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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this study was to explore and describe the disclosure process for 

university students with learning disabilities. The study used qualitative and quantitative 

research methods to gather data and to measure the psychosocial development. A 

telephone survey, personal interviews, and The Student Developmental Task and Lifestyle 

Inventory (SDTLI) were used. The participants included 148 university students with 

learning disabilities who were enrolled in a learning disabilities fee-based support program 

at a Research 1 University. 

The study found that the psychosocial development of students with learning 

disabilities did not differ significantly from the norming sample on the SDTLI, nor were 

there any significant differences between cohort status or gender of students with learning 

disabilities. 

The majority of students disclosed their learning disabilities to their instructors in 

order to use accommodations. Students with learning disabilities considered classroom 

climate, instructor characteristics, and peers in their decision making about disclosure. 

The results have implications for faculty, staff, and administrators because 

successful students seem to reframe their learning disability challenges into positive 

outcomes. Even students who tended to doubt their successes used reframing. Personnel 

and faculty members who have contact with students with learning disabilities need to 

understand that the students are capable and have typical psychosocial development. 



CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Self-disclosure of teaming disabilities to instructors is a matter of personal choice 

for students. Students at large universities have infrequent direct contact with their 

instructors. Nevertheless, students with learning disabilities have a unique need to meet 

with their instructors to disclose their learning disabilities if they intend to utilize 

reasonable accommodations that minimize the impact of their learning disabilities. Because 

learning disabilities are not visible or immediately recognizable by others, self-

identification is the only way for students to make known a learning disability to 

instructors. However, some students may fear that disclosure to their instructors will 

result in negative attitudes toward them or subjectivity in grading. Other students may 

believe that increased understanding about their personal learning strengths and 

weaknesses is valuable for their instructors to know. 

What is it that compels students with learning disabilities to inform or not inform 

their instructors about their learning disabilities? According to the American with 

Disabilities Act, it is the responsibility of individuals, and in this case the students, to 

inform the appropriate postsecondary officer or instructor of the fact that they have a 

disability. Most university personnel are supportive of diversity and will respect the 

privacy of the individual and understand their unique differences. It is possible for students 

to matriculate into college and graduate without ever disclosing a learning disability. 

However, not disclosing a learning disability may compromise students' academic 
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successes in specific classes where the learning disability negatively impacts performance. 

If students are embarrassed or ashamed to inform their instructors or peers about their 

learning disabilities, they may choose this course of action. Other students may believe 

their learning disabilities vwli no longer impact them in college and some students might 

even deny the existence of their learning disabilities. Thus, student disclosure becomes a 

critical issue for research and the focus for this study. 

Background 

In recent years, many issues related to learning disabilities have arisen on college 

campuses. Enrollment of students with learning disabilities has increased over the decades, 

especially since the implementation of Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 

(Section 504) and the passage of the American with Disabilities Act of 1990 (ADA). The 

surging enrollment has brought about a climate of change in service provisions for college 

students with learning disabilities. Many stakeholders, including service providers, 

administrators, faculty, and students, became involved in setting standards and developing 

policy and procedures for serving students with learning disabilities. In addition to Section 

504 and ADA, judicial findings from case law involving college students and learning 

disabilities have provided guidance for policymakers on campuses at postsecondary 

institutions. 

Section 504 was enacted to protect individuals with disabilities against 

discrimination. The literature projected that students with learning disabilities would enroll 

in postsecondary institutions in increasing numbers once equal access to education was 



mandated (Adelman, 1992; Rothstein, 1986; Spillane, McGuire, & Norlander, 1992; 

Vogel & Adelman, 1993). The prediction has materialized on campuses. The percentage 

of freshmen who self-report learning disabilities has increased from 15% in 1988 to 41% 

in 1998. Since 1998, learning disabilities has superceded the blind and partially sighted as 

the fastest growing disability category (Henderson, 1999). In 1992, Hartman reported that 

only 3% of the students with learning disabilities actually requested support on campus. 

More recently surveys have reported that two out of every five freshmen self-report a 

learning disability. Women self-report learning disabilities in lower percentages than men 

(42% to 58%). In one longitudinal survey, the persistence rate for students with learning 

disabilities was reported at 52% (U.S. Department of Education, 1999). However, not all 

students who responded anonymously on this survey reported that they had a learning 

disability or actually self-identified themselves to faculty or service providers, nor did they 

necessarily request accommodations on campus. 

Section 504 also specifies that public and private postsecondary institutions 

receiving federal funding through grants, contracts, or guaranteed student loans cannot 

discriminate against individuals with disabilities. In particular. Subpart E of Section 504 

addresses postsecondary institutions and requires that institutions provide academic 

adjustments for students with disabilities, as long as the essential requirements of a course 

or program are not compromised (section 104.44). Examples of academic adjustments 

from Subpart E include; extension of time to complete requirements for a degree, course 

substitutions, examinations that minimize the impact of the disability and reflect mastery. 
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use of auxiliary aids such as interpreters, or taped textbooks. Thus, Section 504 enabled 

students with learning disabilities greater access to higher education in an environment that 

promised to be free from discrimination and mandated academic adjustments to minimize 

the impact of the disability. 

The ADA extends non-discrimination coverage to state and local governments, 

focusing public attention and sentiment on the civil rights of individuals with disabilities. 

Title II of ADA includes community colleges while Title III covers private institutions. 

Thus, nearly all colleges and universities fall under the umbrella of Section 504 and ADA 

and risk the loss of federal funding if they are not in compliance. ADA defines "disability" 

similarly to the definition used for "handicap" in Section 504. A person with a disability is 

one who has a physical or mental impairment that substantially limits one or more major 

life activities, of which learning is one. However, the specifications provided by Subpart E 

of Section 504 are more helpful in shaping policy and procedures for postsecondary 

institutions and student rights than ADA (Heyward, 1998; Vogel & Adelman, 1993). 

Implementation of the ADA in 1992 created a new and somewhat adversarial 

environment for service providers, administrators, faculty, and students with learning 

disabilities at postsecondary institutions. ADA brought changes in the complexity of 

accommodations requested by students with learning disabilities, which were 

simultaneously met with challenges and resistance from faculty members who questioned 

the nature of the accommodations and the perceived lack of autonomy in making decisions 

about the structure of their courses. For instance, some faculty objected to providing 



copies of lecture notes to students with learning disabilities or changing the format of an 

exam from multiple choice to essay. Students with learning disabilities had become more 

sophisticated in accommodation requests, such as unlimited time on exams or open book 

exams. Some faculty members had difficulty conceptualizing the hidden nature of teaming 

disabilities (BrinckerhofF, Shaw, & McGuire,1992; Magnum & Strichart, 1988). 

Since the implementation of Section 504, service providers' primary functions have 

been to serve as advocates between students with learning disabilities and faculty and to 

interpret legislation as it relates to service provision. Their role had not been fully 

incorporated into the mission and policy of the university. Service providers became 

increasingly aware of the dual nature of their role with the implementation of ADA. Not 

only were they responsible to the students, but under ADA the service providers were 

challenged within their own institutions to balance their advocacy among diverse 

constituencies. Service providers became the focus of attention of university 

administrators for numerous reasons, such as the increased demand for physical and 

financial resources as a result of the institutional obligations to students with learning 

disabilities as mandated by ADA and Section 504 (Heyward, 1998; Scott, 1997). 

Institutional obligations became a top priority of administrators. As the public was 

taking notice of ADA, administrators at postsecondary institutions were also acutely 

aware of the ramifications of ADA. Administrators discovered a new demand on their 

fiscal and physical resources as enrollment of students with learning disabilities increased. 

An increased demand on legal resources occurred as litigation increased. Service providers 
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spent their time interacting with and responding to administrators' requests for a 

standardization of policy and procedures that could be integrated throughout departments 

within the university and that might reduce the risk of litigation. 

Service provision for students with learning disabilities had not been standardized 

with the passage of Section 504 (Scott, 1994; 1997). Policy evolved gradually in areas, 

such as documenting a learning disability, determining who is learning disabled and eligible 

for accommodations, and special admission's criteria. Lack of standardization was 

problematic at many postsecondary institutions. For example, determining the type of 

documentation acceptable to verify a learning disability varied considerably among 

institutions. Under Section 504, some colleges accepted the student's high school 

participation in special education as sufficient documentation of a learning disability and 

granted any accommodation requested by students, while other institutions required recent 

documentation of the learning disability. With tight resources, increased litigation, and the 

passage of ADA, policy changes occurred that required students to submit recent 

documentation indicating a functional limitation before they could be determined eligible 

for academic adjustments. 

Title II of ADA mandated that postsecondary institutions were responsible for 

disseminating information about non-discrimination policies to applicants and beneficiaries 

of the institution. Administrators responded by providing written notice in relevant 

publications informing students with disabilities that the institution was in compliance with 

non-discriminatory mandates. Usually, the publications informed students where to locate 



appropriate offices through which disability support would be available. Implied in the 

written notice is that students would need to self-disclose their learning disabilities if they 

are to have equal access to programs and activities and use reasonable accommodations. 

The students have an obligation to disclose their learning disabilities in a timely manner 

and in accordance with policy and procedures set forth by the university standards. Service 

provision for students with learning disabilities has become a joint responsibility among 

service providers, faculty, administrators, and students since the passage of the ADA 

(Heyward, 1998). Institutions are not obligated to provide support for students with 

learning disabilities until they self-disclose and request accommodations. 

Purpose of Study 

The purpose of this study was to explore how students deal with disclosure of their 

learning disabilities to their instructors. This study; (a) determined if students disclosed 

their learning to their instructors; (b) identified the reasons students gave for their 

disclosure decisions; (c) identified the methods students use to disclose their learning 

disabilities; (d) identified if gender and cohort patterns differed between lower division 

(freshmen and sophomores) and upper division students (juniors and seniors); 

(e) examined if students accepted their learning disabilities as part of their identity; and 

(f) related the disclosure decision making process to psychosocial development. 

To understand the disclosure process from the student's perspective, both 

qualitative and quantitative methods were used in the design of this study. The findings 

provided information that heretofore had been unavailable to student service personnel. 
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faculty, staff, and others who changed or implemented policy in colleges. This information 

may be used to; (a) aid personnel who work with students with learning disabilities by 

providing guidelines for programming that is grounded in psychosocial and adult 

development theory; (b) help students make informed choices about disclosure and 

understand the impact of learning disabilities in a college environment; (c) promote new 

partnerships among faculty, students, service personnel, staff, and administrators; (d) 

create an awareness that policy and procedures can be modified or developed that 

integrate important student considerations; (e) provide information about psychosocial 

development of students with learning disabilities; and (f) bring to light the student voice. 

Statement of Problem 

In spite of reports that indicate more students with learning disabilities are 

attending college, scant knowledge is available about how these students experience 

college with regard to their learning disabilities. Numerous articles appear in the literature 

about college admission and learning disabilities (Spillane et al., 1992), legal aspects of 

learning disabilities (Latham & Latham, 1993; Rothstein, 1990), service provision 

(Brinckerhoff, Shaw, & McGuire, 1992; Heyward, 1998; Vogel & Adelman, 1993), 

definitions and documentation of learning disabilities (Adelman, 1992; Brinckerhoff, Shaw 

& McGuire, 1993; Scott, 1994), faculty attitudes toward students with learning disabilities 

(Matthews, Anderson, & Skolnick, 1987; Minner & Prater, 1984; Nelson, Dodd, & Smith, 

1990). Few studies have incorporated students' viewpoints into their research (Gregg & 

Ferri, 1998; Smith, 1991). Many of the studies that report enrollment increases for 
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students with learning disabilities have surveyed students anonymously (Henderson, 1999; 

U.S. Department of Education, 1999). Few studies in the literature utilize qualitative 

methods to describe how students reveal an otherwise hidden disability to their instructors. 

These instructors expect learning and mastery as educational outcomes, which may affect 

a student's decision to disclose. Learning disabilities have not been examined in 

relationship to psychosocial and adult development theories. 

It is plausible that students with learning disabilities may hesitate to self-disclose a 

learning disability to those who evaluate their learning in the classroom. On the other 

hand, it is also possible that as students progress through various stages of development 

that the learning disability becomes a part of "who I am" and disclosure becomes as 

comfortable as any of their other innate characteristics. Students learn to compensate for 

their learning disabilities by utilizing their strengths to minimize their weaknesses, which 

enables many students with learning disabilities to compete successfully with their peers. 

Using the student voice to investigate the topic of disclosure adds an important dimension 

to a growing field of knowledge. 

Research Questions 

The major goals of this study were to: (a) discover reasons students give for 

disclosure of their learning disabilities; (b) discover methods used by students to disclose 

their learning disabilities; (c) identify if gender and cohort patterns differ between lower 

division (freshmen and sophomores) and upper division students (juniors and seniors); (d) 

examine the psychosocial development of students with learning disabilities; and (e) 
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provide information that can be used to develop or improve policy, procedures, and 

service delivery for students with learning disabilities. Students with learning disabilities 

have protection from discrimination because of the federal mandates; however, many 

questions remain unanswered about student disclosure in a college environment. From 

these goals and within the constructs of psychosocial and adult development frameworks, 

the following research questions emerged. 

Research Question #1: What reasons do students give for full, partial, or non-disclosure of 

their learning disabilities to university instructors? 

To address the issue of disclosure from the student perspective, it was necessary to 

query several layers deep to detect if there were any reasons why students did not disclose 

their learning disabilities when they needed an accommodation to minimize the negative 

impact of that learning disability. Additionally, it was important to understand the reasons 

students cited for informing their instructors. 

Research Question #2: What methods of disclosure do students use to inform their 

instructors about their learning disabilities? 

For those students who disclosed their learning disabilities to their instructors, it is 

informative to know the methods the students use. Students could use an Identification 

Letter (Appendix A) provided to them by the disability services program staff or actually 

choose to meet with the instructor to explain their learning disability and any type of 

accommodations they needed. Information about methods has implications for disability 

services programming. 
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Research Question #3: Are there cohort status differences (male/female and lower 

division/upper division) in the way students describe their self-disclosure? 

Further exploration of disclosure was necessary to understand if cohort differences 

existed. Students make significant developmental changes as they progress from lower 

division to upper division and women experience college differently from men (Gilligan, 

1982; Josselson, 1987; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). Student data were analyzed to 

identify differences that provided insight for student services programming and faculty 

education. 

Research Question #4; Do decision making reason(s) about self-disclosure relate to 

psychosocial and adult development theories? 

Finally, going one layer deeper to more folly examine disclosure, it was necessary 

to understand hidden disabilities within the context of psychosocial and adult development 

theories. The student voices best informed us about their decision making processes. The 

students were the ones who provided explanations about accepting their learning 

disabilities as part of their identities and their willingness to disclose personal information 

to others. Additionally, an inventory measured their psychosocial development. 

Design and Frameworks 

The design and frameworks used in this study are described below. First, to answer 

the specific research questions about student disclosure, an exploratory and descriptive 

study using quantitative and qualitative methods was designed. Exploratory research 

allowed the researcher to pursue personal interests, to determine the practicality of more 
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elaborate research, or to determine methods for use in subsequent studies. Contrary to 

many types of social research, the process in exploratory research is inductive, that is 

identification of the variables and their existing relationships are made during the data 

collection and analysis to yield information about students' disclosures of learning 

disabilities in a university context. Exploratory research also allows for the classification of 

variables that might be used in future research, including grounded theory methods 

(Babbie, 1998). Often exploratory research is undertaken when a topic has been the subject 

of limited study (Krathwohl, 1993). This was true for the focus of this study, disclosure of 

learning disabilities to instructors. Triangulation was achieved by combining methods, 

theories, and data (Berg, 1998). 

Second, to explore and describe the complexities of student disclosure, this study 

was designed using constructs fi^om (a) Chickering and Reisser's (1993) Model of Student 

Development, (b) Cass's (1984) Model of Homosexual Identity Formation, and (c) a 

Model for Successful Adults with Learning Disabilities (Gerber, Reiff, & Ginsberg, 1996). 

Data from a telephone survey, personal interviews, and results from a inventory that 

measured psychosocial development were linked with the theoretical constructs for 

analysis and interpretation. 

Psychosocial Development and Learning Disabilities 

Psychosocial theories are important for student affairs programming. These 

theories are based on variables that are associated with internal reactions (psycho) which 

result in response patterns by individuals and the relationships {social) individuals form 



with their external world. Psychosocial development affects how students view themselves 

and how they react with other individuals in their environment. These theories view 

development as a process through which a student masters a series of interrelated tasks. 

Completion of these interrelated tasks and the degree of mastery influences student 

development during college (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). Specific variables are 

associated with the internal development of college students with learning disabilities, (a) 

self-esteem, (b) self-concept, (c) identity formation, and (d) dependency on others 

(Brinckerhoff et al, 1993). The interaction of these variables has a pronounced influence 

on developing a positive identity (Vogel & Adelman, 1990). 

Social aspects of development include autonomy, independence, locus of control, 

and interpersonal relationships (Brinckerhoff et al., 1993; Chickering & Reisser, 1993). 

Pascarella and Terenzini (1991) report that interpersonal relationships mature during 

college. Research indicates socialization to be an area of weakness for students with 

learning disabilities (Brinckerhoff et al, 1993). 

In general, the process of disclosure requires an individual to reveal a piece of 

information about himself or herself that is very personal (Chelune, 1979). Learning 

disabilities are part of a person's identity. These learning disabilities persist across the life 

span; they do not go away even if the person learns to compensate for them (Brinckerhoff 

et al., 1992; Vogel, 1993). However, learning disabilities are invisible and may remain that 

way unless the individual chooses to disclose them to others. Therefore, when students 

disclose their learning disabilities, they are revealing a part of their identities. Just as the 
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gay/lesbian individual has a choice about whether to "come out," so does the person with 

learning disabilities. 

Identity formation for individuals with learning disabilities and for gay men and 

lesbians have invisibility from others as a common factor. The "coming out" process for 

gay men and lesbians encompasses identity awareness, acceptance, and affirmation 

(Fassinger & Miller, 1996) and may be similar for individuals with learning disabilities. 

Identity formation and expression are part of the developmental process. As 

students form their identities, they may move among various developmental stages. It is 

common for students, prior to diagnosis of learning disabilities, to wonder why their 

learning is difficult and different from their peers. The phenomenon may occur at any level 

of education. When students with learning disabilities matriculate to college, they 

frequently believe their learning disability will no longer impact them. Students who are 

recently diagnosed with learning disabilities sometimes reject the diagnosis, while other 

students openly express concern about the stigma associated with being labeled (Walder-

Haugrud, & Magrader, 1996). When students worry about the stigma, they are struggling 

with issues of identity development. 

College students have many experiences in which they can explore their personal 

identities and social relationships (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). Pascarella and Terenzini 

(1991) report evidence of change and positive resolution of identity during college. For 

students with learning disabilities, the psychosocial characteristics are considered 
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secondary to the learning disabilities, nonetheless inextricably linked to their learning 

disabilities (BrinckerhofF et al., 1993). 

Interaction with peers who also have learning disabilities may influence students 

thoughts, feelings, behaviors. Students with learning disabilities who have frequent contact 

with other students with learning disabilities may accept their learning disabilities more 

readily. This might be even more relevant for the students who share similar 

characteristics, such as socio-economic status, academic preparation, race, and family 

support. Consequently, they may be more willing to disclose their learning disabilities in 

academic and social settings when they interact with peers who share similar experiences. 

Model of Psychosocial Development. Arthur Chickering first introduced his model 

of student development in 1969 when he described how students move across seven 

vectors. Students can be influenced by various institutional characteristics and the specific 

culture of their college experiences. In 1993, Chickering and Reisser revised their model 

to reflect continued study about how students develop in college. They postulated that 

progress along the seven vectors was related to institutional factors (size, clear objectives, 

programs in student development), teaching and curriculum (innovative curriculums and 

teachers), and interaction on campus (student-faculty interactions and campus 

community). 

This model of psychosocial development describes vectors that are to be 

completed along a continuum; however, the movement may include regression as well as 

progression. The vectors build upon mastery of the preceding vectors. Chickering and 
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Reisser (1993) describe the following seven vectors: Developing Competence, Managing 

Emotions, Moving Through Autonomy Toward Interdependence, Developing Mature 

Interpersonal Relationships, Establishing Identity, Developing Purpose, and Developing 

Integrity. The vectors are described in Appendix B. Many factors influence how students 

experience these vectors (Chickering, 1969; Chickering & Reisser, 1993; Evans, 1996). 

Students with learning disabilities face challenges or crises because their learning 

problems may be different from those faced by typical students. For example, students 

with learning disabilities may need to use alternative learning techniques to process 

information for their classes or they may need additional time to recall information on an 

exam. Learning challenges are present in varying degrees for students with learning 

disabilities. Students must decide whether to disclose their learning disabilities as they 

encounter these challenges. 

Chickering's (1969) theory is useful in examining how students with learning 

disabilities confront challenges and progress through the vectors. The vectors may have an 

effect on disclosure. Vectors germane to disclosure are (a) Developing Competence, 

particularly academic competence because learning is critical in college and the students 

have weaknesses related to learning; (b) Moving Through Autonomy Toward 

Interdependence, particularly self-direction and problem solving; and (c) Establishing 

Identity with respect to knowledge and self acceptance. 

The Student Development Task and Lifestyle Inventory (SDTLI) (Winston, Miller, 

& Price, 1987), which is more fully described in Chapter 111, is based on constructs of 
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CMckering's (1969) Model of P^chosockl Development. The tasis and subtasks on the 

SDTLI are related to the vectors. Thus, quantitative measurement of Chickering's theory 

is measurable. 

Chickering (1969) has been criticized because his original model did not include 

students from diverse backgrounds; however, his work with Reisser (Chickering & 

Reisser, 1993) has made the model more inclusive representative of more diverse groups. 

Specific research to determine the appropriatetKSS of using dnckering's vectors for 

students with learning disabilities has not been undertaken. However, the model has been 

used by researchers to explore college student development. Several studies are included 

in the literature review in Chapter II. 

Cass's Model of Homosexuality Identity Formation. Cass's (1984) Model of 

Homosexual Identity Formation hypothesizes that developmental, formative stages of 

identity devek)pn>ent are part of an internalized process. She includes stages that 

encompass identity expression (Appendix C). It is the external behavioral manifestation 

that defines disclosure ofhomosexuaKty or learning disabilities; however, the act of 

disclosure is based on an internal acceptance of identity. The stages in Cass's model may 

be relevant to understanding the disctosure process for students with learning disabilities. 

When applied to the process of student disclosure of learning disabilities, identification of 

structural constraints to disclosure can be determined. 

Cass's (1984) model has been used to study how homosexual males form their 

identities. In some studies, this model has been used to study gay women and their identity 
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development. No research was found that used this model with identity development of 

students or other persons with learning disabilities. 

When students worry about the stigma associated with their learning disabilities, 

they may be in Cass's (1984) Stage 1 (Identity Confusion). Students wonder why they do 

not leam easily. When students are diagnosed and receive support services, they move into 

Stage 2 (Identity Comparison) and compare themselves to their peers. Stages 3 and 4 

(Identity Tolerance and Self-Acceptance) may be experienced as students with learning 

disabilities participate in programs with other students with learning disabilities and 

eventually accept that they have learning disabilities. Stage 5 (Identity Pride) occurs when 

the public and private selves merge. Finally, students who are in Stage 6 (Identity 

Synthesis), disclose their learning disabilities when appropriate and are devoid of worrying 

about the stigma that others have toward learning disabilities. This model may be relevant 

to how students experience their learning disability in college and decide about disclosure 

to their instructors. 

Model for Successful Adults with Learning Disabilities. The Model for Successfal 

Adults with Learning Disabilities (Gerber, ReifF, & Ginsberg, 1996) was developed from a 

qualitative analysis of successful adults in the workplace. The authors explain that adults 

who are moderately successful in the workplace have a drive, which is called control, to 

manage their own lives. The control is the result of the interaction between their internal 

decisions and the external manifestation of those decisions, which would result in making 
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adaptions that are necessary to be successful in situations that might be compromised by 

the presence of learning disabilities (ReifF & Ginsberg, 1995). 

Successfiil adults made internal decisions about their lives. Factors that were 

associated with success included; (a) desire for positive outcomes, (b) goal orientation, 

and (c) reframing. By making internal decisions the individuals were able to make 

decisions that fostered success. Once the internal decisions were made, the individuals 

ideas could be transformed into external manifestations that fostered success. The external 

manifestations include; (a) talent, (b) goodness of fit, (c) learned creativity, and (d) social 

ecologies. Further descriptions are included in Appendix D. 

Those adults who functioned well had managed to do so by successfully making 

internal decisions by using a Reframing Process (Appendix E). This model is appropriate 

for use in exploring and describing the characteristics of disclosure. Initially, students need 

an awareness that they have learning disabilities, which will present opportunities and 

challenges to understanding that they have a need to overcome them. The second stage is 

acceptance which implies that the learning disability will persist across time and consists of 

innate strengths and weaknesses. The third stage includes the need for students to 

understand their unique strengths and weaknesses which is a prerequisite for success. 

Finally, the successful student needs to make a conscious decision to work toward goals 

by having a plan of action. 
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In sum, the frames described in this section will allow for analysis of students with 

learning disabilities. The frames will be useful in exploring a hidden disability that affects 

how students manage their college experiences. 

Significance 

In a poignant qualitative piece written by a college student with a learning 

disability, Cohn (1998) relates how he thinks negatively about his learning disability when 

he must disclose it to others. He fears "that I may lose respect when other people find out 

that I have a learning disability and can lead to such feelings of shame that I protect my 

self-esteem by putting on a mask of supercompetence and activity" (p. 112). He wears this 

mask to hide his weaknesses. The mask that Phillip wears is named the "imposter 

syndrome" and is a common finding of qualitative researchers who study the risk and 

resilience and success of adults with learning disabilities (Reiff, Gerber, & Ginsberg, 1993, 

1997; Spekman, Goldberg, & Herman, 1993). These adult masks can backfire in social 

situations when individuals appear too competent in situations where they have 

weaknesses. 

