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Abstract of Dissertation
Policy Analysis Study of ADA Implementation in Private Postsecondary Offices of
Disability Services through Accommodation and Decision-making Processes

The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) is one of America’s most important
laws, both in general and with respect to individuals with disabilities. Originally passed
in 1990, the ADA recently celebrated its 30" anniversary. While ADA offers protection
against discrimination for individuals with disabilities in a broad sense, it also offers
specific protections for students with disabilities who enter into postsecondary education.
Over the years, there has been a steady increase in the number of students with
disabilities who have entered postsecondary education (Madaus, 2011), though these
students have experienced and continue to experience barriers to their success, retention,
and graduation (Kim & Lee, 2016). Various research has been conducted to reveal the
barriers these students face and how to minimize or remove such barriers, in order to
increase access and equity (Alamri & Tyler-Wood, 2016; Barnar-Brak, Davis, et al.,
2009; Fichten et al., 2012; Quinlan et al., 2012). There is much research regarding
student and faculty perspectives and accommodation use, as well as faculty interaction
and student disclosure (Kim & Lee, 2016; Mamiseishvili & Koch, 2011; Yssel et al.,
2016). Unfortunately, there is a lack of research surrounding the office of disability
services (ODS) at postsecondary institutions and how these offices operate, specifically
with how they develop and provide accommodations to students and how they make
decisions that impact students, staff, and faculty alike. It is critical to understand more
about these offices and how they operate, in order to understand how they implement

federal disability policy, including ADA. This policy analysis study combines document
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and content analysis of institutional ODS unit web materials with semi-structured
interviews of ODS unit directors, in order to investigate how ADA is implemented
through the accommodations process and in directorial and office decision-making at
private postsecondary institutions in the Eastern Mid-Atlantic region of the United States.
The findings of the study provide pathways toward filling various gaps in the literature

and result in key recommendations for practitioners, policy actors, and researchers.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
Overview

In America, students face numerous obstacles to success during their time at
college. Some of these obstacles include living in an unfamiliar geographic location,
having to navigate new social spheres, and engaging in advanced coursework necessary
to their degrees. However, students with disabilities (SWD) have additional obstacles to
contend with, in addition to those of the standard college student, which can negatively
impact their chances for retention and graduation (Kim & Lee, 2016). Some of these
obstacles include poor professor interaction, the accommodation processes, and peer-to-
peer relations (Kim & Lee, 2016). Since the passage of legislation related to the equitable
inclusion of students with disabilities in institutions of higher education in the United
States, particularly in the 20" and 21%' centuries, there has been an increasing number of
students with disabilities attending college (Madaus, 2011). As of 2016, SWD made up
about 19% of undergraduate postsecondary students (National Center for Education
Statistics, 2019), and that number is expected to continue growing. With this increase of
SWD in higher education, there has been a similarly increasing significance of the role of
the office of disability services (ODS) in institutions of higher education, due to their role
in helping SWD overcome barriers to success (Harding et al., 2006) and advocating for
SWD at postsecondary institutions.

All institutions of higher education are required to adhere to federal legislation
mandating nondiscrimination against SWD, specifically Section 504 of The
Rehabilitation Act of 1973 for institutions receiving federal funding and the Americans

with Disabilities Act (ADA) more broadly, which applies to any postsecondary



institution—public or private—regardless of federal funding. There is an expectation that
ODS units and associated staff members engage in specific processes related to ensuring
that SWD are treated fairly and equitably in institutions of higher education (Bryan &
Meyers, 2006). This occurs when ODS staff members make specific decisions related to
what processes exist and are used to accommodate students at the institution as required
by federal disability policy. If there are disability policy implementation problems at
institutions of higher education, or even a lack of clarity in the process surrounding
policy implementation as related to accommodations, SWD may experience additional
barriers to success. Additionally, institutions of higher education who cannot meet a
burden of proof when it comes to successful disability policy implementation related to
nondiscrimination against SWD may be held accountable by the federal government or
via litigation by affected parties who file complaints (Department of Justice, 2014;
Rothstein, 2018).

As part of their implementation of and compliance with federal disability policy,
ODS units are responsible for receiving student disclosure about their own disabilities;
reviewing medical documentation; and developing and assigning reasonable
accommodations related to student academic support and/or many other campus issues
(Garrison-Wade, 2012; Stodden et al., 2002). Therefore, ODS units are most often seen
as directly liable for ensuring implementation of and compliance with federal policy
related to nondiscrimination against SWD because of disability status, specifically
accommodations for an individual student’s needs (Bryan & Meyers, 2006; Getzel, 2008;
Hadley, 2007; Graham-Smith & Lafayette, 2004). However, minimal research exists on

the ODS unit itself, specifically with regard to staffing, size, directorial vision and



leadership, and how decisions in the office are made in relation to accommodations
processes, supportive documentation requirements, and other guidelines used to inform
accommodation development. Research into understanding more about these
implementation processes, as well as how the director of an ODS unit conceptualizes and
employs such implementation processes in service of federal disability policy,
specifically the ADA in order to support SWD, is needed.

This study employed a unique policy analysis to determine how ODS units make
decisions in their unit and approach the accommodations processes for SWD, in order to
implement the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA). This was accomplished by
combining content and document analysis of institutional ODS unit website information
with semi-structured interviews of ODS directors for each unit at private 4-year
postsecondary institutions in the Eastern Mid-Atlantic region of the United States.

Statement of the Problem

As increasing amounts of SWD attend institutions of higher education, the
research conducted and published has spanned a gamut of issues related to this
population and their experiences, including barriers faced by SWD generally, inadequacy
of specific accommodations received, technological limitations and accessibility issues,
and intersectional identity constraints (Alamri & Tyler-Wood, 2016; Barnar-Brak, Davis,
et al., 2009; Fichten et al., 2012; Quinlan et al., 2012). In fact, the research conducted
indicates a variety of efforts on the part of institutions of higher education to work toward
inclusion and nondiscrimination of SWD; unsurprisingly, when SWD feel supported,
they are more like to persist (Mamiseishvili & Koch, 2011). There have been various

studies about how faculty members are influential in this persistence (Kim & Lee, 2016;



Mamiseishvili & Koch, 2011; Yssel et al., 2016), as well as information on the
importance of transition planning and accommodations generally (Newman & Madaus,
2015). However, less research exists about how ODS units decide on student
accommodations and how this translates to their interaction with and support of SWD
through a specific process trajectory. Operations within an ODS unit are largely
undocumented in the literature, and remain unclear, at least in terms of how staff are
selected and trained, procedures are developed, and actions are carried out. While most
disability research references disability policy, including Section 504 and/or ADA, there
is a lack of research that focuses on implementation of such policies in practice, as
directly observed or discussed by ODS units and their staff members.

In order for an ODS unit to be effective in serving students and collaborating
productively with other university departments and offices, it must have clear operating
procedures and adhere to office, institutional, and federal policy. Not only do
practitioners need to understand protocol and office functioning, but students,
researchers, and policymakers also need to understand how ODS units function, in order
to appropriately engage with the office to apply for and receive accommodations; collect
data to enhance institutional retention and support; and update laws related to treatment
of students and individuals with disabilities, in institutions of higher education and in
general. ODS unit directors and staff members need to provide enhanced clarity and
insight to the decision-making processes that inform accommodation process
development and accommodation assignment, in order to better support students with
disabilities in postsecondary education settings. While ODS units are not solely

responsible for ensuring federal policy implementation and compliance at an individual



institution, they are typically responsible for all individualized accommodations SWD
receive at an institution, especially academic accommodations (Getzel, 2008; Hadley,
2007; Graham-Smith & Lafayette, 2004). Therefore, the accommodations process itself
becomes critical to student support and success, but because there is a federal policy
component, the process also becomes a pathway for ODS units to uphold the civil rights
of SWD. The leader of the ODS unit is of critical importance to this policy
implementation.

The disclosure and accommodation process SWD undergo in institutions of
higher education is complex; the process likely differs among institutions, based on the
specific institution and ODS unit, at least in terms of size, setting, and goals.
Additionally, when it was enacted and later amended, “ADA did not establish standards
or dictate the manner in which disability services in postsecondary education should be
implemented” (Guzman & Balcazar, 2010). Often, though, SWD are said to be engaged
in a “linear” process, where their “current diagnosis, the results of testing, and the impact
of current functioning” are considered by ODS staff, and then used to inform
accommodation development (Hsiao et al., 2018, p. 247). However, there is little to no
transparency regarding how accommodations are decided upon by ODS staff beyond this
and ‘behind closed office doors,’ if this “linear” process is, in fact, the norm, and how
decisions about these accommodations processes are developed or changed. This includes
but is not limited to: requirements for submission of supportive medical documentation;
supportive medical documentation itself; how the documentation is reviewed by ODS
staff; what matrices, checklists, rubrics, etc. staff uses, if any, to review disability

documentation in relation to accommodations available through the institution; and how



accommodation decisions are finalized with the student. Additionally, the specific staff
members in charge for this process can vary, based on institutional type and department
or office structure (Harbour, 2009). Further, it is unclear how these accommodation
process steps are developed in relation to adherence to federal disability policy,
specifically ADA, which mandates nondiscrimination against SWD at public and private
postsecondary institutions.

Implementation decisions and processes related to accommodations directly
impact SWD and their experiences and success at institutions of higher education, thus
making these students key stakeholders in ADA policy analysis. It is also imperative for
institutions of higher education practitioners and federal policymakers to understand how
ODS units develop and use implementation processes, since issues with policy
implementation can lead to policy updates, amendments, or additional legislation in order
to ensure civil and human rights are upheld, as was the case with ADA and its
amendments. Policies do not exist in a vacuum; the ways people implement policies have
the ability to change lives. It is problematic when these types of actions are not studied,
as this leads to a lack of data that should be used to analyze policy success or weakness
and to make necessary changes, either to the policy itself or the process by which it is
implemented.

Purpose and Research Questions

There is lack of data on the accommodation decision-making process in ODS
units in institutions of higher education from a disability policy implementation
perspective. Thus, the explicit purpose of this research is to conduct a policy analysis

study in order to determine how ODS units implement the Americans with Disabilities



Act, based on their decision-making processes of accommodation assignments for
students with disabilities. To meet this purpose, the researcher will a) investigate how
ODS units develop and initiate the accommodations process for SWD, b) investigate how
the leader in an ODS unit impacts the process, and c¢) determine how the process is
considered to implement ADA.
The key questions guiding this proposal and study are:

1. How do ODS units approach ADA policy implementation, specifically in

terms of their accommodations process for SWD?

a. How is this demonstrated through the unit’s use of accommodation
process documentation and verbiage available via institutional
webpages?

Statement of Potential Significance

The study will help to provide a better understanding of ODS functionality and
decision-making in institutions of higher education, specifically how postsecondary ODS
units and their directors approach implementation of ADA when it comes to
accommodating SWD. In order to determine how ADA implementation occurs and if
associated procedures and processes work well or require change, practitioners need to be
able to share their opinions and feedback, related to the work they complete on a daily
basis. It is even more important to conduct such research when the processes and
procedures affect populations of SWD who already face additional barriers to successful
retention and graduation in higher education settings. Finally, federal policy is required to
be implemented, in order for postsecondary institutions to continue receiving much-

needed funding, not only from the federal government but also from other donors and



organizations. This study will emphasize the importance of understanding an approach to
federal policy in institutions of higher education, in order to ensure disability awareness
and nondiscrimination.

While perceived effectiveness is not the focus of the study, ODS units may
function more effectively if their own processes and procedures are clear, particularly
when it comes to accommodations, and whether ODS directors are able to envision,
develop, and enact strong processes for ADA implementation, both individually and with
their staff. If ODS units lack well-developed decision-making processes for
accommodation development, effectiveness may be reduced, leading to negative
outcomes for students most of all, but also for staff and faculty members. This study can
also act as a starting point for additional research that focuses more on the outcomes of
developed accommodation processes, based on perceived effectiveness from student,

faculty, staff, or other stakeholder perspectives.

Overview of Conceptual Approach and Methodology

This study uses a unique framework that connects federal policy, specifically the
ADA, to institutional decision-making and policy implementation approaches. Because
the goal of this study is to determine how ODS units implement ADA based on how
decisions are made regarding accommodation processes, the development of the
conceptual approach draws on a variety of perspectives and models related to decision-
making and policy implementation. ADA language related to postsecondary institutions
is also part of the conceptual framework, as it serves as an impetus for action.
Amendments to ADA and Dear Colleague letters also help to contextualize the ways in

which ADA is understood in a higher education landscape. The framework contends that



policy implementation begins at the federal level with the existence of ADA as
legislation that institutions of higher education are required to follow. These institutions
of higher education, specifically an ODS unit and its director, then engage in decision-
making processes related to how to implement the policy, specifically as it relates to
accommodations for SWD. Implementation and decision-making both occur at the ODS
unit level, as they build on one another and can be iterative based on directorial
leadership and process review. Ultimately, the framework purports that ADA is
implemented at the level of the ODS unit, and that ODS unit decision-making processes
and implementation approaches can lead to best practices or recommendations for policy
implementation change.

This study harnessed a policy analysis methodology specifically focused on
policy implementation, which combines content analysis, document analysis, and semi-
structured interviews. I contacted ODS units at private 4-year postsecondary institutions
in the Eastern Mid-Atlantic region of the United States of America, specifically soliciting
responses from ODS directors who were interested in participating in the study. The
process of analysis followed a specific trajectory, based on interested directors, which
included reviewing public documentation available via the ODS unit institutional website
to determine steps in the disability accommodations process for students. Following the
initial content analysis, ODS unit directors were interviewed, in order to determine how
the decisions for the accommodations process were made, and how the director identified

their ODS unit’s processes and actions of ODS staff in terms of ADA implementation.



Limitations and Delimitations

In this study, I investigated how ODS units approach ADA implementation,
specifically through decisions made regarding their accommodation processes in both
general and specific ways. The sample size was relatively small, which poses a limitation.
Originally, I planned to interview between 6 and 10 directors total, solicited from private
4-year higher education institutions in the Eastern Mid-Atlantic region of the United
States. Another limitation is the focus on a specific geographical region, rather than a
broader geographical pull. Finally, the study’s focus on ODS units at private 4-year
institutions could be considered a limitation, as it leaves out ODS units in public 4-year
and 2-year higher education settings and their implementation of federal disability policy.
The study, therefore, is not generalizable to all postsecondary institutional settings based
on differences in geographical region and institution type, though it does provide a useful
starting point and helpful contextual information that can be built on in future studies.

