
When I have difficulties, I go...I do get occasional emails 
from her, saying, asking me how things are, blah, blah, 
blah. I think I usually forget to respond. But, so it’s good 
that she tries to keep tabs on me and I sort of feel like that 
overall the disabilities office has my back. If anything’s 
wrong, so yeah... 

Each of the narratives from these students indicated that they are seeking more than just 

academic advice, to wit an advisor who is attuned to their feelings and personal needs, 

providing positive feedback about their competencies. In summary, competence is an 

important parameter of self-determination theory. Also, when a student feels their 
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academic mentor is fully engaged with them as a unique person, their sense of relatedness 

is enhanced. Finally, when a student feels his or her mentor is autonomy supportive, he or 

she is more likely to value the college experience.   

DRS as Just Another Service 

 A final category that emerged from the narratives with students with disabilities, 

“DRS as Just Another Service,” is relevant. Students might utilize other resources and 

services on campus, such as the writing or math center in addition to or in place of DRS. 

It is important to keep in mind that these other services are available to all students on 

campus and not just those with a diagnosed disability or who are registered with the 

disability office.  Still, some students (2 Male and 4 Female) indicated they either did not 

use additional services or were not aware of other services being offered. For example, 

Katie stated:  
 

I’ve always wanted to go to tutoring. I’ve always wanted 
to...I’ve always told myself that at the beginning of the 
semester I tell myself I am going to go to the writing 
center. 

While Brittany stated:  

Yeah, and that I probably should look more into, just I'm 
lazy and I'm just a regular college student and I just don't 
want to make the trip. But the point is I really should be 
with the writing center just checking over stuff and giving 
me pointers of how I can improve my work and stuff. 

Students can individually control the frequency for utilizing the services provided 

by DRS. Participants’ previous experiences, such as the types of services received while 

in high school or the amount of previous support received regarding their disability, tends 

to be reflected in a students’ utilization of the Disability Resources and Services (DRS) 

and the other resources offered on campus to all students. Ultimately, these previous 

experiences shape how much support a student believes he or she needs in college.  

Summary 
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When Disability Resources and Services are proactive and encourage students to 

use other campus resources, students may be more pleased with their academic 

experiences. For example, when DRS students are given a list of campus resources, 

which are thoroughly discussed with their DRS contacts upon registering for services, 

students are possibly more likely to utilize other campus services. Similarly, when DRS 

praise students for utilizing other services, an increase in students’ academic performance 

and sense of well-being may be enhanced. When a student has integrated their disability 

to their authentic self, the types of services utilized enhance a students’ sense of 

autonomy since they view themselves in control of selecting those services.  

Theme 5: Interactions with Faculty 

 A common theme expressed throughout the narratives, was the nature of students’ 

interactions with faculty in regard to their disabilities. Autonomy supportive teaching is 

necessary for students’ success (Reeve, 2002). For college students with disabilities to be 

academically successful, it is important to find faculty members willing and able to 

communicate and relate to students through effective teaching strategies that increase a 

students’ motivation. From an SDT perspective, teachers’ autonomy support of students 

“requires a willingness to enter into relationships from the students’ perspective to 

encourage initiative, nurture competence, and communication in ways that are non-

controlling and information-rich” (Reeve, 2002, pg. 191).  

It is inevitable that students will have some kind of communication with their 

faculty during their academic careers, possibly even beyond the nature of their class. The 

role and efficacy of the faculty is guided, in part, by the relationship(s) that students 

establish with their professors. Within the context of their narratives, one of the students 

expressed how her professor made significantly more inquires about her work in her 

classes. The student felt like it was a positive level of communication. Statements such as 

these lead to the development of the theme, “Interactions with Faculty”.  
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Table 4.5 presents categories that represent different types of interactions that 

students with disabilities reported having with faculty. These categories include 

“Constructive communication” and “Service utilization”. 
 
Table 4.5 Participants’ interactions with faculty in regard to disability  
Faculty (1) Constructive 

communication  
(2) Service utilization  

Brief description Interaction with faculty, 
typically regarding a students’ 
disability 

Other services provided by or set 
up by instructors in class, like note 
taking and office hours 

Participants 
endorsing the 
construction 

6 Female students and 5 Male 
students 

5 Female students and 2 Male 
students  

 

Constructive communication  

 Analysis of the narratives suggested that most of the participants had constructive 

communication with the majority of their professors regarding their disability. Students 

described their decision to disclose their disability to their professors as a significant step. 

The analysis suggested that the decision to take the step and disclose to faculty was 

related to students’ previous experiences of disclosing their disability in high school and 

to the support they received from staff in the DRS. The support by DRS in providing a 

letter of accommodation to be presented to the professor was noted as an important 

scaffold for students’ initiating the interaction with faculty.  For example, Katie described 

disclosing her disability to her professors as having “the conversation” and touched on 

the role of DRS in promoting her motivation to have the “conversation:”  
 

But they really have done a great job at facilitating the 
conversation between me and the professors and making it 
easier for, it’s really. I use the test accommodations, so the 
process is really simple. It’s really easy. 
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Katie used the guidance of DRS as a bridge for identifying her disability, and although 

did not need DRS to have this communication with her professors, she used phrases and 

words offered by the DRS office to assist her in engaging in the conversation with 

faculty. She allowed her needs for competence to be met and attributes her autonomy and 

ability to communicate with her professors as a model provided by DRS. 

 Brian described his decision to disclose his disability and communicate with his 

professors in the following way:  
 

Brian: But like part of the thing that was my downfall in the 
Fall was good communication with my professors. One of 
them, he was such a jerk. And I think that was really 
because we just never really got to know each other. And 
so even though my accommodations, now they're like, next 
to nothing, I went to each of my professors during the first 
couple weeks of school and met up with them and 
discussed the accommodations and gave them the 
accommodations letter and was like, "I have some traits of 
Asperger’s and I have a seizure disorder and I just want 
you to be aware so that if something happens or if 
something comes up you'll know there's a reason behind it." 

Interviewer: Right.   

Brian: They were all totally fine with it.  

Interviewer: Good. 

Brian: And that went over really well. So that made me feel 
like this is not going to hold me back at all. And that's 
pretty much, that's about everything that I've done. 

Previously, Brain had taken a medical withdrawal from school and became aware of 

previously not having communicated his disability to his faculty and its impact on his 

work. Therefore, upon his return to college, Brian wanted to find better ways of 

communicating his disability to his professors. It is clear from this his narrative he 

believed his psychological needs for competence and autonomy were being satisfied in 

his interaction with faculty. 
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Gail indicated although she tended to disclose her disability to her instructors, she 

did not disclose to all professors. She reported she, “tries to assess the situation before 

disclosing”, however, upon reviewing the course syllabus, she disclosed if she knew 

accommodations in class would be beneficial. Additionally, she was hesitant to disclose 

her disability to her professors because she did not want to feel as though she was taking 

advantage of services and did not want to be viewed differently or with favoritism, when 

compared to other students. Gail exemplifies both the responsiveness from the professor 

and class demands dictated her decision-making process for disability disclosure. 

However, “the decision to disclose the presence or absence of disability is controlled by 

the individual and is only considered relevant when it is specific to the context of the 

conversation” (Forman, Baker, Pater & Smith, 2011, pg. 5). As with students with hidden 

disabilities, it is to their own discretion when and if they disclose their disability. Often it 

is implied by Self-Determination Theory, students internalize language about themselves 

from feedback and verbal support from faculty or other significant adult figures.    

Service utilization  

 The narratives suggested students’ utilization of services relates to the classroom 

or with faculty as an important construct for classroom performance. These services are 

provided by or set up by instructions in class. These services might include, accessible 

office hours, permission to have a note-taker, or collaborative in-class projects. Lori 

discussed her experiences with her professors and attempts in obtaining a note-taker, 

which are part of her accommodations:   
 

Lori: No, I had a note taker request for Japanese, but um, 
nobody responded for that. It's very hard to get people to 
just copy the notes and paste them to an email or something 
like that. The law class is basically the biggest experience 
I've had with note taking and as successful that's been or 
not successful in this case. 

Interviewer: OK. Were there any other times? 
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Lori: I don't believe I had one for communications, my 
communications class. Um, I never, it's very hard to 
actually just get people to, not that the teachers didn't try. 
Every teacher that I can remember sent out at least one 
email asking for a note taker. And I had some math classes 
that would have been very helpful because the teachers had 
the thickest accents. 

Interviewer: OK. 

Lori: So it was, um, but most of the math and science 
classes I had, I never saw an email go out. But my English 
teachers have probably been the ones most concerned about 
it. They would come up to me after class and say, "Are you 
doing OK?" And the thing was that I usually was. Like I 
have some better classes, not so good in the other ones, but 
um. That's pretty much all I have to say about the note 
taking. 

From Lori’s narrative, it is clear that both campus disciplines and individual faculty 

members do not have a uniform policy relative to note-taking. Lori seemed disappointed 

that certain disciplines and faculty did not follow through in providing her with note-

takers. Her motivation to obtain a classroom note-taker was hindered by poor faculty 

follow-through and having her needs met within the classroom environment. This case 

illustrates the need for clear communication between faculty, disability staff and students. 

Student’s performance can be compromised when communication is not robust and, 

therefore, autonomy and competence could be hindered within the classroom setting.  