Learning disabilities are invisible and affect cognitive areas of functioning. In 

higher education where acquisition and demonstration of knowledge are imperative, 

learning disabilities may create dilemmas for students with learning disabilities. In some 

cases, the "fear of losing face with peers and professors may stimulate students with 

learning disabilities to mask secret shame and avoid situations in which they have to 

perform in their weak areas" (Smith, 1991, p. 221). Even though students with learning 
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disabilities are able to use accommodations to compensate for their weaknesses in 

acquiring and demonstrating knowledge, they bear the ultimate responsibility in deciding 

to inform their professors about their learning disabilities and their need for 

accommodations in a particular class (Lynch & Gussel, 1996). 

Disclosure is the intentional revelation of personal information to another person, 

with regard to his or her work, interests, tastes, money, education, attitudes, opinions, 

body, and personality. "Self-disclosure" means sharing information about oneself, 

especially information which is personal. Informing others about your thoughts, feelings, 

values, past history, and plans all represent self-disclosure (Jourard & Lasakow, 1958). 

Colleges have the obligation to provide (a) meaningful access to programs and 

activities in a non-discriminatory manner; (b) a case-by-case review of effective 

adjustments or accommodations, and auxiliary aids; (c) confidentiality of disability status 

and information; and (d) a non-discriminatory environment for otherwise qualified 

students with learning disabilities (Heyward, 1992, 1998; Rothstein, 1990; Scott, 1994). 

Staff and faculty at post secondary institutions are not permitted to ask students (or 

prospective students) if they have a learning disability. By the same token, the institution is 

not obligated to provide accommodations until they are requested by the students. 

Often students with learning disabilities will disclose their learning disabilities when 

applying for admission to a college. When students disclose during the admission process, 

it may be because they have not met the admission requirements, such as the foreign 

language, math, or standardized test score requirements. These students may be 



considered otherwise qualified for admission if the learning disability has impacted their 

performance in one of these areas. Thus, admission may be granted. Once matriculated in 

college, students may disclose their learning disabilities. Students might hesitate to 

disclose a learning disability in an environment where learning is critical. Or, students may 

not disclose if they think an instructor might discriminate against them. Other students 

with learning disabilities may react differently once admitted to college. They believe their 

learning disabilities will not impact their academic performance. Still other students may 

not want their peers to know about their learning disability. They may fear their learning 

disability will make them seem inferior. 

Specific environments may influence students decisions to disclose their learning 

disabilities. When a large number of students have learning disabilities, disclosure may be 

facilitated. On the other hand, if students do not know other students with learning 

disabilities, the disclosure process may not be easy for them. 

Exploring the topic of disclosure of learning disabilities is of vital importance to 

service providers, faculty, administrators, and students. If it is found that students hide 

their learning disabilities to avoid discrimination or even perceived discrimination, then 

specific types of programming and outreach may be necessary. Not using reasonable and 

necessary accommodations to compensate for learning weaknesses may result in poor 

academic performance. If students hide their learning disabilities because they have not 

accepted the disability as part of their identity, programming may be necessary to assist the 

students with self-acceptance and self-advocacy. 



Currently little data exists either qualitatively or quantitatively on student self-

disclosure of learning disabilities to their instructors. The assumption might be made that 

students would disclose their learning disabilities to their instructors because they want to 

compensate for their learning disability by using an accommodation in the classroom. On 

the surface, the decision to self-identify would appear simple; nevertheless, the decision

making process about disclosure remains unknown. While data exist for students who 

register with disability service offices, their eligibility for specific accommodations and the 

cost of these services, the variables related to the decision making process for disclosing 

learning disabilities are not known. Understanding students' stages of psychosocial 

development, their unique cohort differences, and their acceptance of the learning 

disabilities facilitates most college personnel who work directly with university students 

with learning disabilities. 

Limitations 

A number of limitations may affect the generalizability of this study. The following 

limitations will be discussed; (a) the scope of the study, (b) the participants, (c) researcher 

bias, and (d) the theoretical assumptions. 

The scope of this study was narrow. The study took place at one Research I 

University in the southwest, which is not representative of the types of institutions in 

which students with learning disabilities may enroll. It is unlikely that universities or 

colleges would be so similar that the findings would be generalizable. 
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The participants were drawn from a fee-based support program. Students who 

selected this program were primarily from urban and suburban cities across the country 

and not representative of in-state enrollment at Southwestern University. Few students in 

this study were on financial aid or scholarships. The program, while noted for its 

excellence, is also noted for its affluent population. There are several socio-economic and 

ethnic minorities not represented in this study, which also precludes the generalizability of 

the findings. Thus, this underrepresentation is a major limitation. 

Research bias is another factor of concern. During the research, the researcher was 

employed by the fee-based program in a position that required her to be familiar with the 

students' academic and psychosocial characteristics, their specific learning disabilities, and 

interests to implement student programming. Therefore, the researcher had ample 

opportunity to converse with the students on a regular basis. Extreme caution was taken in 

developing the survey and interview questions that would be asked of all the participants, 

even if the researcher felt she could predict some student responses. Caution was also 

taken to transcribe the interviews accurately and analyze the data without including her 

personal knowledge about the students in the analysis. 

Finally, the frameworks chosen to analyze the data have their own limitations. Two 

of the three frameworks did not indicate whether individuals with learning disabilities were 

included as a part of their theory construction. Chickering and Reisser (1993) did not 

speak of students with learning disabilities as they described how students experience the 

seven vectors, nor did Cass (1979, 1984) report any individuals with learning disabilities 
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as she constructed a theory of homosexual identity development. Only the framework 

proposed by Gerber et al. (1996) is specifically directed toward individuals with learning 

disabilities. Other theory limitations are reported in Chapter II. 

Organization of the Study 

The research study is organized into jfive chapters. Chapter II reviews the relewit 

literature on the legal context and institutional issues for serving students with learning 

disabilitfes, pi^chosocial and identity issues, attitudes of feoilty, stajff and students with 

learning disabilities, and disability disclosure issues. Chapter III presents the methodology 

used in this study. Chapter IV provides an analysis of the data including tte reasons 

students cite for disclosure, the methods they use, the gender and cohort patterns of 

disclosure, the results of the Student Developmental Task and Lifestyle Inventory, and the 

qualitative findings about the disclosure process. Chapter V suggests possible reasons for 

the decisions that students made about disclosure, discusses the implicatiom for students, 

fecuhy, stafl  ̂and administrators, and recommends programming that assists students in 

making informed decisions about disclosure of learning disabilities to university 

instructors. Finally, suggestions for fiirther research are made. 
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Chapter II is organized in the following manner; (a) the legal context and 

institutional issues for serving students vwth learning disabilities; (b) disclosure and 

disability; (c) student disability disclosure; (d) faculty, service provider, and student 

attitudes; (e) identity and psychosocial development in college students; and (f) a 

summary. 

The Legal Context and Institutional Issues 

Section 504 and ADA are civil rights statutes that were enacted with the intent to 

provide equal opportunity for individuals with disabilities. For courts to consider an act to 

be discriminatory under Section 504, several conditions must be met; (a) the individual 

must have a disability, (b) the denial of access must clearly discriminate against the 

individual, (c) the individual must be otherwise qualified, and (d) the concerned program 

or department must be a part of federally funded institution. These conditions apply to 

most public colleges and universities as well as to many private postsecondary institutions. 

Subpart E (1977) of Section 504 regulations limits "certain acts as discriminatory and 

prescribe others as necessary." It serves to clarify what reasonable accommodations 

students are able to request and what postsecondary institutions must provide in the 

following areas; (a) admissions; (b) academic adjustments; and (c) auxiliary aids, access to 

programs, and activities (Milani, 1996). Primarily, ADA extended the coverage of Section 

504 to private institutions receiving federal financial assistance. The vague language of 
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Section 504 made it diiBBcult for colleges and universities to integrate the intent of Section 

504 and ADA into their missions and to develop policies and procedures that met with 

compliance (NJCLD, 1999). 

Otherwise Qualified Students 

Section 504 and the accompanying regulations require protection to individuals in 

postsecondary institutions only if they have a disability and are "otherwise qualified." A 

person with a disability is defined as one "who (i) has a physical or mental disability which 

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

such an impairment, or (iii) is regarded as having such an impairment." Learning is 

considered a major life activity. Additionally, "no otherwise qualified individual with a 

disability .. . shall, solely by reason of her or his disability, be excluded from participation 

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

activity receiving federal financial assistance." 

Similarly, Title II of the Americans with Disabilities Act (1990) declares; "No 

qualified individual with a disability shall be excluded from participation in or be denied 

the benefits of the services, programs, or activities of a public entity." A qualified 

individual is defined as one who meets the requisite academic and technical standards 

required for admission or participation in postsecondary institutions programs and 

activities. However, students with disabilities are not guaranteed they will reach the same 

level of achievement or results as students without disabilities (Latham & Latham, 1993). 
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Thus, students with learning disabilities are protected from discrimination while applying 

to or attending postsecondary institutions, but not guaranteed success. 

A seminal case used to determine criteria for "otherwise qualified" is Southeastern 

Community College v. Davis (1979). An applicant with a hearing impairment was denied 

admission to a nursing program because lipreading was her primary mode of 

communication. The college argued that the student was not otherwise qualified because 

the necessary accommodations would fundamentally alter the admission requirements. The 

case was decided in favor of the college because Section 504 does not require a program 

to lower requirements due to a handicapping condition. This case helped to establish that 

the intent of Section 504 and ADA was to balance the rights of individuals with disabilities 

with program integrity. Access was not required for students who were not "otherwise 

qualified." 

The enactment of Section 504 and ADA alerted faculty, administrators, and staff 

to the universities' legal responsibilities to students with learning disabilities (Heyward, 

1998; Latham & Latham, 1994; Scott, 1994; Scott & Gregg, 2000). Case law has helped 

clarify the rather vague language that is used in these statutes (Milani, 1996). Therefore, 

from statutes and case law, colleges and universities have been able to develop polices 

over time that are in compliance with the federal mandates. Examination of case law that 

is relevant to this study is presented below. 
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Essential Requirements 

The literature indicates the increasing importance in considering program and 

activities on a case by case basis (Brinckerhoff et al, 1993; Heyward, 1998; Scott, 1994, 

1997). Scott (1994) clearly addresses essential program requirements. She recommends 

that if students request an adjustment, such as a course substitution, the institution must be 

able to provide the rationale used in granting or declining the request. Faculty play a vital 

role in determining compliance for academic standards (Heyward, 1998; Scott, 1994; 

Scott, 1997; Scott & Gregg, 2000). 

The courts have looked for internal policy and procedures and deferred to the 

colleges when cases involve educational issues and discrimination due to disability 

(Heyward, 1998; Scott & Gregg, 2000). In Wvnne v. Tufts Universitv School of Medicine 

(1992), the courts found that the faculty had provided a medical student with suitable 

alternative means of access and that further alternatives requested by the student would 

lower the standards of the program. More recently, Guckenbereer. et al v. Trustees of 

Boston Universitv (1998) held that course substitution for foreign language was not 

required since Boston University used a procedural process in determining that a liberal 

arts college should require foreign language as a part of a liberal arts degree. In both 

cases, the courts looked to the university for their procedural analysis to balance students' 

needs against institutional interests. 



42 

Admissions 

The admission process is salient to disclosure of learning disabilities. Students are 

not required to notify postsecondary institutions that they have a learning disability, nor 

may the institution make a preadmission inquiry. However, postsecondary institutions may 

consider the disability of an applicant to determine if the student is otherwise qualified and 

equally qualified as other applicants (Doe v. New York University. J 981). At times, 

disability status may become known to admissions staff because some standardized tests 

taken with accommodations by students with disabilities are marked with an asterisk to 

denote this. In Halasz v. University of New England (1993), a student challenged that his 

low Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) score hindered his admission. The court found that 

the score did not have a disproportionate effect on the admission decision because the 

SAT was available in an alternative format for students with learning disabilities. Thus, 

lower scores on admissions tests do not require the school to change the manner in which 

the scores are used to make admission decisions. 

For the most part, institutional inquiries about disability status have also been 

deemed inappropriate by the courts. Only in cases where safety issues include substantial 

risk have the courts determined it permissible to allow the inquiries. Glendale Community 

College (1993) asked students prior to admission if they had any health problems which 

affected employment and Thomas Coolev Law School (1990) asked law applicants to fill 

out detailed explanations if they had any mental health issues. Loma Linda (1997) 

regularly asked applicants why they had taken standardized tests for admission under non-
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standardized conditions. All three postsecondary institutions were found to be in violation 

of Section 504. These findings reflect the concern that institutions might be on "fishing 

expeditions to consider disability as a criterion in the admission of students with disabilities 

(Heyward, 1998). 

Thus, the admissions area is of vital concern in developing policy and procedures 

related to compliance issues for students with learning disabilities. Students with learning 

disabilities regularly disclose their disabilities during the admission process in the hope of 

special consideration. Policy and procedures are essentia! to colleges and universities to 

avoid litigation (Heyward, 1998). 

Academic Adjustments and Accommodations 

Academic adjustments modify academic requirements, as necessary, to ensure that 

qualified applicants or currently enrolled students with disabilities are not discriminated 

against. Therefore, postsecondary institutions provide academic adjustments in compliance 

with federal mandates. Academic requirements that are essential to programs of 

instruction are not subject to discrimination according to Section 504 and ADA. 

Individuals with disabilities must notify the postsecondary institution of their 

disability status and provide supporting documentation of that disability. Students with 

disabilities must request specific academic adjustments; the institution is not expected to 

know their needs. If disclosure and requests are not made, the institution is not liable for 

discrimination. 



For example, at the Whittier College School of Law, the Office of Civil Rights 

(1995) issued a letter of finding that the college had not discriminated against a student 

who had only requested extended time on exams, but not an adjustment for her reading 

disability. The student was subsequently disqualified. The school was not obligated to 

provide the student with reading strategies that might have helped her meet the grade 

requirement for law school. Thus, her disqualification was not considered to be 

discriminatory because she had failed to notify the college about her specific needs. 

In another court case, Campbell A. Dinsmore v. Charles C. Push and the Regents 

of the University of California (1990), a math professor refused to provide extended time 

for an exam because he did not believe in learning disabilities (cited in Brinckerhoff et al., 

1993). In spite of the service provider's recommendation for extended exam time, the 

professor refused on the basis of academic freedom and argued that some students finish 

exams quickly while others finish more slowly. A settlement, reached out of court in favor 

of the student, required the university to establish policies that would prevent future 

compliance problems. 

Once students with learning disabilities are admitted to postsecondary institutions, 

Section 504 requires that reasonable accommodations must be provided. Again, 

Southeastern Community College v. Davis (1979) provides an illustration. The courts 

stipulated that disabilities must be considered on an individualized basis and that a variety 

of accommodations would be necessary to allow program participation. Thus, a college 
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need only provide reasonable accommodations for a student to participate, not substantial 

accommodations. 

Also, in Wynne v. Tufts. (1992) a medical student requested exam modifications; 

that is, essay exams in lieu of multiple choice format. He was denied that request. The 

courts found the student had been offered other accommodations, such as tutoring, course 

repetition, and extended time for exams. Therefore, the courts concurred with Tufts about 

their right to determine if a certain exam format was integral to course examination. This 

established precedent that accommodations represent a balance between student need and 

institutional integrity. 

A complaint was filed against Rancho Santiago Community College (1992) when a 

student was denied extended time on an accounting exam. The student had failed her first 

exam that she had taken without an extended time accommodation. The student alleged 

that the college should haye known she was learning disabled and provided her with that 

accommodation. OCR found that the college was not required to provide an 

accommodation unless it was specifically requested by the student in a timely manner. 

Thus, students have responsibilities to disclose and to request specific accommodations. 

In sum, both students with learning disabilities and postsecondary institutions have 

responsibilities under Section 504 and ADA. Students must disclose their learning 

disabilities to their instructors and request academic accommodations. Postsecondary 

institutions are not expected to presume a student has a disability. Students may not claim 

after the fact that they were not accommodated. If the student did not disclose his or her 
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learning disability and request accommodations, discrimination did not occur. 

Postsecondary institutions are required to provide equal opportunity in a discrimination 

free environment. 

Disclosure and Disability 

The literature on disclosure of disability can be grouped into three categories. The 

first category of literature involves disclosure of disability in the workplace. The second 

category of literature can best be described as self-help or "how and when to steps" for 

college students. The third body of literature involves research studies on the topic of 

disclosure and learning disabilities. 

Workplace Disclosure 

Two themes were reported in the literature about disclosure in the workplace. The 

first theme presents self-help articles about disclosure. Workplace disclosure literature is 

replete with the how to disclose articles. The articles generally suggest that persons with 

disabilities disclose their disabilities to their employer or prospective employer if an 

accommodation is necessary to fulfill the requirements of the position. For instance, 

Latham and Latham (cited in Gerber & Brown, 1997) write in Learning Disabilities and 

Employment, that unless individuals need an accommodation, they should not disclose. 

However, they warn that individuals who might be taking medication for their disability, 

such as Ritalin, should disclose their disability since drug testing is common in many 

employment settings. 
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Price (1998) stresses the importance of the how and when to disclose procedures 

for employees with learning disabilities. She reports the consensus from other experts 

(Boyd, 1995; Murphy, 1992) that disclosure of a learning disability is best undertaken at 

the time an accommodation is needed to maintain work performance. She emphasizes that 

disclosure of a learning disability is very important because it involves the psychosocial 

component of defining oneself and then revealing that portion of self to colleagues and 

bosses. 

The second theme in the literature involves the attitudes held by employers toward 

workers with learning disabilities. Murphy (1992) found that most workers he interviewed 

did not disclose their learning disabilities to their employers because: (a) it was none of the 

employers concern and may not be understood anyway, (b) the learning disability might be 

used against the employee, (c) job performance may not be impacted by the learning 

disabilities, and (d) there would be no solutions for learning disability problems in the 

workplace even if they disclosed. Worker perceptions of their supervisors' attitudes 

seemed to be a factor in the disclosure decision for the workers. 

In another study of 326 employers, workers with learning disabilities were viewed 

more negatively than workers with visible disabilities (Minskoff, Sautter, Hoffinann, & 

Hawks, 1987). Other studies reported that employers held similar attitudes toward 

employees vwth learning disabilities (Johnson, Aune, & Aase, 1992). 

Fewer studies have reported on the actual numbers of workers who disclose their 

learning disabilities. Greenbaum, Graham, and Scales (1996) reported that 20% of the 49 



workers in their study disclosed their learning disability to their employer. The major 

reason cited for non-disclosure was fear of discrimination. Another fairly recent study 

included 213 workers with different types of disabilities. Most of these employees were 

willing to disclose their learning disabilities (Friehe & Aune, 1996). In one study of college 

graduates with learning disabilities, a possible explanation for the lower wages of this 

group was that the workers were less productive. It was also noted that few of the 

workers requested accommodations that might enhance their productivity and lead to 

higher wages (Dickson & Venbule, 2002). 

In sum, a number of unanswered questions about the benefits or drawbacks to 

disclosure exists. The literature suggests not revealing a learning disability unless there is a 

reason to do so. This would be similar to a decision an individual might make about any 

personal characteristic. However, concern exists whether employees are choosing not to 

disclose out of fear about their jobs and that non-disclosure might affect work 

performance. 

Student Disability Disclosure 

In an attempt to locate research on disclosure of learning disabilities and college 

students, both academic databases and web searches were conducted. The results were 

limited, but fell into two categories. First, similar to workplace disclosure literature, "how 

and when to disclose" articles and websites were found. Additionally, three research 

studies were discovered. 
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Instruction on how and when to disclose was found. For example. Young (1996) 

suggests self-advocacy for students with learning disabilities. He emphasizes when, how, 

and if to request and use reasonable accommodations available under Section 504 and 

ADA. Brinckerhoff (1986) describes a step-by-step method on how students can disclose 

their learning disabilities to professors. Frequently, college websites include statements 

about disclosure under their disability related resource offices. Disability websites are 

listed in Appendix F for Southwestern University's peer institutions. 

In addition to the basic self-help suggestions. Lynch and Gussel (1996) describe 

issues related to disclosure. They suggest self-advocacy strategies that can be introduced 

by postsecondary counselors. Self-advocacy skills are explained for each component of 

disclosure: timing, language use, body language, and reinforcement of the instructor's 

efforts. These researchers conclude that faculty and students may benefit from disclosure. 

The literature review produced a few research studies about disclosure of learning 

disabilities. In the first study, Barga (1996) found that students managed their learning 

disabilities by using positive and negative coping strategies. In her study of 9 students at a 

mid-size university, she found that some students hide their learning disability by passing 

to avoid the negative effect of the label that might set them apart as being different. This 

belief inhibited student disclosure. 

In the second study, Rocco (1997) interviewed 9 faculty members, 8 students with 

visual disabilities, and 7 students with learning disabilities to determine what 

communication skills students needed when requesting an accommodation. She questioned 



whether emotional factors deterred accommodation communication. She found that 

students with learning disabilities perceived they were considered to be an impostor by the 

faculty when they did high quality work and had disclosed their learning disability. These 

students reported feelings of powerlessness after disclosing to the instructors who graded 

them. 

Deviance and stigma are associated with learning disabilities. Deviance is defined 

as the "perception of negative difference and stigma is the evocation of negative 

responses," (Susman, 1994). Even though Susman writes about individuals with physical 

disabilities, she reports that stigma associated with perceptions by others about the 

disability is an important consideration for disclosure of learning disabilities. However, few 

researchers have investigated stigma and college students with learning disabilities. 

The process of disclosure might be examined using theories about student 

development and methods used by successful adults. Chickering and Reisser (1993) 

suggest that institutional variables help shape identity formation. Thus, students who are 

engaged in a support program that fosters understanding of their uniqueness might be 

expected to accept their learning disabilities and be comfortable in disclosing them. These 

students might have the exposure to counselors who help them reframe their experiences 

through the use of their strengths and weaknesses. Additionally, meeting with other 

individuals like themselves might lead to self-acceptance and an alignment between their 

public and private identity (Cass, 1979). 
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In sum, the literature about disclosure in the postsecondary settings is similar to 

disclosure in the workplace. Most of the literature focuses on self-help strategies for 

individuals with learning disabilities. Disclosure has not been the focus of an in-depth 

study to determine how students relate the acceptance of their learning disabilities to the 

decision-making process. Only with further investigation that involves the voices of 

students with learning disabilities can accurate conclusions be drawn about the nature of 

the disclosure process. 

Faculty, Service Provider, and Student Attitudes 

Facuhy attitudes and their willingness to provide accommodations for students 

with learning disabilities have been studied by a small number of researchers. These studies 

indicate a willingness on the part of faculty members to make accommodations for 

students with learning disabilities; however, some faculty members have expressed 

reservations about the fairness of accommodations to the students without learning 

disabilities. Faculty attitudes about students with learning disabilities are less favorable 

when compared to faculty attitudes about students with other disabilities (Houck, Asselin, 

Troutman, & Arrington, 1992; Leyser; 1989; Minner & Prater, 1984). 

The following studies represent research on faculty attitudes toward students with 

disabilities. Minner and Prater (1984) studied perceptions of academic potential to assess 

how faculty experienced working with students with learning disabilities. In a survey of 

210 faculty, responses were more negative to vignettes about students with learning 

disabilities who had high grades and good social skills than toward those typical students 
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with average grades and poor social skills. The researchers concluded that students in the 

vignettes who were labeled as having learning disabilities, in spite of positive attributions, 

were perceived negative^ by the colege teachers because of the label of learning disabled. 

Findings similar to those of Minner and Prater (1984) were reported by Leyser 

(19K9) who found that 124 feculty at a Midwestem university were doubiM that students 

with learning disabilities had the ability to attend college. Only one-half of the feculty in 

this study believed that students with learning disabilities should be admitted to college. 

In another study, service providers and faculty were surveyed about their attitudes 

and knowledge regarding learning disabilities. Both groups were positive; however, 

faculty had more limited knowledge about learning disabilities and related services than 

did service providers. Faculty differences in attitude were gender specific with female 

feculty expressing more favorable attitudes than male faculty. Previous contact also 

resulted in faculty being more receptive of students with learning disabilities in their 

classes (Aksamit, Morris & Theuenberger, 1987). 

Matthews, Anderson and Skolnick (1987) found the faculty at a small public 

university generally held positive attitudes toward students with learning disabilities; 

however, they were more negative about providing accommodations for students with 

learning disabilities if those accommodat ions could not be given to all students in the 

classes. Nelson et al. (1990) also found that faculty attitudes differed regarding 

accommodations depending on the nature of the accommodation and its availability to all 

students as opposed to only some students. Another important finding in this study was 
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the more positive attitudes held by the faculty in the College of Education as opposed to 

the faculties in the Colleges of Arts and Sciences or Business. 

Houck, Asselin, Troutman, and Arrington (1992) surveyed the perceptions of 107 

faculty members, students with learning disabilities, and non-disabled students about 

learning disabilities' issues in a higher education setting. Faculty were generally found to 

be sensitive to the needs of students with learning disabilities, willing to allow 

accommodations for students with learning disabilities, and believed students with learning 

disabilities were capable of completing a college degree. However, the faculty reported a 

learning disability could limit the students' choices in deciding a major. Houck et al. found 

that faculty attitude could negatively influence students with learning disabilities. The 

students believed their learning disabilities prevented them from competing academically in 

the same manner as their non-disabled peers. The students with learning disabilities 

reported their professors had limited knowledge about learning disabilities, but seemed 

sensitive to their needs. The non-disabled peers in the study believed the students with 

learning disabilities were given an unfair advantage when they used accommodations. 

Houck concluded that peer conflict was present. 

Richter (1998) surveyed 322 faculty (with a 43% response rate) to assess faculty 

knowledge and attitudes toward service provision. She reported that 83% of the faculty 

had taught self-identified students with learning disabilities; 80% were aware that federal 

mandates existed; and 73% knew where to refer students on campus for support. 

However, 41% were uncertain of what accommodations were legally required of them. 
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Over 50% of the faculty strongly agreed that students with learning disabilities should 

receive accommodations and the faculty believed that students with learning disabilities 

could complete degree requirements. However, fewer faculty members believed that 

students could complete the degree requirements within their own discipline. Sixty-two 

percent of the faculty also believed that students were hesitant to disclose their learning 

disabilities. 

A survey of200 full-time faculties from three universities was undertaken to 

determine their knowledge of ADA and their attitudes toward students with disabilities. 

Using a survey that was reviewed by an expert panel, this study found that years of 

teaching and gender represented 54% of the variability of faculty attitudes toward students 

with disabilities. The faculty who had been teaching between 11-20 years held more 

negative attitudes about students with learning disabilities than faculty who had taught 

longer. Female faculty attitudes toward students learning disabilities were more favorable 

than those of male faculty (Benham, 1997). 