Another limitation of this study I considered was that ODS directors interviewed
may not want to elaborate on their decision-making processes or other information
related to their office’s accommodations procedures for SWD, especially if they feel that
they are being judged negatively on the process itself or in general. To address this, my
approach to discussion remained precise and respectful both in diction and tone. I also
indicated that participant and institutional information would be kept confidential and
remain anonymous throughout the study and with publication of study results.
Additionally, it was important to keep an open mind to receiving a variety of information
that may be offered by interview participants, rather than succumbing to tunnel vision

(Maxwell, 2013).
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Subjectivity Summary

While discussed more in-depth in Chapter 3, it is important for me to emphasize
here the importance of this study in a broad sense, but also note that there was also a
personal impetus to conduct the study, due to my personal history of being involved in
the postsecondary accommodations process, as a student, faculty member, and staff
member. Hence, there are elements of personal subjectivity. From past experiences, I
have observed firsthand that the accommodations process is not always transparent; it can
be difficult to understand; and it may lead to confusion for many stakeholders, including
the student, professors who teach and mentor SWD who have accommodations through
ODS, and institutional staff members outside of ODS. That said, I acknowledge my
experiences are unique to me, and do not represent the experiences of all.

Definition of Key Terms

ADA is a commonly used abbreviation for the Americans with Disabilities Act of
1990 (ADA), including changes made by the ADA Amendments Act of 2008 (P.L. 110-
325), which became effective on January 1, 2009. The ADA was originally enacted in
public law format and later rearranged and published in the United States Code
(Americans with Disabilities Act as amended, 2008). The ADA abbreviation will be used
throughout this study.

Section 504 refers to a specific section (Section 504) of The Rehabilitation Act of
1973, which “is designed to eliminate discrimination on the basis of handicap in any

program or activity receiving Federal financial assistance” (Title 34 Education, 2009).
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IEP is an Individualized Education Program, which is uniquely designed based on
the individual student and needs related to their disability in primary and secondary
education settings (A Guide to the Individualized Education Program, 2007).

Disclosure here means communicating with others that one has a disability and/or
needs reasonable accommodations. It is distinct from self-report.

Reasonable Accommodation means “(A) making existing facilities used by
employees readily accessible to and usable by individuals with disabilities; and (B) job
restructuring, part-time or modified work schedules, reassignment to a vacant position,
acquisition or modification of equipment or devices, appropriate adjustment or
modifications of examinations, training materials or policies, the provision of qualified
readers or interpreters, and other similar accommodations for individuals with
disabilities” (Americans with Disabilities Act as amended, 2008). Throughout this
proposal, this term may be shortened to “accommodation(s).”

Disability “means, with respect to an individual (A) a physical or mental
impairment that substantially limits one or more major life activities of such individual;
(B) a record of such an impairment; or being regarded as having such an impairment”
(Americans with Disabilities Act as amended, 2008).

SWD is an acronym of “students with disabilities,” and will be used throughout
this study.

ODS is an acronym of “offices of disability services,” and will be used throughout
this study. “ODS” or “ODS unit” will be used to represent the office responsible for
ensuring disability accommodations on postsecondary campuses; sometimes this office is

title differently (“Access Services,” “Disability Student Services”, etc).
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Summary

As of 2016, roughly 20% college students in the United States report having a
disability (National Center for Education Statistics, 2019), and this number is expected to
continue to increase. This means that institutions of higher education need to ensure that
they are able to accommodate these students and provide them with an equitable
education absent of discrimination. Federal law, specifically Section 504 of The
Rehabilitation Act of 1973 and the Americans with Disabilities Act, requires institutions
of higher education to provide this equitable and nondiscriminatory education and
environment for students, in an effort to ensure that they are not treated unfairly because
of their disabilities. ADA has specific provisions for institutions of higher education that
do not receive federal funding, which makes ADA more comprehensive than Section
504. Institutions of higher education typically designate an office of disability services on
campus to ensure that ADA is being implemented, as it relates to student engagement and
accommodations. However, specific accommodation processes that these offices employ
to implement ADA can vary based on institution due to a lack of any federally mandated
standard or process. This absence of mandated standard also leads to a lack of
transparency surrounding the accommodations processes for students, staff, and faculty.
Additionally, because there is little information about this process, there is also limited
information about how decisions regarding the process are made by the ODS unit. This
study will provide a policy analysis into this issue, in order to develop enhanced clarity
into this policy implementation process at the campus level in service of federal ADA

policy.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
Introduction
The amount of research surrounding a topic can be seen as indicative of a
community’s stake in learning more about that topic, or a general measure of whether
there is interest in the topic. In his study, Pena (2014) aimed to discover the types of
research available on disability studies and SWD in higher education in mainstream
education journals over the course of the past ~20 years. The author found that the
number of articles published in mainstream journals— The Review of Higher Education,
The Journal of Higher Education, Research in Higher Education, and The Journal of
College Success—on the topic of SWD in higher education had steadily declined since
1990, possibly due to the emergence of more specialty journals where more prominent
current research is being conducted (Pena, 2014). This is significant since more and more
SWD are entering institutions of higher education in the United States (Madaus, 2011),
which indicates societal progression toward inclusion and accessibility for SWD at
postsecondary institutions. One might expect an increase in subsequently published
research and scholarship. Not only would that promote visibility and awareness of SWD
as a growing postsecondary population among the academic community, it would also
signal to researchers that the mainstream journals are a place where this research is
needed, expected, wanted, and published. However, this appears to not be the case, since
the research and scholarship published in the mainstream higher education journals do
not align with this increase in SWD enrollment. Not only does this reflect poorly on the

attempts to study general barriers that students with disabilities face, it also suggests that
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there is little interest in understanding how ODS departments function or how they can be
improved, from a mainstream perspective.
Method for Literature Review

The literature review for this dissertation was conducted through a variety of
steps. First, I was enrolled in a Critical Literature Review seminar course at the George
Washington University that lasted three semesters. During this course, my primary focus
was to engage in the steps of the research process, as a means to finding peer-reviewed
scholarly articles from frequently cited journals in the higher education field. In addition
to gaining experience with the research process, the course directed me toward finding
specific articles, books, and dissertation sources that would help inform my dissertation
topic. Mertens (2005) notes “that a literature review can be useful in order to decide on a
research topic, to formulate a research plan, and to enhance the researcher’s awareness of
subtleties uncovered in previous research” (p. 92). The class was greatly influential in
helping me to refine my topic, as it indicated that there was more research about the
experiences of SWD and faculty members working with SWD, than about the ODS unit
processes or disability legislation policy implementation at the postsecondary level.

More specifically, in order to find the different texts used and cited in this
literature review and throughout this proposal, I engaged in a review of peer-reviewed
scholarly articles as sources, followed by a review of past dissertations and dissertation
writing materials, which Mertens (2005) suggests can help to develop a thorough
understanding of topic background and can lead to a robust understanding of current
work in the field. For the secondary source review, I engaged in a variety of web searches

on the George Washington University Library website, Google Scholar, and via general
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Internet searches. I reviewed peer-reviewed/scholarly articles with matches to the
following keywords: “office of disability services, higher education, leadership, function,
policy implementation, policy analysis, private university, United States, ADA policy
implementation, Section 504 policy implementation, ODS staff; ODS processes,
accommodation processes; disability law; disability accommodation; private versus
public higher education; difference between ADA and Section 504; disability history in
United States” and more. The journals from which these articles were found varied from
international journals to more disability-specific journals to higher education journals. I
reviewed and read many sources that ultimately were not integrated into this dissertation,
but these sources did help to contextualize the topic and shed light on information related
to disabilities in higher education generally. Since beginning the research process, I have
reviewed over 1500 articles related to disability topics in higher education, but have
ultimately decided to use only a fraction of those, as specifically related to the following
topics: history of disability services in higher education; secondary to postsecondary
transitioning; office of disability services and ODS unit staff, leadership, and processes;
and literature related to my conceptual framework. There are a few instances of data
being used to highlight the prevalence of SWD in higher education, but this was a
limiting factor in reviewing and using sources for the literature review and process.
Additionally, I aimed to find sources that were more contemporary (aside from those
used in a historical capacity), specifically within the last 15 to 20 years, when possible.

In order to become more informed about policy analysis approaches to research, I
also searched for and reviewed examples of policy analysis dissertations and policy

analysis sources to inform different aspects of my writing and research processes. I was
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able to find over 10 dissertations using the policy analysis methodology, including policy
analysis specifically focusing on implementation, which helped to cement the policy
analysis approach as a practical yet rigorous choice for this study. Finding these
dissertations was also extremely useful in terms of finding literature to support the
writing of the conceptual framework and the methodology sections of this process.
Mertens (2005) notes that “examining the reference lists found at the end of relevant
journal articles or books” can help a researcher find useful material for their own studies;
I found this to be true of past dissertations as well.

Finally, as I progressed throughout my doctoral coursework, I gained more
experience with the research process, which included the acquisition of information
leading to a review of sources to inform my methods. Professor and advisor guidance was
sought and received, related to focusing on texts regarding decision-making processes
and models outside of higher education contexts, as well as policy models and texts.

Discussion

The literature review for this proposal includes information related to the main
topic, as well as information regarding theories and frameworks that will inform data
collection and analysis. The first section will focus on five main areas: historical context
for disability policy in the United States; students with disabilities transitioning from
secondary to postsecondary education; office of disability services (ODS) function; ODS
staff; and leadership in higher education. Then, the conceptual framework for the study
will be presented, along with literature that informs each aspect of the framework.
Finally, there will be discussion of the gaps in the literature, with commentary on how the

current study will fill these gaps.
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Historical Context of Disability Policy in United States

Emerging in the 1970s, federal disability legislation is relatively new in American
culture. Before disability legislation specific to education was passed in the 1970s, “only
one in five children with identified disabilities attended public school” (Aron & Loprest,
2012, p. 100). Multiple states purposely rejected students with certain disabilities, such as
blindness, deafness, emotional disturbance, or mental “retardation,” from receiving
primary and secondary educational settings (Aron & Loprest, 2012, p. 100). Often these
students were confined to state institutional systems that provided no meaningful
educative instruction or “rehabilitative services” (Aron & Loprest, 2012, p. 100). Federal
disability legislation related to education, including Section 504 of The Rehabilitation
Act of 1973 and the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), were and remain
fundamentally important in changing circumstances for children in primary and
secondary educational institutions, in terms of not only banning broad-based
discrimination in attendance, but also ensuring that additional measures were put into
place for students with disabilities to succeed, such as with the creation of the
individualized education program (IEP), which is specific to IDEA.

However, higher education presents a more nuanced example of how individuals
with disabilities have been treated, both with and without disability legislation in place in
the past and in more recent times. In his extensive work on disability in American higher
education, Joseph Madaus (2011) discusses how President Lincoln, along with an acting
Congress, passed legislation in 1864 that legitimized the establishment of the National
Deaf-Mute College at the Columbia Institution for the Deaf and Dumb, with its first

graduating class ending study in 1869. In an effort to reduce negative connotations
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associated with its title, the institution was renamed Galludet College in 1984. While this
presents a notable example of how individuals with disabilities may have been well-
served in American history, this was not a common occurrence, and further advances for
individuals with disabilities would not take place until after the World Wars of the 20
century (Madaus, 2011). After WWI, the United States government passed the
Vocational Rehabilitation Act of 1918, and it was this act that allowed many veterans
with disabilities to receive assistance in pursuing and obtaining higher education degrees.
Later, in 1944, the GI Bill of Rights, formerly called the Serviceman’s Readjustment Act
of 1944, was passed, which allowed for even more veterans with disabilities to attend
college (Madaus, 2011). Because of the size and scope of the World Wars and the
veterans who fought in them, these pieces of legislation fundamentally altered higher
education for a time in America, with “52 percent of the total college population”
consisting of veterans, though not necessarily disabled (Madaus, 2011, p. 6). Over time,
colleges improved resources to ensure that veterans with disabilities were provided
appropriate transportation around campus, as well as housing and classroom facilities.
Special programs were engaged at the University of California, Los Angeles, the
University of Illinois, the City College of the City University of New York, and the New
University of Minnesota, all for the purpose of providing veterans with disabilities the
means and access to pursue their studies.

Not all administrators or faculty shared the belief that students, namely veterans,
with disabilities could and/or should be able to pursue higher education like students
without disabilities. In fact, in the late 1940s, administrators and faculty most commonly

held the view toward veterans with disabilities that to educate them “would be a waste of
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time and effort” (Madaus, 2011, p. 7). Additionally, many veterans with disabilities were
rejected from higher education institutions if the institution was not located near a
Veterans hospital, because such educational institutions could not physically
accommodate the veterans and their needs (Madaus, 2011). Despite resistance toward
educating SWD, programs continued to develop after the Korean War, in which increased
services for SWD were being provided at select institutions, including specialty training
for instructors, lecture recording, and special exam delivery. Around this time, Boston
University actually developed a “homebound” program for students who could not
physically attend class (Madaus, 2011, p. 8). Unfortunately, and as previously stated,
these examples are very few. Educating SWD was neither popular nor was it thought to
be particularly cost effective. However, these examples do serve to show what higher
education was capable of before specific legislation was implemented to combat higher
education’s widespread history of discrimination against SWD.

While the education of veterans with disabilities was critical to the advancement
of disability rights in higher education, the Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s and
1970s, as well as primary and secondary education legislation, had an immeasurable
impact overall on how higher education would progress toward fair treatment of SWD.
Because most of the previous discussion of disabilities revolved around physicality, Dr.
Samuel’s Kirk’s 1963 position that a disability could be related to learning was
groundbreaking; his research lead to the implementation of the term “learning disability,”
which was then inserted into federal language as wholly separate from physical disability
(Madaus, 2011, p. 9). This led to public primary and secondary institutions focusing both

on physical and unseen “learning” disabilities, which meant that there were increased

20



numbers of SWD being identified and served. As such, this population needed more
support from a policy perspective.

In the 1970s, two very significant pieces of legislation relevant to individuals with
disabilities were passed. First, one of the most consequential pieces of legislation passed
was the Education of All Handicapped Children Act in 1975. This may sound unfamiliar
in a contemporary setting since this legislation was later reinforced as the Individuals
with Disabilities Education Act, or IDEA, which is typically how it is referred to now; it
applies to student in primary and secondary institutions (Madaus, 2011). This particular
law required that all children with disabilities be provided with special education
services, as well as individualized education programs based on personal and specific
needs. While not specific to higher education and its students with disabilities, this early
iteration of IDEA provided foundational guidelines for serving students with disabilities
in educational settings, which informed other legislation of the time, as well as more
individual institutional policies and procedures at all educational levels (Madaus, 2011).

Second was the Vocational Rehabilitation Act of 1973, with specific emphasis on
Section 504, of which regulations were not signed into law until 1977 (hence why it is
often considered as following the Education of All Handicapped Children Act). Section
504 states that

No otherwise qualified individual with a disability in the United States, as defined

in section 705(20) of this title, shall, solely by reason of her or his disability, be

excluded from the participation in, be denied the benefits of, or be subjected to
discrimination under any program or activity receiving Federal financial

assistance or under any program or activity con- ducted by any Executive agency
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or by the United States Postal Service. (Section 504 of The Rehabilitation Act of

1973, as amended)
The passage of this legislation was extraordinarily significant, as this did not just apply to
educational institutions, but any institution receiving federal dollars. Notably, the Act
contains a specific section (Section E) devoted to postsecondary education, in terms of
requiring “both public and private institutions to consider the applications of qualified
students with disability and to implement necessary accommodations and auxiliary aids
for students with disabilities” (p. 9). There was much resistance to the passage and
implementation of Section 504, as college and university administrators feared that
having to accommodate students with disabilities would be unduly costly, which could
hurt the institution or even force closure. The Chronicle of Higher Education published
an article at the time titled, “Providing Access for the Disabled: It Won’t Be Cheap or
Easy” (Fields, 1977, as cited in Madaus), which reflected a time that was referred to as
the “panic period” of higher education related to Section 504. These fears were
unfounded, in terms of how institutions responded to the legislation, most of which
adhered to admitting SWD and accommodating them. Later in 1990, the Americans with
Disabilities Act (ADA) was passed, which provided separate provisions from both
Section 504 and IDEA and was thus seen as an expansion of previous disability
legislation.