 Students are more likely to utilize services within the classroom when they are 

comfortable discussing their disability. Students, who have integrated and internalized 

their disability to their authentic self, are able to communicate more effectively with 

faculty and satisfy their three needs for autonomy, competence and relatedness.  

Summary 

Reeve (2002) suggests the following: autonomously motivated students thrive in 

educational settings and students benefit from autonomy supportive teachers. When a 

student has higher motivation to succeed, he or she is likely first to seek out that support 
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from faculty.  These students tend to enjoy learning, challenges, and producing quality 

work. On the contrary, when a student does not appear as motivated or does not enjoy 

school, it is less likely he or she will attempt to develop any kind of meaningful 

relationship with a faculty member nor do they feel having their psychological needs met 

by such individuals is a priority. Students tend to show more perceptions of relatedness, 

competence, and relatedness when teachers listen more, engage in conversation, and 

promote genuine learning (Reeve, 2002). In a study on students benefiting from 

autonomy-supportive teaching styles, it was suggested “...as students felt more self-

determined and more competent when teachers behaved in ways that supported their 

intrinsic motivation and valuing of what they were learning” (Reeve, 2002, pg. 188) they 

demonstrated overall better self-determination. Within the narrative samples, the majority 

of students reported a heightened level of comfort related to their academic settings due 

to positive communication with faculty.  

Theme 6: Interaction with Peers 

The final theme that emerged from the analysis of the narratives was students 

“Interaction with Peers”. It is imperative students have several support systems in place, 

especially within the college environment. For students, it is common to seek the support 

of peers in attaining the three psychological needs of autonomy, competence, and 

relatedness, in order to have a better sense of self as individuals and as learners 

(Frederick-Recascino, 2002).  

Table 4.6 describes the categories in the “Interaction with Peers” theme, which 

include “Stigma”, “Acceptability”, and “Avoidance”.  
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Table 4.6 Participants’ interactions with peers in regard to disability 
Peers (1) Stigma (2) Acceptability (3) Avoidance  

Brief description Stigma associated 
with disabilities  

Open to disability 
disclosure  

Non-disclosure of 
disability or minimal peer 
interactions  

Participants 
endorsing the 
construction 

3 Male and 3 
Female students  

4 Male and 5 
Female students  

2 Male and 2 Female 
students  

 

Stigma 

 The first category, “Stigma”, indicated students who felt that their peers believed 

a stigma associated with having a disability. These students included one male and two 

female sophomores, and two male and one female junior from the sample. Disability 

stigma is common, despite improvement in perceptions about disabilities in recent years. 

Research suggests that having a disability is often viewed as negative (Troiano, Liefeld & 

Trachtenber, 2010; Olney & Kim, 2001). Several students indicated that being associated 

with DRS or being seen walking into the Disability Office associated a person with 

having a disability and thus promoted a negative perception. For example, in response to 

a question about registering with DRS, Tony, described an unsuccessful attempt to 

interact with a peer about DRS:  
 

Tony: I think the person was trying to brush me off. Cause 
they didn’t want me to know they were in DRS. There is a 
stigma with this 

Interviewer: Talk to me about the stigma a little bit.  

Pause...  

Interviewer: You’re looking at me funny. With a blank 
stare… 

Tony: (Laughing) No, not a blank stare. Like are you 
serious? Come on, Disability Resource Center?  
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It is possible that ultimately Tony’s utilization of services was hampered by his beliefs 

and perceptions of others and the stigma associated with the use of DRS.  

Katie, discussed her experiences with having a learning disability and traumatic 

brain injury in relationship to peers:  

 
Interviewer: What are you’re perceptions of how other 
people view students with a disability?  

Katie: Yeah...it’s definitely something I don’t advertise. I 
don’t campaign it. Within my circle of friends, I don’t have 
any problem telling them what accommodations I use. My 
friends know that I take tests in the different offices or at 
different times and it’s very...it’s not a big deal at all. It’s 
not a big deal it’s not an issue. Its just another, its like 
another characteristic. They are indifferent to it. So my 
personal experience is...I don’t feel like there is any stigma 
or any kind of connotation with that. As far as um...I 
haven’t dealt with any kind of backlash or any kind of 
with...so I feel like ‘this school’ is such a diverse school. 
And it is just another kind of minority I feel like. Just like a 
different racial group, I feel like a disability is just another 
characteristic. 

Katie suggested she did not feel any stigma associated with having a disability. Rather, 

she might not publicize it but also does not hide it. However, it appeared she needed to 

justify to herself, her feelings of having a disability, hence the extensive explanation.

 Stigma for utilizing DRS is often campus specific. Additionally, being involved 

with DRS comes with an attached stigma, as several students indicated. Students are less 

likely to feel related to a campus community if they perceive a stigma is attached to 

disclosing their disability. When a student does not feel he or she can be their authentic 

self around peers, their sense of autonomy is compromised. Finally, if a student has a 

reputation of not being a competent, high functioning, the stigma for having a disability 

may become enhanced, hence the student’s motivation to disclose their disability is less 

likely to occur.  
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Acceptability  

 The second category, “Acceptability”, included students’ who accepted their 

disability and allowed it to be a part of their authentic selves among peers. Additionally, 

when a student personally accepts his or her disability, the likelihood of openly 

discussing their disability among peers is enhanced. Some students are more open to 

talking about having a disability and not allowing it to define them or their sense of 

identity. These students tended to have a strong understanding of their disability. For 

example, one female student diagnosed with ADHD and test anxiety, indicated that she 

and her best friend from high school had both been diagnosed with ADHD and it was just 

a part of who they were as individuals. These two students had a shared common 

experience, therefore making it easier to discuss and accept the disability. This is an 

example of a student’s need for autonomy and relatedness as being satisfied. This student 

was not afraid to be her authentic self around others or feel judged for the possibility 

others may see her as different.  

Brittany indicated that although she does not advertise her disability, she is not 

ashamed or embarrassed to talk about it: 
 

A lot of friends don't even know that I have ADHD, so, it 
doesn't really come up. I don't go, hi, I have ADHD, you 
know? Unless it comes up in subject, and they're talking 
about learning disabilities, then I'm like, yeah, I have 
ADHD so I know. They make fun of me because they think 
I'm so proud of it. But, I mean, it's not, I'm not not proud of 
it but I don't really hide it either because I don't understand, 
what's to hide? That's who you are. 

Again, through interaction with her friends, Brittany expressed both her needs for 

autonomy and competence as being satisfied. Additionally, when she felt accepted by 

peers, her sense of relatedness was enhanced. Brittany said she would not intentionally 

bring up her disability but, instead, uses ‘person first language’ (Hardman, Drew, & 
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Egan, 2008); in other words, having a disability does not embarrass her. She is willing to 

talk about her disability, but did not feel it defines her as a person.   

 Students who have accepted their disability have been able to integrate and 

internalize their disability to their authentic self. Students seek out support for the three 

psychological needs of, autonomy, competence and relatedness, when they feel 

comfortable interacting with peers, and are more motivated to discuss and even disclose 

their disability.  

Avoidance 

 The category of “Avoidance” emerged from the narratives, which suggested that 

students do not want to talk about their disability, nor do they share with others that they 

have a disability. Some students do not want to advertise intellectual differences and risk 

being seen as different from their peers, and other students mentioned situations where 

they did not want to discuss their disability with peers. A common experience was when 

students had to share their disability with a roommate. These students specified that they 

discussed their disability with their roommate when students felt it was absolutely 

necessary or if a situation occurred where the roommate questioned a participant’s 

behaviors as acting out of the norm of the college environment. Tim shared his 

experience with his roommate:  
 

Tim: The people who have had a bigger impact in my life 
I’ve had to explain to them what some of my disabilities 
are and how that affects things. Like I wasn’t, I didn’t tell 
my roommate about all of my problems until we had a little 
bit of a conflict. Um, like I’m ADD, I’m obsessive 
compulsive and I have symptoms of Asperser’s syndrome, 
so I um, so like when it comes to socializing, Asperger’s 
seems to be the problem that comes up most. My roommate 
told me I make weird facial expressions or that I’m 
unexpressive sometimes or that I don’t seem to be 
expressing enough interest in the things that he is talking 
about. And like I often seem a little bit more normal here 
(in the interview), but for some reason I’m more 
comfortable talking to people who are more like an adult or 
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someone who is in authority rather than people my age. It’s 
very weird. 

Interviewer: What was that like for you when you told your 
roommate whatever you did tell him? 

Tim: Yeah, I first told him like when we first met, we 
didn’t have much contact before move in day and so I did 
tell him upfront about the ADD and OCD and I wasn’t sure 
at first if I wanted to tell him about the Asperser’s 
syndrome. I didn’t want to be pitied for being on the 
Autism spectrum since like when people think of Autism, 
like they think of Rain Man and that kind of thing and I 
don’t want to be seen or thought of as being some kind of 
savant or that kind of thing. But like, when we had 
communication issues at some point, I felt like I had to 
bring it up. 

Interviewer: How was that? 

Tim: Um, he did become a little bit more understanding. I 
don’t think that he fully understands what exactly 
Asperser’s syndrome is but I did explain to him about some 
difficulties I have with understanding and interpreting some 
emotion because sometimes my face can become some 
kind of a mask, especially when I am nervous. 