Smith (1991) interviewed college students with disabilities to find their personal 

beliefs about their academic performance and the social and campus support for them. She 

found that the students felt good about their experiences; however, 30% of the students 

felt that faculty was the most important reason for their academic performance. Twenty-

one percent of the students believed they were forced to withdraw from a course or 

program of study because of negative faculty attitudes. This study has limited applicability 
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because different types of disabilities were not reported on separately and it involved 

Canadian students where different service standards exist. 

McCarthy and Campbell (1993) reported more positive attitudes toward students 

with learning disabilities. They found that 62% of the faculty in their study at a land grant 

university disagreed that students with learning disabilities should not be advised to enroll 

in their classes. However, percentages decreased to 45% who supported the use of 

academic modifications and to 36% for those who would attend disability workshops. 

Student development theories will help examine how students consider faculty in 

the disclosure process. Chickering and Reisser (1993) stress the importance of student-

faculty interactions, however when these interactions involve admission of a learning 

weakness that might lead to discrimination, students may not engage with faculty. On the 

other hand, students with learning disabilities may feel comfortable sharing information 

about themselves as they reframe their experiences around their individual strengths and 

weaknesses (Gerber, Ginsberg & Reiff, 1994). 

In summary, service providers generally held more favorable attitudes toward 

students with learning disabilities and had more expertise in learning disabilities service 

provision than the faculty. Faculty attitudes are more positive when they have had 

exposure to and education about learning disabilities. Indications are that in-service 

programs for the faculty are beneficial. However, the influence of faculty attitudes on 

students with learmng disabilities is a major concern. Not only can faculty attitudes 
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negatively impact students with learning disabilities, their attitudes can also enhance the 

college experience for students with learning disabilities. 

Identity and Psychosocial Development in College Students 

The psychosocial development of college students is meaningful for student affairs 

professionals. Student development is a key factor in the social and academic experiences 

of students during college. Psychosocial development is used to study and describe 

students, to explain and understand their differences, to predict outcomes, to generate new 

theories, to influence student programming, and to assess effectiveness of existing 

programs (McEwen, 1996). In particular, psychosocial theories provide frameworks for 

helping student affairs professionals understand the identity development of students. 

Two early theorists, Marcia (1966) and Chickering (1969) have provided the 

foundation for psychosocial and identity development models upon which others have 

built by incorporating current information about theory building and with new knowledge. 

Both have based their models on work by Erickson (1963). Josselson's (1987) theory built 

upon Marcia's theory in her study of identity development in women. Chickering altered 

his original vectors to reflect new knowledge (Chickering & Reisser, 1993). Identity 

development for gay men and lesbians has drawn upon an early model developed by Cass 

(1979, 1984). 

Marcia's (1966) Model of Ego Identity has been used extensively in research about 

college students and identity development; however, it has been criticized because of the 

large male sampling in the original research. Pascarella and Terenzini (1991) report that 
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most research using Marcia's model has relied on correlational methods to study changes 

in identity status during college. After their extensive research of student outcomes, they 

conclude that identity research using Marcia's model as well as other models of identity 

development fails to focus on the variables in the college students' development that 

directly influences identity formation. 

Marcia (1966) based his model on two psychosocial tasks. The first involved some 

type of crisis in which a person could move forward or backward through exploration. 

The second involved a commitment that included a choice. According to this model, four 

styles of coping with identity resolution could be reached: identity diffused, foreclosed, 

moratorium, and identity-achieved. 

Josselson (1987) undertook a longitudinal study of women using Marcia's (1966) 

model of identity formation. Her findings differed from Marcia's in that women's identity 

status could be predicted by decisions about religion and sexual values rather than 

decisions about occupation or political values. Marcia had found the latter predictive for 

men. 

Chickering (1969) and later Chickering and Reisser (1993) identified seven vectors 

that represent changes experienced by college students as they progressed through their 

education. The vectors represent developmental stages; developing competence, managing 

emotions, moving through autonomy toward interdependence, developing mature 

interpersonal relationships, establishing identity, developing purpose, and developing 

integrity. Identity development is considered important because "at one level of 
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(p 173), which involves the competencies, emotions, values, self-confidence, relationships 

with others, tolerance and self-esteem. Institutional variables impact student development. 

Thus, the seven vectors have been used extensively in research about college students and 

assessment for student affairs programming. 

Chickering and Reisser's (1993) seven vectors have been partially validated by 

research studies. White and Hood (1989) sampled 255 students to determine the validity 

of the vectors. They found that Establishing Identity, Developing Purpose, and 

Developing Integrity were supported using factor analyses. 

In another study that included findings from an initial study, Martin (2000) used 

the Student Developmental Task and Lifestyle Inventory (SDTLI) to measure the 

psychosocial changes in students who had previously taken the SDTLI in a study by 

Thieke (1994). She was able to readminister the SDTLI to 92 out of the original 354 

entering students at a small religious college. Martin found partial validation that changes 

in development had taken place with significant contributions by faculty student 

interactions, participation in activities, and peer interactions. Among her higher 

correlations was the measure for Establishing Identity. This study partially supports 

Chickering's vectors and the SDTLI as measures of psychosocial development. 

Multiple Dimensions of Identity 

Identity formation had been assumed to be one dimensional in many research 

studies. The studies primarily sampled white, middle class students and did not focus on 
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multiple dimensions of identity formation have received attention. These dimensions 

include gender, race, ethnicity, sexual preferences, and disability (Cass, 1984; Cross, 1971; 

Green, 1998; Jones, 1997; McCam & Fassinger, 1996; Waldner-Haugrud & Magruder, 

1996). These researchers contradict the assumptions that identity does not need to 

consider more than one dimension. For example, being black and homosexual indicates the 

need to consider the underlying assumptions of being both black and homosexual in any 

research undertaken on identity (McCam & Fassinger, 1996). 

Researchers have proposed theoretical models that encompass a developmental 

approach to explain how homosexual identity is formed (Cass, 1979; Troiden, 1988). Cass 

(1979) proposed a six-stage model (Appendix C) that includes affective, behavioral, and 

cognitive components. While Cass' (1984) model has been extensively used to study 

women and men, her validation has been criticized for methodological reasons. 

Additionally, the Australian sample has made her model more difficult to interpret in an 

American context. Troiden (1988; 1989) developed a four-stage model that includes 

stigma as a factor in identity disclosure. He discusses disclosure as an option that can be 

facilitated by a supportive environment or repressed by a less supportive environment. 

Two studies using Cass's (1984) Model of Homosexual Identity Formation have 

used the self-rating scale developed by Cass. The participants are asked to self-identify 

their current stage of development (Kahn 1991; Levine, 1997). Kahn used additional 

measures of gender and family attitudes and homophobia to determine the relevance of 
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model for gay and lesbian individuals. Both researchers concluded that the model is valid 

for research purposes. However, they both showed that the lines between Stages 1 and 2, 

as well as 5 and 6 were not well-defined (Appendix C). Recent literature suggests that 

individuals do not necessarily experience the stages in order, just as there is movement 

back and forth across Chickering and Reisser's (1993) vectors (Kahn 1991; Levine, 1997). 

Recent research has indicated that learning disabilities persist across the age span 

and continue to present obstacles and challenges to adults as they move through the 

various stages of adult life (Gerber et al., 1996; Vogel & Adelman, 1993). These studies 

have addressed transition issues, such as students moving to the work force or college 

after high school graduation, psychoeducational testing for learning disabilities, college 

programming, and employment. More information is being reported on how adults 

experience learning disabilities in varius contexts. The early studies did not address adult 

developmental stages, themes, contexts, or mediating variables in the research (Polloway, 

Smith, & Patton, 1984). 

Gajar (1992) reports that research on adults with learning disabilities has focused 

on four distinct areas; (a) sample variation, (b) intervention strategies, (c) environmental 

variables, and (d) methods. She implored researchers to initiate research from a 

developmental perspective. She further suggested that distinct populations should be 

studied in adulthood. 



Erikson (1963) suggested adult developmental theory included three phases in 

which adults experience positive and negative psychosocial tasks. Havinghurst (1972) 

expanded on Erikson's theory by discussing societal demands and individual needs. He 

stressed the developmental and chronological nature of the tasks and relationship to 

development. 

McEwen (2000) has suggested that student affairs professionals look at 

alternatives to stage development theories to examine identity formation. She has 

proposed a model of multiple dimensions of identity that reflects the complexities of 

identity formation. Students have a "core" which is described as their inner identity. This 

core relates to other aspects of their multiple identities during different periods of time in 

the students' lives. These other dimensions include race, sexual orientation, gender, 

culture, socio-economic status and religion. Thus, contexts plays a role in the salience of 

these factors in the development of identity formation. 

Pragmatically, research studies have considered the needs, services, and 

accommodations of adults with learning disabilities; however, within the last few years 

studies have included developmental and multiple dimensions of identity theory in their 

studies. 

Another multidimensional aspect of identity development is disability (Fine & 

Asch, 1988; Gregg, Hoy, & Gay, 1996). Ross-Gordon (1996) encourages more research 

on socio-cultural dimensions of disability. A case is made that many research studies on 

learning disabilities neglect to include these dimensions as variables along with disability as 



a variable. She reports females are under-identified when compared to males in the school 

population. The interaction of gender with learning disabilities and its impact on identity 

formation is rare in the literature. Research studies often use disability as the research 

focus and ignore areas that comprise the identity of an individual, such as race, gender or, 

socio-economic status (Gregg et al., 1996; Ross-Gordon, 1996). Thus, multiple 

dimensions of an individual's identity are not frequently reported in the literature. 

Multiple dimensions of identity include social and cultural diversity. The learning 

disability alone does not define the person, but must include race, social status, ethnicity, 

gender, and other dimensions as they interact to shape how individuals form their 

identities. The categories are considered within the specific situations for college students. 

In some cases, similar experiences may affect students differently based on identifiable 

categories. Thus, disclosure may be affected by these categories. 

Using the Student Voice 

A number of studies have used qualitative methods in an attempt to describe the 

experiences of college students with learning disabilities. Using the voices of individuals 

with disabilities to describe their support networks is one theme reported in the literature. 

Social influences for these individuals vary from family to friends. More information about 

social influences is beginning to emerge fi-om the literature. Another theme in the literature 

is the findings from studies (Barga, 1996; Rocco, 1997) that report on how individuals 

with learning disabilities accept and convey their disability to others. 



63 

In one study where the researchers used in-depth interviews with students with 

disabilities, they found that social relationships were important for coping and adjusting to 

situations. On the one hand, Gerber et al. (1994) reported that mentors and friends 

provided more support than family when students were stressed and frustrated. Their 

success was attributed to social networks (Gerber et al., 1994). Rogan and Hartman 

(1990) found family members provided more support for students with learning disabilities 

with friends playing a minor role. 

Self-awareness, acceptance, and understanding were important characteristics for 

success in another qualitative study. In this study, students spoke highly of the support 

they received from tutors, mentors, and teachers (Spekman et al, 1993). 

The use of a reframing model has been the focus of several research studies. 

Reframing the learning disability requires that a person understand and articulate their 

strengths and weaknesses. In one qualitative research study on the educational, career, and 

vocational successes of individuals with learning disabilities, successful adults were able to 

reframe their learning disabilities to create more positive outcomes. The group that had 

not considered themselves successful did not reframe their disabilities (Gerber & ReifF, 

1992). 

Gerber et al. (1996) reported that successful adults with learning disabilities 

recognized, understood, and accepted their learning differences and demonstrated a high 

level of awareness of their learning disabilities. The students were aware of the impact of 

their disabilities and used effective strategies for learning. They seemed to 
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compartmentalize their disabilities, but did not allow the disabilities to define them. While 

acknowledging the relative negative aspects of their disabilities, the students reported an 

acceptance of their disabilities, and each described the impact of the disability on his or her 

life in positive terms. 

Stage and Milne (1996) interviewed eight students with learning disabilities. They 

described the attitudinal and behavioral characteristics of these students, the factors in the 

institution that impacted the students with learning disabilities, and how the students used 

coping strategies within the university. Students modified their behaviors in their classes to 

compensate for their negative self-perceptions. Interactions with institutional factors 

varied from positive to negative. For some students with learning disabilities, interactions 

with faculty were positive while, for others, it was a negative experience. Tutoring was 

met with mixed reactions. Students had developed significant ability to cope with their 

learning disabilities from long study periods to relying on their learning strengths. In spite 

of student motivation, students with learning disabilities did mention negative attitudes 

toward them by peers or faculty which resulted in frustration. 

Summary 

In sum, very little information is known about the disclosure process for students 

with learning disabilities. It seems that students' perceptions about how they will be 

stereotyped after disclosure may inhibit or facilitate disclosure. Understanding their 

learning disabilities and being able to articulate them may be the key in facilitating 

disclosure just as Barga (1996) discovered. Faculty and peers are seen to play a role in 



how students feel about disclosure, yet none of the studies seeks answers about disclosure 

from a large sample of college students. Also unknown is the impact of multiple 

dimensions of identity on the disclosure process. Students who repress disclosure may be 

hindering their academic progress by not receiving needed accommodations. Therefore, a 

study designed to explore disclosure more fully is warranted and is described in Chapter 

m. 
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CHAPTER in 

METHODS 

Chapter III contains sections on each of the following areas: (a) an overview of the 

study, (b) exploratory research, (c) the setting and the program, (d) participants (e) 

participation procedures, (f) instruments, (g) gathering information, and (h) data analysis. 

Overview 

This exploratory and descriptive study utilized qualitative and quantitative research 

techniques to obtain data about student disclosure of learning disabilities in a university 

setting. The study consisted of three phases, each using different methods: (a) a telephone 

survey; (b) the Student Developmental Task and Lifestyle Inventory; (c) personal 

interviews. The findings and theoretical constructs served to triangulate the data for this 

study (Berg, 1998). 

Initially, the presumption underlying the study was that students were not 

disclosing their learning disabilities to their instructors. The study was designed to explore 

non-disclosure issues related to adult and psychosocial stages of development. Of 

particular interest was students' acceptance of their learning disabilities as part of their 

identity. After designing and administering a telephone survey (Appendix G), it became 

apparent that students were actually disclosing their learning disabilities to their instructors 

in large numbers. This discovery changed the focus of this research during the early data 

collection phase to disclosure of learning disabilities, rather than non-disclosure. Thus, a 

slight shift in the focus of the study occurred. 
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Disclosure patterns, methods, and reasons were equally relevant to the study of 

disclosure as they had been to non-disclosure. A slight rewording of the research questions 

was made, changing non-disclosure to disclosure. The data was still analyzed using the 

proposed theoretical frameworks. Finally, student descriptions of their academic 

experiences were related to disclosure as well as non-disclosure. Only minor revisions, 

which are described throughout this chapter, were necessary to account for the 

unexpected fmdings during the telephone survey. 

Exploratory Research 

Exploratory research allows the researcher to pursue personal interests, to 

determine the practicality of more elaborate research, or to determine methods for use in 

subsequent studies. Contrary to many types of social research, the process in exploratory 

research is inductive; that is, identification of the variables and their existing relationships 

are made during data collection and analysis (Babbie, 1998). Social science research is 

often based on hypotheses testing (Krathwohl, 1993). However, no hypothesis was stated 

in this study. Instead, exploration of disclosure from the students' point of view was 

undertaken. Exploratory research allows for the classification of variables identified during 

the data gathering and analysis that might be useful in future research, including grounded 

theory (Babbie, 1990, 1998). 

Exploration provides the basis of more advanced research outcomes; (a) 

description, (b) explanation, and (c) validation eventually leading to grounded theory 

(Krathwohl, 1993). The findings may answer important research questions and help 
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research is undertaken when a topic has been the subject of limited study which is true for 

disclosure of learning disabilities to instructors. The focus of this study is to explore 

students with learning disabilities and disclosure process. 

Because exploratory research is useful for investigating a new topic to satisfy 

questions and to identify variables and their relationships, this method was chosen to 

explore student disclosure of learning disabilities to university instructors. Exploratory 

research permitted me to answer my research questions by incorporating the student voice 

into the study of disclosure. Heretofore, disclosure has not been extensively researched. 

To provide a "sense of meaning" of those involved (Vaughn & Bos, 1994, p. 180), student 

disclosure required qualitative exploration. 

The reason for interest in disclosure of learning disabilities was that students were 

frequently being asked by staff at the Pepper Program, a fee-based college support 

program for students with learning disabilities, if they had given their Identification Letters 

(Appendix A) to their instructors. The students would often reply with comments such as 

"not yet" or "I will next time I go to class." Programmatically, the staff was encouraged to 

give students their ID Letters because that letter identified the student to their instructors 

as a student with a learning disability who might need an accommodation. Penalties 

existed for students who submitted their accommodation requests late. In fact, ID Letters 

were pre-printed, customized for the students prior to the first day of class, and placed in 

the students' files ready to be distributed to them at the beginning of each semester. 
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Student comments and staff queries to students about the ID Letters made me curious 

about the whole disclosure process. 

This study explored the extent, methods, and reasons for disclosure to instructors, 

the patterns of disclosure among gender and class status cohorts, and the relationship of 

disclosure to identity in psychosocial frameworks and adult development. Exploratory 

research enabled me to collect, code, and analyze data to satisfy my curiosity about this 

phenomenon. 

Strauss and Corbin's (1990) flow of naturalistic inquiry served as a guide for data 

analysis. Data were derived inductively. Taylor and Bogdan (1998) also provided guidance 

for qualitative analysis. Theoretical sampling, data collection, coding and analysis, 

categorization and concept formation were part of this study. A number of researchers 

emphasize the importance of data triangulation (i.e., Taylor & Bogdan; Vaughn & Bos, 

1994). Triangulation increases credibility in qualitative research. It includes the use of 

multiple sources of data collection, multiple settings of data collection, and multiple 

methods to strengthen the emerging themes and explain the results (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985). 

The Setting and the Program 

The study was conducted at Southwestern University, a competitive land grant 

Research I university, located in the southwestern United States. Approximately 25,000 

undergraduates and 8000 graduate students are enrolled on the campus. The Board of 

Regents sets a limit on the number of out-of-state students to be no greater than 25% of 
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the total undergraduate enrollment. Enrollment standards for out-of-state students are 

higher than for in-state students. 

The majority of the participants in this study were from out-of-state and had 

selected Southwestern University because of the national reputation of the fee-based 

learning disability support program (Pepper). The program had approximately 85% 

percent persistence rate and a 90% graduation in 4.5 years. Sixty-seven percent of the 

participants in this study met the admission criteria of Southwestern University. Students 

with learning disabilities who failed to meet admission criteria requested alternative 

consideration. Their records, including transcripts, personal statements, reference letters, 

and learning disability documentation were reviewed by the committee composed of 

learning disability specialists and admission officers. The committee regularly reviews 

these records upon request by students to determine whether the students' learning 

disabilities negatively impacted some aspect of the admission criteria. If the committee 

determines that the student seems likely to be successful academically, admission is 

frequently granted. Thus, thirty-three percent of the students in this study were admitted 

with alternative consideration. 

Nearly all colleges and universities have departments that assure compliance with 

Section 504 and ADA. This is true at Southwestern University which has a disability 

resource center to provide mandated services for students with disabilities. Mandated 

services are free of charge to all properly diagnosed students with disabilities. Students 

with learning disabilities are required to submit psycho-educational documentation of their 
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learning disabilities which is consistent with university policy. The required documentation 

must minimally include measures of intelligence and achievement. 

Southwestern University differs from most other Research I universities in that 

students with learning disabilities may also seek admission to Pepper, a fee-based, support 

program. Pepper provides services beyond those mandated by law. Only students with 

learning disabilities or attention deficit disorder are considered for admission to Pepper, 

The program admits approximately 100 freshmen students at the beginning of each school 

year and keeps a waiting list for students who desire the program. The program has 

limited flexibility to expand due to physical and human resources, but the demand for the 

services is present. 

The program is supported by fees charged to students within the program. The fee 

for lower division students is $2600 per year, which includes access to all program 

activities. Upper Division students are charged $500 per semester, but pay $10 per hour 

for any tutoring used. Approximately, ten need based scholarships are offered each 

semester, with priority given to in-state residents since the majority of the students in the 

program are non-residents of the state. Pepper is assessed approximately a six percent 

administrative service charge. Other than two small grants (less than $1600 each), the 

program is self-supporting. 

My role, at the time of this study, was associate director of Pepper. Support of the 

Pepper Program is through fees charged to participating students. The program employs a 

staff of 21 members; 9 education specialists; 1 tutor coordinator; 1 writing specialist; 1 
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computer lab coordinator; 2 program admission officers; a director and associate director; 

as well as other oflfice specialist staff. Additionally, approximately 100 content-specific 

student tutors are hired and trained each semester. Once admitted to Pepper, students are 

assigned to an education specialist who assists the students with academic, psychosocial, 

and disability issues consistent with programmatic goals. The program also provides one-

on-one or group tutoring, writing assistance, a staffed computer lab, as well as topical 

workshops on learning strategies, learning disabilities, and other psychosocial issues. 

Participants 

Participants for this study were required to be enrolled in the Pepper Program. 

Automatically, any student who was enrolled in the Pepper Program would be classified as 

having a learning disability or attention deficit disorder. As previously stated, such 

students would have appropriate documentation on file that would support diagnosis of a 

learning disability or attention deficit disorder. 

The majority of the participants were from white, middle to upper socioeconomic 

status families. Fewer than 1% received financial aid. Sixty-three percent of the enrolled 

students were members of fraternities and sororities. The students were from urban and 

suburban cities across the United States. A high number of students in the program are 

Jewish. As stated in Chapter I, this three-phase study was designed to explore the issue of 

disclosure of learning disabilities to university instructors. Detailed descriptions of the 

participants from each phase of this study are provided below and summarized in Table 3-

1. 
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Table 3 -1 

Demographics of Telephone Survey Participants 

Variable 

Gender Ratio 

Racial 

Division Ratio 

Mean Age 

Mean GPA 

Mean SAT/ACT 

Telephone Survey 

90M/58F 
M=LD 63/27UD 
F= LD 38/20 UD 

146W/2AA 

101LD/47UD 

20.29 

2.47 

919/20 

SDTLT 

17M/20F 
M-LD 11/ 6 UD 
F=LD 10/10 UD 

36W/1AA 

21LD/16UD 

20.19 

2.56 

899/19 

Personal Interviews 

13M/10F 
M= LD 6/7 UD 
F=LD 4/6 UD 

23W 

1 OLD/BUD 

20.78 

2.66 

922/18.5 

LD = Lower Division (less than 56 units); UD - Upper Division (greater than 55 units); 
SAT = Scholastic Aptitude Test; ACT = American College Test; 
W=White; AA=African American 

The first phase of this study, the telephone survey, included 148 students, 90 of 

whom were male and 58 were female (See Table 3-1). There were 101 students at Lower 

Division and 47 at Upper Division (Appendix H). Two Upper Division students in this 

study were African American; ail others were Caucasian. All students were registered as 

full-time students at the beginning of the semester. The participants in the telephone 

survey had a mean age of 20.29 years, with an age range between 18 and 31 years. Grade 

point average was 2.47 on a 4.0 scale. The mean SAT composite score was 919 with a 

range from 460 to 1300. For students who had taken the ACT the mean was 20, with a 

range from 13 to 24. 



No record is available about whether any of these students used reasonable 

accommodations on the SAT and ACT. Expectation is high, though, that most students 

were advised by their high school or private counselors and their parents to use 

accommodations. This lack of information may be a limitation depending on the number of 

students who used reasonable accommodations. 

The second phase of this study, administration of the SDTLI, included participants 

who were randomly drawn from the telephone survey students. Thus, 21 Lower Division 

and 16 Upper Division students took the SDTLI. Seventeen were male and 20 were 

female; 36 were Caucasian and 1 was African American; 21 were enrolled in Lower 

Division and 16 in Upper Division, and the average age was 20.19 years. Grade point 

average was 2.96 on a 4.0 scale. The mean SAT composite score was 899 with a range 

between 540 and 1220 and the ACT was 19 with a range between 13 and 29. 

The third phase of this study, the personal interviews, included 10 male and 13 

female students purposely chosen. All were Caucasian. Ten were Lower Division students 

and 13 were Upper Division. The average age was 20.78 and the average grade point 

average was 2.66. Mean SAT scores were 922 with a range between 540 and 1220. The 

mean ACT score was 18.5 with a range between 13 and 24. 

Participation Procedures 

Participants for the telephone survey were selected from an alpha roster of 486 

Pepper students. Since most of the students in the program were well known to me, the 

roster was arranged alphabetically to minimize bias in the selection of students. Simple 
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random sampling was accomplished by selecting all odd-numbered students (N=243) for 

the telephone survey which was consistent with the desired sample size (N=150). Contact 

was subsequently made with 148 students. 

Decision rules were necessary for this research phrase. First, all students in the 

program were eligible for selection, regardless of the type of disability. Rationale for this 

rule was that disability type, whether learning disabilities or attention deficit disorder, was 

not critical to the findings for this study. The most important factor for this study was that 

learning disabilities and attention deficit hyperactivity were hidden. In fact, the use of 

theoretical constructs from Cass's (1979) Model of Identity Formation involves how 

individuals decide to disclose hidden aspects of their identity. Therefore, students with 

either learning disabilities or attention deficit hyperactivity disorders were suitable since 

either learning disabilities or attention deficit disorder is not readily recognizable by others. 

The second decision rule involved contact difficulties with students. Students were 

eliminated after three phone attempts had been made or if they had disconnected phone 

numbers. In spite of a networked computer system within Pepper that made demographic 

data easy to update and retrieve, some incorrect telephone numbers existed. Before final 

elimination, the students' education specialists were contacted for current phone 

information. No new contact information was obtained. The university student information 

system indicated that two students had withdrawn from the university. 

As the students were called for the telephone survey, each was informed that the 

purpose of the study was to discover more information about student disclosure of 



learning disabilities to their instructors. Assurance was given that their responses would 

remain confidential and were part of the research for my dissertation. No compensation 

was paid to the students during any phase of the study. At the conclusion of the questions 

on the telephone survey the students were asked if they would be willing to participate in 

the next phase of the study if asked. 