A specific goal of ADA was to challenge “the assumption that disadvantages
faced by people with disabilities, such as low educational attainment or unemployment,
were the inevitable result of limitations stemming from the disability itself rather than

from societal barriers or prejudices” (Aron & Loprest, 2012, p. 99). More practically, a
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goal, as related to higher education institutions, was and is to ensure that colleges and
universities treat students with and without disabilities in equal ways, as related to
“admission, recruitment, treatment of students, academic adjustment, housing, financial
and employment assistance of students, and non-academic services” (Coppelman, 1977).
Considering that Section 504 applies to institutions that receive federal funding only,
ADA, specifically Titles II and III, enacted broader policy stating that no institution could
discriminate against SWD, regardless of whether or not the institution received federal
funding among public and privately held institutions, respectively. The goal of the ADA,
then, is an expansion of the protections offered under Section 504 specifically, which
allows SWD to receive equal treatment, access, and accommodations in essentially any
higher education institution.
SWD Transitioning from Secondary to Postsecondary Settings

A significant barrier to success for SWD who transition from secondary to
postsecondary education is the process by which disclosure of disability occurs and
accommodations are received. Lovett, Nelson, and Lindstrom (2015) discuss how K-12
schools are tasked with scanning student populations to identify children who may have
disabilities, and subsequently referring them to disability services. Students who are
confirmed as having documentable disabilities are engaged by school personnel for
testing and additional acquisition of external testing and documentation in some cases.
However, the types of documentation required are unique:

Secondary schools are focusing less on formal testing and more on monitoring

student progress (i.e., the collection of performance based information regarding

abilities and limitations), such as Response to Intervention (RTI), Positive
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Behavior Supports (PBS), and curriculum-based assessment, to serve a variety of

students’ needs in inclusive settings (Kovaleski & Prasse, 2004; National Joint

Committee on Learning Disabilities, 2005). (Shaw et al., 2010, p. 143).
Eventually students have a team of individuals who work with them to ensure appropriate
individualized education planning (IEP) under the Individuals with Disabilities Education
Act (IDEA).

This is not the same method used at postsecondary institutions of higher education
when dealing with student disclosure and accommodation, since IDEA does not apply to
institutions of higher education (Barnar-Brak, Davis, et al., 2009). In order to ensure
receipt of necessary accommodations, postsecondary SWD are responsible for disclosing
their own disabilities to university staff members in the ODS unit on campus. Students
are also responsible for providing medical documentation of their disability to ODS staff,
or recommendation of accommodation for themselves by a designated recommender
(medical doctor, psychologist, psychiatrist, counselor, etc.) (Shaw et al., 2010).
Additionally, postsecondary institutions have “uniformly called for comprehensive
psycho-educational or neuropsychological evaluations to establish the presence of a
specific disability and to document a student’s current need for accommodations” (Shaw
et al., 2010, p. 143). From that point on, students are informed if the documentation
submitted meets ODS criteria for receiving accommodations (Wolforth, 2012). If the
documentation meets criteria, ODS staff develop specific accommodations decided upon
by their office, sometimes based on the outside recommendations (Wolforth, 2012).
These accommodations are usually discussed with and assigned to the student, often in a

letter or other printed documentation. Students must then discuss assigned
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accommodations with university professors so that the accommodations may be
implemented. The ODS-generated accommodation letter typically states the specific
accommodations, and serves as a starting point form which a student can begin dialogue
with and present their individual needs to faculty.

Different institutions have different policies and practices when it comes to
actually submitting paperwork and achieving documented disability status before
accommodations can be assigned (Harbour, 2009; U.S. Department of Education, 2011).
Because of these varied processes and practices, Lovett et al. (2015) suggested that
colleges and universities develop a universal process and method for the medical
documentation process in relation to accommodations. Further, Lovett et al. (2015)
highlight the Association on Higher Education and Disability (AHEAD)’s guidance from
2012, in which AHEAD challenges the notion that SWD need to submit documentation at
all, since ADA makes no requirement that documentation be provided to receive
accommodation. Specifically, AHEAD (2012) notes, “A student’s narrative of his or her
experience of disability, barriers, and effective and ineffective accommodations is an
important tool which, when structured by interview or questionnaire and interpreted, may
be sufficient for establishing disability and a need for accommodation.” However, the
U.S. Department of Education (2011) released a brief that discussed how postsecondary
schools “will probably require you to provide documentation showing that you have a
current disability and need an academic adjustment,” which might include one or more of
the following requirements: “a diagnosis of your current disability, as well as supporting
information, such as the date of the diagnosis, how that diagnosis was reached, and the

credentials of the diagnosing professional; information on how your disability affects a
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major life activity; and information on how the disability affects your academic
performance.” Additionally, the brief indicated that this documentation would likely need
to be “prepared by an appropriate professional, such as a medical doctor, psychologist, or
other qualified diagnostician” (U.S. Department of Education, 2011). Despite the
existence of this brief, ODS units at individual institutions are able to make their own
decisions regarding what, if any, documentation to require of SWD.

Ju, Zeng, and Landmark (2017) discuss the lack of understanding of transition
experiences SWD face related to disclosure and navigation accommodation processes
when arriving at the postsecondary level, which should be better addressed and prepared
for by postsecondary ODS staff. Mock and Love (2012) suggest the development of state
specific websites that would disclose information about disability services and
accommodations at specific higher education institutions in the state, so that students and
their parents could be better prepared to navigate the transition upon high school
graduation and entry into college.

This literature speaks to the stark differences between the requirements and
actions in primary and secondary educational setting versus those in postsecondary
settings. The primary/secondary student is often regarded as having little responsibility or
oversight of the IEP, Section 504 plan process, and associated engagement in their
educational planning process. They are not responsible for disclosure to professional
staff, and they are continuously supported by a team of educators, administrators,
family/guardians, and even external parties, such as medical providers and social
workers. In many cases, students may not even be required to attend meetings in which

their education and support is the main topic (U.S. Department of Justice and U.S.

26



Department of Education, n.d.). Students often receive a variety of adjustments and
accommodations in service of IDEA and other associated policies related to primary and
secondary disability laws.

However, these students experience an abrupt transition when beginning their
postsecondary experience, as they go from interaction on the margins to being fully
responsible for their own disclosure and engagement with the accommodations process in
a postsecondary setting (National Center for Learning Disabilities, 2019). Any
involvement from parents or other third parties is only allowed if the student grants the
postsecondary institution such permission to disclose specified information, which, again,
is a substantial change from earlier education, but is meant to uphold the privacy of the
student (U.S. Department of Education, 2020). Unfortunately for many students, the
transition to higher education is often left unexplained, and they incorrectly believe that
documentation from high school or earlier will suffice for accommodation receipt in
college, which is usually not the case (National Center for Learning Disabilities, 2019).
This is specifically related to the differences in the laws surrounding how
accommodations work: IDEA does not extend beyond secondary education, and ADA
and Section 504 are the main disability laws that apply to higher education. This impacts
disclosure and associated steps in the accommodations process, but if students do not
know the requirements of and their responsibilities under higher ed disability law, such as
ADA, then they will likely continue to experience barriers related to the initial steps of
the process.

ODS Function

The office of disability services (ODS) unit at any postsecondary higher education
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institution operates in order to accommodate students, which helps to ensure that the
institution adheres to disability legislation (such as Section 504 and/or ADA) in order to
promote fair and equitable treatment of SWD. These offices vary in both size and scope,
depending on the size of the institution, knowledge of practitioners, and availability of
services that can be offered to students through the office (Harbour, 2009; Meier-Popa &
Rusu, 2015). A recent study conducted by AHEAD on ODS unit staffing and size
indicated that institutions with population of 1500 students or less had an average of one
professional ODS unit staff member, while larger institutions of at least 30,000 students
had an average of 13 ODS unit staff members (Scott, 2019).

Different offices can have different goals and different roles, which may directly
impact office practices and policies, but also students seeking accommodations who must
engage in required office practices and processes (Harbour, 2009; Meier-Popa & Rusu,
2015). The classification of ODS as part of Student Affairs or Academic Affairs also can
impact the organization and operation of the office (Harbour, 2009). Some offices are
“focused on organizing activities and events aiming to increase the level of awareness
towards disabilities access (social and physical) of the academic personnel and students
with and without disabilities,” while others are focused on “accessing and implementing
accommodations for the students with disabilities” (Meier-Popa & Rusu, 2015, p. 2).

This difference in goals, relates to what Bess and Dee (2012) posit about how
goals can shape actions of any instructional unit in terms of organization: “Goals offer
directions for organizational design...Goals also provide standards for evaluation of
performance. In the absence of goals, the organization often has disability ascertaining

the degree of its success” (p. 760-761). Because some institutions and offices have
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different goals, their measure of success is directly dependent on the actions and
implementation of policy and procedure at their specific institution. While not
uncommon, each institution’s unique process for implementing their goals and policies
regarding accommodations may be confusing to students, especially since the primary
and secondary education model of disability accommodation is mostly uniform across the
United States. Meaning that students with disabilities in elementary, middle, and high
school endure a uniform process of receiving accommodations based on disclosure (not
necessarily their own), an individualized IEP that a variety of people work with the
student on, and constant oversight by school staff. Thus, when students arrive at college,
they will have to go through different steps or may receive different types of
accommodations based on the aims and goals of their institution’s ODS unit (Cory,
2011). This may provide some issues of disparity in relation to equity as well as service
(Barnar-Brak, Davis, et al. 2009).
ODS Staff

In order for any organizational unit to function effectively, the members of that
unit must be prepared to carry out the duties of the position and further the goals of the
office, but these individuals must also have enough expertise in order to be able to do so.
According to a 2012 study in which over 300 ODS staff were surveyed, 78% of
respondents indicated having an at least a master’s degree, with 15% of respondents
indicating having a doctorate and the remaining 8% of respondents having bachelor’s
degree (de Vries & Schmitt, 2012). Additionally, respondents indicated their degrees
were in the following areas: counseling/psychology (38%), education (34%), arts and

sciences (16%), and “related disability services” (9%), though it is unclear what “related
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disability services” refers to, since there were no educational programs specializing solely
in disability services provider preparation at the time of the study (de Vries & Schmitt,
2012). Shaw, Keenan, Madaus, and Banerjee (2010) discuss how many staff members in
ODS units may be undertrained and underprepared to engage in work in such offices,
especially because “a recent study of disability service providers indicated that only 27%
received their training in reading documentation from their academic program. The vast
majority (65%) received this training via professional conferences, while 9% reported not
having any training in this area (Madaus, Banerjee, & McGuire, 2009)” (p. 143). The
make-up of ODS staff can vary, in terms of professional background as well. While
general ODS staff seem to be recruited across student and academic affairs’ backgrounds,
in addition to outside of higher education (Scott & Marchetti, in press), one study
indicated that ODS directors may have a student affairs or counseling background
because they are thought to be more attuned to the needs of SWD or able to deal with
emerging or changing trends in disability services and studies (Harbour, 2009).

Any lack of training and development among ODS staff has the ability to impact
how they interact with and review student applications for accommodations and
supportive documentation related to disabilities, as well as their knowledge of higher
education and university systems overall. Wolforth (2015) elaborates: “Disability service
providers may not have the qualifications or confidence to judge the validity of specific
testing conclusions and the related recommendations for accommodations, and yet, the
quality of reports being submitted by students is being judged as inadequate” (p. 65).
Thus, students cannot be appropriately served by their ODS unit if the unit itself is not

well-versed either in policy related to the purpose and goal of the office, or making
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judgments about specific medical documentation related to how a student might need to
be accommodated at the institution. Ultimately, this can lead to SWD not receiving
appropriate, necessary, or equitable accommodations, which can impact their success in
their postsecondary education.

Relatedly, a 2004 Association on Disability in Higher Education (AHEAD)
survey harnessed data collected from 424 administrative staff and was analyzed to show
that a majority of ODS units were housed in student affairs (69%). Further, Harbour
(2009) found that a majority of ODS units were centralized (82.9%), meaning that the
ODS unit was a standalone unit, and not within a specific department or college at the
institution. A majority of the survey respondents were from public institutions, and these
members’ ODS units were overwhelmingly housed in student affairs. However,
interestingly, the private institution members surveyed indicated a 50/50 split as to
whether their unit was in academic or student affairs.

Leadership

Leadership in any organization or department must be strong and focused in order
for the unit to be successful. When it comes to ODS units in institutions of higher
education, the same is true, particularly because this office has substantial power and
control over how students with disabilities experience their postsecondary education. In
order for staff and faculty at the institution to remain compliant with various disability
policies and procedures, as well as treat students with disabilities and enact
accommodations appropriately, ODS leadership is responsible for developing effective

practices and ensuring appropriate training of university personnel.
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There is some concern among researchers and those interested in disability studies
that higher education institutions do not provide leadership when it comes to modeling
and implementing practical approaches to ensuring productivity and effectiveness among
ODS units and their staff. In their qualitative, interview-based study on disability services
practice implementation and service to students, Mosia and Phasha (2017) discuss how
there is very little, if any, leadership when it comes to providing enhanced access to
students with disabilities. They recommend that additional engagement and planning be
initiated, particularly among leadership, in order to develop clear models of service and
leadership that will enhance the goals and operations of universities as relates to students
with disabilities. While not an American institution or focused-study, Mosia and Phasha
do touch on issues that can be seen to plague US higher education institutions as well as
those in a global setting.

Beadle-Brown, Bigby, and Bould (2015) discuss how models of effective
leadership, particularly in disability service fields or departments, have been difficult to
implement and gauge. In their research, however, they found that increasing aims of a
disability unit to focus more on practice leadership has been successful. Practice
leadership involves typically a front-line manager who trains, encourages, and guides
employees to enact job responsibilities and duties that reflect larger goals and missions of
the institution or organization. In essence, these goals and missions are put into “practice”
by the staft/personnel through their actions. Some aspects of the practice leadership
strategy that Beadle-Brown, Bigby, and Bould (2015) discuss include Schalock and
Alonso’s (2012) specific leadership roles in disability organizations, including “(1)

mentoring and directing, (2) coaching and instructing, (3) inspiring and empowering and
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(4) collaborating and partnering” (p. 1082). The combination of these roles can lead to
effective practices being established at the leadership level of a disability services office
or unit, which can then carry over to lower level team members. However, in order for
practice leadership to work in practice, the leaders of the team/unit must avail themselves
to team members when questions or concerns over policy, practice, or information arise.
The availability of the unit leader, as well as their modeling of institutional goal
implementation, can directly serve to promote the wellness and accommodation of SWD,
which is why this particular model may be most useful in ODS units in higher education.