This excerpt seems to be an example of uncertainty regarding norms. Tim’s motivation 

for disclosure arose only when he felt the need to establish a better relationship with his 

roommate. This is an example of some of the complexities that might arise at the college 

level in reference to communication and understanding of disabilities.  As is 

demonstrated by the previous excerpt, college relationships are often complicated, and 

clear communication sometimes enhances peer relationships, and unfortunately, 

sometimes it does not appear to improve the relationship.  

Gail, who was diagnosed with ADD and a general learning disability, stated she 

does not have a lot of friends so it was not an issue for her to disclose her disability. Gail 

was also a student who assessed her classes and professors before deciding to tell her 

professors she has a disability. Her approach seemed to be consistent in both domains of 
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faculty and peers. Her need for autonomy and relatedness towards others was lacking 

satisfaction through her understanding and decisions relating to her disability. 

Additionally, Gail has not fully internalized her disability to her authentic self, nor come 

to accept or integrate her disability into her life. Her decisions not to disclose her 

disability to others did not appear to detract her sense of relatedness, as she expressed not 

having many friends.   

Students, who fall into this category, have not fully integrated their disability. 

They have either chosen to not discuss their disability, or do not have a strong sense of 

peer support. It is likely that students, who avoid discussing their disability with peers, 

are also lacking support for autonomy, competence and relatedness.      

Summary 

Students seek out friends whom they feel are capable of satisfying the three basic 

psychological needs of Self-Determination Theory. If students have a strong peer support 

system, they may have a stronger desire to disclose their disability and not feel the 

pressures of being different. On the contrary, when a student feels his or her peers’ 

associate stigma to having a disability, students are less likely to disclose their disability. 

When a student feels as though he or she can fit in with peers, have support for 

relatedness and well-being, they are more likely to thrive (Frederick-Recascino, 2002).  

The perceived understanding, disability awareness, and acceptance of having a disability 

by peers’ are in part driven by student’s behaviors towards disability disclosure and 

possibly utilizing support services.  

Conclusion 

The results from this study showed various themes related to the motivation of 

college students with disabilities decisions for disclosure and utilization of university 

support services. The significant themes included: Construction of Disability, High 

school, Significant Adults, Disability Resources and Services (DRS) and other Services, 

Interaction with Faculty, and Interaction with Peers. These findings were specific to the 
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sample population; however, I believe these results are can be seen as a useful guiding 

practice in the general college population and for students with disabilities. If students 

enter college with a clear understanding of their disability they are more likely to disclose 

the disability to faculty, peers, and university staff. However, if students come to college 

unsure of what it means to have a disability they are less likely to utilize university 

support services and disclose the disability. If students shape their academic pathway on 

previous experience(s), it can be inferred their college experience will lead to a greater 

satisfaction of their psychological needs. These variables contained within the construct 

of Self-Determination Theory of autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 

2000) will be further discussed as it relates to the choices students with disabilities make 

in college.   

Integrating the disability into the self 

The results suggest interrelatedness among the themes within participants’ 

narrations. Table 4.7 shows the interrelatedness of the nature of the themes by listing a 

categorization of the 11 participants. This will show from the narratives, participants’ 

interactions across themes.  

Table 4.7 Participants’ interrelatedness of themes 
Participan

ts 
Type of 
Disabilit

y 

Constructi
on of 

disability 

High 
School 

Adults DRS Faculty Peers 

Mark ADD, 
OCD, 

Anxiety 
Disorder 

Ambivalen
ce 

towards 
disability 

Positive 
support 

for 
disabilit

y 

Submission 
to adults 
guidance 

Service 
Provide

r, 
Mentor 

Constructive 
communicati
on, Service 
utilization 

Acceptabilit
y 

Tim Asperger’
s, OCD, 

ADD 

Ambivalen
ce  

towards 
disability 

NA Submission 
to adults 
guidance 

Mentor Constructive 
communicati
on, Service 
utilization 

Stigma, 
Acceptabilit

y 

Brian Asperger’
s, Seizure 
Disorder 

Ambivalen
ce  

towards 
disability 

NA Submission 
to adults 
guidance 

Mentor Constructive 
communicati
on, Service 
utilization 

Acceptabilit
y, Non-

disclosure 

Tony ADHD Ambivalen
ce  

towards 
disability 

NA Collaborati
ve 

empowerme
nt 

DRS as 
just 

another 
service 

Constructive 
communicati
on, Service 
utilization 

Stigma, 
Avoidance 
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Marcus ADHD Minor 
Irritation 

NA Submission 
to adults 
guidance 

DRS as 
just 

another 
service 

Constructive 
communicati
on, Service 
utilization 

Stigma, 
Acceptabilit

y 

Katie Learning 
Disability

, short-
term 

memory 
loss 

Minor 
Irritation 

Positive 
support 

for 
disabilit

y 

Collaborati
ve 

empowerme
nt 

Club, 
Service 
Provide

r 
Mentor, 
DRS as 

just 
another 
service 

Constructive 
communicati
on, Service 
utilization 

Acceptabilit
y 

Lori ADD Ambivalen
ce  

towards 
disability 

Non-
utilizati

on 

Submission 
to adults 
guidance 

Service 
Provide

r 

Constructive 
communicati
on, Service 
utilization 

Stigma, 
Acceptabilit

y, 
Avoidance 

Brittany ADHD Self-
Attribute 

Positive 
support 

for 
disabilit

y 

Submission 
to adults 
guidance 

Service 
Provide
r, DRS 
as just 
another 
service 

Constructive 
communicati
on, Service 
utilization 

Acceptabilit
y 

Susan ADHD Self-
Attribute 

Positive 
support 

for 
disabilit

y 

Submission 
to adults 
guidance 

Service 
Provide

r, 
Mentor, 
DRS as 

just 
another 
service 

Constructive 
communicati
on, Service 
utilization 

Stigma, 
Acceptabilit

y 

Julie ADHD, 
test 

anxiety 

Self-
Attribute 

Positive 
support 

for 
disabilit

y 

Collaborati
ve 

empowerme
nt 

Service 
Provide

r 

Constructive 
communicati
on, Service 
utilization 

Acceptabilit
y 

Gail  ADD, 
General 
Learning 
Disability 

Ambivalen
ce  

towards 
disability 

Non-
utilizati

on 

Collaborati
ve 

empowerme
nt 

Club, 
Service 
Provide

r, 
Mentor 

Constructive 
communicati

on 

Stigma, 
Non-

disclosure 

Table 4.7 shows students’ levels of integration with their disability to their 

authentic self. It also captures student’s decisions for disclosing the disability and the 

subsequent use of services. The themes and categorizations that were identified 

separately in the narratives can be seen as integrating often into theoretically coherent 

profiles that represent the interplay of satisfaction of the three psychological needs of 

autonomy, competence, and relatedness in different domains and construction and 

integration of disability.  
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Students who describe a submission to their parents and their high school 

counselor did not support their psychological needs, tended to be ambivalent, introjected 

about their disability, avoidant with their peers, and rigidly using services. For example, a 

student who has constructed their disability as ambivalence and did not utilize services in 

high school was also submissive to adults’ guidance. The integration of the disability 

shows the potential overlap of the above-mentioned themes. The student only uses 

disability services for the services being provided but tends to rely more heavily on the 

interactions with faculty and able to discuss the disability with peers. This 

interrelatedness of the themes displays the multiple levels of internalization of one’s 

disability. The demonstration of crossover among the themes shows a consequential 

integration of the disability to the individual’s authentic self (La Guardia, 2009).   

Out of the 11 students interviewed, seven of the profiles were coherent with the 

Self-Determination theoretical framework (Ryan & Deci, 2002). Of these students, two 

described their background as not having support for the psychological needs and 

constructed their disability as a minor irritation, not integrating the disability to the self, 

and are avoidant with their peers. Three students received support for their psychological 

needs: autonomy, competence and relatedness, in multiple domains, construed their 

disability as integrated, and described using services in more flexible ways. Two out of 

the eleven students profiles are not necessarily coherent within SDT terms and can 

complicate and problematized within Self-Determination Theory. Six of the narratives 

demonstrated a complex profile. These students received psychological support for their 

needs in some domains but not in others, or described receiving support for their 

psychological needs but in the end are ambivalent about their disability. These are 

interesting cases and they require more research.  

It is clear different situations within students’ lives may dictate multiple levels of 

integration of the disability to the self. When a student integrates the disability to the 

authentic self, it is more likely he or she will seek support for the three basic 
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psychological needs of Self-Determination Theory: autonomy, competence, and 

relatedness (Ryan & Deci, 2009b; Deci & Ryan, 2000). Presumably one might disclose a 

disability and utilize university support services if the disability is fully integrated to the 

authentic self. On the contrary, if a student has not fully integrated the disability to the 

authentic self, the student is less likely to disclose the disability and utilize support 

services.  

Cases 

Following are three different cases that demonstrate how the themes interrelate in 

the students’ individual narratives into a profile that integrates support for the 

psychological needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness in different domains, 

integration of the disability to the authentic self, and motivation and decision-making to 

disclose and utilize services. The three cases were selected to represent three different 

profiles.  