To select students for the second phase of this study, the administration of the 

SDTLI, the names of students who were contacted during the telephone survey were 

placed into a Corel Quattro spreadsheet. This spreadsheet was used for stratified 

sampling. The purpose of the stratification was to randomly select students from Lower 

and Upper Division cohorts, thus avoiding personal bias in selection. A random number 

generator was applied separately to the Lower and Upper Division alpha lists. Part of the 

research design was to explore cohort differences. My goal was to administer the SDTLI 

to 50 students, 30 Lower Division students and 20 Upper Division Students. The 

projected numbers approximated enrollment at each division. While 50 inventories were 

distributed, 21 Lower Division and 16 Upper Division students ultimately returned the 

inventories. Seventeen were male and 20 were female (Table 3-1). 

Students were contacted by phone or in person about taking the SDTLI. All 

students agreed to speak with me in person. Appointments in my office were encouraged 

so that confidentiality could be discussed. Details are described more fully in the Data 

Collection section of this chapter. Students were given a confidentiality form (Appendix 

I), consistent with Human Subjects research at the Southwestern University, to sign at the 
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time they took the SDTLI. Additionally, students were informed that they might be asked 

to participate in the third phase of the study which was the personal interview. They were 

asked if they were willing to spend approximately one hour for the interview. 

A problem arose with the administration of the SDTLI. Some students did not 

follow through and pick up the inventory. Therefore, students who came next on the 

random number list were contacted. Ten students fell into this later category. Of the 50 

inventories that were distributed, 37 were completed which produced a 74% return rate. 

As mentioned, qualitative studies that represent the feelings, attitudes, and 

behaviors of students with learning disabilities are underrepresented in the literature 

(Gregg et al., 1996, Gregg & Ferri, 1998; Vaughn & Bos, 1994). Therefore, the final 

phase of the study included personal interviews with 23 students (Table 3-1) to explore 

disclosure in more depth by allowing students with learning disabilities an opportunity to 

speak about their feelings, attitudes, and behaviors. The first interview was considered a 

pilot interview. The student who was interviewed for the pilot study was included in the 

analysis and findings. Purposive sampling was used to select a subset of students for 

personal interviews. The selection of this subset was driven by three factors; (a) the 

student had completed the SDTLI (with the exception that the person in the pilot 

interview had not completed an inventory and two other students had been marked as 

completing an inventory, but their protocol sheets could not be located), (b) the student 

had made insightful comments during the telephone survey that would be interesting to 

explore in-depth, and (c) the interview sample included at least 5 Lower and 5 Upper 
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Division male and female students. For example, one student had mentioned that he had 

become more reflective about disclosure since his freshman year. It was important to be 

able to delve more deeply into these reflective comments during personal interviews. 

Students were chosen to examine the robustness of the findings from the previously 

collected data. 

In sum, probability and non-probability sampling techniques were used in this 

study to assure representative sampling of male and female students from Lower and 

Upper Divisions at each phase of this study. The sampling methods were selected to 

obtain information with increasing specificity to confirm or disconfirm the initial findings. 

Decision rules were made as necessary when any problems arose during the sampling 

process. 

Instruments 

Three instruments used in this study include; (a) a self-constructed telephone 

survey, (b) the Student Developmental Task and Lifestyle Inventory (SDTLI) (Winston et 

al., 1987), and (c) a self-constructed personal interview. Additionally, archival data fi-om 

the Pepper Program and the student information system of Southwestern University were 

used to supplement the above instruments. These data sources enabled me to collect and 

analyze data related to the theoretical constructs and research questions posited in Chapter 

I of this study. 
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Telephone Survey 

The telephone survey (Appendix G) was developed to translate the research 

questions posed in Chapter I into an instrument that was used to gather quantitative and 

qualitative data. The purpose of the telephone survey was to obtain information about 

disclosure of learning disabilities to university instructors as well as to have students self-

describe their learning disabilities. The six questions were placed on a form to facilitate 

data collection. Archival data was individualized on a separate form prior to contacting 

each student. Incorrect information, such as changes in a class schedule, was easily 

changed during the survey. Thus, the telephone survey provided data to test the magnitude 

of disclosure as well as analyze qualitatively students' comments about their learning 

disabilities and disclosure. 

The survey questions were constructed so that each question tapped factual and 

attitudinal variables related to disclosure of learning disabilities to university instructors. 

The structured question format provided a consistent format to collect data from each 

participant. 

The survey began with "Could you tell me what your learning disability is or 

describe it for me?" This question helped establish whether participants had a level of 

understanding of who they are and their self-acceptance about learning disabilities being a 

part of their identity (Cass, 1979; Chickering & Reiser, 1993; Gerber et al ., 1996). Further 

probing was deemed appropriate if students were unable to describe or explain their 

learning disabilities or denied having a learning disability. 
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The questions to students about the extent, methods, and reasons for disclosure of 

their learning disabilities were designed to obtain knowledge about their actual behaviors, 

attitudes, and willingness to be open with others. Ultimately, sharing such personal 

knowledge with others might bear some relationship to interdependency, a characteristic 

indicative of a higher-level vector of psychosocial development (Chickering & Reisser, 

1993). Disclosure of learning disabilities for the purpose of class accommodations might 

reflect students' understanding of the impact of their learning disabilities in an academic 

setting (Gerber et al., 1996). 

Finally, the questions relating to patterns of change over time were constructed to 

measure whether students changed their patterns of disclosure over time in college. If so, 

the change might be attributed to increased self-knowledge, establishment of identity, and 

development of purpose (Chickering & Reiser, 1993; Gerber et al., 1996). Student 

development theory assumes that growth is continuous, cumulative, and progresses along 

a continuum (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). Therefore, patterns of change and differences 

between Lower and Upper Division cohorts and between male and female students might 

provide meaningful findings. 

Student Developmental Task and Lifestyle Inventory 

In this study, the Student Developmental Task and Lifestyle Inventory (SDTLI) 

(Winston et al., 1987) was used to assess the current level of psychosocial development of 

37 participants. The SDTLI is designed to assess the changes that occur in college 

students' psychosocial development. These changes can be influenced by the college 



environment. The construction of the inventory was based on the model of psychosocial 

development presented by Chickering (1969) in Education and Identity and the author's 

own direct observations (Winston & Miller, 1987). 

The original version (SDTI) of the SDTLI was developed to compare data about 

the development of traditional-aged (17-24) college students with an intended use as a 

counseling tool. The inventoiy has been modified to reflect changing attitudes and beliefs 

of society through the decades and to address the criticism of the instrument's reliability 

(Winston, 1990). The adapted and refined second and third revisions (SDTI-2 & SDTLI) 

are designed to be used as a counseling tool, as well as for research and program 

evaluation. The inventory had been determined to be appropriate for these uses (Winston 

& Polkosnik, 1986). Winston, Miller and Cooper (1999) have released a revision, the 

SDTLA, since my study was undertaken . A number of research studies have used the 

SDTLI for these purposes (Arbuckle & Gale, 1996; Cornelius, 1995; Taub & McEwen, 

1991). 

The SDTLI, used in this study, is a 140-item, self-report tool that represents the 

behaviors, attitudes, and opinions of the college students. The items represent Tasks, 

Subtasks and Scales (Table 3 - 2). Winston and Miller (1987) define a developmental task 

as "an interrelated set of behaviors and attitudes that the culture specifies should be 

exhibited at approximately the same chronological time in life by a given age cohort in a 

designated context" (p. 8). Subtasks are "a more specific component or aspect of a larger 

developmental task area" ( p. 8). Both Tasks and Subtasks are "differentially affected by 



participation in the academic environment (both formal and informal) and change as a 

result of the person-environment interaction or personality-social milieu interface, 

biological maturity and normal personality development" (p. 8). Scales measure "the 

degree to which students report possessing certain behavioral characteristics, attitudes, 

and feelings" (p. 8) and are not directly affected by participation in higher education while 

Tasks are. The two Scales, Intimacy (INT) and Salubrious Lifestyle (SL), are considered 

experimental. The authors have also included a Response Bias Scale which is designed to 

detect when students' answers are inflated (Winston & Miller, 1987). 

The three Tasks are: Establishing and Clarifying Purpose (PUR), Developing 

Mature Interpersonal Relationships (MIR), and Academic Autonomy (AA) (Table 3-2). 

PUR is composed of five subtasks which measure the extent of educational goals, career 

planning, personal directions and planning for the foture, lifestyle management, and 

cultural interests. MIR is composed of three subtasks which measure: (1) peer 

relationships including trust and appreciation for individual differences; (2) tolerance to 

different cultures, races, and ethnic groups; and (3) independence in decision making and 

lack of need for approval from others. AA is composed of 10 items that measure how well 

individuals make fairly independent choices to attain their academic goals and meet their 

academic requirements. The SL Scale measures student health and wellness choices. For 

the study, the INT Scale was not believed to be relevant. 

Factor Analysis was used to obtain the Tasks, Subtasks, and Scales for the SDTLI. 

Winston (1990) reports internal consistency of the SDTLI on the basis of 1,200 college 
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students. Reliability estimates ranged from .70 to .90 for all Tasks, but measured at .70 

and higher for the Scales. Winston suggests that these reliable estimates make Tasks and 

Scales suitable for research with specific populations. He advises against using certain 

Subtasks (Cultural Participation and Tolerance) for research purposes because they have 

TABLE 3-2 

Developmental Tasks, Subtasks, and Scales 

Task: Establishing and Clarifying Purpose (PUR) 

Subtasks: Educational Involvement (EI) 

Career Planning (CP) 

Lifestyle Planning (LP) 

Life Management (LM) 

Cultural Participation (CUP) 

Task: Developing Mature Interpersonal Relationships (MIR) 

Subtasks: Peer Relationships (PR) 

Tolerance (TOL) 

Emotional Autonomy (EA) 

Task: Academic Autonomy (AA) 

Scale: Intimacy (INT) 

Scale: Salubrious Lifestyle (SL) 
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low alpha coeflBcients. Instead, the total Task scores should be used. Validity studies 

indicate that Subtasks are highly correlated with their Task (Winston, 1990). 

Concurrent and construct validity has been established for the SDTLI. Concurrent 

validity was established through positive and statistically significant correlational studies 

with related instruments on career development, interpersonal relationships, personality, 

and autonomy. Chickering's (1969) concepts about psychosocial development coupled 

with observations of students formed the basis of the construct validity for the SDTLI 

(Winston & Miller, 1987). 

Personal Interviews 

The third instrument used in this exploratory and descriptive study was a self-

constructed personal interview (Appendix J). The purpose of the personal interview was 

to explore disclosure more fully based on information obtained from selected students who 

participated in the telephone survey. A semistructured interview format allowed students 

to discuss their attitudes and behaviors related to (1) the impact of their learning 

disabilities in academic and social areas; (2) their learning strengths and weaknesses; (3) 

their disclosure patterns with instructors, peers and other individuals; and (4) their 

methods of compensating for their learning disabilities. Areas for question construction 

were guided by the frameworks and research questions described in Chapter I as well as 

specific comments made by students during the telephone survey. 

My first attempt to construct an interview guide was unsuccessful. The guide was 

constructed at the outset of this study and piloted with one student. Even though the 



interview produced rich detail about the areas specified above, some bias existed in the 

wording of the questions. Working from my original assumption that students do not 

disclose their learning disabilities because of a possible associated stigma, certain questions 

had biased wording. For example one question posed was, "Tell me why you do not 

disclose your learning disability to your instructors." Immediately, the problem was 

recognized that non-disclosure may not be indicative of all students' behaviors Therefore, 

a general question about a student's viewpoint about disclosure was substituted. In this 

way, personal assumptions were not embedded in the questions. 

Another problem with the pilot interview format centered on the order in which 

the topics were introduced. The topics did not flow logically. The student had to shift 

from one thought area to another. An illustration of this was asking questions about 

disclosure, then about the nature of their learning disabilities, only to return to the topic of 

disclosure, and finally reverting back to the nature of the learning disability. While the 

information gathered provided suitable description of the topics, a more logical flow 

allowed the students to focus on one area at a time rather than randomly present different 

topics. Students with learning disabilities often benefit from a logical presentation of 

material (Deshler, Ellis, & Lenz, 1996; Mooney & Cole, 2000). 

The revised interview format corrected the troublesome areas discussed above. 

Questions were developed to be as bias-free as possible. The semistructured questions 

were designed to include some predetermined areas relevant to disclosure. Other areas 

were left open to be explored through probes. The relationship of each specific question to 



the theories used in the analysis is illustrated in Appendix K. For example, questions about 

peer relationships were asked to determine if they were a factor in disclosure because of 

the importance of trust, receptivity, and honesty in peer relationships during college 

(Chickering & Reisser, 1993). Another question area included students' plan of action to 

compensate for weaknesses because it is thought to be vital to success for adults with 

learning disabilities (Gerber et al., 1996; Gerber & Reiff, 1991). 

The semistructured interview questions (Appendix J) are numbered. The non-

numbered items listed below each question served as probes. If an interviewee referred to 

the probe areas in the context of another question, the probe area did not need to be 

addressed. The probes were optional items used when a student did not include the area in 

response to a question. A decision was made about the necessity to probe during each 

interview. This decision was based on the direction the student took in responding to the 

interview questions. If students gave brief answers or introduced other relevant concepts 

during their responses, probing was used as a method to encourage elaboration. 

To summarize, three instruments were used in this study. The telephone survey 

and the personal interview were self-constructed. The SDTLI is a standardized instrument 

to assess college students' levels of psychosocial development. The data from the 

instruments were used in conjunction with archival data to answer the research questions 

posed in Chapter I and to develop categories and themes. 
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Gathering Information 

Information was gathered over a spring semester at Southwestern University. The 

telephone survey was completed first, followed by the simultaneous administration of the 

SDTLI and the personal interviews. Even though the SDTLI and the personal interviews 

occurred at the same time, students had to complete the SDTLI before they participated in 

the personal interviews. 

Telephone Survey 

The students selected for the telephone survey were contacted by phone from my 

home during the evenings and from either my office at the Pepper Program or my home 

during weekends. If the students were not home, a message was left on their answering 

machines or with a roommate. As explained earlier in the Participant Selection section of 

this chapter, students who could not be reached after three attempts were eliminated. 

Attempts were made to establish rapport and confidentiality with the students in 

the telephone survey. First, when students were reached by telephone, they were given an 

introduction about who I am. If they already knew me, we engaged in a moment of casual 

conversation before the purpose of my phone call was explained to them. Next, to assure 

the students there was no need to be concerned about confidentiality and to identify the 

purpose of the study, they were asked, "Would you mind answering a few questions about 

your learning disability and disclosure to your instructors? This research is being 

conducted by me for my Ph.D. and the findings will be used only by me and kept strictly 

confidential." Additional phases of the study were not mentioned to the telephone survey 

participants at the outset of the phone calls. To bring closure to the telephone survey, 
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students were thanked and asked if they would be willing to participate in additional parts 

of this study. 

Another measure was taken to protect students' confidentiality. If a roommate or 

answering machine answered the telephone, my message was vague enough so as not to 

identify the student as having a learning disability. My message included only my first 

name and that I was calling fi-om Southwestern University. No department or phone 

number was given so as to protect identification of the students' affiliation with the Pepper 

Program. The message stated that another attempt would be made to contact the student. 

A protocol spreadsheet to record responses to the telephone survey (Appendix G) 

was developed. Archival data was prerecorded on an individualized protocol sheet for 

each student prior to the actual phone calls. Archival data for each sheet included the 

student name, telephone number, a list of classes for the current semester, and the 

previous semester. Next to the list of classes was a section that included possible 

accommodations that a student might cite as a reason for disclosure. The space facilitated 

recording a checkmark easily if students were to cite that accommodation as a reason for 

disclosure. For example, if a student were in a freshman English class and stated the 

reason for disclosure was to use extended time for writing essays, recording the response 

could be marked easily. Empty space on the spreadsheet was used to record any additional 

comments or answers during the telephone survey. 

After the introductory remarks, the students were asked to describe their learning 

disabilities. Space was available to record their responses on the protocol sheets. The next 

area involved asking if students disclosed their learning disabilities to their instructors, and 



if so, in all, some, or none of their classes. Two problems arose with this question. First, 

students did not know what was meant by the term disclosure. They were either silent or 

asked what was meant by the question. Wording on this telephone survey question was 

changed to include the definition of disclosure as the question was being asked; 

"disclosure, that is inform your instructors about your learning disability." Responses were 

recorded in a Corel Quattro spreadsheet for analysis immediately after the calls were 

made. Second, from this quick analysis, the answers indicated that the emergent issue to 

explore in this study was disclosure, rather than non-disclosure. No changes were needed 

to the research instruments or the research questions because the same psychosocial and 

adult development frameworks would inform my analysis of student disclosure of learning 

disabilities to instructors in a higher education environment. 

Student Developmental Task and Lifestyle Inventory 

Students who had been selected for the administration of the SDTLI were asked to 

come to my office. Each student received a personal explanation about the purpose of the 

SDTLI, the relationship of the SDTLI to my study, and instructions on how to mark the 

answer sheet. Students were informed they could remain in my office to complete the 

inventory or complete it in the hallway outside my office. The hallway location was the 

site of frequent program tutoring. 

A Consent Form (Appendix I) was presented to the students at the time of the 

administration of the SDTLI. The Consent Form included permission to use the data from 

the inventory and the personal interviews for research purposes only. Confidentiality and 

anonymity were assured. The Consent Forms, the SDTLI protocol sheets, and the sheets 
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from the telephone survey were kept in a locked file cabinet in my office or my home 

office depending upon where the analysis was taking place. 

Students were informed they could return for the results of the SDTLI with 

recommendations on ways to implement the results. Three students returned for the 

results. The results were coded on student sheets that accompany the SDTLl. While this 

follow-up was not part of the study, several students were interested in the outcome. 

Two deviations occurred. Winston and Price (1987) suggest that a full explanation 

be given if deviation from their recommendations occurs. For instance, the manual 

suggests that the SDTLI be administered in a proctored setting. This did not happen. 

Students' schedules created logistical problems. Therefore, they were permitted to take 

the inventory with them to complete by themselves and return to me. They were instructed 

to complete and return the inventory as soon as possible, preferably within two days. 

Contact was made by phone to students who had not returned their protocol sheet within 

three days. Fifty SDTLIs were distributed and 37 returned. 

The second deviation occurred during the administration of the SDTLI. Three 

students made comments to me about the personal nature of some statements on the 

SDTLI. These statements involved the Intimacy subscale. Since they seemed to be 

disturbed about the statements, they were told not to respond to the numbered items 

related to that subscale. Subsequently, all protocol sheets were marked for students so 

students did not respond to that area. In retrospect, this was not a good decision, for those 

scores might have provided meaningful data to analyze. 



Personal Interviews 

Twenty-three personal interviews were conducted privately in my office with each 

one lasting between 30 and 45 minutes. The personal interviews were taped recorded with 

the students' permission. Rapport was usually already established because of my 

familiarity with the students. Nonetheless, the students were engaged in a few minutes of 

casual conversation before the purpose of the interview was repeated. Confidentiality and 

anonymity in reporting the information were assured before beginning the tape recording. 

Confirmation of a signed form was made prior to appointment time for the interview. The 

interviews were then transcribed by a professional transcriptionist for use in data analysis. 

If errors or omissions were found in the printed transcripts, the tape was replayed and 

corrections were made on the transcripts. 

Personal interviews were conducted over the course of a spring semester. The 

interview format worked well. Students were eager to share their information with an 

interested party. Probing was useful in a number of the interviews; however, all the 

interviewed students spoke thoughtfully and with obvious introspection about their 

learning disabilities. No remarkable events occurred during the interviews. 

In sum, gathering information presented minor problems that were easily adjusted. 

No major changes to the study were necessary; however, as explained above, several 

decision rules were made at each phase of the study. 

Data Analysis 

Data analysis was based on techniques suggested by Strauss and Corbin (1990) 

and Taylor and Bogdan (1998). The organization and analysis of data were executed 



based on a practical kaleidoscope model which includes constant comparison, 

categorization of data bits, and refinement of categories, which led to the emergence of 

overall themes (Dye, Schatz, Rosenberg, & Coleman, 2000). Of course, methods put forth 

by Strauss and Corbin and Taylor and Bogdan are similar, but differ in that Taylor and 

Bogdan place greater emphasis on "understanding the settings or people on their own 

terms" and studying negative cases for important information rather than developing 

concepts and theories. In addition to the emergent themes from the data, the use of 

frameworks provided a context for analysis of the data, 

After the data were collected, it was coded and analyzed as each phase of the 

study progressed. Themes, concepts, and ideas were drawn from the language and quotes 

of the students who were surveyed and interviewed. The data from the telephone survey 

were entered into a spreadsheet based on student responses to each question. This coding 

permitted me to categorize and report about the responses in terms of magnitude. The 

spreadsheet entry facilitated analysis of individual comments made about disclosure during 

the telephone survey. 

Transcripts from the personal interviews were read and reread for a general 

impression. Any striking themes or unusual findings were listed in a notebook. On the 

third reading, the transcripts were annotated at the phrase and sentence level. The fourth 

annotated reading was carried out by reading each question area from all 23 students. To 

establish categories and eventually themes, the annotated data were copied and pasted on 

sheets of paper with the initials, gender, and cohort status of the respondent in the margin. 

These data bits were cut apart and categorized onto a sheet of paper wnth tape which 
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allowed me to compare the data bits. Subcategories or dimensions of the properties 

emerged. For example, those students who responded that they disclosed their learning 

disabilities to their instructors might do so in all or just some of their classes. The data 

were analyzed with congruency to the frameworks discussed in Chapter I. Finally, themes 

emerged from the data. 

Theoretical sampling and constant comparison methods were used. In a sense, the 

sampling was a funneling process with each sample being determined by narrowing criteria 

from the previous stage of the study. Data became more purposeful as the study 

progressed. Constant comparison methods were employed at each phase 

Data analysis for the SDTLI included scoring and entering the results into a 

spreadsheet for analysis. Task, subtask, and scale scores were used to compare my sample 

with the SDTLI norm group to answer the research question about the psychosocial 

development of students with learning disabilities. Cohort status and gender significance 

were tested using a t-test. 

In sum, qualitative and quantitative data and methods were used to answer the 

research questions and to understand the complexity of and variables significant to 

students as they made their decisions about whether to disclose their learning disabilities. 
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CHAPTER IV 

ANALYSIS 

This chapter presents the data and findings collected from the telephone survey, 

the Student Developmental Task and Lifestyle Inventory (SDTLI) and personal interviews 

regarding disclosure of learning disabilities to university professors. The analysis is 

organized by the presentation of the quantitative findings, followed by the qualitative 

findings. 

First, the quantitative data fi-om the telephone survey and the SDTLI include; 1) 

patterns of disclosure, 2) reasons for disclosure, 3) methods of disclosure, and 4) 

psychosocial development of students with learning disabilities. 

Second, the qualitative findings from the telephone survey and the personal 

interviews are organized around themes which reflect the students' feelings, attitudes, 

behaviors, and decision making. The themes are; 1) It's Part of Me - The Acceptors; 2) 

Who Knows - Who Does Not Know - The Analyzers; 3) How I Changed; 4) Unreflected 

Perceptions - The Misperceivers; 5) Getting to Know You - Getting to Hope You Will 

Like Me; 6) How I Stack Up To Others - The Self-Doubters; 7) Trailblazers vs. 

Compromisers; and 8) Time Managers and Organizers. The chapter concludes with a 

summary. 
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Quantitative Findings 

In this section, the quantitative findings from the telephone survey and the SDTLI 

are described. First, findings fi^om the telephone survey of 148 students with learning 

disabilities are organized into the following categories: 1) self-descriptions of learning 

disabilities, 2) patterns of disclosure including gender and cohort status, 3) reasons for 

disclosure; and 4) methods of disclosure. Second, the findings from the S DTLI that 

assessed the psychosocial development of 37 students are presented. Finally, a summary of 

the quantitative findings is presented. 

Patterns of Disclosure 

Overall Patterns of Disclosure 

The first topic addressed overall patterns of student disclosure of learning 

disabilities to their instructors. Students (N=148) were asked on the telephone survey if 

they disclosed their learning disabilities to all, some, or none of their instructors. The 

results (Fig. 4-1) from this question show 43% (n=74) disclosed their learning disabilities 

to all of their instructors. Further, 50% (n=74) indicated they disclosed their learning 

disabilities in some of their classes, meaning the students disclosed in at least one, but not 

in all of their classes. Finally, 7% (n=10) of the students indicated they did not disclose 

their learning disabilities in any of their classes. Thus, a majority of the students disclosed 

their learning disabilities to their instructors in at least one or more of their classes. 
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DISCLOSURE TO INSTRUCTOR 
(All Students N=148) 

ALL SOME NONE 

All = discloses in all classes. Some = discloses in more than one, but fewer than all classes. 

None = does not disclose in any class. 

Figure 4-1 Overall Patterns of Student Disclosure to Instructors 

Cohort Status and Disclosure 

Cohort patterns were analyzed for 101 Lower Division and 47 Upper division 

Students (N=148). It was found that 43% (n=43) of the students enrolled in Lower 

Division disclosed their learning disabilities in all their classes compared to 42% (n=20) of 

the students enrolled in Upper Division (Fig. 4-2). In examining students who disclosed in 

some of their classes, 51% (n=51) of Lower Division students compared to 47% (n=22) of 

the Upper Division disclosed their learning disabilities in at least one of their classes. Six 

percent (n=7) of the students in Lower Division did not disclose their learning disabilities 

to any of their instructors, while 10% (n=5) of the Upper Division did not. 
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COHORT STATUS DICLOSURE 
(All Students N=148) 

ALL SOME NONE 

LOWER DIVISION • UPPER DIVISION 

All = all classes; Some = one or more classes; None = no classes 

Figure 4-2 Cohort Status Disclosure 

In sum, few differences were noted between Lower and Upper Division cohort 

student disclosure. A slightly higher percentage of students chose not to disclose their 

learning disabilities when they were in Upper Division. This difference might be 

attributable to Upper Division students being able to compensate more for their learning 

disabilities in their major courses. Fairly high percentages of students self-disclosed their 

learning disabilities in all or some of their classes in both Lower and Upper Division levels. 