Another perspective on leadership in higher education institutions is that in which
shared governance and distributed leadership is at the forefront of unit procedure and
goals. Burke (2010) discusses how many managerial members of higher education
institutions believe that their organizational leadership and approaches to enhancing
effectiveness continue to be underdeveloped. For these reasons, Burke (2010) suggests
enhanced understanding of distributed leadership in relation to shared governance,
though he notes the difference between the aims and theoretical approaches of both. For
both, there is an emphasis and needs for leaders to “devolve” their own power for the
mutual interest of other team/unit members, but also to those that the team serves. The
difference between the two frameworks and methods comes in how shared governance as
related to the higher education institution originated. Burke (2010) notes the inception of
shared governance in relation to faculty input, as based on the AAUP’s statement in
1915, which tends to make the practice of shared governance more unique in that it
specifically applies to how higher levels of administrators work with faculty

members/councilmembers as well as the president and the board. Thus, lower-level
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administrators or staff members may not actually play a significant role in sharing
governance at an institution, which is why Burke (2015) suggests that distributed
leadership may be more universal in terms of allowing more staff, as well as other
institutional stakeholders, to collaborate to ensure unit and institutional effectiveness.
Distributed leadership, then, is the influence of the group, collectively experienced, rather
than influence coming from one individual in a power position (Burke, 2010). For a
specific office, such as ODS, this would mean that the group of professionals who serve
in the office distribute their tasks evenly, which would allow for a greater sense of
responsibility as well as more vested interest in ensuring success among the unit.

On a more specific and institutional level, college and university leadership are
responsible for a variety of tasks, including being figureheads often seen as embodying
the values of the institution. This relates to their also being responsible for matters of
compliance and addressing large-scale problems that an institution faces. However, this
does not necessarily mean that they are well-versed in all policies or laws that their
institution must comply with, or that they are well-attuned to the issues that their staff and
faculty deal with at a departmental or office level, if at all. Because of this, they may not
have awareness of how ODS units operate, or how the accommodations process is
developed and executed in service of ADA, though they are typically aware of disability
law, more generally (Lundquist, 2012). This lack of engagement and/or knowledge
transmission becomes problematic if issues experienced at the ODS unit level are not
communicated to higher leadership, because leadership cannot prioritize addressing the
problems broadly and finding appropriate solutions. While university leadership is

expected to understand and engage in crisis management as needed (Brennan & Stern,
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2017), being able to prevent crises from occurring is a priority as well. This longstanding
issue also transfers to SWD, who “report[ed] being generally dissatisfied with the level of
knowledge and understanding on the part of faculty and administrators regarding their
issues and concerns (Barnar-Brak, et al., 2010; Hill, 1996; Lehman, et al., 2000; Wilson,
et al., 2000). Institutional leaders in higher administration, therefore, are implicated in
how disability law, specifically ADA, is implemented.

Theoretical Perspectives and Frameworks in the Literature

A variety of theoretical perspectives and frameworks inform the literature
reviewed and discussed in this chapter, as well as other research that deals with and adds
to the field of disability studies in higher education. While not all of these models or
theories are used explicitly in this study, it is important to highlight their presence in the
research in order to gain a better understanding of what has been and is being studied. It
is also helpful to note these models as they relate to an underlying approach toward
policy itself and its implementation, wherein theoretical approaches can impact attitudes
and behaviors of various stakeholders and policy actors.

Lovett et al. (2015) position their research through cognitive theory, which
suggests that students who struggle academically may be affected when it comes to self-
reporting their disability or status. The authors indicate that students may underestimate
their own ability, specifically with overstating learning disabilities or deficits, based on
negative self-perception and surrounding stigma (Lovett et al., 2015).

Wolforth (2012) prioritizes learning disability theory and assessment as a
cornerstone for higher education and disability services staff due to the increase of

learning disabilities in recent year.
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Meier-Popa & Rusu (2015) discuss a legislative framework that becomes
significant when considering how different countries have different expectations and
guidelines for ODS staff. This may impact an international student’s engagement with
ODS units in the United States as different from their experience in their home country.

Meier-Popa & Rusu (2015) also discuss the social model of disability and its
implications for creating a positive campus culture related to conceptualizing different
abilities of students as socially constructed and in positive ways. The social model of
disability is most often contrasted with the medical model of disability, which suggests
that a disability represents a failure of the body and is interpreted in a negative way
(Retief & Letsosa, 2018).

Gaps in Literature

Literature on the function of ODS and specifics of how the leadership in ODS
work with ODS staff to develop accommodations for SWD is limited, especially related
to ADA requirements or from a general policy perspective. Research on ODS staff,
including studies on ODS leadership, is typically overlooked in favor of focusing on
characteristics of SWD, barriers to SWD success in the postsecondary education
classroom, and persistence of students. The literature reviewed to inform this study,
however, does offer a useful starting point. It suggests that the role and goals of any ODS
unit can substantially impact the actions of the unit as it interacts with and engages
students. If an ODS unit is more focused on presenting assistance with academic
accommodations, then the unit may neglect to self-promote its role and function to the

institution at large. Conversely, if an ODS unit is more concerned with visibility on
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campus and informing stakeholders about disabilities in general, then their approaches
and enactment of accommodations may not be as strong.

This study will fill gaps in existing literature, specifically on higher education
ODS director experiences, as the individual who makes decisions regarding processes of
the unit that can impact accommodation actions and how such actions and processes are
implemented related to standards set forth by the ADA. These topics are not heavily
discussed in the literature, but additional information and data on them could contribute
to more effective ODS practices, stronger disability awareness among policy actors
(including faculty and staff as implementers), and increased retention of SWD.

Conceptual Framework for Study

For this study, the conceptual framework provides a way to understand policy
analysis as a process by which the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) is
implemented in institutions of higher education by their ODS units. In Figure 1, a visual
representation of the conceptual framework for this study is given, and it involves three
critical concepts. First, the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) undergirds the entire
study, due to its nature as federal policy enforced by United States federal government
and associated agencies that all institutions of higher education must comply with and
implement. Institutions of higher education must make decisions related to how they
interpret and implement ADA. This is where aspects of decision-making and
implementation come into play, as they are likely interrelated at the institutional ODS
unit level. The focus on interviewing ODS unit directors for this study is based on their

position of leadership in the unit, as they are responsible for the direction of the unit and
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the actions taken by unit members to ensure ADA implementation on an individual unit
basis.
Figure 1

Overall Conceptual Framework for the Study

US Higher Education
Context

Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA)

For this conceptual framework, the federal policy provides the starting point for
investigation and analysis, because the federal policy frames the work of the ODS unit.
As some content earlier in this chapter mentions, ADA was originally passed in 1990 and
was meant to build on the previous policy goals of Section 504 of The Rehabilitation Act
of 1973. Tables 1 and 2 gives legislative codes for ADA including its purpose and
implications as applied to public accommodations and private entities, which includes

private postsecondary education institutions (Department of Justice, 2010; Perez & Ali,
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2010). As such, this study considers meaning making as it begins with the federal policy,
based on the language taken directly from the law itself. It is evident that the goal of
ADA is to prevent discrimination against individuals with disabilities, and to ensure that
individuals with disabilities receive appropriate accommodations when needed in various
postsecondary situations. In higher education, most institutions receive federal funding,
and thus are bound by Section 504, as mentioned in earlier in this chapter.

However, the ADA extends protections provided under Section 504 to include all
postsecondary education institutions, regardless of federal funding. Thus, public and
private colleges and universities would still be bound under ADA, even if they were not
bound under Section 504. While most postsecondary institutions in the United States
receive some type of federal funding, any postsecondary institutions claiming absolutely
no funding from the government would still be bound by the ADA, under Title II and/or
II1, respectively. This fact emphasizes the significance of ADA, since it is more
comprehensive than Section 504, with the goal of ensuring that all institutions of higher
education are implementing and remaining compliant with nondiscrimination against
individuals with disabilities. In order to comply with ADA, institutions of higher
education have taken specific measures over the past three decades, and most of these
measures are developed and implemented by the ODS unit of the institution. This means
that the ODS unit can be considered the “frontline” for federal disability implementation

(Butler et al., 2019, p. 13), hence its significance related to the focus for this study.
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Table 1

ADA Title Il Verbiage

Title II § 35.101 Purpose  § 35.102 Effect of ADA Amendments
Regulations: and Broad Application.  Act on academic
Part 35 Coverage. requirements in
postsecondary education.
Part 35 The purpose of The Department notes that the
Nondiscriminat  this part is (a) Except ADA Amendments Act
ion on the to implement sub as revised the rules of
Basis of title A of title II prov1ded construction in title V of the
Disability in of the Americans h ADA by including a
State and Local ~ with Disabilities ~ Do oeraP provision affirming that
Government Act of 1990 (42 (b) (.)f this nothing in the Act changed
Services US.C.12131-  Section, the existing ADA
(as amended by 12134), as th1slpart requirement that covered
the final rule amended by the aﬁp les to entities provide reasonable
published on ADA al modifications in policies,
August 11, Amendments Act o %5 practices, or procedures
2016) of 2008 (ADA programs, unless the entity can
Amendments anq .. demonstrate that making such
Act) (Public Law activities modifications, including
110-325, 122 pr0V1c(11€d academic requirements in
Authority: Stat. 3553 Z\r/;nilzbclae postsecondary education,
(2008)), which by publi would fundamentally alter the
5 U.S.C. 301; prohibits Y public nature of goods, services,
28U.S.C. 509, discriminationon ~ STHHeS: facilities, privileges,
510;42 U.S.C.  the basis of (b) To the advantages, or
12134, 12131, disability by extent that accommodations
and 12205a. public entities. public involved. See 42 U.S.C. 1220
transportat 1(f).
ion
(b) Broad services, Congress noted that the
coverage. The programs, reference to academic
primary purpose and requirements in
of the ADA activities postsecondary education was
Amendments Act  of public included “solely to provide
is to make it entities are assurances that the bill does
casier for people  covered by not alter current law with
with disabilities subtitle B regard to the obligations of
to obtain of title 1T academic institutions under
protection under of the the ADA, which we believe is
the ADA, they already demonstrated in case
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ADA. Consistent
with the ADA
Amendments
Act’s purpose of
reinstating a
broad scope of
protection under
the ADA, the
definition of
“disability” in
this part shall be
construed
broadly in favor
of expansive
coverage to the
maximum extent
permitted by the
terms of the
ADA. The
primary object of
attention in cases
brought under the
ADA should be
whether entities
covered under the
ADA have
complied with
their obligations
and whether
discrimination
has occurred, not
whether the
individual meets
the definition of
disability. The
question of
whether an
individual meets
the definition of
disability under
this part should
not demand
extensive
analysis.

are not
subject to
the
requireme
nts of this
part.

law on this

topic. Specifically, the
reference to academic
standards in post-secondary
education is unrelated to the
purpose of this legislation and
should be given no meaning
in interpreting the definition
of "disability.” 154 Cong.
Rec. S8843 (daily ed. Sept.
16, 2008) (Statement of the
Managers). Given that
Congress did not intend there
to be any change to the law in
this area, the Department did
not propose to make any
changes to its regulatory
requirements in response to
this provision of the ADA
Amendments Act.
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Table 2

ADA Title III Verbiage

Title I1I Regulations: § 36.101 § 36.102 § 36.309

Part 36 Purpose. Application. Examinations
and courses.

Nondiscrimination on The purpose of  (a) General. This (a) General.

the Basis of Disability
in Public
Accommodations

and Commercial
Facilities (as amended
by the final rule
published on September
15,2010)

Authority:
5U.S.C.301; 28 U.S.C.
509, 510; 42 U.S.C.
12186(b).

this part is to
implement title
I1I of the
Americans with
Disabilities Act
of 1990 (42
U.S.C. 12181),
which prohibits
discrimination
on the basis of
disability by
public
accommodations
and requires
places of public
accommodation
and commercial
facilities to be
designed,
constructed, and
altered in
compliance with
the accessibility
standards
established by
this part.

part applies to any

(1) Public
accommodation;
(2) Commerecial
facility; or

(3) Private entity
that offers
examinations or
courses related to
applications,
licensing,
certification, or
credentialing for
secondary or
postsecondary
education,
professional, or
trade purposes.

Any private
entity that offers
examinations or
courses related
to applications,
licensing,
certification, or
credentialing for
secondary or
postsecondary
education,
professional, or
trade purposes
shall offer such
examinations or
courses in a
place and
manner
accessible to
persons with
disabilities or
offer alternative
accessible
arrangements for
such individuals.