Julie  

Julie was a 21-year-old female junior who transferred to the current university at 

the beginning of her sophomore year in college. Julie reported that she was diagnosed in 

high-school with ADHD and test anxiety. Julie constructed her high-school experience in 

terms of receiving support for the three psychological needs, and was categorized in the 

Positive Support for disability category in the high-school theme. For example, she 

reported: “I would always ask for extra help until I actually got the documentation that 

said I was allowed to have extra time and stuff. I always looked to the teacher”. The 

support for her psychological needs was also discerned from her report on interacting 

with a significant adult, her high school counselor, who provided her with an experience 

categorized as Collaborative Empowerment. In reporting on this experience, Julie said: 

“My senior year I got help. And then from there she (high school counselor) told me 

when I go to X University, to talk to the disability center and get set up with that, which I 

did”. She also reported receiving support for her need for relatedness from a peer in high-
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school—another student with a similar disability, about who she said: “I actually have 

one of my best friends, we did the same thing in high school. She has ADHD too. So we 

kind of have the support system. We both have, not issues, but you know. But my friends 

are my friends”.   

In accordance with her construction of such need-supportive experiences, Julie’s 

description of her disability indicated an integration of the disability to the self, and the 

disability itself as an accepted Self-attribute. She described herself as a strong, smart 

individual, who does not let her disability interfere with her success in college. Her 

construction of the disability involved the perception that disability services are relevant, 

legitimate, and useful to her academic success. She said, for example, “I know that it 

helps me and in the end I’ll do better. I’m not going to advertise that I’m walking into 

DRS. But I know inside that it helps me. It’s nothing I’m ashamed of”. In reporting on 

her transition to college, Julie’s narrative indicated that she applied agency in selecting a 

university in the west coast that she believed would match her academic and social needs. 

In concordance with her construction of her disability as legitimate and the services as 

relevant and useful, Julie reported deciding to register with the disability office 

immediately upon enrollment in college. Her experience with the disability office at that 

university was also supportive of her psychological needs, and Julie reported that: “The 

only difference there is that they have a computer system that you can plus in your dates, 

your testing dates online. That’s because it is a whole thing there. It was a cool aspect 

because if you had a quiz that you found out about a week before, you could plug your 

date in and it would reserve your spot there basically”. When she decided to transfer to a 

university in the east coast in order to be closer to her parents, she reported making a 

similar decision and immediately registering with the disability office. Her construction 

of the disability services in her new university was, again, supportive of her 

psychological needs, and Julie was categorized in the DRS theme as Service Provider. 

She said: “I have a lot of anxiety when it comes to test taking. That is why I have time 
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and half, which definitely helps so much. Also, I like the quietness, I need it. I have 

ADHD, so that’s another things”. Interestingly, Julie also reported reducing her 

utilization of support services; however, this she attributed to her increasing competence 

and agency, and her familiarity with the nature of her disability in relation to her 

academic strengths and weaknesses: “This semester, I don’t really have to use it because 

my professors kind of created a different system in the class. If I needed extra time, 

which is basically the main reason I use it. So they say if I need extra time I can sit in 

their office or if they don’t have a class after, I could just stay in the class with them. So 

they are very good with that”.  

Julie’s integration of her disability to her authentic self was also concordant with 

her openness to discuss her disability when she felt it was appropriate. She reports 

approaching her professors immediately at the beginning of a course. In the theme of 

Faculty, she was categorized as Constructive Communication and Skill-utilization. She 

reports: “Some professors comply with it very well (DRS accommodations). Some I have 

to basically explain what it is I need and why I need it. I’m kind of used to it now and I 

just ay this is what it is and give them the paperwork. And tell them if they have any 

questions to call DRS”. She is also open to discussing her disability with peers, when 

appropriate, and said “It’s not something I would talk about on a daily basis, but my 

friends know”. She was categorized as Acceptability in the Peers theme.  

In summary, Julie’s narrative suggests a coherent construction of receiving 

support for the needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness from significant adults 

and peers; construction of the disability as an integrated self-attribute that involves a 

legitimate need for support services for academic success; openness to disclose the 

disability when appropriate; and decision-making and actions of disclosing the disability 

to the university and utilizing services in an adaptive manner.  

Mark 
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Mark was an 18-year-old freshman who has yet to declare his major of study. 

Mark reported being diagnosed with Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD), Obsessive 

Compulsive Disorder (OCD) and Anxiety Disorder during elementary school and that he 

was still taking medication to address his anxiety. Mark constructed his high school 

experience as supportive and his teachers as receptive, making statements such as “A lot 

of my high school teachers were really good”—which led to his categorization in the 

high-school theme under Positive Support. However, he also indicated that he “didn’t get 

too much help” in high school. The reason for that, in his words, was “cause I never 

really needed it.” Thus, whereas it seemed from the narrative that Mark constructed his 

high-school teachers as providing support for his need for relatedness, the narrative was 

less clear about his construction of the teachers as providing support for his needs for 

competence and autonomy. Mark did indicate that he is an autonomous individual—“I’m 

the kind of person who just like doesn’t read the instruction manual, just figures it out on 

my own”—and that his teachers provided help when he “needed it.” But according to 

him, he instigated the teachers’ help after he “would ask the teachers millions of 

questions.”   

Interestingly, Mark’s presentation of himself as autonomous and as the instigator 

of action was countered by his report that his registering with the disability office and 

utilizing services was almost completely mediated by significant adults. For example, 

Mark reported that it was his doctor who provided him with the knowledge of academic 

support in college: “When I went to my pediatrician, um, that we’ve went to forever, for 

the medication and stuff, he said, ‘You know they offer college help, like, for this stuff 

and they offer special help.’” More significantly, it was his mother who took control over 

his registration with the disability services. It was the mother who disclosed his disability 

to the university and sought out the support services office. As Mark reported: “Um, my 

mom kind of handles that stuff for me”.  According to Mark, his mom researched the 

universities disability program, made the initial contact with DRS, and set up meetings 
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with the staff. This aspect of the narrative led to Mark’s categorization in the Significant 

Adult theme under Submission to Adults Guidance. Whereas significant adults in Mark’s 

narrative were construed as supportive of his need for relatedness, the narrative also 

implied that these significant adults did not support his needs for autonomy and 

competence. In line with the analysis of Mark’s narrative as indicating only partial 

support for his psychological needs, the analysis also suggested that Mark was 

ambivalent with regard to his disability and only internalized it very partially.  

Despite not expressing any agency in the decision to disclose his disability and 

utilize services, Mark construed the Disability Support services in college in generally 

positive terms. Mark’s narrative indicated a combined construction of the DRS as a 

mentor, saying: “So they gave me a lot of resources which is really good, um, you know? 

It was a comfortable setting, um, the help was really good, he was able to relate I feel like 

to me and my parents very well, so that was great, which is a good relationship there”.  

But, he also seemed to consider the DRS as a service provider that is supposed to cater to 

his needs and not more. His narrative indicated rather rigid decisions to merely use what 

he considered relevant to his disability—taking tests in the DRS—and almost 

unwillingness to consider other potential resources. He reported, for example: “Um, and 

I’ve been taking my tests at the DRS testing center so that’s been going very well, it’s 

very quiet, I’m able to concentrate a lot…[but] I haven’t checked out the writing center. I 

haven’t checked out a lot of different things that they offer here yet.” Such hesitance in 

utilizing a variety of potential services seems concordant with Marks’ construction of 

only partial support for his psychological needs, and his ambivalent partial acceptance of 

his disability.  

Mark’s report on his experiences with faculty was very similar to his report on his 

experiences with his high-school teachers—providing him support for the need for 

relatedness, but not so for the needs for autonomy and competence: “Luckily, though, all 

my teachers are laid back, very relatable, and just very cool, very easy going. That was a 
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good experience.” This led to categorizing Mark in the Faculty theme as Constructive 

Communication and Skill-utilization. However, similar to his very partial utilization of 

the DRS services, Mark makes decisions for very partial utilization of the faculty 

services. He disclosed his disability to his professors, but he reported not always utilizing 

the accommodations he was eligible to because of failing to follow-through with the 

paperwork. Mark reported being open to discussing his disability with peers, when 

appropriate, although, he refrained from spending time discussing his social life, saying: 

“I think people are proactive about their education. And so, um, so I don’t think any 

childish comments or anything like that”. He was categorized in the Peers theme as 

Acceptability. 

In summary, Mark’s narrative presents a complex profile. On the one hand, he 

presents himself as autonomous and proactive in pursuit of his educational goals. On the 

other hand, his narrative suggests only very partial integration of the disability to his 

authentic self that manifests in ambivalence towards being labeled as disabled, and 

construction of partial support for his psychological needs, primarily to his needs for 

relatedness, and not to his needs for competence and autonomy. Accordingly, his 

motivation and decisions regarding disclosing and utilizing services seem controlled, 

inflexible, and maladaptive.  

Tony.  