Gender Patterns of Disclosure 

Gender (N=148) (n=58 female; 90=male) disclosure patterns (Figure 4-3) revealed 

that 43% of the females (n=25) disclosed their learning disabilities in all their classes 

compared to 42% of males (n=38). Forty-seven percent of the females (n-27) disclosed 
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their leaming disabilities to their instructors in souk of their classes, while 52% (if47) of 

the males disclosed in some of their classes. Ten percent of tte females (n=6) conqjared to 

6% of tte nrales (ff=5) did not disclose tteir learning disabilities in any of their classes. 

MALE - FEMALE DISCLOSURE 

ALL SOME NONE 

1 ALL FEMALES • ALL MALES 

Figure 4-3 Comparison of Male - Female Disclosure by All Students 

Lower Division Gender Comparison. 

Gender and cohort status (n=63 males; 38 females) (Fig. 4-4) indicated that 42% 

of the females (n==16) enrolled in Lower Division discbsed their teaming disabilities to all 

instructors, 53% (n=20) to some instructors, and 5% (n=4) did not disclose to any of their 

instructors. Lower Division males had similar patterns of disclosure with 43% (n=27) 

disclosing to all their instructors, 51% (n=32) to some of their instructors, and 6% (n=4) 

not disclosing to any instructor. 
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Lower Division Gender Comparisons 

601 

ALL SOME NONE 

H FEMALES • MALES 

Figure 4-4 Lower Division Gender Comparisons 

Upper Division Gender Comparison 

When comparing males (n=27) and females (n=20) enrolled in Upper Division 

(Fig. 4-5), 45% females compared to 41% males disclosed their learning disabilities to 

all their instructors. Thirty-five percent of the female students (n=7) compared to 55% 

(n=15) percent if the male students disclosed their learning disabilities to some of their 

professors. Twenty percent of the females (n=4) compared to 4% of the males (n=l) did 

not disclose their learning disabilities to any of their instructors. 

In sum, student patterns of disclosure showed little variation. Whether the variable 

was cohort status or gender, the majority of students disclosed their learning disabilities to 

their instructors. Slightly fewer students disclosed their learning disabilities when they 
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Upper DlYlslon Gender Comparisons 

ALL SOME NONE 

H UD FEMALES • UD MALES 

Figure 4-5 Upper Division Gender Comparison 

attained Upper Division standing, ahhough they still self-disclosed in most of their classes, 

presumably because of the necessity for academic accommodations. However, there is a 

reversal of non-disclosure patterns by males and females between lower and upper 

division. Students in this study seemed to disclose their laming disabilities willingfy in an 

academic setting, whereas Murphy (1992) found en^loyees with learning disabilities did 

not disclose routinely in their jobs. 

Reasons for Disclosure 

Students were asked on the telephone survey about the reasons w% they did or 

did not disclose their learning disabilities to their instructors. The students' responses were 

tallied, categorized, and are reported in Table 4-1. Categoiy terms used to describe 

reasons for disclosure are defined in Appendix L. Students gave multiple reasons (N=227) 

for disclosure, thus there are more total responses reported than number of students 

surveyed. The majority of student responses was accommodation (49.8%) (n=l 13) as the 
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most frequent reason for disclosing their learning disabilities to their instructors. Fifty-two 

percent of all male responses (n=68) and 47% of all female responses (n=45) indicated 

accommodations as the main reason for disclosure. Other frequently mentioned categories 

included nearly 17% of the female responses (n=16) disclosing to obtain help from their 

instructor because they were experiencing some type of difficulty in the classes which they 

attributed to their learning disabilities, while 14.5% of the male responses (n=19) cited the 

same reason. Approximately 10% of the male student responses (n=13) indicated the 

desire for understanding from their professors about their particular learning style as a 

reason for disclosure, while nearly 17% of the female responses (n=16) mentioned 

understanding. These students did not indicate any particular difficulty in their classes. 

Nearly 10% of all student responses (n=22) indicated they disclosed their learning 

disabilities to their instructors because a service provider had told them to do so. These 

students may not fully understand that they could make independent decisions about the 

disclosure process. 

Students in Pepper and those who are affiliated with the disability related services 

department are encouraged by staff to use reasonable accommodations to compensate for 

their learning disabilities. Because the staff to student ratio is lower in Pepper, students 

have higher contact with their education specialists which may result in more reminders to 

use accommodations. In part, this may be a response to the demand of parents who pay 

fees for enhanced services for their children. Monitoring use of reasonable 

accommodations by the staff may be part of this process. 
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Table 4-1 

Reasons Cited for Disclosure by Category Percentage (N=227) 

Reasons Total Males Females 
Accommodations 113 (49.8%) 68 (51.9%) 45 (46.8%) 
Help 35 (15.4%) 19 (14.5%) 16 (16.7%) 
Understanding 29 (12.8%) 13 ( 9.9%) 16 (16.7%) 
Easier 17(7.5%) 11 ( 8.4%) 6 ( 6.2%) 
Told To 22 (9.7%) 15 (11.5%) 7 ( 7.3%) 
No Need 5 (2.2%) 2 ( .5%) 3 (3.1%) 
Size of Class 3 (1.3%) 1 (.8%) 2(2.1%) 
Performance 2 (.9%) 1 (.8%) 1 (1.0%) 
Required 1 (.4%) 1 (.8%) 0 ( 0.0%) 

(Reported in actual numbers; percentages in parentheses; descriptions of categories in 
Appendix L) 

Reasons for disclosure are further analyzed by cohort status and gender (Table 4-

2). Accommodations is the most frequently mentioned reason by cohort status and by 

males and females. However, cohort and gender differences are noted when specific 

reasons cited for disclosure are examined. For example, 2.5% of Upper Division students 

compared to 13% of Lower Division student responses mentioned that a university staff 

member had told them to disclose their learning disabilities to their instructors. A higher 

percentage of Lower Division males (17%) mentioned they were told to disclose their 

learning disabilities to their instructors compared to 9% of the Lower Division females. 

A pattern is observed between cohort status and gender for students who disclosed 

because they wanted understanding from their instructors. The percentage of males who 

mentioned understanding from their instructors increased from 7% at Lower Division to 
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15% with Upper Division status. This contrasts with the pattern of females where 18% of 

the Lower Division female mentioned understanding as a reason while Upper Division 

female responses declined to 14%. As males progressed from Lower Division to Upper 

Division, they sought more understanding from their instructors while females sought less. 

Table 4-2 

Reasons by Percentage Cited by Students for Disclosure (n=227) 

Variable LD UD LD Males LD Females LD Males UD Females 

Accommodations 51.66% 46.05% 55.95% 46.27% 44.68% 48.28% 
Help 13.25% 19.74% 10.71% 16.42% 21.28% 17.24% 
Understanding 11.92% 14.47% 7.14% 17.91% 14.89% 13.79% 
Easier 7.28% 7.89% 7.14% 7.46% 10.64% 3.45% 
Told To 13.25% 2.63% 16.67% 8.96% 2.13% 3.45% 
No Need 1.32% 3.95% 2.38% 0.00% 0.00% 10.34% 
Class Size 1.32% 1.32% 0.00% 2.99% 2.13% 0.00% 
Performance 0.00% 2.63% 0.00% 0.00% 2.13% 3.45% 
Required 0.00% 1.32% 0.00% 0.00% 2.13% 0.00% 

LD = Lower Division; UD = Upper Division 

Another pattern noted between gender and cohort status is the percentage of males 

who cited easier course materials as a reason for disclosure increased from 7% in Lower 

Division to 11% in Upper Division and decreased for females from 7% to 3%. In addition, 

desire for help as a reason for disclosure increased from 11% in Lower Division males to 

21% in Upper Division males. The percentage of females who cited help stayed fairly 

consistent between Lower Division (16%) and Upper Division (17%). 

In sum, students cited accommodations as the major reason for disclosure of their 

learning disabilities to their instructors. The literature supports students using 

accommodations and academic adjustments in college to compensate for their learning 
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disabilities (Brinckerhofif et aL, 1993; Vogel & Adehoan, 1990; Mangrum & Strichart, 

1988). 

Methods of Disclosure 

Students were asked about the methods ttey used to disclose their learning 

disabilities to their instructors. Their responses (Table 4-3) indicate the number of students 

who disctosed their teaming disabilities by using the Identification Letter provided by the 

Pepper Program, the number who spoke personaly to their instructors, and the number 

who used both methods to inform their instructors. During the data collection, ten 

students mentioned that they did not disclose their learning disabilities; however, they also 

reported they had given their instructors the Pepper Identification Letter, indicating that 

they might not have a clear understanding of the implications of the ID Letter. 

Table 4-3 

Methods of Disclosure 

ID Letter Talk Both None Totals 
AH Students 78 21 46 3 148 
All Males 45 14 30 1 90 
All Females 33 7 16 2 58 
AllLD 57 13 30 1 101 
AUUD 21 8 16 2 47 
LD Mates 33 7 22 1 63 
LD Females 24 6 8 0 38 
UD Males 12 7 8 0 27 
UDFeoales 9 1 8 2 20 

ID Letter = Pepper Program Identification Letter, Talk = Talk personally to the instructor. Both = 
Combination of ID Letter and Talk, None = did not disclose, LD = Lower Division, UD = Upper 
Division. 
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In sum, the most frequent method of disclosure was the ID Letter. Ten students 

with learning disabilities presented the ID letter to their instructors but reported they had 

not disclosed their learning disabilities. The ID Letter seemed to be part of the procedures 

that the students had internalized. More lower division males (n=7) than lower division 

females (n=6) talked with their instructors, but in upper division status more males (n=7) 

than females (n=l) talked directly to their instructors. 

Student Developmental Task and Lifestyle Inventory 

The SDTLI was administered to 37 students to obtain three task measures of 

psychosocial development. The means and standard deviation scale scores on gender are 

reported in Table 4-4. In testing the extent of educational goals, career planning, 

personal directions and planning for the future, lifestyle management, and cultural interests 

of college students with learning disabilities, the means for Establishing and Clarifying 

Purpose (43.43, SD 9.35) indicated typical development. For maturity in peer 

relationships, tolerance to others, and independent decision making. Mature Interpersonal 

Relationships (19.62, SD 4.36) indicated typical development. For making independent 

choices to attain their academic goals and meet their academic requirements, the means of 

Academic Autonomy (5.05, SD 2.33) indicated typical development. In measures of health 

and wellness choices, the Salubrious Lifestyle Scale (5.21, SD 2.27) also indicated typical 

psychosocial development. The INT Scale was believed irrelevant and is discussed in 

Chapter III. 

In conclusion, the psychosocial development of students with learning disabilities 

was similar to that reported by Winston and Miller (1987) indicating that students with 
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learning disabilities do not differ significantly from other students in their psychosocial 

development. The students in this study were making progress in career goals, managing 

interpersonal relations, and developing academic autonomy comparable to the group on 

which the SDTLI was normed. 

Table 4-4. 

Descriptive Data of SDTLI Scores for All, Male and Female Students 

All Students Males Females 
M SD M SD M SD 

Variable (n=37) (n=I7) (n=20) 

PUR 43.54 9.35 43.82 10.02 43.30 9.01 

EI 11.05 2.83 11.35 2.95 10.80 2.78 
CP 11.72 3.94 11.76 4.03 11.70 3.97 
LP 6.91 2.26 7.11 2.47 6.75 2.12 
LM 10.18 2.69 10.11 2.91 10.25 2.57 
CUP 3.75 1.49 3.64 1.69 3.85 1.34 

MIR 19.62 4.36 19.11 4.93 20.05 3.89 

TOL 6.27 1.48 6.64 1.61 5.95 1.31 
PR 8.56 2.30 7.82 2.60 9.20 1.85 
EA 4.62 1.84 4.35 1.69 4.85 1.98 

SL I2I 2.27 5.00 1.80 5.40 2.64 

M 5.05 2.33 4.76 2.10 5.30 2.53 
RB .51 .80 .52 .71 .50 .88 

PUR - Purpose: EI - Educational Involvement; Career Planning; Lifestyle Planning; LM - Life 
Management; CUP - Cultural Participation, MIR - Developing Mature Interpersonal Relationships; PR 
Peer Relationships; TOL - Tolerance; EA - Emotional Autonomy, SL - Salubrious Lifestyle, AA = 
Academic Autonomy, RB - Response Bias. 
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Gender and Cohort Psycho«)cial Development 

Psychosocial gender differences were also relevant to this study. In testing for 

diiferences tetween male and female students on the SDTLI, no signiiBcant differences 

were found on any task, subtask, or scale score (Table 4-5). For example. 

Table 4-5. 

Comparison of Male and Female SDTLI Tasks, Subtasks, and Scale Scores 

Males Females 
(N = 17) (N = 20) 

Variable Mean SD Mean SD t 

PUR 43.82 10.02 43.30 9.01 .16 

El 11.35 2.95 10.80 2.78 .58 
CP 11.76 4.03 11.70 3.97 .04 
LP 7.11 2.47 6.75 2.12 .48 
LM 10.11 2.91 10.25 2.57 -0.14 
CUP 3.64 1.69 3.85 1.34 -0.39 

MIR 19.11 4.93 20.05 3.89 -0.62 

TOL 6.64 1.61 5.95 1.31 1.42 
PR 7.82 2.60 9.20 1.85 -1.82 
EA 4.35 1.69 4.85 1.98 -0.82 

SL 5.00 1.80 5.40 2.64 -0.54 
AA 4.76 2.10 5.30 2.53 -0.87 
RB .52 .71 .50 .88 .11 

p<.05 
PUR - Purpose: El - Educational Involvement;, CP - Career Planning; LP - Lifestyle Planning; LM - Life 
Managememt; CUP - Cultural Participation; MIR - Developing Mature IntCTpers(Mial Relationships: PR -
Peer Relatiaidiips; TOL - Tolerance; EA - Emotional Autonomy, SL - SaluWous Lifestyle, AA = 
Academic AutcmcMny, RB - Response Bias. 

EstabliMiing and Clarifying Purpose (t=0.16 df33,  p<.05) indicates that both male and 

female students had no significant differences on measures of Mature Interpersonal 

Relationships (i ~ -.62, df 30, p<.05% and Academic Autonomy (t = -0.87, df3A,p <.05). 
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Cohort status means and standard deviations are contained in Table 4-6. The task means 

for Lower Division students increased slightly; Establishing and Clarifying Purpose from 

42.14 to 45.37, Mature Interpersonal Relationships from 19.47 to 19.81, and Academic 

Autonomy from 5.04 to 5.06. Again these means fall within the means and norms reported 

by Winston and Miller (1987). 

Table 4-6 

Descriptive Data for SDTLI Scores All, Lower and Upper Division Students 

All Students Lower Division Upper Division 
M SD M SD M SD 

Variable (n=37) (n=21) 
PUR 43.54 9.35 42.14 9.07 45.37 9.70 

EI 11.05 2.83 10.66 2.86 11.56 2.80 
CP 11.72 3.94 10.42 3.59 13.43 3.82 
LP 6.91 2.26 6.71 2.28 7.18 2.28 
LM 10.18 2.69 10.09 2.64 10.31 2.84 
CUP 3.75 1.49 4.04 1.62 3.37 1.25 

MIR 19.62 4.36 19.47 4.42 19.81 4.43 
TOL 6.27 1.48 6.19 1.50 6.37 1.50 
PR 8.56 2.30 8.71 2.14 8.37 2.55 
EA 4.62 1.84 4.33 1.85 5.00 1.82 

SL 5.21 1.11 5.61 1.85 4.68 2.70 
AA 5.05 2.33 5.04 2.43 5.06 2.26 
RB .51 .80 .52 .87 .50 .73 

PUR - Purpose: EI - Educational Involvement; CP - Career Planning; LP - Lifestyle Planning; LM - Life 
Management; CUP - Cultural Participation, MIR - Developing Mature Interpersonal Relationships; PR -
Peer Relationships; TOL - Tolerance; EA - Emotional Autonomy, SL - Salubrious Lifestyle, AA = 
Academic Autonomy, RB - Response Bias. 

Cohort Status and Psychosocial Development 

Further analysis of the differences between the means of Lower Division and 

Upper Division students (Table 4-7) did not yield significant differences in cohort status 
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with the exception of the Career Planning Subtask (t = 2.43, d f 3 l , p  <.05). However, 

Winston and Miller (1987) caution against using subtasks for meaningful interpretation. 

Instead, they suggest the Task scores provide more reliable information. 

Table 4-7 

Comparison of Lower and Upper Division Students SDTLl Scores on Tasks, Subtasks, 
and Scales 

Lower Division Upper Division 
M SD M SD 

Variable (n=21) (n=16) t 

PUR 42.14 9.07 45.37 9.70 -1.03 

EI 10.66 2.86 11.56 2.80 -0.095 
CP 10.42 3.59 13.43 3.82 -2.43* 
LP 6.71 2.28 7.18 2.28 -0.6 
LM 10.09 2.64 10.31 2.84 -0.2 
CUP 4.04 1.62 3.37 1.25 1.41 

MIR 19.47 4.42 19.81 4.43 -0.23 

TOL 6.19 1.50 6.37 1.50 -0.37 
PR 8.71 2.14 8.37 2.55 0.43 
EA 4.33 1.85 5.00 1.82 -1.1 

SL 5.61 1.85 4.68 2.70 1.18 
AA 5.04 2.43 5.06 2.26 0.0 
RB .52 .87 .50 .73 0.09 

p < .05 

PUR - Purpose: EI - Educational Involvement; CP - Career Planning; LP - Lifestyle Planning; LM - Life 
Management; CUP - Cultural Participation, MIR - Developing Mature Interpersonal Relationships: PR -
Peer Relationships; TOL - Tolerancc; EA - Emotional Autonomy, SL - Salubrious Lifestyle, AA = 
Academic Autonomy, RB - Response Bias. 
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In sum, students with learning disabilities exhibited psychosocial development 

consistent with their peers without disabilities. Students in this study seemed to be fairly 

typical of college students on the SDTLI (Winston & Miller, 1987). 

Qualitative Findings 

This section presents major themes coupled with student categories, if relevant, 

that emerged from personal interviews and the telephone survey. Self-descriptions of 

learning disabilities and eight themes are discussed ; (a) Self-Descriptions of Learning 

Disabilities (b) It's Part of Me - The Acceptors, (c) Who Knows - Who Does Not Know -

The Analyzers, (d) How I Changed, (e) Unreflected Perceptions - The Misperceivers, (f) 

Getting to Know You - Getting to Hope You Like Me, (g) How 1 Stack Up to Others -

The Self Doubters, (h) Trailblazers vs. Compromisers, and (i) Time Managers and 

Organizers. A summary concludes the chapter. 

Self-dscriptions of Learning Disabilities 

The purpose of the questions asked of the 148 students on the telephone survey 

was to determine how students self-described their learning disabilities. Thirty-three 

students said they did not know what their learning disabilities were. These students were 

using accommodations, with half of them doing so because they were told to by their 

education specialists. However, the other 115 students were quite specific in explaining or 

attaching a name to their learning disabilities. The descriptions are categorized in 

Appendix M. 
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It's Part of Me - The Acceptors 

The theme, "It's Part of Me," refers to a group of students who have an awareness 

of their learning disabilities as being part of their identities. Students in the personal 

interviews were asked to repeat the description of their learning disabilities in more depth, 

even though they had been asked to describe their learning disabilities during the telephone 

survey. These self-descriptions from the personal interviews have been categorized into 

three areas: a) cognitive processing, b) academic achievement, or c) both cognitive 

processing and academic achievement. The findings about cognitive processing, academic 

achievement, and identity are presented below. 

Cognitive Processing Descriptions 

Cognitive processing is defined as the manner in which a student inputs, stores, 

and outputs information. Students who described their learning disabilities as a function of 

cognitive processing related the processing to specific academic experiences in which their 

weaknesses were evident. Seven males, Al, James, D.B., Michael, Peter, Reb, and Zeke 

explained their learning disabilities in terms of cognitive processing deficits. Annie, a 

female, also described her learning disability in terms of academic processing. 

Al, D.B., and James have difficulty in that they miss a lot of information in a fast 

paced class. James has a problem in listening and taking notes. Michael described his 

difficulty as slow oral processing and provided a detailed example of how delayed 

processing impacts him. 
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I guess the best example of delayed processing is when you ask who the first 

president was, everybody in the class already knows the answer is George Washington. 

But the person with delayed processing goes; 'it must be a person; it happened in the past; 

it was at the beginning; it was a president; George Washington.' By this time the class has 

already answered the next five questions. 

Both Peter and Annie attributed their weaknesses to Attention Deficit 

Hyperactivity Disorder. They described difficulty paying attention or staying focused in 

certain class environments. Annie felt that making decisions is problematic because she 

procrastinates past the point that making a decision is relevant 

Auditory processing is another difficulty for Reb and Zeke. In an "auditory 

language" weakness, processing is at a slightly slower pace than the average person, "if 

the professor is a fast talker, I experience difficulty taking notes." 

Academic Achievement Weaknesses 

Pam, SS, Lainey, Grant, Nancy, and Todd described their learning disabilities in 

terms of academic achievement. The greatest weakness for all these students was reading 

comprehension, and then writing ability. Pam said she reads the material multiple times 

and highlights things so when she goes back later she understands what she has read. 

Additionally, poor grammatical skills are a problem in writing classes. SS made reference 

to reading comprehension, interpreting material, and "trying to distinguish what's 

important fi-om what's not important." She has a problem with her writing in that it 
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"doesn't come out the right way." Lainey indicated that "reading comprehension was her 

area of weakness." 

Grant explained his strategy to compensate for his writing disability. He starts 

writing then "from that point on 1 come back and I'll proofread and I start making my 

comments and conclusions." In addition to reading comprehension, Nancy spoke about 

her difficulty with reading comprehension and "some types of math problems." 

Cognitive Processing and A cademic Achievement 

Eleven other students described their learning disabilities in terms of cognitive 

processing and academic achievement deficits. Five of these eleven students believed that 

cognitive processing affected their achievement in math. Their responses ranged from 

problems with math sequencing and processing to inability to keep math steps in order to 

short and long term memory difficulties. One student had to change his major because he 

"couldn't do math." Another student reported problems with reading and spelling; others 

reported writing as the most difficult academic area. 

In sum, all students who participated in the personal interviews seemed to 

understand their learning disabilities. They described them using specific examples for 

clarification. Students who described their learning disabilities as weaknesses in cognitive 

processing, academic achievement, or both cognitive processing and academic 

achievement were consistent across cohort status and gender. Learning disabilities are 

often described in terms of an information processing model with suggested strategies for 
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use in compensating for the areas of weakness (Ellis, 1989; Ellis, Deshler, Schumaker, 

Lenz, & Clark, 1991). 

Identity 

Students who described their learning disabilities as being part of their identity and 

an integral part of who they were during the personal interviews viewed their learning 

disabilities more positively while three seemed somewhat concerned about the impact that 

their learning disabilities were having on them and being associated with their identities. 

One of these students from the latter group seemed to be frustrated in describing her 

immediate problems and one upper division male acknowledged his learning disability but 

seemed less accepting of it than the other students. 

Positive comments referred to the students' comfort level and the length of time 

they had managed their learning disabilities. They also expressed how learning disabilities 

do not "change me as a person" and their inability to change the fact that they have 

learning disabilities. Three students expressed that their learning disabilities are separate 

from who they are. They seemed to restrict the learning disability to their academic self 

rather than to their identities as a whole. 

In sum, twenty-three students interviewed described their learning disabilities as 

part of their identities as naturally as they might consider any other aspects of their 

identity. All these students acknowledged that their learning disabilities exist, whether or 

not they considered them in a positive or negative manner. Only three students mentioned 

their learning disabilities as being separate or compartmentalized from other aspects of 
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their identities. This is similar to the feelings described by gay and lesbian individuals in the 

various stages of coming out. Crisis and challenge lead to understanding. Thus, evidence 

exists that students with learning disabilities accept their learning disabilities as part of 

their identities for their life time (BrinckerhofFet a!., 1993; Gerber et al., 1996; Gregg et 

al., 1996). 

Who Knows - Who Does Not Know- The Analyzers 

Learning disabilities are not immediately obvious to instructors of college classes. 

Students have a choice about whether or not to disclose their learning disabilities to their 

instructors. This section presents an analysis of the variables that influenced the students' 

decision making about disclosing their learning disabilities to personnel in their academic 

lives. The variables that emerged as important to students in their decision making about 

disclosure include; a) class size, b) anticipating reactions, c) rank of the instructors, d) 

sizing them up, e) setting oneself apart from others, and f) procedural issues. 

Class Size 

Class size impacted students' attitudes toward disclosure in their classes. Students 

did not respond identically to class size. Frequently, introductory general education classes 

are large, ranging from 100-300 students per class at Southwestern University. Class size 

will often be smaller as students progress to Upper Division. The size of the classes 

influenced students' decision making on disclosure. 

Annie, Peter, and Nancy disclosed their learning disabilities in large lecture classes. 

Annie used the ID letter to inform her instructors about her learning disabilities, stating 
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that otherwise, "you're just a number to them," However, she avoided any direct 

discussion with her instructors. She explained that she would not inform her instructors in 

her smaller graphic arts classes or use accommodations because, "I'm afraid what they 

would think if I told them and asked for extended time on special projects and tests; they 

would say that if I can't do it in school, I won't be able to do it in a job." She also did not 

want to be viewed as "trying to get favors" if she told them about her learning disability. 

Peter disclosed his learning disabilities in large lecture classes because he needed 

"more of the help" in his general education classes than in his upper division 

Communication major classes. He preferred to inform his teaching assistant (TA) if the 

large lecture classes included smaller discussion sections because in the large classes the 

professor "doesn't care." However, the "TA should know. The instructor - he doesn't 

know you if he meets you on the street." Nancy informed her instructors when her classes 

were large because it helped to establish "a name and face." 

Devin, Jason, and Alison chose not inform their instructors in their large lecture 

classes. Devin felt disclosure "depends on the size of lecture; if they are smaller, I will 

disclose to them." Jason and Alison did not discuss learning disabilities with students or 

instructors in big classes. 

Thus, some students in this study considered class size relevant to disclosure. For 

example, Zeke did not think that disclosure was a big deal. He said that, "there have been 

some classes where I haven't informed my teachers but not for any reason. I just wasn't 

using testing accommodations because I didn't think I would need it for that class." 
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In sum, class size is an important variable for students in the decision making 

process about disclosure. However, in general, lecture classes are larger than upper 

division classes. Hancock (1996) discourages the use of generalizations about class size 

and its effect upon academic achievement. The same can be said for drawing conclusions 

about the impact of class size and making decisions about disclosure. In this study, 

students did consider the size a variable, but their decisions were not the same. 