ADA Implementation Guidance

Since being signed into law in 1990, ADA has been influential in the

postsecondary educational setting. Increasing numbers of SWD who enter into
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institutions of higher education are guaranteed nondiscrimination and access to
reasonable accommodations on the part of the institutions, based on ADA, which
includes private postsecondary institutions. However, it should be noted that the version
of ADA that is currently followed was not the original legislation passed; amendments to
the policy were passed finalized in 2009 (Madaus, 2011). Additionally, there has
continued to be lack of clarity among institutions of higher education over the years
regarding specific way to implements ADA at the institutional level, because even with
amendments, the federal government and associated departments in charge of compliance
have not provided a mandated standard (Guzman & Balcazar, 2010). This has included
aspects of planning, accommodations, and communication, but is also related to changing
technologies: “Disability rights law does not require measures that would impose undue
burdens on institutions, but as technology changes the calculus of what constitutes a
reasonable accommodation, institutions need to reevaluate their obligations toward
disabled members of their communities” (Butler et al., 2019, p. 12). In addition to
evolving technologies that can impact accommodation decisions, disability awareness
continues to expand, which has impacted visibility of additional diagnoses and
disabilities, as well as disability comorbidity (Bialka, 2018; Meier-Popa & Rusu, 2015).
Therefore, it is important to understand how the federal government, specifically federal
agencies responsible for ADA implementation and compliance oversight, have
communicated with and presented guidance to institutions of higher education regarding
this policy, because in doing so, they have impacted institutional understanding of,

attitudes toward, and implementation of ADA as a policy.
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Amendments to ADA

While the original version of ADA offered protection of rights to individuals with
disabilities, as did Section 504, there was much contention over the ambiguity of the
language involved in the policies. There was a specific focus on the words “handicap”
(for Section 504) and “disability” (for ADA) in relation to how the issue, ailment, etc.
impacts major life activities of an individual. According to the U.S. Equal Opportunity
Commission, Amendments to ADA, which also impacted the interpretation of Section
504, were passed to help serve more individuals: “Congress overturned several Supreme
Court decisions that Congress believed had interpreted the definition of ‘disability’ too
narrowly, resulting in a denial of protection for many individuals with impairments such
as cancer, diabetes, and epilepsy” (U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission,
n.d.). Thus, Congress revised the directives related to interpreting disabilities. The
Amendments, which were officially passed in 2008 and became active in 2009, gave
additional considerations to the impact that a disability might have on a person’s life, in
terms of limiting major activities: “The Amendments clarified that major life activities
include, but are not limited to: caring for oneself, performing manual tasks, seeing,
hearing, eating, sleeping, walking, standing, lifting, bending, speaking, breathing,
learning, reading, concentrating, thinking, communicating and working” (Rothstein,
2015, p. 237). This shift in defining the terms used in the policies has resulted in
institutions focusing less on determining whether or not an individual has a disability, and
more on how the institution will provide accommodations: “The goal is not to diagnose

whether an individual has a given impairment, but rather to determine whether the
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individual's diagnostician has adequately documented his or her diagnosis and whether
the documentation demonstrates a need for accommodations” (Lindstrom, 2007, p. 230).
The shift in focus from defining disability to assigning accommodations is of critical
importance to Section 504 and ADA policies, as part of their purpose is to “provide
students with disabilities with ‘reasonable accommodations’ to their education” (Weis et
al., 2015, p. 485), which has helped to increase the number of students served in
institutional settings (Rothstein, 2015).
Dear Colleague Letters and Other Federal Guidance
Since ADA was passed in 1990, there have been a variety of Dear Colleague
letters released related to ADA, but only a few have been specifically focused on ADA
and postsecondary education. First, it is important to understand who is responsible for
implementation and compliance oversight, when it comes to disability legislation, as this
ultimately determines which federal departments or offices will release guidance or
letters about postsecondary disability issues and offer policy guidance:
The Departments of Justice and Education share responsibility for protecting the
rights of college and university students with disabilities. The Department of
Justice is responsible for enforcement and implementation of title III of the ADA,
which covers private colleges and universities, and the Department of Justice and
Education both have enforcement authority under title II of the ADA, which
covers public universities. In addition, the Department of Education enforces
Section 504 with respect to public and private colleges and universities that
receive federal financial assistance from the Department of Education. (Perez &

Ali, 2010)
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Thus, ADA implementation and compliance at public postsecondary institutions are
handled by both Justice and Education Departments, whereas ADA related matters at
private postsecondary institutions are only handled by the Department of Justice. This
distinction becomes important when addressing ADA matters at one type of institution
(public or private) for more individualized research. However, for matters of federal
discussion and guidance, the departments have worked in collaboration to release
materials for both public and private postsecondary institutions (Perez & Ali, 2010;
Samuels et al., 2013).

One of the first Dear Colleague letters to include directives for postsecondary
institutions was released by the Department of Education’s Office for Civil Rights (OCR)
and the Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative Services (OSERS) in the year
2000. This letter was also sent to primary and secondary institutions and was devoted to
discussing the prevalence of discrimination against SWD in schools. Specifically, the
authors write, “Our purpose in writing is to develop greater awareness of this issue, to
remind interested persons of the legal and educational responsibilities that institutions
have to prevent and appropriately respond to disability harassment, and to suggest
measures that school officials should take to address this very serious problem” (Cantu &
Heumann, 2000). The letter gives specific examples of reported abuse and discrimination
a variety of SWD had faced, including being mocked by professors for attempting to
implement accommodations. The letter goes on to reiterate the legal obligation that all
education institutions have in adhering to ADA and Section 504, as it relates to ensuring
that SWD are treated fairly and not discriminated against. Specific recommendations

include enhanced staff training, wide dissemination of institutional policies, and
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“Regularly assessing and, as appropriate, modifying existing disability harassment
policies and procedures for addressing the issue, to ensure effectiveness” (Cantu &
Heumann, 2000). Because the letter and authors prioritize nondiscrimination, due to the
lasting impact it can have on students, it has little guidance specifically related to ADA
and implementation related to accommodations, though one could glean that any
accommodation effort or process should be nondiscriminatory in nature and lead to fully
incorporated accommodations in a classroom or otherwise appropriate setting.

The next Dear Colleague letter of particular relevance to higher education
specifically was released in 2007, written by Stephanie Monroe who was the Assistant
Secretary for Civil Rights in the Office of Civil Rights (OCR) of the Department of
Education. This letter’s purpose was to highlight the difficult transition that SWD face
when they graduate from secondary education and move into a postsecondary educational
setting. Monroe (2007) reported that there were roughly 2 million SWD reported during
the 2003 to 2004 academic year, which reflected an increase in SWD in postsecondary
settings. She also noted that “some students have reported that they need disability-
related services and accommodations but do not receive them” (p. 1). In an effort to
clarify the role of her office (OCR) as well as the legislation surrounding protection of
and nondiscrimination toward SWD, Monroe breaks down the difference in legislation
between public and private institutions, noting that almost all postsecondary institutions
are beholden to Section 504 and Title II of the ADA. She clarifies that the private
institutions not receiving any federal funding are not covered by Section 504 or Title II,
but instead Title IIT of the ADA. She then goes on to discuss how postsecondary

institutions are not obliged to the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) nor
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are they are required to offer a Free Available Public Education (FAPE). The bulk of the
letter is given in bulleted format, where Monroe (2007) offers specific information about
the role of postsecondary institutions as it relates to standards of practice and approaches
to accommodating SWD prior to and after admission. Some examples of this include
student-initiated disability disclosure (which is markedly different from primary and
secondary expectations); non-responsibility of IEP creation on the part of postsecondary
institutions; and establishment of “reasonable procedures” related to accommodation,
specifically in the area of academic adjustment. There is some specific guidance provided
related to how these academic adjustments may be determined:
Institutions of postsecondary education may establish reasonable procedures for
requesting academic adjustments, and students are responsible for knowing these
procedures and following them. Postsecondary institutions may require students
who request academic adjustments to provide documentation of their current
disabilities and the need for academic adjustments. The institutions must inform
students of the documentation they require. Elementary and secondary school
IEPs generally will not be sufficient documentation, due to the different contexts
and requirements of postsecondary education. However, existing assessment
reports and a summary of the student's academic achievement provided in
compliance with /DEA may meet some documentation requirements. (Monroe,
2007, p. 3-4).
To conclude the letter, Monroe (2007) describes that there is pamphlet prepared for SWD
and their parents related to the postsecondary transition, which institutions can download

or order from the OCR. She goes on to note that there is an accompanying Dear Parent
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letter that mirrors the Dear Colleague letter, in terms of providing specific discussion
about disability legislation and how students should prepare for transitioning, based on
difference between secondary and postsecondary institutions and their associated
accommodation practices.

Another Dear Colleague letter came out about a year later in 2008, again written
by Stephanie Monroe. This letter, also not overly focused on accommodations
specifically, was written in order to commemorate and celebrate the 18™ anniversary of
the passage of ADA. The letter discusses the importance of the ADA as it pertains to all
impacted educational institutions but does go on to include a more in-depth discussion
related to postsecondary education. Monroe (2008) repeats statistics from the 2007 Dear
Colleague letter about SWD presence and increase in postsecondary education. She
discusses how several postsecondary institutions “leveled the playing field” by
incorporating a variety of changes meant to make learning and content more accessible to
all students. Some “have gone beyond the minimum steps required by the law and formed
consortia to achieve economies of scale in implementing accommodations such as in the
production of alternate media” (Monroe, 2008, p. 2), which she argues can help students
without disabilities as well.

She then goes on to mention that there are new challenges for SWD in
postsecondary education, particularly for student veterans of Operations Iraqi Freedom
and Enduring Freedom, otherwise termed Wounded Warriors. These veterans have
substantially different disabilities than other SWD, “including PTSD, traumatic brain
injury, late acquired blindness or deafness, significantly disfiguring bums, and multiple

amputations, among others” (Monroe, 2008, p. 3). This means that previously used
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approaches to disability management and accommodation in postsecondary settings may
not be adequate and may need to be reconsidered or revamped for maximal effectiveness.
Monroe (2008) then discusses the Wounded Warrior Initiative, developed to assist
veterans with any questions they have related to postsecondary accommodations; she
claims the Initiative is also meant to assist postsecondary institutions in developing
approaches to enacting necessary disability accommodations for affected veterans. She
laments how disability discrimination is ever-present, with OCR receiving increasing
number of filed complaints each year. On a hopeful ending note, Monroe firmly states her
dedication to nondiscrimination by way of ensuring enforcement of ADA and other
disability legislation.

In 2010, another Dear Colleague letter was released; this letter was written jointly
by Thomas E. Perez who was the Assistant Attorney General of the Civil Rights Division
of the U.S. Department of Justice and Russlynn Ali who was the Assistant Secretary for
Civil Rights of the US Department of Education. The purpose of the letter was to inform
College and University Presidents that certain the Kindle X e-reader being used at
various postsecondary institutions were actually deemed inaccessible to SWD. This
meant the e-readers were inappropriate for postsecondary institutions to require students
to purchase and use, and that they were also in conflict with Section 504 of the
Rehabilitation Act and the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990. Because, as Perez
and Ali (2010) state, both of these federal policies prohibit discrimination against
students with disabilities at the postsecondary level, specific institutions using these e-
readers were found to be noncompliant with federal disability legislation. The authors of

the letter present a general discussion of the issue, specifically as related to emerging
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technological innovation as it impacts higher education and how learning material is
distributed to students. They reiterate the specific requirements of both ADA and Section,
and also remind Presidents that the Departments of Justice and Education will hold
institutions accountable when it comes to discrimination against SWD. This letter is
unique in comparison to other Dear Colleague letters, because this letter is addressed
directly to College and University Presidents rather than just to a general postsecondary
administrative audience or other policy actors.

Another Dear Colleague letter emerged in 2013 from the Department of Justice,
the Department of Health and Human Services, and the Department of Education. This
letter was addressed to another specific postsecondary audience, “Schools of Medicine,
Schools of Dentistry, Schools of Nursing, and other Health-Related Schools,” and was
intended to address the issue of admitting and accommodating students with Hepatitis B
who were enrolled in associated clinical programs. The three departments found that
there were increasing numbers of disability complaints, citing ADA, related to students
with Hepatitis B being discriminated against and banned from engaging in clinical labs or
other program work. The departments found that students with Hepatitis B should be
allowed to participate in coursework, so long as the live procedures were noninvasive and
not exposure prone (which they claimed most student procedures were). In terms of best
practices, the departments wrote that while medical and dental programs should use their
best judgment and prioritize safety, they should permit students with Hepatitis B to study
and avoid discouraging such courses of study.

Overall, the federal guidance on ADA implementation as seen in various Dear

Colleague letters is scarce, with a majority of correspondence reiterating the significance
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of nondiscrimination and accommodation in general ways. Monroe’s 2007 and 2008
letters related to transitioning and the Wounded Warrior Initiative offer the most
guidance on specific accommodation consideration, development, and implementation.
Decision-making Processes

There are a variety of approaches to making decisions, which can be problematic
when it comes to identifying how individuals actually make their own decisions in the
real world, rather than considering how they make decisions in a theoretical vacuum. For
this portion of the framework, it is imperative to consider that there are different factors
that can inform decision-making at the postsecondary level, specifically within an ODS
unit. Tierney (2011) argues that the culture of any institution of higher education most
certainly impacts the how, what, and why of decision-making, whereas Bess and Dee
(2008) focus on how the group versus individual dynamics alters what decisions are
made in institutions of higher education. Ultimately, though, it is a combination of these
two factors that impact how administrators in higher education make decisions since they
have individual power and autonomy as leaders of their units, but they must also work
with subordinate team members to help make and implement decisions. Sometimes their
approaches to decision-making may not be well researched or informed, least of all
theoretically based; sometimes, approaches can be impacted by forces beyond their
control. All of which can lead to problems with policy and process implementation and
decrease productivity of the unit.

When considering approaches to decision-making by ODS units, there will
always be an intersection of individual decision-making at various levels, which in turn

can be considered part of or lead to group decision-making, though likely not
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organizational decision-making. Individual decision-making in the ODS unit happens
with the director of the unit as an individual, but also with the “street-level bureaucrat” of
the unit, such as a disability advisor or case manager, as individuals ‘on the ground.’
Street level bureaucrats are responsible for implementing actions based on decisions
made by policymakers and mid-level education personnel; they “interact directly with
citizens in the course of their jobs and have substantial discretion in the execution of their
work” (Weatherley & Lipsky, 1977, p. 171). It is important to note that any specific
decision made may differ based on the role of the person. For instance, the street-level
bureaucrat is unlikely to be responsible for developing or disseminating major changes to
the processes of the ODS unit, but is likely to be responsible for implementing a changed
process when working with SWD one-on-one, which still requires their ability to
understand and steer specific situations, such as engaging in the accommodations process
with a student. The director of the unit is more likely to be responsible for making
decisions related to the policies and processes of the unit, as well as the unit’s
organization, staffing, and training. However, the street-level bureaucrat typically
provides important input that can impact those decisions (Weatherley & Lipsky, 1977).
Because this study is concerned with policy implementation, the focus here will
be on decision-making more broadly, as it relates to how the director of the unit
approaches making decisions that impact the unit’s overall implementation of ADA
policy. Also, decisions in an ODS unit can be impacted by the goals that a director or
other institutional leadership has set for the unit, whether related to maximum policy
implementation or disability awareness and advocacy on campus (Meier-Popa & Rusu,

2015). Table 3 offers an overview of the main models and approaches that inform this
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study’s understanding of decision-making, and that are subsequently discussed in their

own sections.

Table 3

Approaches to and Models of Decision-making

Author Model/Approach/Concept

Key Steps or Points

Chaffee (1983) Rational Model

Cohen, March, and Garbage Can Model
Olsen (1972)

McLaughlin and Organizational Model
McLaughlin (1989

“Decided by reasoned
problem solving”; based on
values, alternatives, and
premises; linear model,
model includes: choice;
implementation; result; and
feedback. Commonly
combined with political
decision-making in
institutions of higher
education. Group
engagement recommended.

Garbage can represents need
to make decision; not
normative or linear;
competing factors
(problems, solutions,
participants, choice
opportunities) impact a final
decision made. Individual
and/or group engagement.

Decisions are made at 3
levels: strategic (large
scale); managerial (mid-
level); operational (street-
level
bureaucrat/implementer).
Specific model incudes:
selection; capture;
manipulate; delivery; and
influence. Hierarchical basis
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involving both groups and

individuals.
Samuelson and Status Quo Bias in Rational ~ As the amount of choices
Zeckhauser (1988) Model increase, so does the

likelihood that decision-
makers will choose the
status quo. Fear of the
unknown can impede a
rational approach, especially
if economically driven
decision needs to be made.
Individual and/or group
engagement.