Tony was a 36-year-old non-traditional junior male student studying math and 

science. Tony reported being diagnosed with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder 

(ADHD) once in college and after realizing he was experiencing academic difficulties 

and required support. Likely due to the short time since diagnosis, and the lack of 

opportunity to receive consistent support for his needs for autonomy, competence, and 

relatedness from significant adults and peers, Tony’s construction of his disability in the 

narrative was apparent to be highly Ambivalent. Indeed, he termed his disability a 

“technical foul.” Tony’s ambivalent construction indicates non-integration of his 
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disability to the self that manifests in resistance, and even resentment, to idea of being 

labeled as having a disability. For example, Tony said: “I do not feel like I have a 

disability. Even though I have a technical…I call it a technical foul. Ya know? There is a 

technical that gives me the resources to try to get my grades up”. In what seems to be 

motivationally concordant with such an ambivalent construction of his disability, Tony 

reported not utilizing the disability support services, but rather choosing to utilize other 

campus resources such as the computer and math labs and the writing center that are 

available to the general student population, and therefore are less stigmatized. Such 

decision-making seems to provide Tony the option of avoiding the label while receiving 

some support. Again, in what seems to be concordant with his non-integrated 

construction of his disability, Tony reports avoiding disclosing his disability to peers and 

was categorized Stigma and Non-disclosure in the theme Peers. Additionally, in his 

narrative, Tony seemed to be highly aware and concerned about stigma associated with 

having a disability. He reported on an incident in which he met the other student who was 

outside of the disability office. He said: “And actually bumped into someone who was in 

it and asked them how it was and this and that and what kind of resources they had and I 

said Ok, I’ll find out….I think the person was trying to brush me off. Cause they didn’t 

want me to know they were in DRS. There is a stigma with this”. 

In summary, Tony’s non-integrated construction of his disability into his 

authentic self; the lack of any mentioning in his narrative of receiving support for the 

psychological needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness; and in fact, the 

indication that his need for competence has been frustrated by experiences of academic 

difficulties; are concordant with his deep concern with stigma about disability, and 

coping with this stigma through decisions not to utilize the disability support services.  

Summary 

The cases presented above depict very different students—one female and two 

males, of different ages, with different educational backgrounds and trajectories, and with 
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diagnoses of different disabilities that took place at different times in their educational 

careers. What is shared among these cases is the theoretical understanding that 

constructions of support for the three psychological needs seem to align with more 

integrated construction of the disability to the authentic self and to more open and 

adaptive decisions and actions regarding disclosure and utilization of disability support 

services. When the narratives did not include experiences of support for the 

psychological needs, and when the construction of the disability was ambivalent or 

partial, there was also less willingness to discuss the disability with peers and faculty, and 

the motivation and decision-making about disclosure and utilization of services seemed 

less adaptive. The final chapter of this dissertation will discuss these interrelations of 

experiences of support for the three psychological needs in different domains of life 

along the personal history of the student as they concord with the student’s acceptance 

and integration of the disability to the authentic self and their motivation and decision to 

disclose and utilize support services adaptively.   
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CHAPTER FIVE 

DISCUSSION 

Summary of the Purpose and Results 

The purpose of this investigation was to understand the motivation of college 

students with disabilities to disclose their disability and utilize university support 

services. As the literature review suggested, research is scarce in exploring students’ 

perceived needs and motivation for disclosing their disability and utilizing services. 

When students with disabilities enter college, they are faced with experiences that 

challenge their sense of academic autonomy, their ability to do well academically, and 

their sense of relatedness to peers, faculty and academic choices.  

The findings highlight the importance of the subjective experience of a match 

between students’ with disabilities perceived needs and their motivation to disclose their 

disability and ultimate decision to decide to utilize support services. In an effort to 

understand the choices students make to disclose their disability and utilize university 

support services, university disability offices can aim to promote students’ needs of 

autonomy, competence and relatedness within the context of various support services 

(Niemiec & Ryan, 2009).  

Specifically, this study investigated the following research questions: (1) What 

are the experiences of college students with disabilities at a large public university? (2) 

What is the decision-making process of students with disabilities with regard to 

disclosing their disability? (3) What does it mean for a college student with a disability to 

utilize the disability support services?   

Research Question 1: What are the experiences of college students with disabilities at a 

large public university? 

Overall, the findings point very strongly to students’ experiences of disability 

support in high school as an important psychological foundation for their motivational 

processes related to their disability in college. In particular, the nature of feedback and 
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support from peers, teachers, and disability staff is highly important. Self-Determination 

Theory suggests that the best kind of feedback is being rewarded with acceptable grades 

and praise for academic challenges students have overcome, providing feedback for their 

autonomy as scholars, and allowing them to choose topic areas of study that they are 

particularly interested in, thus enhancing the support of the students’ three psychological 

needs (Koestner & Losier, 2002; Ryan & Deci, 2000b).  

The training and professional competence of disability support providers is a 

further factor affecting whether or not students’ with disabilities will engage with support 

services while at college. Well-trained disability support providers have been shown to 

empower a greater sense of self and well-being among students with disabilities, leading 

to a greater willingness to disclose disabilities and engage appropriate support (Cawthon 

& Cole, 2010; Levesque-Bristol & Stanek, 2009; Kurth & Mellard, 2006). It follows that 

disability support services staff at colleges should begin their work with students by 

asking them to articulate what services they have previously used and, accordingly, 

explaining to them what services are currently available to the student at the particular 

college. This concept was articulated in Mark’s narrative by the following: “We went 

over a lot of different things, all the different options available to me, all the different 

types of help, all the different places that I could go. It was very resourceful…”. This 

framing enhances a sense of autonomy for the student and supports their ability to tailor a 

service package based on what is available. Further examination of students initial 

contact with disability staff could be investigated.   

Some services offered by colleges are not relevant for all students. It is important 

students and staff learn to work together to create a learning process to support the 

student’s psychological needs for well-being. This kind of student/mentor consultation 

enhances a greater sense of autonomy and competence. When DRS acts to enhance 

autonomy and competence with general metacognitive variables such as, how to ‘break 
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down’ problems, best strategies for problem success, and a system for personally 

assessing efficacy of academic work, students are more likely to experience autonomy.    

 Some students expressed a greater ease in discussing certain kinds of disabilities 

over others. This may have been influenced by public awareness and perception of the 

disability. For example, as ADHD has become a more widely discussed disability in our 

culture within the last decade (Perry & Franklin, 2006; Skinner & Lindstrom, 2003), it 

might be easier to discuss with support staff when compared to other types of disabilities 

such as a Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI) or Asperger’s Syndrome.  When a student has a 

clear understanding of his or her disability, it is easier to translate those needs both 

academically and personally. Additionally, it is imperative the faculty be well versed in 

understanding a disability in order for the student not to feel singled out or 

uncomfortable. Students do not want to feel as though they have an unfair advantage over 

other students, as previously stated by Gail in her interactions with faculty and decisions 

to utilize classroom services. Without a professor’s understanding and support, it is 

possible students may not pursue accommodations and services.  

Research Question 2: What is the decision making process for students with disabilities 

when deciding to disclose their disability? 

 The findings suggested several factors that play important roles in students’ 

decisions to disclose their disability. These included student’s understanding of their 

disability, supportive feedback, and perceptions of lack of stigma. When students have a 

clear understanding of their disability, they are more likely to disclose that disability, as 

suggested by several students who were open to discussing their disability. A student’s 

understanding of his or her disability may be useful in translating the disability, what it 

means, and how students foresee meeting their needs. The language they acquire through 

their understanding will help in articulating their disability. In addition, when a student is 

able to clearly construct the meaning of his or her own disability, it is possible he or she 

will share with others their interpretation and understanding of their disability. This was 
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evident from the results by students’ willingness to disclose the disability to faculty and 

peers.   

A second factor impacting students’ decisions to disclose their disability is 

appropriate supportive feedback from significant adults, high school counselors, and 

university support staff.  To be effective, such feedback should include both constructive 

criticism as well as positive remarks to the student for consistently improving their work. 

Furthermore, the support that faculty at college provides students in their disability, the 

accommodation process, and disability knowledge, may determine students’ decision to 

disclose their disability.  It is important the faculty be well versed in understanding a 

disability in order for the student not to feel singled out or uncomfortable. Students do not 

want to feel as though they have an unfair advantage over other students, as Gail stated in 

her interactions with faculty and her decision to utilize classroom services. Without a 

professor’s understanding and support, it is possible students may not pursue 

accommodations and services.  

Students’ perceived absence of stigma for disclosing their disability is a relevant 

consideration toward the act of disclosure. When students feel the presence of stigma 

associated (Troiano, Liefeld & Trachtenber, 2010; Olney & Kim, 2001) with their 

disability they are less likely to disclose. Students who feel supported by their peers, and 

experience the absence of perceived stigma are more likely to feel comfortable about 

themselves and their disability, therefore, leading them to disclose. Additionally, the 

association of stigma and disability is not the only reason students choose whether to 

disclose their disability or not. Rather, it is student’s own meaning and construction of 

their disability that leads to student’s decision-making processes. The constructs within 

Self-Determination Theory help guide us in the understanding of student’s motivation to 

disclose and utilize services. Student’s construction of their disability often frames their 

interactions with disability services, faculty and peers.  When a student has a clear sense 

of his or her authentic self, high levels of disability integration, and support for their three 
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psychological needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 2000), the 

student’s likelihood of choosing to disclose their disability and utilizing support services 

is increased. This is suggested by the three students who whose construction of their 

disability was Self-attribute.   