Anticipating Reactions 

Another variable that students used to make decisions about disclosure was 

anticipating reactions from their instructors. When students disclosed their learning 

disabilities they received mixed reactions from instructors who lacked knowledge about 

the specific nature of learning disabilities. Lainey, James, Arnold, Shayna, Steve, and 

Drew anticipated possible negative reactions from disclosure to their instructors. Stacy, 

Bill, and Nancy disclosed their learning disabilities to their instructors because they wanted 

their instructors to understand that their academic difficulties in the particular classes 

stemmed from their learning disabilities. 

Lainey considered how instructors might view her if she were to request an 

accommodation or disclose her learning disability. She explained that she does "not 

mention it to campus staff or faculty" because she "did not want to use it as a crutch," in 

spite of being told by two learning disability specialists from the Pepper Program that she 

should inform her instructors and advisors in her major. 
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James said that he does not inform his instructors about his learning disabilities 

because they might think less of him. However, he mentioned he used notetakers in his 

classes. When asked about the possibility that his instructors might know about his 

disability if he used a notetaker, he explained that his instructors "don't know that 

someone in my class is taking notes for me." He sought copies of the lecture notes from 

other class members rather than through the disability services office. He explained he 

"would do without notes rather than disclose his learning-disability to his professors." 

Arnold disclosed his learning disability to his instructors, but sensed that his 

professors "treat him differently" after he informs them. Shayna related that she is 

concerned that her professors will think that she is "making an excuse about doing the 

work" if she were to disclose her learning disability to them. 

Some students reported that it was a good idea to disclose their learning 

disabilities to their instructors. These students believed their instructors would understand 

better how they learn. Other students wanted assistance when they experienced difficulty 

learning the class material. Students informed their instructors directly about their learning 

disabilities so that their instructors would understand that the difficulties they were 

experiencing in classes were related to their learning disabilities and thus had an impact on 

their academic performance. On these occasions students were experiencing specific 

difficulties with their classes when they spoke directly to their instructors and wanted 

some concessions regarding the required work. 
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Stacy described the difficulty she had with her statistics class. Even though she had 

given the instructor the ID letter, she also spoke directly with him about her performance 

on the statistics tests. As a result, the instructor made a testing accommodation for 

rephrasing test questions that she did not understand. Stacy concluded that "explaining it 

(her learning disability) to the instructor really helps them (instructors) know you better." 

Bill stated that he had "weaned himself off accommodations." However, when he 

experienced difficulty with essay exams in an upper division political science class because 

of his writing disability, he discussed his learning disability with the instructor. The 

instructor provided a writing accommodation for Bill in his office. As a result of sharing 

the nature and impact of Bill's learning disability, the two developed a personal 

relationship. 

Nancy informs her instructors in classes where she knows she "will have a 

struggle," "gives them the letter," and talks with "them very openly." She informs her 

instructors about her auditory weakness which impacts her notetaking ability. She 

explained to me how instructors have helped her. Her instructors review "the information 

they have given in class. If I am having problems they will tiy different ways to get the 

information to me." She believes that informing her instructors helped them to understand 

her better and provide a means whereby she could understand the material more easily. 

Instructors did not always understand the nature of learning disabilities. Drew 

reported that he rarely disclosed his learning disabilities because "I would be treated 

differently by my teacher. It is really none of his business to know about my learning 
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disability." However, just two days before the interview for this study, he informed his 

sociology instructor that his auditory processing weakness was affecting his performance 

in class. He reported that the professor wanted "a copy of the letter" and questioned him 

as to whether he really needed an accommodation if he was in college. Drew said the 

reaction by his instructor confirmed his doubts about the usefulness of informing his 

instructors about his learning disability. 

In sum, most students reported positive faculty interactions; however, some 

students were negatively influenced by the reactions they received from their instructors. 

These reactions shaped their decisions about disclosure. These findings reflect the type of 

response traditional and non-traditional students reported in the literature (Rosenthal et 

al., 2000) and shows how students are influenced by their interactions with faculty 

(Chickering & Reisser, 1993). 

Rank of Instructors 

Some students distinguished between teaching assistants (TA) and professors 

when they considered disclosure. When a TA and professor were both present in a class, 

students sometimes elected to disclose to the individual whom they anticipated would be 

grading the test. Some preferred informing their TAs, while others preferred informing 

their professors. 

Steve informed his TAs, who teach the smaller discussion sections of his large 

lecture classes when he needed an accommodation. He feels professors may think "less of 

him" if he mentions that he has a learning disability, but TA's will understand. Bessie also 
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prefers "telling a TA during office hours" about her learning disability. Ellis stated he is 

"more likely to tell a professor, but I do not do that very often either, but I do not tell 

TA's because they are only students like 1 am." 

Nancy said she "will explain less" about her learning disability to a TA than she 

"would to her professor." She would provide more information and explanatk)n to a 

professor, but usually only informs the TAs without explaining "the details ofher learning 

disability." She does this, in part, because the professors "have more experience with 

students, but aren't around that much." 

Grant, who usually informs all his instructors about his learning disabilities, 

described his decision making about disclosure to a young female TA who was teaching a 

summer session class. She was so close to his age that he "did not want to give her the 

letter" or discuss his learning disability with her. Rather than inform her, he chose to "go 

to her oflSce" when he needed help with the class. 

In sum, students with learning disabilities differentiated between TAs and 

professors. Students who used the rank of their instructors differently in their decision 

making, did consider it an important variable. Perceptions of TAs as students who were 

close in age influenced decision making about disclosure. Literature about coming out 

discusses similar dilemmas prior to disclosure of their hidden sexual preferences to 

someone to whom they must trust (Miller & Boon, 2000). 
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Sizing Them Up 

Grant, Peter, and Zeke sized up their instructors by attending several call sessions 

before making decisions about disclosing their learning disabilities. First, they "sized up" 

how they thought their instructors would react to the information. Then, they made their 

decision based on attitudes, not on their learning disabilities. 

In deciding about disclosure to instructors. Grant said that he used information 

that he "heard about them" and "how they present themselves" in class before he 

approached them to discuss his learning disability. He explained that some instructors 

seemed like they would not welcome a discussion about his learning disability. He 

explained. 

"If they intimidate me as a teacher then 1 have more problems going up to them 

without the piece of paper, just hello, I'm so and so. If they tend to intimidate me I find it 

much easier just to hand them a piece of paper." 

Peter said that he has not experienced any difficulties. He described his process of 

observing his instructors before making a decision about disclosure. He believes he "can 

predict whether a teacher can make problems -1 can kind of see it." One of his instructors 

made disparaging remarks about learning disabilities during the first few lectures; however 

he "needed an accommodation in that class." He predicted there would be problems when 

he requested extended time for an exam. Peter stated the "professor made me feel 

ashamed that I needed to ask" for an accommodation. He was now "reluctant" to tell 

other professors in that department that he needed an accommodation. 
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Therefijre, perception of attitudes held by instructors influenced students' decision 

making. Certainly, students may feel that instructors hold the power since they determine 

the students' grades in a given class or serve as gatekeepers into a major (Rocco, 1997), 

but feculty nay also feel compromised wben they are legally required to concede to 

accommodation requests wMch they believe inadequately evaluate students' mastery of the 

class material (Scott, 1997). Nonetheless, in this study, instructors seemed to convey, 

either directly or indirectfy, their attitudes toward leamiii^ disabilities to the students 

which influenced disclosure decisions. 

Setting Myself Apart from Others 

Disclosure served as a way for students to distinguish themselves from other 

students in their cksses by identifying themselves personalty to their instructors. This 

theme differed from previous themes in that students mentioned that their learning 

disabilities enabled them to distinguish themselves from their peers. These students spoke 

directly to their instructors during their office hours. 

In sum, students with teaming disabilities seemed to be willing to disclose their 

learning disabilities to be acknowledged by their instructors. Students reacted to the 

impersonal atmosphere of large classes and disclosed their learning disabilities as a way to 

become more involved with their instructors. Close student faculty interaction has a 

positive influence on student involvement (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). 
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Procedural Issues 

Providing accommodations for students with learning disabilities requires that 

students and feculty fblow procedures that are usuaify determined by the disability 

services departnKnt. Not al students with learning disabilties have a thorough 

understanding of the procedures and several students commented on the iMmer In which 

instructors communicated the procedures to their classes. 

Students described how professors make an announcement to the whole class that 

Pepper students should submit their ID letters to them after class. An announcement of 

this sort was usually assocfeted with large lecture classes. Students reported that not all 

instructors understood how the accommodation procedures actuaify worked in spite of 

their class annouiwements. Some professors did not have time to talk to the students; 

some could not be approached directly, so students just presented the ID letter ratte than 

reveal their learning disability personally. There were times vrfien professors doubt the 

students' problems and tell them they would not be in college if they have a learning 

disability. This makes the student's feel discouraged, belittled, or put off and cautious 

about disclosing in the future. 

In sum, some students understood the accommodations process and helped the 

instructors to make the accommodation process work more effectively. This highlights tte 

need for communication between departments about service delivery and how service 

provision affects students. Students are sensitive to instructors' understandiog or lack of 

understanding about how to handle the accommodation process. Student disclosure of 
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learning disabilities was influenced by classroom aoi instructor characteristics, as wel as 

previous experiences with disdosure. Students considered the degree of difficuity and the 

size of the class in deciding to disclose to the teaching assistant or professor. Both class 

size and major were mentioned in relationship to disclosure. CMckering and Reisser 

(1993) stress tite at^portance of the environment in the success of students. 

How I Changed 

Several students changed their pattern of disclosure as they advanced from 

freshmen and sophomores to juniors and seniors. Some students self-disclosed more 

frequently, while other students self-di^losed less frequently. 

Changes Based on Internal Feelings 

Most of the students began their freshman and sophomo re year by disclosing their 

LD with the instructor but as they entered their junior year, they felt the ED tetter was 

sufficient because either they did not want to discuss it with the instructor or the 

instructors were not interested in the student's probfem. But otter students disclosed 

under difficult circumstances. 

For instance, one student was diagnosed with learning disabiliies prior to an 

autonwbile accident. Before the accident, she did not like to infoim her instructors unless 

they announced in class the "process students should use" to self-identify their learning 

disabilities. After the accident, she experienced memory retrieval dijBBcuIties in addition to 

her learning disabilities. Cassie explained that, as she has become older, she is "more 

dependent on accommodations." Some instructors have told her that she "would not make 
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it" at the university. Her pattern of disclosure changed due to the accident; however, she 

reported that she has been academically successful in her classes. 

Change Based on Instructor Interactions 

In sum, students with learning disabilities did not adhere to a specific pattern of 

disclosure for the entire time they were at the university. The students made decisions 

based on their past experiences, juggled what they had learned about themselves and their 

needs, and evaluated specific classroom variables in making a decision about how and how 

much to disclose about their learning disabilities (Gerber et al., 1996). 

Unreflected Perceptions - The Misperceivers 

Students used the name of the support program. Pepper, and the Identification 

Letter as symbols when communicating with others about their learning disabilities. These 

students assumed that when they used the name Pepper other people would understand 

that they had a learning disability or needed an accommodation. Pepper was used by the 

students in academic and social contexts while the reference to the Identification Letter 

was used in academic contexts. 

Academic Uses 

Strong program identification was evidenced when students used Pepper in 

academic contexts to convey to their instructors that they have learning disabilities. The 

students often do not go into detail when making the disclosure because instructors are 

supposed to be aware of its implication. Sometimes when an instructor does not 

understand the implications, the students explain. Other times, students decide not to 
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disclose if the professor does not understand the process. A student with a learning 

disability never knows how the disclosure will be accepted. 

Social Uses 

Students use Pepper to characterize specific aspects of their identities in social 

situations. From the personal interviews, over half of the students tell their friends about 

their learning disability if the subject comes up, but frequently they will say, "I'm in 

Pepper." 

The name of the program helps them communicate learning disabilities to their 

friends. Just saying the name of the program identifies a student as having a learning 

disability. The name of the program speaks for itself in certain situations. 

In sum, students seemed to have such a strong identification with Pepper and the 

Identification Letter, so much so that they assumed other students and instructors at 

Southwestern University would understand what participation in the program meant. Not 

all instructors knew about the Pepper program. Although some instructors may have never 

had a student with a learning disability in their classes nor thought about the variety of 

services and accommodations available to students with learning disabilities, students with 

learning disabilities are part of the cultural diversity that faculty will find in their classes. 

Organizational Confusion 

Some students held misperceptions about the role of the program, confusing the 

role of the Pepper staff or a service with the function of other departments on campus. 

Students referred to their Pepper education specialist as their college advisor, thinking that 
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the specialist could make determinations about the student's major. For example, Paul, 

responded to a question referring to his college advisor by naming Ms Pepper specialist. 

The Pepper staiBf person knew about his learning disability because it was her job to know, 

however that person was not responsible for selecting appropriate courses for his 

graduation requirements. 

Other students were unaware that Pepper was not the department responsible for 

providing accommodations. In actuality, accommodations are provided by the disability 

resource center as a mandated service and do not require participation in the fee based 

program. A few students stated the reason they participated in Pepper was for specific 

accommodations, for example, Priority Registration. Priority registration permits students 

with disabilities to register for classes prior to other students on campus due to their 

disabilities. 

In sum, many students misperceived the role of the program. They had close 

contact with the program staff and secured relevant university information from the staff. 

That closeness and attention and knowledge about university policies and procedures 

seemed to create a comfort level and strong association with the program, sometimes to 

the exclusion of other departments. While students who form close affiliations with 

programs enhance their intellectual development and locus of control (Pascarella & 

Terenzini, 1991), these students excluded themselves from using other relevant resources 

on campus. 
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Getting to Know You - Getting to Hope You Like Me 

Students interviewed for this study reported varied experiences about disclosing 

their teaming disabilities to their peers. Eight of the 13 students who discussed peer 

relationships in depth during the personal interviews sought support from their peers to 

compensate for their perceived personal inabilities in a particular setting, particularly 

classroom settings. Five students considered their learning disabilities were assets. These 

students recognized that their learning disabilities are part of them. Three of these students 

considered that revealing a learning disability might have stigma associated with it, 

particularly in classroom settings. Three of the students who willingly told their peers 

about their learning disabilities assumed the reciprocal nature of peer relationships and 

could provide needed support in their weak areas. Not unlike findings by Spekman et al. 

(1993), students sought support from their peers. 

How I Stack Up To Others - The Self-Doubters 

Students with learning disabilities acknowledged their successes; however, several 

of these same students used denigrating language when they compared themselves to their 

peers without learning disabilities. In describing various situations, students' language 

revealed how they viewed themselves. Some students made conscious or unconscious 

comparisons of themselves to their peers. 

One student used a negative term to assess his strengths and weaknesses. In 

comparing himself to others, he felt that he was defective and wanted to hide the fact to 

himself and others. He said that he has developed good "people skills" to compensate. In 
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speaking at Pepper Program orientations for incoming students with learning disabilities, 

he considered himself to be a role model for other students. In spite of his negative self-

description, he felt he could assist others. 

LD students often compare themselves to "normal" students. They feel they want 

to be better than they are now. They compare their learning disability to their own internal 

standard. They feel they have to be "tougher, work harder, and have more commitment 

than other students do." 

Tony believed that the "normals" do not have to study as much as he does. He also 

stated when he told his professor about his inability to spell correctly that the professor 

would not penalize "spelling as he would a normal student who hasn't been tested for 

learning disabilities." The professor's comments reenforced Tony's internal concept of 

himself as not being the same as other students without learning disabilities. This 

professor's attitude is congruent with the concept that faculty attitudes about learning 

disabilities are communicated to students (Leyser, 1989). 

In sum, the feelings about stigma still exist for many students with learning 

disabilities. They reframed their experiences to a point in which they accept them and 

develop a plan of action (Gerber et al., 1996). However, these students still express 

concern that they are not the same as their peers. 

Trailblazers versus Compromisers 

While many students select majors based on their interests, students with learning 

disabilities frequently considered the impact of their learning disabilities on the challenges 
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of the major. Nine students from the personal interviews described selectirig majors in 

relation to their learning disabilities. Six students used their learning strengths to match the 

requirements of courses in specific majors. Three students defined the impact of the 

learning disabilities more reflectively. They saw themselves as either compromisers or 

trailblazers when they discussed selecting their majors. The compromisers chose 

alternative majors, seemingly aware of the impact of their learning disabilities. For 

example, Goldie is fully aware of the compromise she made in selecting her major. She 

explained, "Unfortunately, I really wanted to major in business but math is not my strong 

point. There are also a lot of other aspects of business that aren't math, but you can't 

really get a business degree without a math background. The trailblazers knew they had 

weaknesses, but wanted to prove to themselves or to others that they could tackle difficult 

majors. For example. A! and Jay wanted to prove they could succeed in what they 

considered challenging majors. A1 chose Computer Science because he did not "want to 

use it (his learning disability) as a crutch. I never have. I don't try to." Jay sounded like a 

trailblazer when he stated that he chose to major in "Communications with a Business 

minor for the challenge and to prove that I could do it" 

In sum these students did not separate their learning disabilities from their decision 

making about choosing and succeeding in their majors. They considered their learning 

strengths and weaknesses in declaring their majors. Several students compromised their 

first choice in major to a second choice, not unlike college students without learning 

disabilities. Students with learning disabilities viewed elitist and challenging majors as 
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those in math, business, and computer sciences. Students were not always able to enter 

their first choice fields of study because of their learning disabilities. Those students who 

knew their strengths and weaknesses used goodness of fit between these strengths and 

weaknesses and available majors (ReifF, Ginsberg, & Gerber, 1995). 

Time Managers and Organizers 

Students considered time management and organizational skills extremely 

important to compensate for their learning disabilities. Many students were aware of the 

necessity to use time management and careful planning for their classes. These factors 

seemed critical in meeting the challenges of college work. 

Students used a variety of methods ranging from written plans to keeping the 

information in their heads. To complete her homework, Millie described her need to focus 

on a plan "...because I have a hard time concentrating, I try not to leave only one block of 

time to do homework or to work on the draft of papers." She seemed to understand 

herself and was able to plan accordingly. 

Peter explained that he does not necessarily have a written plan but "before I go to 

bed I think of what I need to do the next day" In time-critical situations, he will "start 

making lists." 

Grant recognized the value of time management in relationship to his classes. He 

said; "I actually find time management is what's getting me through. I don't think if I 

wasn't so scheduled out in my time managing I don't think that 1 would be able, especially 

this semester, because everything is kind of in units to be turned in." 



133 

Pam reported using time management and organization to compensate for her 

writing weakness. She said, "I just make sure for the papers that I have time for multiple 

drafts done; tlie same way with oral presentations." 

Other students recognized that the time they spend studying for their classes will 

be an investment in their fiiture. The time spent on classes Emits their social time, but will 

help these students "get better jobs and be successful" the rest of their lives. These 

students saw time management and planning as necessary both for their present and future 

success. 

Some students have recognized the need to compensate for their learning 

disabilities by prioritizing their workload. College students who are successful use 

strategies and plan for effective use of their time. Vogel and Adelman (1992) state that 

students with learning disabilities have difficulty with planning, organizing, and time 

management. Thus, students with learning disabilities who utilized strategies to 

compensate for their inefficiencies seemed to be more successful in school. 

Summary 

To summarize, the majority of students disclosed their learning disabilities, 

primarily for the purpose of accommodations. Minimal differences existed between lower 

division and upper division students; however, upper division students were more 

reflective about their reasons for disclosure than lower division students. In particular, the 

number of upper division students who disclosed because they were told to disclose by a 

staff member decreased. Additionally, minimal differences were noted between male and 
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female students. Students opted to use the Identification Letter to disclo.se their learning 

disabilities. 

The majority of students in this study were able to self-describe their learning 

disabilities in terms of academic and/or cognitive weaknesses; however, an alarming 

number of students reported that they could not describe their learning disabilities. The 

latter group of students were not able to describe an understanding of their strengths and 

weaknesses which is considered to be critical to successful tlinctioning for individuals with 

learning disabilities (Gcrber et al., 1996). 

The psychosocial development, as measured by the SDTLI. was typical to that 

reported by Winston and Miller (1987), but is contradicted by many students who 

described themselves as weaker and less successful than their peers. These self-doubters 

used terms such as "defective" and "not normal" as they spoke of their academic 

experiences, oftentimes, in spite of accomplishments. However, there were trailblazers and 

compromisers who made difficult academic decisions based on the nature of their learning 

disabilities. 

A number of factors influenced students' decisions about disclosure. Class size, 

anticipating reactions, rank of the instructors, setting oneself apart from others, procedural 

issues, and rank of instructors were analyzed by various students as part of their decision 

making process. Some students relied heavily on their attachment to the Pepper program 

and ID Letter as vehicles to communicate their learning disabilities to professors and peers 
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in academic and social settings. Some students misperceived the function and role of the 

program within the university. 
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION 

The purpose of this study was to explore and describe the disclosure process for 

university students with learning disabilities. During the quantitative and qualitative 

research, patterns and themes emerged that described students with learning disabilities. 

By returning to these patterns and themes, conclusions can be drawn about students with 

learning disabilities and the variables that influenced their decision making process. These 

understandings can then be used to develop policy and programming for students with 

learning disabilities. 

What differences make a difference for students with learning disabilities? Learning 

disabilities have been described as "a heterogenous group of disorders . .(NCLD, 

1990). Evidence of heterogeneity and homogeneity were evident in this study. The 

commonalities among students were great; their differences were minimal. These 

similarities and differences are noted in the sections that follow. 

The organization of this chapter is as follows: (1) the research questions are 

answered; (2) personal and institutional characteristics relevant to students with learning 

disabilities are discussed in relation to student profiles; (3 ) major conclusions are drawn; 

(4) implications for faculty, administrators, staff, and students are identified; and (5) 

limitations and need for further research are presented. 
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Research Questions 

Research Question #1; What reasons do students give for fall, partial, or non-disclosure of 

their learning disabilities to university instructors? 

Accommodations was the most frequently cited reason for disclosure by students 

in this study. Students explained standard university accommodations, such as more time 

to retrieve information from memory on exams or notetakers to obtain accurate 

information in their lecture classes. Because learning disabilities influence academic 

performance, accommodations enabled students to compensate for their learning 

Mfeaknesses and compete more equitably with their peers. 

Students mentioned various other reasons for disclosure. These reasons included: 

(1) a desire to have their instructors understand the nature of their learning disabilities, (2) 

a desire to have instructors lower class requirements for them because of their learning 

problems, and (3) a desire to have extra help from their instructors because they did not 

understand a specific part of the course content. When these reasons were examined, a 

common theme became apparent. The reframing process enables students to make 

adjustments in situations based on their individual strengths and weaknesses (Gerber et ai, 

1996). The understanding step in the reframing model allowed students to identify the 

nature and implications of their learning disabilities. With a plan of action students adapted 

to a challenging situation (Gerber et.al., 1996). When students experienced particular 

difficulties in their classes, they communicated directly with their instructors. With their 

understanding and action plans evidenced, they re framed the challenging situations. 
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Specifically, students disclosed their learning weaknesses and sought additional support 

from their instructors to improve their performance in the classes. 

Research Question #2; What methods of disclosure do students use to inform their 

instructors about their learning disabilities? 

Students used three methods to disclose their learning disabilities to their 

instructors. The first method was the exclusive use of the ID Letter which served three 

purposes; (I) informed instructors that students were eligible to utilize accommodations; 

(2) indicated that the Pepper staff had fulfilled their responsibility to distribute it to 

students; and (3) informed the disability resources staff that students had requested 

accommodations that they would provide. One explanation for the high use of the ID 

Letter was that it was an important part of the accommodation procedure. Without its use, 

students could not utilize extended time on tests or have notetakers provided by the 

disability services department. An alternative explanation for the high use of the ID Letter 

was that Pepper staff emphasized the use of the letter and students complied with their 

requests to submit the letters to their instructors. Students might also like the 

impersonality of the process of handing a letter to their instructors without a detailed 

explanation. In spite of the intentions for its use, the ID Letter was an integral part of the 

infrastructure for students with learning disabilities at Southwestern University. 

The second method was to speak directly with their instructors. These students 

relied less on standard accommodations for students with learning disabilities. As a result 

of a specific learning difficulty in their classes, students sought additional understanding or 
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help from their instructors to compensate. Reframing explained the process that students 

used to adapt to their inner thoughts about themselves and the actions they took (Gerber 

et al, 1996). Students who chose to speak to their instructors for specific help understood 

that their learning disability was interfering with their progress in class. They sought 

alternative accommodations that were not the usual ones provided by the disability 

resource center. For example, when students spoke to their instructors about writing 

weaknesses rather than using an accommodation, they had reframed the situation based on 

their understanding about their learning disabilities and the type of assistance needed for a 

favorable outcome. They developed an action plan to adapt to the demands of the class. 

There is always the possibility that these students were attempting to manipulate 

their professors into more favorable outcomes in their classes. For example, one student 

was failing all his classes and wanted to transfer to a competitive school. His attempt to 

manipulate was obvious as he scrambled for extensions to complete assignments from the 

beginning of the semester. However, for the majority of the students, personal 

conversations with their professors to request assistance was based on their attempts to 

cope with weaknesses caused by their learning disabilities, rather than manipulating their 

professors for more desirable outcomes. 

A third method was a combination of submitting the ID Letter and speaking 

directly with instructors. These students sought accommodations within the scope of those 

provided by the university; however, they also explained their learning disabilities to their 
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instructors to promote ftirther understanding about the nature of their specific learning 

disabilities. 

Research Question #3; Are there cohort status differences (male/female and lower 

division/upper division) in the way students describe their self-disclosure? 

No significant differences were noted between cohort status or gender in the 

disclosure process. Lower and Upper Division students disclosed their learning disabilities 

in a majority of their classes for the purpose of accommodations by using the ID letter. 

Minimal differences were noted about non-disclosure; (1) fewer Upper Division students 

disclosed their learning disabilities than Lower Division students; (2) more males than 

females disclosed at Upper Division; and (3) males stated they wanted their instructors to 

understand their learning disabilities. These differences are discussed more fully in a 

subsequent section. 

Research Question #4; Do decision making reason(s) about self-disclosure relate to 

psychosocial and adult development theories? 

Psychosocial and adult development theories were related to self-disclosure. In 

general, students evidenced similar psychosocial development to the norm group. 