Group versus Individual Decision-Making

Bess and Dee (2012) discuss how individual decision-making is much different
than organizational decision-making, and that in order for a person to make decisions,
they must have enough agency to do so. Bess and Dee (2012) discuss three modes of
individual decision-making. Calculation-based decision-making is when the individual
making the decision considers the different outcomes options, and assigns value to each,
selecting the purported best as based on value. Recognition-based decision-making
involves considering how rules, the specific case at hand, or role of the decision-maker
impact the possible options to making a final decision. Affect-based decision-making
recognizes that many individuals make decisions based on initial, illogical, or impractical
emotions as response to the decision-making situation. Interestingly, Brehmer (1999)
suggests that despite research into decision-making, there actually remains little insight
into how individuals actually engage in the process. Bess and Dee go on to provide some
elaboration on the following models: the garbage can process; decisions as roleplaying;

decision as personality manifestations; decision and information utilization; and decisions
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as a gamble. They also discuss how many individuals make non-decisions, or decisions
that change nothing when a change has been requested or action is necessary. This is
often considered either a tactical or accidental way the status quo is upheld. Ultimately,
the individual has to contend with a variety of institutional issues that will impact their
decision-making, including analyzing the factors at hand; constraints imposed on
decisions by their role at the organization; personality impact; access to information; and
how the individual personally deals with decisions and uncertainty. This is useful when
considering the different aspects of how individuals in ODS units make decisions,
particularly those in leadership roles, such as the director or assistant director.

As for the actual process of making decisions, Bess and Dee (2012) contend that
most decision-making processes contain these steps (as adapted from Mintzberg et al.,
1976): decision recognition; diagnosis routine; development of solutions;
selection/analysis; screening; evaluation and choice; and authorization. Mintzberg,
Raisinghani, and Theoret (1976) originally posited that the quality of engagement in each
stage would be influential in determining outcomes. Bess and Dee (2012) further
elaborate on how the structure of an organization can impact decisions being made,
which they explain in terms of strategic, tactical, and operational decisions based on the
structured conditions at hand. Thompson and Thuden’s (1959) models of organizational
decision-making are then discussed, including decision by computation; decision by
consensus (either goals or means); decision by compromise; and decision by inspiration.
Group versus individual decision-making processes are considered, as based on Thibaut
and Kelley’s (1986) research, where individuals outperform groups when it comes to

tasks that are complex and do not require creativity; groups perform better when a variety
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of input and experience is needed to make a decision. Bess and Dee (2012) do note,
however, that these theories and perspectives on decision-making are purely based on
internal interaction, and do not account for external factors or actors that have legitimate
influence. Particularly significant is the consideration about using a different approach to
how decision-making processes are structured and carried out in an institutional setting,
and how they may also be used in an ODS unit within a college or university. This leads
to questions of routinization and/or latency when it comes to the accommodations process
in ODS offices, and how the individuals in the office make decisions that impact the
transparency and implementation of that process for students.

Bess and Dee (2012) discuss concepts of latency and routinization in terms of
how quickly or easily decisions can be made. They also introduce ideas about how the
individual or group making the decision must have the authority to do so, and how this is
often problematic in higher education settings. Further, they stress how most decisions
are imbued with or affected by values, as determined by the authority or organization
behind the decision. They move on to discuss how decision-making should not be
conflated with problem solving, since not all decisions deal with solving a problem.
Sometimes decisions have to do with simply articulating or enacting responses, or
carrying out actions that were predetermined. Routinization becomes significant in
helping to simplify the decision-making process, so that an issue does not escalate to a
point of problem solving. Bess and Dee (2012) also discuss how technology can be
harnessed to successfully simplify decision-making processes. Overall, though, the

structures and steps involved in making decisions can vary.
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Discussion. While Bess and Dee’s (2012) discussion of both organizational and
individual decision-making mention various models and specific approaches to decision-
making, the authors do not go into detail about different types of decision-making,
instead providing more of a list and cursory view of potential models for further
investigation. The importance of their chapters and the reason they are included here is
because of their detailed discussion of individualistic versus group style approach to
decision-making. The types of decision-making they mention (that are expanded upon in
this chapter, such as rational, garbage can, etc.) can be engaged by either a group or an
individual. This is significant to the study of the ADA policy implementation in ODS
units, since decision-making as a group (ODS unit staff) is distinct from decision-making
as an individual (ODS director), in terms of goals, effect, and capability. These factors
can impact the latency of or approaches to developing routinization of policy
implementation in an ODS unit. Bess and Dee’s (2012) chapters are especially helpful
regarding the “who” of decision-making at a broad level.

Rational Decision-Making

Chaffee (1983) defines rational decision-making as “A conscious choice made by
a central authority among simultaneously displayed alternatives. The choice must be
based on previously recognized values and on evidence that the alternative will, in fact,
result in the realization of these values” (p. 2). She then posits that rational decision-
making, as a formal process, can be combined with other types of decision-making for
implementation among management, in order to affect positive outcomes in an
organization. She explains the organizational context used for her discussion, in terms of

the “widely known organizational decision models: collegial, bureaucratic, political,
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anarchical, and rational” (p. 15). Of the different models, Chaffee claims that
administrators are reluctant to use the rational model because they find it unrealistic, but
also tend to shy away from following any theories of decision-making at all due to pride
and/or lack of understanding of how the theories might be used. She argues that once
administrators integrate and follow analogous processes based on a specific model, they
are likely to better understand the decisions they make, because they better understand
the process behind the decisions. Relatedly, they can identify steps in the process that
may lead to certain outcomes or nuances of the decision, which can then be altered if
additional changes are needed. She then mentions a serious issue that is prevalent in the
university setting: the decision-making process may be rational but the context or
environment in which the decision is made is actually political. This can impede an
administrator’s ability to enact the decision, even if the process behind it is followed.

To address this, Chaffee (1983) notes that decision-making processes should not
be made in a vacuum or by one person, since a variety of organizational stakeholders are
impacted by and take part in enacting the decision. She then goes on to address how
different decision-making models are similar: they “involve choice, process, and change”
(Chaffee, 1983, p. 17). Colleges and the administrators who operate and run them have to
choose to make a decision to attempt change; they must devolve a plan to enact the
change; and finally, the change occurs. Further, even though the impetus for the decision-
making process to be engaged may not be controllable, the decision itself to make a
change certainly is, regardless of the specific model. Chaffee then characterizes the main
three underlying motivators for change, which are values, alternative courses to consider,

and premises that underscore the alternative choices involved. After choices are made
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and the process is initiated, the change is evaluated based on the outcomes or results. The
process itself may then be concluded or could go through another iteration if outcomes
are undesirable. She then discusses the specific values, alternatives, and premises that are
commonly associated with the rational decision-making process.

For values, there are two main considerations. First, it is unclear if a specific list
of values can be made among a group in order to inform the decisions in the process of
being made. Second, there are questions as to whether values are considered prior to the
decision being made, or if the values are only developed after the decision is made and
seen to either be effective or ineffective. A priori values are typically associated
preconceived notions or goal targets on the part of administrators or decision-makers.
Chaffee goes on to state that the alternatives for change in a rational model are a “means
to an end,” based on underlying values. The premise for change then becomes based on
the attempt to achieve the desired outcome, and in this model, the choice to make a
change is always deliberate. When the choice is made, the participants making the choice
or decision are typically aware of possible outcomes, which inform their action. Chaffee
states that implementation is direct and clear, and evaluation of the outcomes is used to
inform additional changes needed. However, it is imperative that the individuals
evaluating the outcomes are able to understand, synthesize, and discuss the results.
Chaffee ends her discussion of the rational decision-making model by stating how
unifying it can be for organizations, where other models may be more isolating.

Discussion. Chaffee’s content is significant in providing specific details about
rational decision-making and clarification about how higher education administrators

actually mistakenly identify their approaches to decision-making as rational when, in
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fact, they are either not rational at all or include both a combination of rational and other
types of decision-making, such as political. Rational decision-making is much more than
engaging in critical thinking and problem solving to determine approaches to dealing
with an issue. Rational-decision making focuses on attempting to understand a problem
fully before engaging in problem solving to create solutions, which is what makes it
difficult to employ in higher education settings, since there are many instances when a
problem cannot be understood fully by the individual or group responsible for making
decisions. Additionally, Chaffee points out how specific conditions should be present in
an organization during this process, and she says this includes having congruent values.
Again, this is not always possible in a higher education setting, where values may differ
from person to person or unit to unit and are often politically motivated or oriented.
Chaffee’s discussion about how rational decision-making should be made by more than
one individual relates to comments that Bess and Dee make about group decision-
making, in that group decision-making can be more informed due to a collection of
voices being represented; this can be unifying for a unit or organization.

However, it seems unrealistic that a group may always reach consensus and that
such a result will necessarily impact a decision being made. The group may provide
discussion but often there is one key individual who has the ability to dictate what will
ultimately be done. After such a decision is made, a group of individuals will be brought
back into the fold for implementation. In this way, a rational decision-making approach
seems better oriented toward informing the decision-making process, in terms of allowing
many individuals to collaborate on solutions to problems, and later implementing the

decision through processes and action, rather than actually making a singular
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determination about what methods or pathways forward should ultimately be chosen as a
pathway forward. The group brainstorms and later implements, but does not actually
decide.

Related to this study regarding ODS units and ADA policy implementation, the
rational decision-making approach may come into play in the planning of unit processes,
where a group of unit members engage in problem solving to develop ideas for
implementation likely showing uniformity in values related to ensuring
nondiscrimination against SWD through the accommodations process. However, intra-
unit politics may diminish rational decision-making as the director of the ODS unit may
overrule subordinate team members and their ideas for policy implementation, or the
director and unit may be constrained by misaligned goals or values, either within the unit,
with other offices, or with the organization overall.

Garbage Can Theory of Decision-Making

Cohen, March, and Olsen (1972) present the theory of the garbage can model of
decision-making, which considers an organization “as a collection of choices looking for
problems, issues and feelings looking for decision situations in which they might be
aired, solutions looking for issues to which they might be the answer, and decision
makers looking for work” (p. 1). Organizations are considered to be organized anarchies,
and these trend toward problematic preferences, unclear technology, and fluid
participation. In such an organization, the inability to set baseline standards or
expectations for preferences, which should reflect the goals and mission of the
organization, leads to inconsistency and, overall, to chaos. The members of the

organization often fail to understand motivation for processes or decisions, even though
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they may continue to occur. Much of the discovery of information is based on trial-and-
error, or pure happenstance, rather than a concentrated planning initiative. Because the
organization lacks structure and protocol, different individuals contribute different
amounts of time, energy, etc. to the organization, which leads to real or perceived power
imbalances, but more importantly, ineffective collaboration and progress as a unit. While
the Cohen, March, and Olsen (1972) discuss how organized anarchy can be found (at
least somewhat) in any organization, they mention the high prevalence of the model in
the education industry. They suggest that there are specific ways that an organized
anarchy can become more efficient, and put forth their purpose in writing the article,
which is to consider existing theories and potential modifications related to the study of
behavioral theories of organized anarchies and how to better affect decision-making
processes within them. They suggest that organizations and the processes individuals
within them enact or adhere to are necessary and important vehicles for decisions to be
made.

Essentially, an organization has a variety of choices to make; thus, the ability to
make a choice becomes the garbage can into which problems and solutions are dumped
(Cohen et al., 1972). The specific garbage can is selected base on availability of time,
personnel, etc., and choices of the solution to the problem are based in large part on the
amount of energy expended in the garbage dumping situation, as well as the review
situation of cans to focus on and how to go about resolving their existence. It is important
to note that the authors suggest that organizational choice is separated into streams
(problems, solutions, and participants), which are not considered in any particular order

or relation to each other, but all lead into choice opportunities, which impact the ultimate
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decision that will be made. Three outcome pathways are presented, including resolution,
oversight, and flight, in which a solution is made at the necessary time, or it is made
before or after the necessary time, each of which has negative implications for the
organization and individuals involved. The authors discuss higher education specifically,
in terms of the model and the topic of adversity, for which the model is said to help with
anticipating energy expenditure based on the different streams that exist within a certain
college or university.

Discussion. Standing in contrast to rational decision-making, Cohen, March, and
Olsen’s (1972) garbage can model of decision-making does not consider a problem fully
or attempt to engage in thorough problem solving in order to propose and enact a
solution. It is more extemporaneous, based on a current situation that an organization is
dealing with, as well as available resources and personnel. Specifically, this type of
decision-making becomes common when a lack of resources, personnel, or leadership
exists, which necessitates hurried or tunnel-visioned approaches in attempts to make
decisions that will hopefully solve the problem at hand. Ultimately Cohen, March, and
Olsen suggest that many decisions are made in more happenstance ways based on
momentary whims and resources, rather than by measured planning and purpose. Or, they
suggest, sometimes the best solution to a decision is not known or is not achievable. In
some cases, engaging in this model of decision-making seems more realistic than the
rational approach, only because it is probable that there are specific instances when
unplanned situations and problems arise and there is no model or prescribed process to

move forward. Not everything can be planned or foreseen.
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In such moments, an ODS unit, for example, enters into a phase of organized
anarchy where the best and strongest decision needs to be made in that very moment. It is
not a well-thought or researched position and is also not (usually) politically motivated,
instead, it becomes enacted out of pure necessity. In these instances, the decision made
could develop out of a group effort or it may come from a specific individual, but unlike
Chaffee’s rational model or the associated problems Bess and Dee discuss of the group
versus individual decision, such a distinction actually is less important than enacting the
decision to avoid stagnancy in Cohen, March, and Olsen’s model. This is a useful model
to consider when reviewing ODS decision-making, particularly related to the staffing of
the unit as it corresponds to the resources available at the institution as well as how many
SWD are served by the unit. If the unit is understaffed or not provided resources to
accommodate SWD in a manner that allows for planning and appropriate ratios of staff to
students, then the unit may become overwhelmed with necessary decision-making,
leading to an implementation of the garbage can model.

Organizational Decision-Making

McLaughlin and McLaughlin (1989) call attention to the variety of barriers that
can impede the use and understanding of information in an organizational setting.
Organization members need to pay special attention to these barriers, in order to
overcome them, but also so they can obtain and synthesize information in effective ways
for the purposes of disseminating it. The authors offer a framework for understanding
management information systems, developed by Scott and Gorry (1971), which was
based on earlier work by Anthony (1965). This framework identifies managerial activity

as being comprised of strategic planning, managerial control, and operational control.
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McLaughlin and McLaughlin harness this framework to organize their article into
managerial activities, and then build on that by adding information support discussion.
Regarding the managerial activity, there are three levels of information use that the
authors present: strategic (large scale institutional missions and goals); managerial (mid-
level issues often related to budgets and expenditures of departments or schools), and
operational (more micro-level operations dealing with short-term choices based on
managerial decisions).

In order for information to be effectively engaged in the lower level, it must be
developed and clarified from the top down. McLaughlin and McLaughlin suggest this can
become complicated in a university setting, when there are various streams of
information, multiple decision-makers, and competition over power. They then transition
to the information support activities section of their article, which they suggest depends
on understanding of all information management processes of an organization or
institution. Because it is easy to take data and information out of context, careful use and
treatment of any data is critical, so that the information and decisions derived from it will
not be corrupted or misrepresentative of reality.