The interaction around the disability between students and significant adults may 

be seen as a form of mediation for the student in defining the disability. High school 

counselors, doctors, and parents are seen as authority figures. Interactions with them 

shape and scaffold the way students may think about themselves and their disability. For 

example, if significant adults provide a medical label, a student may begin to think about 

the disability in medical terms and associations, such as, medication, disease, or illness. 

This information could potentially guide or diminish a student’s willingness to fully 

disclose their disability.  

Students who are submissive to adults’ guidance are dependent on the adult and 

tend to allow the adult to control the student’s decisions. It is unclear if these students 

psychological needs are being fully satisfied because of the amount of control students 

are allowing the adults to have. When a parent, for example, sets up an appointment with 

a university’s disability office for their child, as was the case with Tim and Mark, the 

parent is in control of the student’s actions; the parent has not necessarily taken the 

student’s own internalization of their disability into account. In contrast, students who 

work with significant adults are more likely to have their needs for autonomy, 

competence, and relatedness satisfied through endorsing the authentic self, as we saw 

with Julie and Brittany. “…By identifying with the value of the activity, internalization 

will be fuller, people will experience greater ownership of the behavior and feel less 

conflict about behaving in accord with the regulation, and the behavior will be more 

autonomous” (Deci & Ryan, 2000, pg. 237). A student will be more motivated to work 

collectively with the disability office, disclose their disability and possibly utilize 

services.  
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 It was clear that many factors influence students’ decisions for disclosure. These 

included disability construction, previous disability awareness, support from significant 

adults, and peer influence. It was apparent that the identified variables contribute to a 

student’s sense of autonomy, competence and relatedness through decisions to disclose 

their disability and produce good college level work.  

Research Question 3: What does it mean for a college student with a disability to utilize 

the disability support services? 

College students with disabilities have the choice to utilize support services upon 

entering college. Unfortunately, services a student received while in high school do not 

necessarily translate into services used or available while in college. If university 

disability support staff investigate students’ subjective past experiences and encourage 

them to engage in open exploration of their disability meaning and its implications for 

services, it is possible staff may be more attuned to the students needs.   

Several students within this study construe the disability services and resources 

office (and staff) as a narrow, authoritarian environment rather than a support.  Students 

use services selectively and in relationship to how the student constructs his or her 

disability, as we saw for example in Tony’s utilization of services. When students are 

engaged with support services that foster self-efficacy, they will broaden their needs, and 

support for autonomy may be satisfied.  

The more a student is interested in a course of study or specific discipline, the 

higher satisfaction for the need for relatedness will be satisfied. For example, Katie was 

excited to share her experiences of her brain injury with her Nero-psychology professor, 

and although the professor did not appear interested in hearing Katie’s story, she was still 

enthusiastic about majoring in psychology. Additionally, the more services a student 

utilizes, their need for competence is heightened. Therefore, it is important for students to 

have a strong sense of self and understanding of their disability construction. If that is 

present, there is a greater likelihood students will utilize services. The interactions among 
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students and DRS could enhance students’ motivation and support of their psychological 

needs for autonomy, relatedness, and competence being satisfied (Deci & Ryan, 2002a).  

According to the narratives in this study, some students tend to view Disability 

Resources and Services as a service provider.  Rather than solely providing services, 

DRS staff should be educating students about their academic strengths and weaknesses. 

Staff can scaffold services, in providing assistance, direction and guidance about self-

advocacy relative to a student’s particular intellectual strengths. In this manner DRS 

would serve as an educator to help develop students sense of self. Engaging with an 

educator oriented DRS may encourage students to more actively utilize university 

support services and help them achieve their goals. 

Some students do not use services because they are not relevant to their mental 

model of what it means to be in college. Not only do students have the authority to 

choose to utilize services when entering college, but they also have the right to identify as 

a student with a disability who has no association with universities disability resources 

and services office and personal.  

Summary 

A finding in this study is the support and satisfaction of the three psychological 

needs of Self-Determination Theory, autonomy, competence and relatedness. It was 

visible within each individual and within different aspects of their experiences in college. 

The unit of analysis that emerged from the data is not college, but rather the context 

within which students relate to college. For different individuals, different contexts may 

thwart or satisfy different needs. The support and satisfaction of the three needs in 

relation to Self-Determination Theory is a very complex issue for these students, as with 

any students, however, for the students in this study, it appears heightened by their 

disability.  

Students construct their own meaning in their contexts and within those contexts 

the individual needs are dynamic and complex. Differences between faculty and their 
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understanding of disabilities, or a the presence or absence of a friend’s supportive nature 

towards a person’s disability, or even a student’s relationship or lack thereof with the 

disability support services office, can impact the creation of a positive sense of self. 

Support for the psychological needs of competence, relatedness and autonomy is very 

dynamic and varied for students with disabilities. Yet, it is a critical factor. The student’s 

integration of their disability to their authentic self will determine their pattern of 

motivation and decision-making toward utilizing support services.  

Limitations 

The questions from this study examined students’ motivation to disclose their 

disability and choices for utilizing support services. However, with any study, there are 

limitations. A limitation this study faced pertains to the sample size.  All students were 

from a large, public research university in the Northeastern United States.  Although the 

environment was not the focus of this dissertation, students’ experiences were inevitably 

shaped by the context of the large university they attended. It is possible students who 

attend a large university are less likely to disclose their disability because they do not 

want to be identified as having a disability or because they perceive a stigma to be 

associated with having a disability. As previous studies have pointed out (Cawthon & 

Cole, 2010; Murray, Flannery & Wren, 2008; Perry & Franklin, 2006), obtaining a 

suitable sample size is difficult. The total sample population for this study came from 

students registered with the Disability Resources and Services office at the university. 

The population included diverse disabilities, gender, and class status. The sample size 

obtained in this study was similar to the response rates in previous studies.    

Additionally, there was a lack of student responses for participation from students 

with visible disabilities. Undergraduate students with disabilities who were registered 

with the university’s disability office were invited to participate. The intention of this 

study was to have a purposeful sample of students with both visible and non-visible 

disabilities. However, only one student with a visible disability responded to the 
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invitation to participate. This student had not yet registered for disability services, but 

was on the Disability Resources and Services listserv because she needed housing 

accommodations. Although her interview was conducted, it was not used in the analysis 

and interpretation. This did not allow the exploration of students with viable disabilities’ 

motivation for disclosure and utilization of support services. However, this research does 

speak directly to the population that has the largest growth of students with disabilities in 

higher education (AHEAD, 2012; LD Online, 2012; Department of Education (DOE), 

2009). 

Another limitation was the limited relevant research in the current field. 

Applications of the theoretical framework of self-determination theory to the concept of 

college students with disabilities in their decision-making processes have been scarce. In 

fact, when referencing self-determination in the special education arena, the theoretical 

model suggesting the psychological needs for autonomy, relatedness, and competence 

(Deci & Ryan, 2000b) is not often suggested. Rather, the concept of choice and goal 

setting is often related to teaching self-determination skills in special education 

(Wehmeyer & Field, 2007; Wehmeyer, 1998). Scholars do not often associate meeting 

the students’ needs in order to decide if they are going to disclose their disability or 

utilize university support services. Linking Self-Determination Theory to college students 

with disabilities has been virtually a non-researched phenomenon.  

 Another limiting factor in this study as in others is response bias. Response bias 

is when the interviewee responds to a question in a way that he or she thinks the 

interviewer wants to hear, rather than how they actually feel or see themselves (Elliott, 

2005). Although the questions asked during the interview were open-ended, due to the 

sensitive subject nature, it is possible some students were not as truthful or open as they 

wanted to be or even felt comfortable in doing so. In addition to the response biases by 

the participants, it is also common to have interviewer bias when the interviewer 

subconsciously provides clues, guides, or influences participant’s responses (See 
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Appendix F). Some students did in fact require more guidance than others during the 

interview and asked for further clarifying information.  

Throughout the interviews, it appeared that some students took longer to express 

themselves or offer definitive responses. Clear examples were shown when Tim had a 

difficult time expressing a situation in reference to his roommate and the disclosure of his 

disability and when Lori put closure on her statement to note-taking. The consistency 

across the student’s narratives, suggests students with disabilities have a more difficult 

time in articulation, or internalizing and understanding their disability, especially in the 

context of an informal setting such as that of an interview.  Therefore, it should be noted, 

some students were asked more probing questions to help in completing the interviews 

when compared to others.  The absence of probing questions limits consistency across the 

information provided from the interviews.  

Implications for Future Research  

The findings from this study provide insight toward the role played by the 

psychological needs for competence, relatedness, and autonomy in a student’s experience 

and ultimate decision to disclose their disability and utilize university support services. 

The results indicated that when these needs are satisfied, students are more likely to 

disclose their disability and actively utilize university support services. However, 

additional research is still needed to better serve college students with disabilities and 

understand their motivation for disclosure and utilization of university support services.  

Future research should investigate additional contexts and environments in which 

students with disabilities attend college or university. This investigation took place at a 

large public university, and it would be important to replicate this study at a smaller, 

possibly private university, where there may be a smaller student-to-teacher ratio to see if 

findings would be similar. Exploring similarities and differences among students, and 

services offered, may provide additional understanding and guidance in tools for 

disability staff and faculty to help promote the satisfaction of students needs for 
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autonomy, competence and relatedness. As students’ needs become more internalized, a 

more adaptive integration of the disability to the authentic self is likely to occur and 

result in stronger patterns for use of services.  