According to Chickering and Reisser (1993), students interact with institutional 

characteristics and the culture of the environment as they experience college. Students 

managed their interpersonal relationships in and out of classes. For example, they made 

decisions about disclosure to their friends and instructors based on the need to explain the 

learning disability to others and what they perceived their reactions would be. Students 
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also developed academic autonomy in that they planned the use of time to study, set goals 

for their classes, and used accommodations to meet those goals. Students accepted their 

learning disabilities as part of their identities. 

Students used reframing as well In particular, the students who negatively 

compared themselves to their peers without disabilities were taking steps toward success 

in spite of their self-doubts. Additionally, they articulated their strengths and weaknesses, 

identified how they compensated for their learning disabilities, and utilized their strengths. 

Reframing enabled them to adapt to the institutional characteristics and to the culture of 

the campus. 

Personal and Institutional Characteristics of Students 

with Learning Disabilities 

From this study, personal characteristics and institutional characteristics describe 

students with learning disabilities. The personal characteristics are: 1) psychosocial 

development, 2) cohort status, 3) gender, and 4) identity. 

Personal Characteristics 

Psychosocial Development 

The SDTLI measured psychosocial development (Winston & Miller, 1987). 

Psychosocial development measures how students viewed themselves internally and how 

they interact with others socially. The students in this study were comparable to the 

norming group on measures of establishing and clarifying purposes, managing 

interpersonal relations, and academic autonomy. These measures indicated that students 
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have set goals, devised plans to accomplish their goals, focused on majors and careers, and 

maintained interpersonal relationships based on trust and support. Thus, to supplement the 

brief answer to Research Question #4, a more detailed discussion on psychosocial 

development is discussed. 

Students were well integrated into their academic programs and social activities. 

Academically, the students had realistically selected majors based on their learning 

strengths, weaknesses, and interests. Their scores on the PUR task indicated purposeful 

behaviors related to career planning, and motivation, and confidence. Trailblazers and 

Compromisers carefully considered their learning strengths and weaknesses in selecting 

majors. For example, conventional wisdom would suggest that college staff might not 

encourage students with specific learning disabilities in math to select a major that 

required advanced math courses. However, in this study, the five Trailblazers were 

successful in majors that tapped their learning weaknesses. These students chose majors in 

computer science and business, which required math expertise. As noted in the literature 

about successful students (Reiff, et al., 1995), the Trailblazers had an internal drive to 

succeed in areas of their interest and were persistent and relentless in attaining their goals 

by action plans. In fact, Ed chose computer science because, "I found out that what drives 

me the most is that there is not a lot of disabled students in there and I just want to be one 

of them that can actually do it and break the ground on it - make it open for learning 

disability students to go into instead of other majors that might appeal to them because 
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they are a lot simpler." During the time of this study, ail the Trailblazers were persisting in 

their chosen fields of study. 

Five Compromisers were also successful in their choices. They had chosen majors 

that complemented their learning strengths, but these majors were selected as an 

alternative to their first choice of major. Four of the students had weaknesses that 

precluded majors requiring math classes, thus they settled for communication, retail 

consumer studies, and creative writing which allowed for math substitutions. These 

students were also persisting in their majors at the time of this study. 

Students in this study acknowledged hard work, planning, meeting with their 

instructors, and working with their peers as resources. Their scores on Academic 

Autonomy indicated effective use of time management and study habits. 

Several studies have indicated that faculty are not always willing to accept students 

with learning disabilities in their own disciplines even if they generally support admission 

to college of students with learning disabilities (Houck et al., 1992; Nelson et al., 1990; 

Richter, 1998). However, three students (two Trailblazers) in this study were selected in 

national competitions for internships with prominent computer corporations and NASA 

(archival data). These students had made negative comparisons of themselves with their 

peers, but indicated their instructors were supportive of their participation in their majors 

at Southwestern University. Somewhat surprising in this study was that only three 

students mentioned the use of tutors from the Pepper Program as being important to them. 

This finding is similar to those reported by Stage and Milne (1996) who reported that 
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students leled more on per^nal coping strategies and less on tutoring. One explanation is 

that students relied on their own strategies to cope with their needs, rather than on tutors. 

Students mentioned planning, organizing, and time management as essential to their 

success. 

The Self-Doubters used negative self-attributions when comparing themselves to 

their peers. For some adults with learning disabilities, these negative coping strategies are 

self-defeating and result in stress, anxiety, and depression (Gerber et a!., 1996). The Self-

Doubters were often successful in spite of their negative self-talk. They did not express 

jealously toward their friends who seemed to study less or earn higher grades. Instead, 

they expressed a sense of inadequacy within themselves. These students used negative 

coping mechanisms, but did not allow them to control how they responded to their 

individual learning cMlenges. This jMing is those reported in the literature about the 

adaptation of successful students with learning disabilities in spite of negative self-

attributions disabilities (BrinckerhofFet a!., 1993; Gerber et al.,1996; Spekman et al., 

1993). These feelings have been identified as critical because they could lead to poor 

adjustment, introversion, lack of adequate goal setting, school feiturc, and similar 

problems in future interpersonal and work situations. 

Stress airf anxiety seemed debilitating for two students wIm) had ADHD. Their 

stress levels indicated that they did not have sufficient coping or planning skills to correct 

their current situation. Stress and anxiety led to desperate and anxious behaviors. Rather 

than developing positive coping mechanisms, these students spent their time fiitilely trying 



145 

to get time extensions or professors to not give them failing grades in their classes. These 

students had not mastered Chickering and Reisser's (1993) Managing Emotions by 

deciding upon appropriate actions to lessen their stress and anxiety. Students who 

experience high levels of stress and anxiety are at risk for academic failure that can lead to 

future adjustment problems throughout life (Brinckerhoff et al., 1993). An alternative 

explanation for these students is that they were making attempts to manipulate their 

professors because they had not completed the work in the class. Students frequently 

make choices about what to do with their time; some study and complete work as 

assigned, others may party or choose to engage in other activities that they consider more 

desirable. These students may attempt to manipulate professors to not fail them citing their 

learning disabilities as the reason for their poor grades. 

Learning disabilities have been associated with problems in psychosocial 

development (Brinckerhoff, et al., 1993; Gerber et al., 1996; Vogel and Adelman, 1990). 

Students with learning disabilities have already overcome hurdles to matriculate to college. 

For instance, they obtained the grades and course requirements necessary for admission. 

Thus, it may be assumed they have been resilient prior to college entrance. One 

explanation is that successful college students are able to draw upon their past experiences 

to meet the challenges they encounter in college. These past experiences contribute to 

their growth in psychosocial development. 
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Cohort Status 

Individual variations were noted in cohort status. First, the majority of students in 

both Lower and Upper Division disclosed their learning disabilities in one or more of their 

classes for the purposes of accommodations. Students were more reflective and acted 

more autonomously about disclosure at Upper Division. Chickering and Reisser (1993) 

discuss developing emotional maturity by relying less on an advisor and assuming 

responsibility for making their own decisions. For example, the number of students who 

disclosed because an education specialist told them to decreased at Upper Division. These 

students were likely moving from autonomy toward interdependence. When they 

considered their own reasons about the need to disclose their learning disabilities, they 

were making inner decisions rather than automatically doing what their education 

specialist had told them to do. 

Second, students disclosed less frequently as they progressed from Lower Division 

to Upper Division. One explanation is that the students had learned to compensate for 

their learning disabilities and did not feel the need to disclose. Another explanation might 

be the nature of their classes at Upper Division. Upper Division classes tend to be smaller 

in size at Southwestern University and specific to the majors the students have selected. 

These factors may minimize the impact of the learning disability and reduce the need to 

disclose. However, some evidence exists from this study that Upper Division students may 

not want their instructors to know about their learning disabilities for fear that they will 
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not be accepted as readily as their classmates without disabilities. Clearly more research 

into this area is warranted. 

Third, students from both divisions used similar methods to disclose; however, 

individual differences are noted. Students from both divisions used the ID letter most 

frequently, followed by students who presented the ID Letter coupled with speaking 

directly with the instructors about their learning disabilities, and finally, only speaking to 

their instructors without presenting an ID Letter. However, students at Lower Division 

cited procedural reasons for using the ID Letter whereas Upper Divisions students 

reflected more about their needs and disclosure. As students reflected more on the process 

of disclosure and realized that they had options, sole reliance on the ID Letter changed, 

although it remained popular. The ID Letter was viewed as the validation that the students 

could receive accommodations; however, not all accommodations directly involved the 

instructors needing to know. For example, students who needed taped textbooks would 

not need to inform their instructors. Instructors would necessarily need to know about test 

taking accommodation and sometimes about in-class notetakers, but not about all 

accommodations. 

Gender 

Male and female students in this study were more homogenous than 

heterogeneous. Their psychosocial development was similar to each other on measures of 

managing interpersonal relationships, setting purposes for career goals, and setting 

academic goals. Additionally, the reasons and methods they reported for disclosure were 
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similar. One explanatioii for the ItoiiwgeiKity of the males and females is that they 

explained their ieaming disabilities in terms of academic and cognitive weaknesses that had 

persisted throughout tlwir schooling (Gerber & Reifl^ 1991; Vogel and Adelman, 1990). 

Another contributing fector is that these students had similar admission demographics and 

socioeconomic status. 

Only when male and female students explained their reasons and methods for 

di^losure did slight diiferences become apiwent, aittough the niraibears were quite simlL 

Females disclosed less frequently at Lower Division; while the opposite pattern was found 

for males who ejqslained they disclosed because they wanted more understaaiing from 

their instructors. A possible explanation for females disclosing less frequently than males is 

that females tended to e3q>ress their academic frustrations diferentfy. Female students 

tended to internalize their feelings by becoming less verbal and more self-conscious, shy, 

and withdrawn; males tended to externalize their frustrations through disruptive, 

overactive, and aggressive behavior (Anastas & Reinherz, 1984; Epstein, Cullinan, & 

Lloyd, 1986). The mates in this study did not indicate any aggressive tendeiKies, but 

simply wanted their instructors to understand the nature of their leaming disabilities. 

Perhaps as nmle students refrained their learning di^ilities experiences, they were abte to 

communicate with tteir instructors about their leaming needs (Gerber et al., 1996). Thus, 

gender differences were present but highly irriividualized, in spite of im> significant 

disclosure differences between male and female students. 
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Identity 

Students described their learning disabilities as one aspect of their identity both in 

the past and the present. They also predicted that the strategies they utilized in college 

now would serve them well in the future, implying that their learning disabilities would 

continue to be part of their identity. The literature supports a life span approach to 

understanding teaming disabilities (Gerber, Ginsberg, & ReifF, 1992; Patton & Polloway, 

1992; Vogel and Adelman, 1990). 

Students described their learning disabilities in both academic and social contexts. 

Chickering and Reisser (1993) describe identity in terms of a compilation of "who the 

students are." With the exception of the Self-Doubters, students evidenced strong self-

acceptance of their learning disabilities. One possible explanation is that the program 

provides an infrastructure that is accepting and supportive of them as individuals. The 

students receive counseling on their strengths and are provided with strategies that will 

help them compensate for their weaknesses. An alternate explanation is the high socio

economic status of the students in the Pepper Program. These students have had 

privileged life experiences that contributed to acceptance of learning disabilities as a part 

of their identities (Rogan & Hartman, 1990). Students who have not had this advantage 

may attribute their problems to their learning disabilities and not be so accepting of their 

learning disabilities. For examples, students in this program were used to using specialized 

support services throughout high school that included private tutors and counseling. 

Additionally, their high schools were among those with high percentages of their 
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graduates attending college. In studies of successful adults, employees who were from 

affluent backgrounds and had higher paying jobs were more satisfied and had higher self-

acceptance of their learning disabilities (Gerber, et al.,1992; Greenbaum, et al., 1995). 

Institutional Characteristics Related to Student Disclosure 

Institutional characteristics influence how students experience college (Chickering 

& Reisser, 1993). In particular, the following characteristics influenced students and the 

disclosure process: 1) the campus climate; 2) students' attitudes toward instructors; and 3) 

size of classes. 

The Campus Climate 

The campus climate might be described as user friendly at Southwestern 

University. The positive environment for students with learning disabilities included an 

infrastructure that had incorporated the legal tenets of Section 504, ADA, and case law 

into well planned policy and procedures for students with learning disabilities. The Pepper 

program is part of the infrastructure that has created a positive campus climate. The 

program is large, visible, and has a staff that is knowledgeable about learning disabilities 

issues. The program mission includes providing assistance to students with learning 

disabilities and to participating in campus outreach. Because the students viewed the 

program as their primary source of campus information, the program functioned as an 

integral component in providing support to students with learning disabilities at 

Southwestern University. 
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The program serves an affluent population. The students' families pay a substantial 

amount of money for the enhanced services. The parents exert a certain amount of 

pressure, albeit informally, on the staff to monitor the students' use of support services. In 

spite of confidentiality, the program has codes that are used to respond to parents' 

requests about their son or daughter's progress. For instance, if parents wanted to know if 

their son or daughter was using accommodations or tutoring, the staff member could not 

directly answer unless the student had given direct permission for parental communication. 

However, the staff member might answer that the student was utilizing support services 

appropriately or "I've not seen your son or daughter lately; therefore, you might tell them 

to stop by," which indicated that the student might not be using the program or other 

mandated services. Therefore, the resource providers are the Pepper parents who in a 

small way exerted demand on the staff for monitoring and influencing student behavior. 

Students did not specifically mention the legal basis for service provision; however, 

they described how they utilized services and were quick to point out when instructors 

were unfamiliar with procedures for accommodations. Students referenced how they 

disclosed by submitting the ID Letter to their instructors. In two cases, the instructors did 

not know what to do with the ID Letter. One instructor was a new teaching assistant, 

while the other had taught at the university for years, but had not had any experiences with 

accommodating students with learning disabilities. 

To further understand how the infrastructure and the Pepper program provided a 

support system conducive to disclosure, Cass's (1979) Model of Homosexual Identity 
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FormatioB is usefiil. The JBrst stage is Identity Tolerance during wMch honjosexuals enter 

a period of inca-eased identification with other homosexuals. For students in this study, the 

Pepper program provided a place for them to n^t with one another and share 

ejqperiences. With similar backgrounds, little socioeconomic diversity divided the students. 

Quickly, tlK students n»ved into tlw Self-Acceptance Stage in which ttey talked about 

their learning disabilities with other students. Several students described their best friends 

as participants in Pepper. 

As students expanded their contacts outside of the Pepper program. Identity Pride 

was evidenced as they talked about their participation in the program. Their private selves 

and public selves were merging. Students routinely disclosed their learning disabilities in 

academic and social settings. However, students described disclosing their learning 

disabilities by stating they participated "in Pepper." Perhaps, this can be explained by the 

imposts syndrome which is a way a person hides a personal characteristic (Spekman et 

al., 1993). The students might be using 'Tepper" to explain themselves without stating 

outrightfy that they have a learning disability. Another explanation for this use of Pepper is 

that it is socially acceptable and reduces possible stigma associated with learning 

disabilities (Susman, 1994; Waldner-Haugrud & Magruder, 1998). This infrastructure 

provides a supportive context for students to disclose their learning disabilities. 

In nearty every case, students in this study assumed the receiver of their comments 

about "Pepper" or about the ID Letter would hold the same meaning that they had about 

the letter. Students rarely reported that the receivers did not understand what participation 
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in Pepper or the ID Letter implied. When lack of understanding occurred, the students 

explained the program to their instructors. 

Students' Attitudes Toward Instructors 

Students analyzed their instructors' behaviors about learning disability procedures. 

Consequently, the Analyzers were influenced by their perceptions of their instructors. If an 

instructor seemed informed about procedures for accommodating students with learning 

disabilities, the student would self-identify. If students sensed negative attitudes or 

unfamiliarity, the Analyzers factored these observations into their decision making. This 

finding is similar to the literature about faculty attitudes toward students with learning 

disabilities (Houck et al. 1992; Leyser; 1989; Minner & Prater, 1984). Perhaps, students 

with learning disabilities sense when instructors have negative attitudes toward them. The 

implication of these student perceptions is important. Students may feel they will be 

discriminated against if they decide to disclose their learning disabilities. Students in this 

study did not seem to be concerned that they might be a victim of discrimination, but they 

were sensitive to their instructors' attitudes. 

Students were also sensitive to the rank of their instructors although they 

responded differently to the rank. For some students, teaching assistants were described 

"like one of my friends" which made disclosure more or less likely depending on those 

particular students' comfort levels in disclosing to their peers. Students considered ranked 

faculty more experienced, which also made disclosure more or less likely depending on the 

students' attitudes toward teaching experience. One student explained that a faculty 
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member who had been teaching for a long time would be more likely to understand 

learning disabilities, which would facilitate disclosure. Some students reported that age 

and gender were not factors in disclosure. Thus, disclosure was associated with the 

students' particular perceptions of their instructors and or their attitudes toward the rank 

of the instructor. These findings support the complexity and heterogeneity of students with 

learning disabilities (Spekman et al., 1992). 

Size of Classes 

Class size differently influenced the decisions made about disclosure. Some 

students were comfortable with the anonymity of large classes and did not disclose, while 

at the same time, other students stated that disclosing in a large class would enable their 

instructors to distinguish them from other students in the class. This latter group of 

students seemed to be reacting to the impersonal nature of large class size, rather than to 

their need for reasonable accommodations. Perhaps, students without learning disabilities 

find other ways to identify themselves to their instructors in large classes. The literature 

supports that students prefer small or large classes over medium sized classes (Centra, 

1979). Many guidebooks about selecting colleges for students with learning disabilities 

suggest choosing campuses with small enrollment and class size (Mangrum & Strichart, 

1988; Scheiber & Talpers, 1987). 

Small class size was also a factor in disclosure because students who wanted to 

keep their learning disabilities hidden did not use accommodations. Students perceived 

their learning disabilities as a weakness that could have a bearing on future job 
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recommendations from their instructors. If students misperceive that their instructors 

might discriminate against them, the students may not use necessary accommodations. Of 

course, there is the possibility that instructors might discriminate against students with 

learning disabilities. Thus, students with teaming disabilities are a heterogenous group and 

respond uniquely to class size based on their needs and perceptions about their instructors. 

Major Patterns and Themes about Student Disclosure 

The patterns and themes discussed in this section emerged from the analysis of 

quantitative and qualitative data collected from university students with learning 

disabilities, providing a basis for drawing conclusions. They are; (1) the majority of 

students self-disclosed their learning disabilities, (2) fewer students self-disclosed at Upper 

Division and most non-disclosers were female, (3) accommodations is the most frequently 

cited reason for disclosure, (4) psychosocial development of students with learning 

disabilities was similar to students without learning disabilities, (5) students considered 

learning disabilities part of their identities, and (6) the students identified closely with the 

Pepper program and expected others to understand the ramifications of program 

participation. 

A majority of students in this study disclosed their learning disabilities to their 

instructors and friends. In fact, no matter whether cohort status or gender was analyzed, 

disclosure in one or more classes was common. Two factors might serve to explain why 

the majority of students in this study disclosed their learning disabilities. 
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The first is the students' levels of awareness about their learning disabilities. They 

were quite familiar with the nature and specific impact of their learning disabilities. This 

self-knowledge enabled them to describe not only their weaknesses to their instructors but 

also their strengths. These students had reframed their learning disabilities experience. 

Most Upper Division students were making progress toward graduation while 

Lower Division students were actively contemplating which major to select based on their 

strengths, weaknesses, and interests. The students had definite plans of action. The 

literature supports that students with learning disabilities meet with success if they have 

developed self-awareness and a plan to compensate for their weaknesses (Price, 1988). 

Students identified accommodations, time management, organization, and learning 

strategies as part of their academic plans. 

Students were satisfied with their peer relationships. They did not describe 

loneliness or difficulty in maintaining relationships with their peers. Frequently, students 

described their friends as other Pepper students. Additionally, the SDTLI scores on the 

developing mature interpersonal relationships indicated average development in this area. 

The second reason the majority of students disclosed their learning disabilities was 

because students at Southwestern University benefitted from policies and procedures that 

have incorporated the tenets of Section 504, ADA, and case law. Clearly, discrimination 

against students with learning disabilities was not tolerated. Students in the Pepper 

program were given assistance with understanding their learning disabilities, learning 

strategies, knowledge about legal rights, disclosure, and career planning. The self-
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acceptance of titer learning disalbilities was fecilitated because of participation in the 

Pepper Program. Students with learning disabilities who receive support have fewer 

problems with self-acceptance (Brinckerhoff et al., 1993; Mangrura & Strichart, 1988; 

Scheiber & Talpers, 1987). 

Southwestern University has a large enrollment of students with learning 

disabilities. The large enrolhnent is because of the national reputation of the Pepper 

program that attracts students from across the country because of the enhancements it 

provides. Not only does the fee based program have a long and dominant tenure on 

campus with faculty and students, the disability resource center also provides excellent 

support services to students with learning disabilities. 

Fewer students disclosed their learning disabilities at Upper Division than students 

in Lower Division and non-disclosers at both Lower and Upper Division tended to be 

females. This occurs because students learn: (1) to adapt to the demands in college that 

are difierent from those in high school, (2) to handle stress and anxiety related academics, 

and (3) to increase self-awareness and knowledge about their strengths and weaknesses. 

This is consistent with the literature about intrapersonal coping skills of students with 

learning disabilities (ReiflB, Hatzes, Brumel, & Gibbon, 2001). Their decision about 

disclosure was tesed on the specific class demands in relation to their own strengths and 

weaknesses. Upper Division students did not need to be told to disclose as they did when 

they were Lower Division. They became more autonomous in their decision making about 

disclosure (Chickering & Reisser, 1993). 
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Men with learning disabilities have stronger interpersonal skills than men without 

learning disabilities, but still not as strong as women with or without learning disabilities 

(ReifF et al., 2001). Upper Division males, who spoke directly with their instructors, might 

have been using their interpersonal skills as a coping strategy for their academic 

weaknesses. Males sought more help and understanding from their instructors than 

females. The literature indicates that females usually value relationships which seems 

contradictory to how females behaved in this study. Gender bias may explain this 

contradiction. Women are often characterized as preferring conversation and personal 

relationships more frequently than men. However, in Henderson's (1999) study fewer 

female students self-reported their learning disabilities than males students. 

Another pattern that emerged involved students who disclosed because they were 

told to do so by the Pepper staff. The majority of students who cited this reason for 

disclosure were lower division males. When students enter the university, there is very 

little time for them to adapt to the complexities of college. Many differences exist between 

service provision in high school and college (Brinckerhoff et al., 1991). These students 

followed the directions they were given by the Pepper staff, but did not consider if there 

was a reason to disclose their learning disabilities. As students matured, they considered 

their past disclosure experiences and their current attitudes about instructors prior to 

making a decision about disclosure. Upper Division students did not need the same 

reassurance from the Pepper staff about how to navigate college or when to disclose. 

Their decision making reflected movement along Chickering and Reisser's (1993) vector 
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from autonomy to interdependence. They had more instrumental independence, indicating 

better self-direction and problem solving than when they were freshmen. 

Accommodations was the most frequent reason given for disclosure by all 

students. Accommodation is the primary method of compensating for learning 

weaknesses; therefore, students were encouraged to use these services. 

Accommodation is a major part of service provision for college students with 

learning disabilities (BrinckerhofF et al, 1993; Heyward, 1998; Scott, 1997; Vogel & 

Adelman, 1990). They explained how their learning disabilities caused problems in 

recalling facts, memory, organizing information, spelling, writing or reading 

comprehension. Reasonable accommodations compensate for many of these problems in a 

postsecondary setting (Section 504). Thus, students recognize that accommodations will 

minimize the impact of their learning disabilities and enable them to demonstrate mastery 

of the course material. 

Students identified extended time on exams as an important accommodation. If the 

students wanted to use extended time, procedures were coordinated with the student, the 

instructor, and the disability resource center. Thus, the students would need to disclose 

their learning disabilities to their instructors. 

A frame proposed in the design of this study was that successful students with 

learning disabilities might use the reframing process (Gerber & Reiff, 1994). Students who 

used accommodations illustrated how they reframed their particular weakness into an 

opportunity to succeed. Since these students had the desire to succeed in their classes. 



160 

extended time on exams was an adaption they regarded as necessary to progress in the 

class. The Pepper program fostered growth of self-esteem and self-confidence by helping 

understand their strengths and weaknesses, set goals, and develop plans to accomplish 

their goals. Accommodation was a part of the plan that students used to accomplish their 

goals. Thus, the use of reframing was facilitated by the staff to circumvent students' 

learning weaknesses on exams. 

To illustrate, students in the first stage recognized their learning disabilities, 

followed by the second stage where they identified their learning strengths and 

weaknesses. In the third stage, the students identified learning weaknesses that might 

interfere with their performance in a course and identified an accommodation to 

compensate. Finally, the use of the accommodation assisted the students in meeting their 

goals for the courses. Students may not have known the name of the reframing process; 

however, they described accessing accommodations in terms of reframing. 

Psychosocial development, as measured by the SDTLI, was similar to the scaled 

scores of students typically reported by Winston (1990). Findings for students on 

managing interpersonal relationships, setting purposes for career goals, and setting 

academic goals were not significantly different for students in this study at Lower Division 

or Upper Division. The mean scores of students did increase as they moved from Lower 

Division to Upper Division indicating that students made satisfactory progress in 

psychosocial development. A significant difference was noted between Lower and Upper 

Division students on career planning, a subtask on the SDTLI. Perhaps this was because 
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stadents at Southwestern University were i»t re(|ulred to select a major wntfl they attained 

Upper Division status. Lower Division students either had not explored major selections 

or were in the process of selecting a nrajor that meslted with their teaming disabilities. The 

same was true for male and female students. Thus, the psychosocial development was 

similar to students without leamiiig disabilities and not significant^ diferent for cohort 

status or gender. 