In order to guarantee data are used effectively, McLaughlin and McLaughlin
suggest five specific activities to engage in: selection; capture; manipulate; delivery; and
influence. Each of these different engagement activities contributes to the development of
information, as well as its responsible and effective dissemination and use. Each of the
five activities have their own distinct set of barriers. First, when it comes to selection of
information to be engaged, there can be barriers of shifting goals, communication gaps,

and inadequate measures. For selection, barriers can include governance and policies;
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interdepartmental competition; and technology and standards. For manipulation, barriers
can include inappropriate frame of reference; mismatch between user needs and analyst
perception; and lack of technical skills and resources. For delivery, barriers can include
structural rejection; technology apprehension; and inappropriate timing. For influence,
barriers can include conflicting purposes; unethical uses; and powerlessness. Ultimately,
the different barriers can obscure data at different points in the development, collection,
use, analysis, or dissemination process, when it relates to data or information at hand. In
order to overcome these barriers, the authors suggest that each level of managerial
activity be accountable for ensuring validity and appropriate engagement. For instance,
with the strategic managerial level, authors suggest developing the best people from the
top down, in order to set a high standard for information use. For the managerial level,
the authors suggest always keeping the objectives of the information in mind, which will
help to preserve the dignity of outlined processes and can ensure uncorrupted data. Last,
for the operational level, the authors suggest balancing user services and developing
walkways, in order for individuals to set boundaries related to their use of information
and collaboration with others.

Discussion. McLaughlin and McLaughlin’s model of decision-making is unique
from others mentioned, in that it considers the decisions being made as they relate to the
entire organization in a hierarchical manner with management positions and their
associated power. This approach takes a broader view where the power structures that
exist outside of an individual unit or office ultimately impact the information that the unit
or office receives, thus further impacting how the unit makes decisions for those inside

the office and the processes that they must enact. For example, take an ODS unit that is
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housed in Student Affairs, which may have different managerial levels that impact the
granular work that is enacted by the ODS unit staff members. This might include the Vice
President for Student Affairs, a Dean of Students, and then the ODS Director. Even more
broadly, the President, Board, or other Cabinet level university administrators may be
engaged in making decision-making based on high profile information they receive,
which is later trickled down to the individual office or unit director. This is typical of
higher education, where political motives and involvement often lead to information
being withheld while simultaneously forcing uninformed lower level individuals to act
without having information to make the most informed decisions possible. Or the
information that does trickle down may be obscured or manipulated along the way. Of
course, the resulting decision that is made may result in effective and positive outcomes.

However, as McLaughlin and McLaughlin discuss, a stronger approach is to
provide more people with more information, which will result in better and more
informed decision-making. In this study, perceptions of organizational influence from
outside of the unit as it relates to or impacts decision-making in the unit may be
uncovered during interviews with ODS directors. This may reveal what kinds of
information are shared more readily than others.
Status Quo Biases in Decision-Making Processes

Samuelson and Zeckhauser (1988) discuss the concept of rational decision-
making as it relates to uncertainty and risk on the part of the decision-maker. Because a
decision-maker’s preferences are often uncertain, the decision made may have more to do
with the expected outcome, which has been considered and weighed against other

possible outcomes for favorability. There are a variety of labels that can be assigned to
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potential decisions, which may impact the decision-maker’s choice, such as the status
quo. Certain factors can influence the decision-maker to select the status quo option, such
as preference for current situations over risking the new; fear of the unknown; and other
specific worries about policy, finances, etc.

Thus, the authors question whether framing an alternative option in a decision-
making scenario will impact the decision-maker’s choice, which serves as the research
question for their reported study. They describe a study in which they distributed a survey
consisting of a variety of decision-making problems, in which certain options were either
framed neutrally or in relation to a status quo. For each part, the authors controlled for
individual preferences, but the outcomes all showed a marked preference for the status
quo choice being made. The authors determined that the status quo framing was
statistically significant in informing the choices made. Interestingly, the authors note that
the more choices given, the higher the preference for the status quo, which confirms the
notion that individuals’ fear of unknown outcomes may stagnate progress or new
direction. The authors suggest that status quo biases tend to fall into three different
categories: “the effect may be seen as the consequence of (1) rational decision-making in
the presence of transition costs and/or uncertainty; (2) cognitive misperceptions; and (3)
psychological commitment stemming from misperceived sunk costs, regret avoidance, or
a drive for consistency” (p. 33). While the authors indicate that this particular of status
quo bias is widespread among economic practices and in the business world, they suggest
it is unclear if similar biases are seen in higher education settings.

Discussion. In opposition to McLaughlin and McLaughlin’s organizational

approach, the status quo decision-making approach that Samuelson and Zeckhauser offer
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is very granular, where the focus is on the actual decision being made itself. It is, perhaps,
unsurprising to read Samuelson and Zeckhauser’s study results that individuals prefer
making a decision that they have either already made or making a decision that supports
activity or processes that they are familiar with. Some of the other reasons for status quo
decisions, specifically the sunken costs, seem highly relevant and probable in higher
education, where administrators have budget and resource limitations, as well as limited
time to develop anything truly new or innovative. Samuelson and Zeckhauser imply that
individuals or groups may find ease and take comfort in continuing with past processes
and approaches, in order to save time, money, and energy. However, this may not be the
most effective approach, since continuing to make the same decisions over time does not
consider how situational context, laws/policies, political positions, or social outlooks
have changed or continue to change.

For instance, with ODS units and their ADA implementation, it is likely that any
status quo decision-making changed with the passage of the 2008 ADA Amendments,
since the definition and understanding of “disability” was expanded. This made the
policy more inclusive, which necessitated new approaches from ODS units in order to
ensure implementation would include more SWD, based on that expanded definition. For
this study, the status quo decision-making approach may be seen if an ODS director
inherited the ADA implementation process from their predecessor or if they were
otherwise not involved in the development of processes. Similarly, it could be the case
that ODS units avoid revising and refining their approaches to ADA implementation due
to status quo preference related to past processes, either out of necessity or fear.

Decision-Making in Higher Education Settings
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Tierney (2011) discusses how organizational culture is comprised of many
interconnected and moving parts, and that in some ways, organizational culture mirrors a
culture of a particular group. In this way, he argues that culture has a significant impact
on how individuals interpret the events around them, based on their individual and
collective experiences. In order to better engage with an organization’s culture and
contribute to its maintenance and progression through decision-making processes,
individuals need to first understand the organization itself in a clear and rational way.
Individuals note that organizational uniqueness exists, since this can be clearly observed
when shifting from one organization to another. Tierney also argues that thinking about
an organization in terms of being a specific culture can allow for connections to be made
among seemingly disconnected elements that exist within that organization. Tierney
insight to specific focuses on interpretivism versus realism, communication, and shared
governance of institutional culture within a higher education context with the purpose of
illuminating different ways in which higher education can be better understood or
interpreted, in order for those working within it to be able to make better decisions.

Tierney (2011) discusses an objective versus a constructed (“enacted”) reality in
an organizational and higher education context. Tierney argues for the constructed reality
of organizational culture in higher education, suggesting that not everything can be
considered finite, because all issues are not always apparent, and thus cannot be
considered real until they are acknowledged and addressed. He posits that it is not
necessarily the role of the higher education institution to adapt in an ecologically
determinate manner to outside circumstances or stressors, but that socially constructed

interpretation of university culture necessitates introspection on the part of administrators
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to collect, interpret, and act on a variety of perspectives based on unique individual and
collective experiences. Related to the decision-making processes, these actions by
administrators can better inform their institutional culture and decisions, because nothing
is considered fixed, which is helpful in an ever-changing industry. This becomes a
reoccurring theme throughout Tierney’s text, as he suggests that this cultural
understanding does not occur only at one level. Instead, higher education administrators
need to understand organizational cultures at the department, institutional, state, and
federal levels, in order to make informed decisions. Further, it is important to note that a
variety of options or decisions are likely to exist, but it depends on the cultural context as
to how an administrator can move forward with one decision in particular. Crucial to this
process of cultural understanding of any higher education institution, Tierney argues, is
its institutional mission; without this, the organization as a culture lacks definition or
substance. He also suggests that within any organization, there will not only be an
established mainstream culture, but also subcultures, anti-culture, and disciplinary
cultures.

Throughout his discussion, Tierney (2011) addresses very specific examples
about public/state versus private higher education institutions, as well as minority serving
institutions, as they present unique cultural organizations. However, there is overall not
much more given about the topic of decision-making, other than a repeated directive to
consider an organization’s culture when making decisions that will impact stakeholders.
However, later in his text, Tierney delves into the issue of shared governance among
faculty and other institutional stakeholders, specifically regarding how weak

communication leads to poor decision-making processes or efforts. He suggests that the
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“culture of the organization determines communication, and that communication helps
constitute governance” (p. 120). He also notes that because faculty and/or academic
senates vary so greatly across institutions, there is not a one-size-fits-all model to
addressing how this entity communicates with the administration or how they all
collaborate to make decisions. Thus, again, the organizational culture is significant in
understanding the governing bodies, and how it can function in its culture and context. It
is also important to consider how decisions are made not only through channels in the
formal meetings of the academic senate or by the board, but also in more informal
situations, such as faculty or staff conversations or written correspondence. In these
various settings, situated meaning can differ greatly, since specific linguistic use is
impacted by context and experiences of those speaking or communicating. Tierney also
describes the importance of symbolic events and communication, which helps to
reinforce ideals of shared governance. In order to improve decision-making processes,
Tierney argues that communication efforts and practices need to be improved first. To do
this, he recommends focusing on communicate pathways between different stakeholders
and accepting the potency of speech and literacy events, in which cultural meaning could
be better understood and integrated into future decisions for the institution.

Discussion. Tierney’s approach to decision-making is less about providing a
specific model as it is about discussing how decision-making is distinct and unique in
higher education, as compared to other industries or fields. There are two major points of
significance in Tierney’s discussion and approach. First, his point that organizational
culture mirrors a culture of a particular group means that a culture itself can impact how

organizations are structured and run, which means that culture can impact how decisions

73



are made in order to enact that structure and operation. Here, of course, Tierney is
referring to higher education broadly, but this argument about higher education decision-
making, as an approach, can be applied to smaller units within the higher education
context, such as an ODS unit. It becomes clear, then, that the culture of an ODS unit
mirrors the culture of those who make it up, including the director, staff members, and
SWD. Because the priority of the ODS unit is to serve SWD, ensure nondiscrimination,
and accommodate them based on Section 504 and ADA legislation, the culture of the
office reflects this. This culture then becomes internalized, and the decisions made in the
office are developed and implemented based on maintaining this culture and associated
standards and actions.

Second, Tierney’s point about constructed reality, in terms of nothing in higher
education being finite, is important, particularly as it relates to policy changes over time,
but also because society, public perception, funding, medical discoveries, and so many
other areas in life are constantly changing. This means that higher education needs to be
adaptable to these changes, and if it is not, then there are likely going to be serious
repercussions, either related to actionable policy items and litigation, lack of funding, or
public perception.

With Tierney’s higher education approach, there is evidence that other models
discussed can be brought together in a larger institutional context. Some institutional
members may have more autonomy, time, resources, and energy than others, which could
lead them to engaging in Chaffee’s rational decision-making approach. The converse is
also possible: if certain institutional members lack necessary resources or staff, then they

may have to make decisions in a more haphazard or strained way, which would reflect
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Cohen, March, and Olsen’s garbage can model. Or fear of the unknown, as Samuelson
and Zeckhauser discuss, can lead to administrators continuing to engage in status-quo
decision-making and associated action, even when such a choice is not in anyone’s best
interest. Whether decisions are made by an individual or are the result of a group effort
both reflects the situation of the organization or unit making the decision, but also has the
ability to impact effective outcomes, as Bess and Dee and McLaughlin and McLaughlin
discuss. Ultimately, though, all of these approaches and models are based on the culture
of the organization, and in higher education, this can be the individual college or
university, or it can be a more specific department or unit.

For the purposes of this study, the specific ODS unit under review will likely be
unique and have its own culture, which will be different from an ODS unit at a different
institution. This cultural view can help researchers to understand why certain decisions
are made in a particular ODS unit over another. Or ODS unit culture may be
overwhelmingly similar, because of the shared focus on accommodating SWD and
implementing disability policy. Further, elaboration by the ODS director may explain
how the ODS unit maintains flexibility in the face of societal, political, economic, and
other changes.

Implementation

The final aspect of the conceptual framework in this study is policy
implementation, which is a significant step in any policy process but is also a critical
aspect of policy analysis. While policy implementation is an acknowledged aspect of
daily life, as well as an important component of policy development and analysis,

scholars are in agreement that there are not any grand theories of policy implementation
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(Hill & Hupe, 2014; Khan, 2016). This is because policy implementation, as a studied
and researched field and method, is still relatively new. Further it is difficult to assign
broad, large-scale theories to policy implementation, because each instance of policy
implementation is dependent on situational factors, such as politics, economics,
behavioral, and others, as well as time and space; any or all of these factors can impact
how policy implementation occurs, either solely or in tandem (Khan, 2016). That said,
there are a handful of widely known policy implementation models and associated
approaches. Perhaps two of the most commonly known approaches to policy
implementation are top-down and bottom-up approaches (O’Toole, 2004). More recently,
researchers consider how a combination of the two approaches may be more productive.
However, it is important to consider each on its own, before considering the combined
approach as well as other models or methods.

A top-down approach sees “implementation as concern[ed] with the degree to
which actions of implementing officials and target groups coincide with the goals
embodied in an authoritative decision” (Matland, 1995, p. 146). Here, the authoritative
decision is what begins the implementation process, often dictated by “statute, executive
orders, or court decision” (Matland, 1995, p. 146), and from that point on, other actors
are responsible for implementing the policy at lower levels. The actual approach varies,
though some considerations include: “Make policy goals clear and consistent; minimize
the number of actors; limit the extent of change necessary; and place implementation
responsibility in an agency sympathetic with the policy's goals” (Matland, 1995, p. 147).
Maznamin and Sabatier (1989) provided, perhaps, the most well-known top-down model,

that includes 16 variables of implementation in the following three categories: “1.
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tractability of the problem; 2. ability of the statute to structure implementation; and 3.
nonstatutory variables affecting implementation.” A top-down approach is typically
associated with a desire to achieve generalizability, which necessitates continuous policy
review and analysis. In many instances, this approach allows for more informed policy
development actors to dictate to less informed policy implementation actors. However,
there are a variety of criticisms related to this approach.