The students who participated in this dissertation study were students with hidden 

disabilities. Replicating this study to investigate students with visible disabilities would 

be of interest in order to generalize the theoretical understanding of Self-Determination 

for students with visible disabilities motivation to disclose and utilization of support 

services. As is often the case, students with visible disabilities’ identity is often 

determined for them; therefore, it would be interesting to note how students with visible 

disabilities integrate their disabilities to their authentic self and the different patterns of 

motivation and decision-making processes.  

Disability researchers, faculty, and staff must keep current on the use of 

technology models on their campuses and programs available to students. For example, 

some college campuses use a technological model called BioWorld designed to answer 

questions about specific learning processes in the context of scientific reasoning and 

hypothesis generation. A major strength of computer tracing of student actions is that it 

can test which situations provide the best opportunities for learning (Sternberg & Preiss, 

2005). Furthermore, this kind of interaction is likely to contribute to a student’s 

competence. 

The development of a student assessment using the constructs of Self-

Determination Theory’s three psychological needs of autonomy, competence and 

relatedness would be a beneficial tool for students, disability staff, high schools, faculty 

and significant adults. An assessment would allow staff additional tools in understanding 

best practices for supporting students three needs and providing them guidance for better 

ways of adapting their disability to their authentic self. This assessment could be applied 

in high schools as well as universities since it is often the case that students enter college 

not yet having been diagnosed with a disability.  
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Beyond the scope of this qualitative study, all research generates more questions. 

Therefore, it is the hope that with these additional questions more research and 

knowledge will emerge and meaningful findings will support students with disabilities in 

their decision to utilize services in college, thus implementing the application of Self-

Determination Theory.  

Implications for the Field 

 The purpose of this study was to understand college students with disabilities and 

their motivation for disclosing their disability and utilizing university support services. In 

light of the findings from this research, educators, students and staff must be aware of the 

motivation and decision-making processes associated with students with disabilities on 

college campuses.  

As we are aware, the population of students with disabilities entering college is on 

the rise (Cawthon & Cole, 2010; Kurth & Mellard, 2006). It is important that we continue 

to support both incoming students as well as current college students with disabilities. 

Opening the lines of communication between high school counselors, university 

disability staff, and the student(s), may help pave the way towards students disclosing 

their disability and utilizing services upon entering college. With an initial increase in 

feelings of support for autonomy and relatedness, students may be more in tune with the 

idea of seeking the support in college for which they are eligible. Additionally, faculty 

should have a better understanding and idea of what disability support services are, what 

is available for students, and possible challenges students face when transitioning to 

higher education. When faculty members can convey appropriate and useful information 

to students regarding specific disability accommodations, a student’s sense of 

competence and relatedness will be satisfied.  

 A majority of universities do not have fee for service disability program, 

however, at smaller universities, it is often the case disabilities programs may offer a 

more comprehensive fee-based program to help students better cope with and understand 
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their disabilities (Farkas, 2012), in addition to some campus wide resources. In programs 

such as these, students may be more open to disclosing their disability and utilizing 

support services as they are making a choice to have additional resources available to 

them. However, in large universities, there are a multitude of services: Math and Science 

Resources; Writing Centers; Academic Resources, that offer services to all students at no 

additional cost. With a clear understanding of the various disability programs and models, 

disability support staff can develop more individualized programing when working with 

students. This model promotes a philosophy of service provision based on need; 

therefore, a label does not have to be assigned for the student to utilize additional 

services.  

During the interviews, students expressed interest in DRS providing additional 

social activities. Students often seek out peers who are similar in nature. Therefore, it is 

possible that giving students with disabilities an opportunity to relate to others who they 

feel are similar, may increase their levels of motivation to utilize services provided on 

campus. When students feel their sense of autonomy, competence and relatedness is 

being satisfied from peers within the disability office, they are more likely to engage in 

additional outside activities. Peer support both within the disability world and with their 

non-disabled cohorts is critical for this population.  

Disability staff should encourage students to discuss their interests and pursue 

their passions. Staff must find ways of increasing students’ motivation by discussing 

future goals, choosing appropriate and interesting classes, creating a meaningful 

relationship with the college career center, and by providing both positive and 

constructive feedback.  When students take classes characterized as interesting and 

important, the construct of relatedness is significantly elevated.  Hence the building of 

meaningful relationships among students and staff appears to enhance self-determination.  

Additionally, it is common for incoming freshman to live on campus and have a 

multitude of programs associated with residential life. Therefore, designing and 
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delivering an educational program that creates greater awareness among all students 

about disabilities can promote a stronger peer supportive environment. This will have the 

potential to encourage individuals to register with the university’s disability office and 

begin to eliminate the stigma associated with having a disability. This model will also 

have the potential to reach other students less aware of disabilities and unfamiliar with 

the registration process for disabilities services. It will provide additional education to the 

campus in its entirety and not just focus on students with disabilities.   

Conclusion 

In conclusion, this study suggests that students differ in their motivation and 

decision to disclose their disability and utilize services. Whereas the extant literature 

emphasizes the role of stigma awareness as a deterrent for disclosure and utilization of 

disability support services, the current study sheds light on a deeper process—that of 

accepting and integrating the disability to the authentic self—as explaining why some 

students, even those who are aware of stigma—nevertheless choose to disclose their 

disability and utilize services. It is that integration of the disability to the self that 

provides the students the motivational resources to make these adaptive decisions. The 

acceptance and integration of the disability to the student’s sense of self was construed in 

students’ narratives as emanating from their perceptions of adults, peers, and disability 

services staff as providing support to the student’s psychological needs of autonomy, 

competence, and relatedness. Importantly, these understandings encompass the unique 

and very personal journey that each of the participants described. The six themes, which 

emerged from this study, provide concrete life-domains for investigating students with 

disabilities’ experiences of need support, as well as areas for potential interventions. The 

work using the SDT theoretical framework in the domain of college students with 

disability’s motivation and service utilization is just beginning. Its pursuit can be, at one 

and the same time, an exciting research journey that promotes the well-being of an 

increasing population.  
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APPENDIX B 

FULL INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 
 

 
 

Disability Resources and Services 
100 Ritter Annex 

1301 Cecil B. Moore Ave. 
Temple University 

Philadelphia, PA 19122 
Phone: 215-204-1280 

Email: drs@temple.edu 

Interview Protocol 
Title: Identity Formation and Motivation of College Students with Disability: Promoting 
the Effective Utilization of Disability Support Services 
 
 
The interview protocol follows a life-history approach in which the interviewer asks the 
interviewee an initial leading question:  
 
“Please tell me about your experiences as a student with disability at Temple.”  
 
Following the interviewee's response, the interviewer asks the interviewee to elaborate on 
the various parts of the story of his or her experiences and to provide specific examples 
for more general statements. Probing questions take the form of: 
 

5. You said that …. Can you tell me more about this experience? 
6. You mentioned…. Can you tell me exactly what happened? 
7. You said… Can you elaborate about this? 
8. Can you please tell me what you mean by ….? Can you give me an example? 

 
Particularly, after the interviewee mentions DRS and support services in the course of the 
interview, the interviewer will ask the interviewee to elaborate on their experiences with 
these support services. If the interviewee does not mention DRS and support services 
through the interview, the interviewer will ask at the end of the interview a more direct 
set of questions:  
 

7. “Are you familiar with the disability resources and services at Temple?” 
8.  “Have you used the services? If yes, which ones? Please tell me about these 

experiences. If no, why not? 
9. “What do you think about the services that the disability resources and services 

provide? 
10. “What do other people think about the services that the disability resources and 

services provide?” 
11.  “What support services would be most useful for you at the university?” 
12. “What can the disability resources and services center do to be more helpful?” 
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At the end of the interview, the interviewer will thank the interviewee and ask whether 
they would be willing to be contacted for a follow-up in the future. 
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APPENDIX C 

INVITATION LETTER SENT TO STUDENTS FOR PARTICIPATION 
 

   

  

Disability Resources and Services 
Temple University 

(215) 204-4497 
akaplan@temple.edu 

 
E-mail message inviting to students participate in interview study: 
 
Dear xxxxxx 
 
We are writing to invite you to participate in a study about the experiences of students 
with disability on the Temple University campus. This study aims to understand better 
the experiences and needs of students with disability, and to contribute to the 
improvement of the services provided by DRS to students with disability on campus.  
 
The study involves one interview session that will last about 90 minutes. The time and 
place of the interview will be selected to suit your convenience.  In addition, we offer a 
$15 gift card either for Barnes & Nobles, iTunes, or Starbucks as a token of appreciation 
for your participation in this study.  
 
Participation in this study is voluntary and there are no consequences for refusing to 
participate. However, we believe that learning about the experiences of students with 
disability on campus is very important. By participating, you will be contributing to the 
improvement of services and thus to the promotion of the success and well-being of 
students such as yourself.  
 
If you have any questions about this study or about your participation, please contact Dr. 
Avi Kaplan at akaplan@temple.edu or 267-254-7129. 
 
Please respond to this e-mail and indicate whether you are willing to participate. If you 
are willing to participate, a Graduate Student Research Assistant will contact you to set a 
time and place for the interview. 
 