An inaportant finding from this study is that students with learning disabilities did 

not have atypical problems with maiMging interpersonal relationships, ^tting purposes for 

career goals, and setting academic goals. For exan^le, students were focused on selecting 

a major and determining how that major would lead to a career. Students weigted their 

academic conqjetencies (Vector One - Academic Competence) and through discussions 

with Pepper staff about tteir interests, tte impact of their learning disaMttties, and the 

requirenKnts of the major, academic goals were set. For these students, compromise was 

sometiiiies a startling realizatioii. If students had msth disabilities and wanted to major in 

business, they could not because of the advanced levels of math required. The students 

had to set another plan to reach their long term career goals. These decisions were 

reached over time but seeimd consistent with typical psychosocial development for 

college students. This finding is important because the iterature often reports that students 

with learning disabilities have difficulty with psychosocial development (Brinckerhoff et 

a!., 1993; Gerber & Reiff, 1994). 
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Qualitatively, students spoke positively about their academic and social lives in this 

study. The Acceptors, the Compromisers, the Trailblazers, and the Planners and 

Organizers were very positive in their descriptions about their particular academic and 

social situations. None of these students were having academic difficulties, floundering in 

selecting a major, or expressing concern about their social lives. 

Psychosocial development is viewed differently by The Self-Doubters who 

described negative experiences with stress and anxiety, dependency, and negative self-talk. 

In spite of typical scores on the SDTLI, students use of denigrating language about 

themselves is of concern. Perhaps the SDTLI does not measure the same constructs as the 

students expressed about themselves. There is some difference in how the literature about 

psychosocial issues for students with learning disabilities is defined (Brinkerhoff, et at, 

1993) and the constructs of Chickering's (1969) theory upon which the SDTLI is based. 

However, the students were actually meeting with academic and social success. 

This finding is consistent with the literature that reports that students with learning 

disabilities who develop resilience are successful (Gerber et al., 1996). Thus, it is assumed 

that their negative self concepts were not self-defeating. The students were resilient and 

were not debilitated by their feelings, with the exception of one student who seemed to be 

confused and struggling to keep from being disqualified from the university because of his 

GPA. 

Students considered learning disabilities as part of their identities. Cass's (1979) 

Model of Homosexual Identity is useful to understand how students viewed their learning 
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disabilities as part of their identities. Students in this study seemed to have completed 

Stage I, Identity Confusion, which is characterized by self-awareness. Students described 

the differences they noted between how they learned compared to how their classmates 

learned in elementary or high school and wondered why they were different. These 

learning differences set them apart from their peers which is typical of Stage 2, Identity 

Comparison. Students were committed to the fact that they had a learning disability as 

evidenced in how they described their strengths and weaknesses and how they selected 

classes and majors considering their strengths and weaknesses. The Pepper program 

provided opportunity for the students to identify with each other because their 

participation indicated they acknowledged their learning disabilities. However, students 

still considered how their instructors and peers without learning disabilities might view 

them if they were to reveal their learning weaknesses. Just as for gay men, the hidden 

nature of learning disabilities allowed students with learning disabilities to decide when 

they would disclose. Gay men are described as being alienated but this was not true for 

students in this study. Similar considerations to Identity Comparison existed for Identity 

Tolerance because students had no difficulty disclosing to their peers without learning 

disabilities. The fourth stage of Cass's Model is Self-Acceptance and the students seemed 

comfortable with this stage. As discussed above, program goals helped the students 

understand themselves in relation to their strengths and weaknesses. These understandings 

promoted self-acceptance, in part, because their strengths are emphasized. Stage 5, 

Identity Pride, was evidenced by the rate of student self-disclosure and their use of the 
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Pepper acronym to describe their social and academic settings. Students informed 

instructors and peers in a deliberate manner. Stage 6, Identity Synthesis, was achieved for 

students in this study. Students clearly identified who they were, described their strengths 

and weaknesses, and spoke about their learning disabilities to other people. Additionally, a 

few students mentioned that they did not use their learning disability as some students did 

to receive unfair accommodations. They believed that some students do not need the 

accommodations that they use in college. In fact, one student stated in his interview that 

he used all accommodations that he could even though he did not need them to 

compensate for his learning disability. Thus, students with learning disabilities considered 

their learning disabilities as much a part of their identity as any other aspect of their 

identity. 

Of concern though, is the fact that thirty-three students from the telephone survey 

said they did not know what their learning disabilities were. Since they were enrolled in a 

fee-based program, it is surprising that they did not know what their learning disabilities 

were. Perhaps, they had infrequent contact with staff in the program or brought up other 

issues of concern to them so that they had not discussed the nature of their learning 

disabilities. Alternatively, they may not utilize the program, even though they are enrolled. 

Student contact varied within the program and these students may not meet with their 

education specialist. Since successful individuals used the refraniing process, these 

students may be at a distinct disadvantage when they meet with obstacles and challenges. 



165 

If they do not know or recognize and understand their learning disabilities, these students 

may not be able to set realistic plans that consider their learning disabilities. 

According to McEwen (2000), multiple dimensions of identity are important to 

consider as psychosocial development is studied. Not only is it important to examine 

disability, but the other dimensions of identity as well. In this study, gender, cohort status, 

and program attachment disability were unique characteristics. Students have these 

identities in addition to their learning disability as they interacted within specific contexts 

of university life. When students had personal conversations with their instructors, the 

multiple identities became apparent. A possible explanation of the differences in disclosure 

patterns between Lower Division and Upper Division might be the cohort status acting as 

one dimension of identity. The same explanation might hold for gender and the reasons for 

disclosure. Students with learning disabilities feel, think, and behave in relation to the 

multiple dimensions of their identities in their specific environments (Gregg et al., 1996). 

Students in the fee based program identified closely with the program and 

expected others to understand the ramifications of program participation. The students 

related how they disclosed to their instructors by saying that they were "in Pepper.' The 

statement was fi-equently the only mention that they made when they disclosed their 

learning disabilities. Only a few students relayed stories that their instructors did not know 

what that meant. As students spoke to their instructors about their particular learning 

experiences within the class, the students relied less on "Pepper" as an explanation. Pepper 

was a symbol to the students. It seemed to mean that "I have a learning disability," "1 will 
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use accommodations," "I might have a harder time with my coursework than other 

students." This was true for the Acceptors, Compromisers, Trailblazers, Time Managers 

and Organizers, and Self-Doubters. The students indicated that the program was 

recognized on campus and that the program name explained to others what they knew 

about themselves. These students assumed that campus staff, faculty, and students knew 

what Pepper meant. 

The program served as a symbol that represented not only themselves, but also 

implied that others knew how to respond to the name. The students in the program had 

close contact with the staff who helped them understand their learning disabilities along 

with the possible ramifications for academic and social success. In fact, individual 

meetings with students and Pepper staff addressed the problems students might encounter 

in college as well as solutions or compensations the students might use. The students with 

learning disabilities knew about students who had been or were in Pepper who were 

successful. These students became their role models. In turn, many students in the 

program carried the torch and made a commitment to help other students understand how 

to avoid mistakes relating to their learning disabilities and become successful students. 

This was true for Lower and Upper Division students, as well as males and females. Thus, 

students had precedent for their goal setting. They knew students with learning disabilities 

could meet with academic and social success. Pepper had been a precursor of students 

with learning disabilities meeting with success in college. 
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Summary 

Students with learning disabilities are more homogeneous than might have been 

thought. Not only are they similar to each other in their psychosocial development, they 

are similar to their peers. Their psychosocial development may be similar to each and their 

peers because of the similar experiences that college students undergo. Students with 

learning disabilities are a subset of all college students. They have met criteria for 

admission to college, applied, and been accepted. Once admitted, students have aspirations 

to make satisfactory grades, obtain satisfying jobs after graduation, develop social 

relationships, and lead a healthy lifestyles. Participation in college services and 

programming promotes satisfaction and fulfilment of these desires. Pepper provides in 

depth enrichment in psychosocial developmental activities. 

The psychosocial development of students with learning disabilities from similar 

backgrounds who received program support is not statistically different from that of 

students without learning disabilities. These findings indicate that students are managing 

their interpersonal relationships which might influence their academic autonomy. The 

constructs proposed by Chickering and Reisser (1993) suggest that students' social 

development is related to their academic progress. Students had well-developed peer and 

staff relationships which helped them to communicate with their instructors, service 

providers and peers. Students were academically purposeful in the use of compensatory 

strategies, time management, and organization. However, students did not always express 

positive self-concepts. 
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Only when comparing Lower Division and Upper Division students on career 

planning measures did statistical differences occur. Students at Lower Division had less 

experience in understanding the Ml impact of their learning disabilities in relation to 

selecting classes and majors. Students experimented with a greater variety of classes in 

Lower Division in spite of learning deficits in those areas, almost in a trial and error 

fashion. They chose these classes because of their interests. Academic competence had not 

been resolved by these students, whereas students at Upper Division had worked closely 

with their education specialists for a longer period of time to learn about their strengths 

and weaknesses. 

Students often hold negative feelings about themselves in spite of their successes. 

These self-doubts are in part a function of the individual and in part the institution. 

Chickering and Reisser (1993) suggest student faculty understanding and interaction 

benefits students college experiences. When students wanted to do well academically in a 

class and explained why their learning disabilities interfered with successful performance, 

closer relationships were often the result of the discussions. 

Disclosure and use of accommodations were well understood by the students 

because they clearly understood their strengths and weakness. Lower Division students 

were moving along the vectors as they progressed to Upper Division. The students learned 

the need for interdependence. In other words, disclosure and accommodation were not 

always necessary, only if their learning disabilities hindered academic progress. Upper 
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Division students reflected more on the process and cited different reasons for disclosure 

than Lower Division students. 

Students were influenced by their perceptions of faculty attitudes. Overt 

discrimination was not mentioned by the students. However, indications were present that 

students felt the need to "size up" their instructors prior to disclosure resulting in non

disclosure if students thought their instructors might view them negatively. Houck et al. 

(1992) found that students with learning disabilities were influenced by the reactions of 

their instructors. 

Implications 

The findings ifrom this study have implications for students with learning 

disabilities. First and foremost is that listening to the voices of students with learning 

disabilities is critical to their success. The students are impacted differently by their 

learning disabilities in spite of the fact they disclosed their learning disabilities in a similar 

manner. 

Students with learning disabilities are more alike than different in their 

psychosocial development. In part, their similarities might be explained by their SES. 

Students from like SES status share similar background experiences which influence their 

psychosocial development. Even more important, is that their psychosocial development 

of students with learning disabilities is consistent with that of their peers without learning 

disabilities. Students with learning disabilities have unique needs that must be met, but the 

students do not always need to be viewed as differently as they sometimes are by faculty. 
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staff, and service providers. These findings have relevance to policy and programming on 

college campuses. 

Faculty, advisors, and other staff often assume that students with learning 

disabilities have problems with academic planning and interpersonal relationships. 

However, students in this study did not. For example, it is important that advisors not 

assume that students with learning disabilities do not belong in college. In advising 

sessions, advisors need to assess the strengths and weaknesses of the students without bias 

that learning disabilities preclude success in college. Students have achieved a level of 

academic autonomy that is oflen not recognized. 

Faculty also need to understand the ramifications of their actions. Some have 

biases against students with learning disabilities. More faculty need to be aware of the 

positive aspects of students with learning disabilities, such as perseverance and use of 

alternative learning strategies. Faculty would serve students with learning disabilities well 

by serving as role models and mentors to students in their classes and disciplines. In time, 

if staff and students acknowledge the positive characteristics of students with learning 

disabilities and realize that they have a strong influence on how students feel about 

themselves and make their decisions in college, students with learning disabilities will shed 

their feelings of self-doubt and negative self-attributions. Then, the students with learning 

disabilities can enjoy their successes. 

Students with learning disabilities are more likely to meet with success in college 

and later in the work place if they are able to reframe academic and employment 
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challenges. Services providers would do well to expose students with learning disabilities 

to understanding their strengths and weakness, articulation of those strengths and 

weaknesses, and how to develop a plan of action. Additionally, students need to be 

introduced to how to evaluate their actions for utility and how revision is sometimes 

necessary. If students use the reframing process coupled with evaluation, they may be able 

to reduce some of their internal feelings of self-doubt. 

Collaboration among the stakeholders, faculty, staff, service providers, and 

students with learning disabilities would help each group understand their rights and 

responsibilities. Administrators need to emphasize the primary purpose of the university is 

to serve the students. Their lead can model behavior for the other stakeholders. 

Committees to develop policy should be composed of all the stakeholders, which will 

promote understanding of the issues. Additionally, including faculty on committees that 

make decisions about fairness and appropriateness of accommodations will promote better 

understanding of this population and may positively influence faculty attitudes about the 

plight of students with learning disabilities 

Limitations and Future Research 

Four limitations are present in this study that might be corrected by additional 

research. First, the students in this study were affluent. They do not represent ail college 

students with learning disabilities. Their affluence might artificially contribute to their 

success. Research that controls for socioeconomic statuses would reveal whether the 
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findings from this study accurately describe students' psychosocial development from 

other socioeconomic backgrounds. 

The second limitation is that all students in this study participated in a fee-based 

enhancement program. This study did not include students who only use mandated 

services. Further research might identify if students without access to enhanced services 

are as successful as the students in this study. 

The third limitation is that few minorities were represented in this study. Further 

research that includes minorities would indicate if minorities experience their learning 

disabilities differently from Caucasian students and if their psychosocial development is 

similar to or different from the students in this study. 

The fourth limitation is that no attempt was made to differentiate students' 

individual differences to determine their impact on psychosocial development Different 

types of learning disabilities, time of diagnosis, severity of the learning disabilities were not 

considered. ADHD was included as a learning disability because it is a hidden disability 

and it may have a different influence on how students experience college. 

Finally, most of the students in the Pepper program were Jewish. Since no 

accommodation was made for the cultural background of these studies, there is no way to 

determine the effect of parental expectations on academic success and planning for future 

careers. This aspect needs further research. 



This study contributed to the growing body of knowledge about college students 

with learning disabilities. Affluent students are a subset of the students with learning 

disabilities who attend college. Therefore, these findings are important. 
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THE UNIVERSITY OF 

ARIZONA. The S.A.L.T. Ccmcr i %. •-> t >jci "'-Uiin 
C520)62M242 a FO BOX ^1002! 
FAX(520)621-<M« TUCSON ARIZONA Tucson. Arizona S5721-0t!21 
TTl'r520) 626-6072 

Date: 

Dear Professor 

As a participant in The S.A.L.T. Center for Learr»ing Disabilities, 
has provided our department with documentation of his/her specific learning disabilities. This 
documentation has been reviewed by a team of professionals and the followinq academic 
accommodations have been approved. 

Testing Accommodations 
Up to classroom time for test completion 

___ Use of a reader 
Use of a scribe (to take down student's dictated responses) 
Use of a proofreader 
Use of a distraction free environment 
Use of assistive spelling device (i.e. Franklin Speller) 
Use of calculator 
Use of computer (word processor) 
Other; 

Classroom Accommodations 
Tape record class/seminars/lectures 
Use of in-class notetaker 
Taped textbook and course materials 
On IN-CLASS quizzes, tests, and assignments no penalty for spelling errors** 
On IN-CLASS quizzes, tests, and assignments no penalty for punctuation errors * * 

i will be working with this student to provide academic support in the form of strategies instruction, 
authorization for content tutoring, and academic monitoring. If you need clarification as to this 
student's needs or have questions about the provision of any of the above listed services, please 
contact me at (phone number). 
Sincerely, 

Education Specialist 

STATEMENT OF CONFIDENTIALITY: The above information is considered confidential and should 
not be shared with other individuals without the consent of the student. 

• • Expectation for out-of-class assignments should be the same as for other students in the 
class. Students with specific learning disabilities that affect spelling, punctuation, and 
grammar will be able to utilize compensatory resources for those disabilities. 

SAMPLE 
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Chickering and Reisser's Seven Vectors 

Vector One Developing Competence involves confidence in intellectual, physical, 
and interpersonal abilities 

Vector Two Managing Emotions involves control over emotions; awareness and 
acceptance of feelings; integration of feelings with responsible 
actions; increased control 

Vector Three Moving Through Autonomy Toward Interdependence involves 
movement from emotional dependence to freedom from needing 
continual reassurance; from poor self-direction and problem-solving 
to instrumental independence (inner direction, persistence, and 
mobility); from independence to recognizing the need for 
interdependence 

Vector Four Developing Mature Interpersonal Relationships involves 
increasing tolerance of differences; enduring and nurturing intimate 
relationships 

Vector Five Establishing Identity involves physical, social, intellectual and 
interpersonal relations; clarification of "who I am;" clarification of 
self-concept through roles and life styles; increased self-acceptance 
and self-esteem; confidence in oneself; personal stability and 
integration 

Vector Six Developing Purpose involves developing clear educational goals, 
sustained, rewarding activities; strong interpersonal and family 
commitments; plans and prioritizes 

Vector Seven Developing Integrity involves developing humanistic values; 
maintaining personal values while respecting values of others; 
increased social responsibility; more congruence between values and 
actions; valid sets of beliefs that guide behavior 

Based on Table 1.2 Chickering & Reisser cited in Evans (1996), p. 168-169. 
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Homosexual Identity Formation 

Stage 1 Identity Confusion marked by an awareness of homosexuality; 
personal in nature; disclosure is rare; identity foreclosure occurs; 
crisis of who am 1 exists. 

Stage 2 Identity Comparison a tentative commitment to homosexuality; 
an awareness to what the commitment means and how others 
view such behavior; alienation with some peer groups. 

Stage 3 Identity Tolerance stronger commitment to homosexuality 
identity; increased identification with homosexuals; disclosure to 
homosexuals may occur 

Stage 4 Self-acceptance of homosexuality occurs; increased contact 
with other homosexuals occurs 

Stage 5 Identity Pride indicates that disclosure has occurred; views self 
as a homosexual; alignment between public and private identity 
has occurred. 

Stage 6 Identity Synthesis establishment of self with clear disclosure; 
sees good and bad in other homosexuals and heterosexuals 

Source: Exhibit 10.3 in McEwen, 1996, p. 201. 
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Intemal/Exteraal Manifestations 

Internal Decisions 

Desire means determination to be 
success&l. 

Goal Orientation means setting a plan, 
goals, strategies that are realistic so that 
decisions can be made. 

Reframing is detailed in Appendix E. 

External Manifestations 

Persistence means hard work and long 
hours to be successful. This becomes a 
way of life. 

Goodness of Fit means choosing areas to 
work in or study that maximize strengths 
and minimize weaknesses. 

Learned Creativity involves learning very 
specialized and individualized techniques 
to cope and succeed in difficult situations. 
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Reframtag Stages 
Refraining States 

Stage 1 Mecogniti®!! awareness that a learning disability exists; understands 
that opportunities and challenges will occur; be able to state the 
learning disability 

Stage 2 Understondiiiig knows strengths and weakness; makes for reliable 
functioning; understands implications of learning disability 

Stage 3 Acceptance knowledge that the learning disability will always present 
areas of weaknesses as well as strengths 

Stage 4 Plan of Action making a conscious decision to work toward one's 
goals; includes short- and long-term goals 
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Disability Websites of Peer Institutions 

WEBSITES 

http ://dsp.berekely. edu 
http ://www. ada.ui. edu/office/ sdo.htm 
http .//www.rehab.uiuc. edu/handbook/index. html 
http://www.uiowa.edu/~sds/ 
http ://www. msu. edu/unit/ophs/ 
http://www.umich.edu/~sswd/ssd/shb.html 
http://disserv3. stu.unm.edu/index2.html 

http ://web. mi ssouri. edu/~accesscm/ 
http://disabilityservices. unc. edu/ 

http ://www. rf ohiostate. edu/rfdsbl. htm 
http:// studentlife.tamu.edu/ssd/ssd. htm 
http:// disability.utah. edu/services/forstudents.htm 
http ://www. Virginia. edu/vpsa/ada_std. html 
http ://www . Washington. edu/student s/gencat/front/ 
Disabled_Student.html 
http://jumpgate.acadsvcs.wisc.edu/~mcbumey/ 

PEER INSTITUTION 

California, University of - Berkeley 
Florida, University of 
Illinois, University of - Urbana 
Iowa, University of 
Michigan State University 
Michigan, University of - Ann Arbor 
Minnesota, University of - Twin 
Cities 
Missouri, University of - Columbia 
North Carolina, University of -
Chapel Hill 
Ohio State University - Main 
Texas A & M University - Main 
Utah, University of 
Virginia, University of 
Washington, University of 

Wisconsin, University of - Madison 

http://www.rehab.uiuc
http://disserv3
http://disabilityservices
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Telephone Survey 
Nam^ Ftione 
Assigned # 
LD 

I WoliJd you say that you dtsolose your learing disability to your instructor in alJ of your 
classes, most of your classes, some of your classes, a few of your classes, or none of 
your classes? 

2 Tell me each class that you are enrolled in this semester and whether you disclosed your 
learning disability to your instructor or not? 
Also tell me tlie reason for your decision about disclo^ your LD in each of your 

Courae i 

Course 2 

CoumeJ 

Course 4 

Course 5 

3 Tell me the closes that you took last semester and the rdasons you chooBo to 
disclose or not to ^cl(»e your learning disabdity to your Instruotor. 

4 Is tlus pattern of disclosure typical ibr you each semester or have you chatiged your decisions 
throughout the semesters? 

5 Why have you changed your pattern of daelosure? 

Course 1 

Comse^ 
Courses 

Couis«4 

CcairseS 

6 If I need more infbimetion would you be wiiling to schedule an hour interview so that I can further explore tl^ issue? 
COIVJiMENTS: 

AiX MOST SOME FEW NONE 

§ Yes ' f^o ' keason y 
^ mT'lMtiil PAg""rraER~|otHljft' '~1 

Yes No 
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Definitions 

Class Standing Cumulative number of units earned 

Freshmen Up to 25 units 

Sophomore Between 26 units and 55 units 

Junior Between 56 and 85 units 

Senior Units totaling 86 and above 

Lower Division Students who have earned 0 to 55 units 

Upper Division Students who have earned over 55 units 

Identification Letter Official letter from Disability Specialist that verifies that 
documentation is on file with a disability service office and 
that the student is approved reasonable accommodations 

Indicates students disclosed learning disabilities to 
instructors in all of their classes 

Indicates students disclosed learning disabilities to 
instructors in at least two of their enrolled classes 

Indicates students did not disclose their learning to any of 
their instructors 

All 

Partial 

None 
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Consent Form 

I, , give permission for Beverly Sandock to use the 
information and data I provide her in the personal interviews and inventories about student 
development and disclosure of learning disabilities to instructors. I understand the data 
will be used for her dissertation and possible publication. I also understand that my name 
will not be used when the data is used and that data is coded to protect my privacy. 

Signature 

Date 
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Personal Interview Questions 

Learning Disabilities 
1. Tell me more about your learning disability. 

Academic areas 
Social Areas 
Strengths and weaknesses 
Plan of action to compensate for learning disabilities 
Influence on choice of major 

2. What are your views on disclosure of learning disabilities? 
Tell me about your methods of disclosing your learning disabilities to your instructors. 

SALT ID letter 
Talk to them individually 

Tell me about your reasons for disclosure 
Need for accommodation 
Makes course easier 
Degree of difficulty of the class 

Types of class (lecture, lab, discussion, fieldwork, small, large) 
Characteristics of instructor (TA, Male, Female, Age) 

Did your high school teacher know about your learning disability? 

3. Tell me whom you usually tell that you have a learning disability. 
Tell me whom you do not tell about your learning disability. 

Friends, relatives, employers, clergy, advisors, other college staff, faculty, peers, 
fraternity or sorority members 

4. What is your comfort level with your learning disability? 

How do you compare your learning to that of other students? 

5. Patterns of disclosure 
Any changes over time 



APPENDIX K 

PERSONAL INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

AND FRAMEWORKS 



195 

Personal iatemew Questions and Frameworics 
Chickerin Cass Gerber 

1. Teli me more about your learning disability. X X X 

Academic areas X X X 

Social Areas X X 

Stresigths md weaknesses X X 

Plan of action to compensate for leamiî  disabilities X X 

InflBence on choice of major 

2. What are your views on disclosure of learning disabilities? X X X 

Tell me about your methods of disclosing yow learning disabilities to your instr X X X 

SALT JD letter X X X 

Talk to them individually X X X 

Tell me about your reasons for disclosure X X 

Need for accommodation X X 

M^s couî  easier X X 

Degree of difficulty of the class X X 

Types of class (lecture, lab, discussion, fieldwork, small, large) X X 

Characteristics of instructor (TA, K l̂e, Female, Age) X X 

Did your high school teacher know about your learning disability? X X 

3. Tell me whom you usually tell that you have a learning disability. X X 

Tell me \̂ om you do not tell about your learning disability. X X 

Friends, relatives, employers, clergy, advisors, other college staff, faculty X X 

Peers, fraternity or ©arority members 

4. What is your comfort level with your learning disability? X X 

How do you compare your learning to that of other students? X 

5. Patterns of disclosure X X 

Any changes over time X X 
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Definitions of Reasons for Disclosure 

Accommodations - Accommodations are provided to students with disabilities to minimize 
the impact of the disability. Accommodations can include, but are not limited to, extended 
time on tests, readers, writers or scribes for exams, taped textbooks, or notetakers. 

Help - Students talk with their instructors because they do not understand the class due to 
their learning disability. They hope to get help in learning the material. They are not 
seeking accommodations, but want their instructors to re-explain the material. 

Understanding - Students seek understanding from their instructors to have them 
understand how they learn. They inform their instructors how their learning disabilities 
impact them in that class. They do not necessarily seek help, just understanding about their 
weaker performance. They seem to want the instructors to know that they were trying to 
do well in the class. 

Performance - Students performance is poor and they explain poor test performance by 
disclosing their learning disabilities. 

Easier - Students want their professors to make the work easier or have the workload in 
the class reduced. 

Told to - Students inform their instructors because a staff person told them to do so. 

No Need - Students believe their learning disability does not play a significant role in their 
success in the class. They do not need an accommodation in the class. 

Size - Students believe the size of the class is very large or very small and use these 
variables in their decision making about disclosure. 

Required - Students believe disclosure was required for all students with learning 
disabilities. 
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Descriptions of Learning Disabilities from Telephone Survey 

Description of Learning Disability 

Does Not Know 

Attention Deficit Disorder 

Reading Comprehension 

Written Language 

Auditory Processing 

Dyslexia 

Memory 

Math 

Slow Processing 

Short Term Memory 

Dysgraphia 

Visual Processing 

Sequencing 

English 

Spelling 

Traumatic Brain Injury 

Motor Skills 

Time Management 

Learning Language 

Impairment to Temporal Lobe 

Spatial Problems 

Number of Students 

33 

26 

22 

13 

12 

11 

7 

5 

5 

4 

3 

3 

3 

2 

2 
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