Thank you very much for considering this invitation, 
 
DRS and the Research Team 
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APPENDIX D 

CONCENT FORM 
 

 
 

Disability Resources and Services 
100 Ritter Annex 

1301 Cecil B. Moore Ave. 
Temple University 

Philadelphia, PA 19122 
Phone: 215-204-1280 

Email: drs@temple.edu 

 
Informed Consent Form (Interview Study) 

Title: Title: College Students with Disabilities’ Motivation to Utilize Disability Support 
Services: A Qualitative Investigation 

Participant ID: _______ 
 
Primary Investigator name: Avi Kaplan, 209 Ritter Annex, Temple University, (215) 
204-4497, akaplan@temple.edu 
Student Investigator: Rachel Meyer, Temple University, (216) 533-3170, 
rmeyer@temple.edu  
 
The Department of Disability Resources and Services (DRS) provides support services to 
students’ with disability on campus. In order to know how to better support students with 
disability, DRS is interested in learning about the experiences, challenges, and 
accomplishments of students with disability. For this purpose, we are interviewing Temple 
students with a disability about their experiences in and out of campus. We also intend to 
learn from these interviews more generally about the experiences of students with 
disability in college.  

The interview will last between an hour and an hour and half. Your participation in this 
study voluntary, and you may stop the interview at any time, or refuse to answer any 
question without consequences. We offer you a $15 gift card either for Barnes & Nobles, 
iTunes, or Starbucks as a token of appreciation for your participation in this study.  

The interview will be audio recorded and then transcribed. The audio file and the 
transcription will be labeled with an identifying code, not your name. Moreover, except for 
extreme and unlikely circumstances that are defined by ethical research norms, the data 
will only be accessible to the researchers working on this project. In any case, your 
participation and anything you say during the session will be held in the strictest 
confidence and handled ethically and professionally.  

We do not know of any physical or emotional risk, discomfort, or inconvenience that this 
study may expose you to. However, if at any time you feel that the questions led to any 
sense of discomfort, you can call your DRS advisor, or the Tuttleman Counseling Services, 
on 1810 Liacouras Walk (5th floor), Telephone: (215) 204-7276, 
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www.temple.edu/studentaffairs/counseling/  

Questions about your rights as a research subject may be directed to IRB Coordinator 
may also be reached by email: IRB@temple.edu or regular mail: Institutional Review 
Board Coordinator, Temple University Research Administration, Student Faculty 
Conference Center, 3400 N. Broad Street—Suite 304, Philadelphia, PA, 19140, (215) 
707-8757.  

 
All documents and information pertaining to this research study will be kept confidential, 
unless required by applicable federal, state, and local laws and regulations to be 
disclosed.  I understand that records and data generated by the study may be reviewed by 
Temple University and its agents, the study sponsor or the sponsor’s agents (if 
applicable), and/or governmental agencies to assure proper conduct of the study and 
compliance with regulations. I understand that the results of this study may be published.  
If any data is published, I will not be identified by name. 
 
Signing your name below indicates that you are 18 yeas old or over, and that you have 
read and understand the contents of this Consent Form and that you agree to take part in 
this study.   
 
                                             ____                    
Participant's Signature    Date  
     
__________________________________      
Investigator's Signature   Date 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Initials______ Date_____ 
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APPENDIX E 

PERMISSION TO AUDIOTAPE 
 

 Permission to Audiotape 
 

Participant ID: _______ 
 
Primary Investigator name: Avi Kaplan, 209 Ritter Annex, Temple University, (215) 
204-4497, akaplan@temple.edu 
Student Investigator: Rachel Meyer, Temple University, (216) 533-3170, 
rmeyer@temple.edu                                                       
 
Subject:                                      Date:                
Log #:                         
 
I give                                             permission to audiotape me.  This audiotape will be 
used only for the following purpose (s): 
 
       RESEARCH 
 
This audiotape will be used as a part of a research project at                                          .  I 
have already given written consent for my participation in this research project.  At no 
time will my name be used. 
                                                                 
WHEN WILL I BE AUDIOTAPED? 
 
I agree to be audiotaped during the time period:                  
to               . 
 
HOW LONG WILL THE TAPES BE USED? 
 
I give my permission for these tapes to be used from:             
to               . 
 
Data will only be kept until the research project is completed (no more than 2 years). 
Upon completion of the research project, all audio recordings will be destroyed.  
 
WHAT IF I CHANGE MY MIND? 
 
I understand that I can withdraw my permission at any time.  Upon my request, the 
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audiotape(s) will no longer be used.  This will not affect my care or relationship with                        
Rachel Meyer and DRS in any way. 
 
OTHER 
 
I understand that I will not be paid for being audiotaped or for the use of the audiotapes. 
 
FOR FURTHER INFORMATION 
 
If I want more information about the audiotape(s), or if I have questions or concerns at 
any time, I can contact: 
 
Avi Kaplan, 209 Ritter Annex, Temple University, (215) 204-4497, akaplan@temple.edu 
 
This form will be placed in my records and a copy will be kept by the person(s) named 
above.  A copy will be given to me. 
 
Please print 
 
Subject's Name:                                                   
 
Date:                         
 
Address:                                                          
                                                      
Phone:                             
 
Subject's Signature: 
__________________________________________________________                                             
(Or signature of parent or legally responsible person if subject is a minor or is 
incompetent to sign.) 
 
Relationship to Subject:                                          
 
Subject cannot sign because:                                      
 
                                                             
but consents orally to be audiotaped under the conditions described above. 
                                                                    
Witness Signature          Date 
 
 
                                                                        
Witness Signature     Date 
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APPENDIX F 

POSITIONING MYSELF WITHIN THIS RESEARCH DOMAIN  

Although students with disabilities have been enrolling in higher education for 

decades, it is only within the past fifteen years that a steady increase has been noted. 

School does not always come easy to some students, so much so that one might begin to 

question their future in academics. When I was younger, I was diagnosed with an 

expressive language disorder (generically referred to as a “learning disability”). School 

was always a struggle and there were many times I was unsure whether I was ever going 

to graduate high school, or even get into college, let alone graduate with a higher degree. 

Fortunately, I defied the odds and found a way to not let my learning issues overtake my 

dreams. Upon graduating from college and deciding my future, I began to wonder if there 

were other students who had similar experiences. Therefore, my intentions for this study 

were to gain a better understanding of how my experiences compared to other college 

students’ motivation for decision-making process for disclosure and utilization of 

university support services. 

With my early identification, I was able to get the support from my family and 

school personnel to educate me with multiple strategies and to offer me unconditional 

support in order for me to be as successful as possible. The tools and support I was taught 

and empowered me to complete school, achieve success, and not allow my disability to 

define me as person. I was able to implement and operationalize those approaches and 

transfer them into multiple settings.   

For as long as I can remember, I have always had strong self-advocacy skills and 

was never ashamed or embarrassed to discuss my disability with others or ask for help 

when needed. Although I do not advertise my disability in my sleeve, I do not hide the 

fact it is a part of who I am. I have been able to fully integrate my disability into my 

“authentic self” and I have found a way of getting my needs for autonomy, competence 

and relatedness satisfied. Of course, like many others, I have had academic aversions, but 
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those struggles have never prevented me from finding a way to collaboratively work with 

others in order to satisfy my own wants and needs. I disclosed my disability to my 

professors at the end of the first class of the semester. I presented them with the letter of 

accommodations, told them what I needed from them, and made sure throughout the 

semester I got to know them and they got to know me as learner. If I opted to take an 

exam in the disability office, my peers never questioned where I was because they knew I 

had a disability that sometimes required extended time on tests. My peers also knew that 

it took me slightly longer to study or write a paper compared to others, and I never felt 

ashamed or embarrassed to tell them I was not able to join them for the evening because I 

had to study. I grew up with a strong support network; therefore I knew my unique 

experiences helped in shaping my construction of my disability.  

The university’s disability office at my undergraduate college did a fantastic job 

of finding a way of supporting my three psychological needs of autonomy, competence 

and relatedness in order for me to feel self-determined. However, I attended a smaller, 

private university, where there was an option to be enrolled in a fee-based service 

program for students with disabilities, a program I took part in. This dissertation work 

was conducted at a large, public university with a non-fee-based disability program. 

Therefore, I wondered if I would find similar results as my own, or if they would be 

unique to this specific university. Because of my own personal biases based with my 

personal experiences, I took measures in the data collection and analysis to confront the 

possibility that my biases would affect my interpretations and findings. The measures I 

took to help combat the potential biases consisted of: looking for cases that were not 

compatible with our expectations, recruiting another graduate student to help conduct the 

interviews, and working with four people to analyze the interviews. These measures 

allowed me to not be bias when interpreting the findings.   

The six emerging themes from this study were not surprising, but rather 

somewhat expected. The unexpected finding was the consistency of the lack of 
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integration of the disability to the authentic self. The impact of not integrating the 

disability is likely to interfere with students’ motivation to disclose their disability and 

decision-making process for utilizing appropriate services. Without those services, the 

quality of student learning may be compromised. It is unclear if lack of disability 

integration would have an impact on student’s psychological needs being satisfied. 

Interestingly, the findings of this study confirmed my personal experiences in achieving 

self-determination and support of the three basic psychological needs.  

 

 

 

  
 