First, a main critique is that the top-model places too much significance on the
actual policy language in the statute, law, or order (Matland, 1995). This often means that
the policy materials that informed the statute or order go unnoticed, which can lead to
weakness in policy implementation due to a lack of full contextual and background
knowledge. Second, this approach can lead to oversight of political implications, due to
many policy actors seeing their work as purely administrative (Matland, 1995). It is
impractical to believe that a policy and its implementation can be kept away from politics
altogether, because politics are part of organizational culture where policy is
implemented. Another issue with this approach is that it minimizes the local policy
actors, or street-level bureaucrats. This is because it considers these lower level actors to
be problematic to implementation due to their non-involvement from policy development
in writing and disseminating the statute or law itself (Matland, 1995). Finally, “lack of
parsimony” is one of the most commonly cited issues with this approach, due to
disconnect between a larger visionary approach or order, as it relates to available
resources at lower levels. Despite criticism of this approach, top-down methods can lead
to a quicker policy implementation or policy change, due to the fact that policy

implementors or high-level political actors are involved with statute or law development.
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Unfortunately, from a more practical perspective, this means that “the ideology and
political beliefs underlying the development of public policy might not be shared among
those who are responsible for implementation” (Goldrick-Rab & Shaw, 2011, p. 77)

A bottom-up approach, on the other hand, focuses on street-level policy issues, or
issues that exist at the lowest level of implementation. Policy actors at this stage are
usually far-removed from the policy developers, whom they tend to consider out-of-touch
with the policy as it exists ‘on the ground.’ It is important to remember that policy
implementation occurs at both the macro- and microlevels, where the macrolevel policy
actors develop policy for implementation and microlevel policy actors are responsible for
putting these policy words into motion. Because not every setting or context for policy
implementation is identical, street-level policy actors implement a policy based on factors
unique to their setting, finances, or other associated factors. Because of this, “if local
level implementers are not given the freedom to adapt the program to local conditions, it
is likely to fail” (Matland, 1995, p. 148). Hjern’s (1982) bottom-up model is often cited
as one of the most comprehensive when it comes to identifying specific steps or actions
to take:

Hjern's strategy is to study a policy problem, asking microlevel actors about their

goals, activities, problems, and contacts. This technique enables Hjern to map a

network that identifies the relevant implementation structure for a specific policy

at the local, regional, and national levels, and allows him to evaluate the
significance of government programs vis-a-vis other influences such as markets.

(Matland, 1995, p. 149)
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This also allows for strategic development with policy actors, related to foreshadowing
unintended outcomes, which can then be addressed and prevented before they occur.
Centralized actions, therefore, become less significant than the work of policy actors on
the bottom, or street-level, of implementation.

Criticism of this approach is based on issues of accountability and autonomy.
Street-level policy actors are not accountable to the masses, in the way that elected
representatives who devise, write, and vote on policy items are; the differentiation in
responsibility to a constituency can impact how policy implementation is handled
(Matland, 1995). Second, policy actors at the street or bottom level are sometimes viewed
as having too much autonomy when it comes to devising ways to implement a policy,
which can impact policy effectiveness or implementation success. Overall, bottom-up
approaches to policy implementation represent a way that street-level policy actors can
impact larger policy decisions, either by highlighting unique issues on the ground or by
conducting implementation in unique ways according to their specific context and
situation.

Many policy researchers consider the combination of top-down and bottom-up
approaches, or a hybrid approach, to be most effective when it comes to implementation.
Elmore’s work in the 1980s on implementation by way of forward and backward
mapping combines both approaches: “Forward mapping consists of stating precise policy
objectives, elaborating detailed means-ends schemes, and specifying explicit outcome
criteria by which to judge policy at each stage. Backward mapping consists of stating
precisely the behavior to be changed at the lowest level, describing a set of operations

that can ensure the change, and repeating the procedure upwards by steps until the central
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level is reached” (Matland, 1995, p. 151). This approach considers input from both high-
and low-level policy actors’ and can present a double-edged approach in terms of
implementation from both sides of the issue. Sabatier, who was influential in developing
a top-down model, actually shifted toward preferences for a more combined or hybrid
approach, specifically arguing that longitudinal data and study was best for the policy
analysis. However, this has been critiqued due to the notion that implementation may not
be at the forefront of this lengthy study of broad policy over time (Matland, 1995).
Another combinational approach related to communication between policy actors,
developed by Goggin et al. (1990), suggested that implementation can be impacted by:
“inducements and constraints from the top (the federal level), inducements and
constraints from the bottom (state and local levels), and state-specific factors defined as
decisional outcomes and state capacity” (Matland, 1995, p. 152). This allows, again, for
ideas and implementation efforts from both sides.

There are researchers who disagree with a combined approached, though, stating
that the different approaches are best suited for different points in the implementation
timeline. Some suggest that top-down approaches are best suited early in the process,
while bottom-up may be better for a later point in the process (Dunsire, 1978; Saetren,
1983). Conversely, some suggest that the point in the implementation timeline process is
less important than the situational and contextual factors that impact the policy and policy
actors (Berman, 1980). For instance, “when change is incremental, technology is certain,
environment is stable, goal conflict is low, and institutional setting is tightly coupled, an
implementation plan should follow the tenets of the top-down model” (Berman, 1980, as

cited in Matland, 1995, p. 152). The converse, Berman (1980) argues, is true when it
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comes to using a bottom-up approach in an unstable environment, with technological
uncertainty, and high probability for conflict.

Honig’s (2006) research focuses on how policy implementation approaches have
dramatically evolved in phases from the 1960s to more contemporary times in the 2000s.
Initially, policy researchers focused on policy implementation as a top-down process,
where the will and capacity of the implementer was paramount to policy enactment.
Later, policy implementation was considered to be in need of longitudinal data in order to
support further development and understanding in macro versus micro levels for
successful implementation. Finally, the most recent phase includes considering the
intersection of places, people, and policies, as they are all significant in an
implementation scenario. Figure 2 indicates Honig’s conceptualization of how these
factors are connected.

Figure 2

Honig’s Conceptual Model of Policy Implementation

Include:
e Formal policy targets
e Those not formally named as targets
e Subgroups within formal
PEOPLE professional categories
Communities and other associations
e Policy makers as key implementers

Vary by:
e Focal organization,
agency, or
Dimensions jurisdiction
include: P ~ e  Historical/
e Goals POLICIES® > PLACES institutional context
e Target e  Cross-system
e Tools interdependencies
She writes:

81



Implementation research should aim to reveal the policies, people, and places that
shape how implementation unfolds and provide robust, grounded explanations for
how interactions among them help to explain implementation outcomes. The
essential implementation questions then becomes not simply “what’s
implementable and works,” but what is implementable and what works for whom,
where, when and why? (Honig, 2006, p. 2)
Honig’s (2006) work goes on to suggest that policymakers and implementers are both
influential in how policies are designed and implemented. She suggests that their roles
overlap, as those who design and implement policy can be part of a continual feedback
process when it comes to any additional or new iterations or changes to improve policy
processes or otherwise change policy outcomes. In the case of the federal government
and ODS units at individual institutions of higher education, there is a bit of distance
between policy design and implementation, based on the place, position, and role of
policy actors. Specifically, the federal government is responsible for the design and
updates to the policy legislation itself, whereas institutions of higher education and their
ODS units are responsible for their own implementation of the policy. However, on a
more micro level, an ODS unit director may be able to implement student, faculty, and
staff feedback in order to change accommodation processes of the unit, in order to be
more effective.
Implementation and compliance are closely related when it comes to policy
processes and policy analysis, but they should be considered distinct, in general and when
it comes to policy more directly. The goal of this study is to study implementation rather

than compliance, but providing an overview about compliance can help to better inform
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understanding about how implementation processes are developed. Implementation of
policy means that steps are taken to put a policy into action, while compliance with
policy means to consent, yield, or adapt to the policy terms. Thus, it becomes important
to understand more about how or why compliance occurs (or does not occur) and issues
that can impede or complicate compliance. Two approaches to compliance are prominent:
“(1) ‘rationalist’ models that focus on deterrence and enforcement as a means to prevent
and punish non-compliance by changing the actor’s calculation of benefits and costs, or
(2) ‘normative’ models that focus on cooperation and compliance assistance as a means
to prevent non-compliance” (Lumbania, 2005, p. 54). While these models are often
applied to international versus domestic policy compliance, they can also be considered
relevant to state (federal) versus local policy compliance as well. Based on the rational
model, the notion that there will be legislative or financial consequences for
noncompliance ensures that policy actors are compliant, for fear of these resulting
consequences. In the normative model, there is less emphasis on consequential behavior,
often because policy initiators and policy implementers have a mutual interest and stake
in compliance, often based on shared vision and values.

Legitimacy theory is part of the normative model and asserts that “in a
community organized around rules, compliance is secured — to whatever degree it is — at
least in part by the perception of a rule as legitimate by those to whom it is addressed”
(Franck, 1988). In other words, the normative model suggests that if individuals
responsible for implementing a policy consider the policy legitimate, they are more likely
to work toward compliance. This is important because it suggests that there may be more,

stronger, or continued efforts to ensure compliance if policy actors are convinced of
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legitimacy. In contrast to the normative model, the rational model does not consider
whether policy actors consider the policy legitimate, but instead, forces them to
implement regardless of their values, beliefs, or thoughts about the policy. Another key
issue when it comes to compliance is the notion that noncompliance may be
unintentional. Chayes and Chayes (1993) discuss how noncompliance may be more
accidental, as relates to individual or group capacity, the availability of appropriate
funding or resources, unclear commitment, or lack of performance. In instances of higher
education, compliance is undoubtedly motivated by both rational and normative
approaches. Federal agencies are able to punish institutions of higher education for
noncompliance with federal policy, but for many policies, there is a shared opinion of
beneficial impact that also informs institutions of higher education implementation
attempts.

In higher education, policy implementation is often thought to be a challenging
endeavor; it is a decentralized effort that stems from federal and state policy makers, with
whom universities and colleges have unique and sometimes tenuous relationships.
Goldrick-Rab and Shaw (2011) discuss the roles of ideas in policy implementation in
higher education, and how studying the implementation of ideas through policy is
difficult to do, at least consistently, because ideas emerge in policy in both ill-defined and
hard-to-measure ways. However, once policy ideas become “institutionalized,” their
impact on policy implementation can occur by way of the policy actors implicated. This
usually has to do with enacted law and associated incentives, where policy actors are
bound to implementation in a legal sense. Or, policy ideas can become “focal points or

signals” for policy actors, in which policy actors and their opinions are impacted, which
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results in more effort directed to successful implementation (Goldrick-Rab & Shaw,
2011). Overall, policy implementation is both nebulous and nuanced, in that there are
distinct approaches yet few if any theories. However, compliance becomes enmeshed in
the implementation process, and policy actors are undoubtedly impacted on federal, state,
and local levels.
Summary

This chapter provided a review of related literature, in order to inform the study
and to develop the conceptual framework. I discussed the current state of literature
related to disability studies at the postsecondary level, as well as search methods used to
find literature reviewed for this study. Then, I discussed what the literature details about
the following topics: history of disability studies and legislation in the United States; the
transition experience for students from secondary to postsecondary education related to
disability disclosure and accommodation; the office of disability services; the staff in
offices of disability services; and leadership in an organizational and higher education
context. After that, the conceptual framework for this study was presented, which
consists of three distinct components: ADA verbiage related to private postsecondary
institutions; approaches to decision-making processes; and theories and approaches to
policy implementation. Overall, the literature reviewed and the conceptual framework
developed here, along with associated theories and approaches discussed, are critical to
considering how ODS units implement ADA by way of their accommodations processes

and directorial decision-making.
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Chapter 3: Methods
Introduction

With increasing amounts of SWD attending postsecondary institutions (Madaus,
2011), it is imperative to ensure that institutions are implementing federal policy, in order
to avoid discrimination against SWD and to ensure equitable treatment of SWD by way
of institutional accommodations. This study focuses on understanding how ODS units
implement the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) via the unit’s approach to the
accommodation process for SWD, and how these decisions are made. Specifically, this
study investigated what documents or other texts are used to communicate the
accommodation process to students, as well as perspectives on ADA policy
implementation as interpreted and understood by ODS unit directors. In this chapter, I
discuss the overall positioning of the study as policy analysis, which incorporates yet is
distinct from quantitative or qualitative research. Following the introduction of the study,
I provide discussion and background of epistemological and theoretical positions that
frame the methodology and methods. Then, I explain the methodological approach of
policy analysis and specific methods used, which include content analysis, document
analysis, and semi-structured interviews. Finally, I finish with a discussion of site and
participant selection, data sources and collection, and analysis procedures. Additional
topics discussed include potential limitations of the study, as well as trustworthiness and
ethics related to policy analysis research.

Research Question
The purpose of this study is to determine how ODS units make decisions and

implement processes related to accommodations for SWD in their specific ODS units, as
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related to federal disability policy, specifically ADA. Therefore, the methods used were
chosen in order to best answer the following research questions:
2. How do ODS units approach ADA policy implementation, specifically in
terms of their accommodations process for SWD?

a. How is this demonstrated through the unit’s use of accommodation
process documentation and verbiage available via institutional
webpages?

b. What role does the director of the ODS unit have in the decision-
making process related to ADA policy implementation, as it pertains
to offering reasonable accommodations to SWD?

Introduction and Breakdown of Study

This study is a policy analysis and is exploratory in nature. The first part of the
policy analysis is a content analysis, which will include an analysis of documentation,
specifically online webpages, including language related to ODS unit accommodation
procedures. The second portion of the policy analysis uses semi-structured interviews of
ODS directors to understand their perspectives on policy implementation related to
accommodations and how decisions about these matters are made. Approaching this
study using policy analysis was the best choice, because the combination of a policy
framework with content analysis and interviews of participants allowed for a detailed
understanding of how ODS units develop accommodations processes in order to
implement the ADA. This can help to contextualize and illuminate the processes and
actions used when assigning accommodations for SWD. Elaboration of an individual

ODS unit approach to policy implementation by the ODS director was useful in
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providing additional explanation regarding how ODS unit processes do, in fact,
implement ADA policy, based on the documentation analyzed in the first part of the
study. Before more discussion of these specific methods and the approach to determining
useful documentation and solicitation of ODS directors, it is important to discuss the
epistemological and theoretical positions that framed the choices for this study.
Epistemological and Theoretical Positions

This study stems from a constructivist epistemology, which assumes that
knowledge is not discovered, but that it is constructed based on individual experiences
and interactions (Crotty, 1998; Lincoln & Guba, 1989). The constructivist position in
social sciences, as opposed to the natural sciences, has a philosophical basis in rational
approaches to knowledge (Schwandt, 1998). Specifically, constructivists maintain that
“knowledge and truth are created, not discovered by the mind” (Schwandt, 1998, p. 236).
Individuals create reality as they experience it, rather than being a mere vessel that the
world and society shapes (Crotty, 1998). A constructivist approach maintains that
objective truth and reality are determined by each person as an individual (Brooks &
Brooks, 1993; Ultanir, 2012). With constructivism, a common goal is to achieve
understanding of the world that surrounds an individual, both in terms of work and non-
work life (Creswell, 2013), and making meaning from this understanding to be shared
more broadly. This construction of meaning is constantly evolving as well: “We invent
concepts, models, and schemes to make sense of experience and, further, we continually
test and modify these constructions in the light of new experience” (Schwandt, 1998, p.
237). The iterative aspect of constructivism then mirrors the iterative aspect of policy

analysis and research. Further, constructivism is relevant to policy analysis since
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individuals who make policy decisions “create their own world when they perform policy
decisions; policy is what decision makers make of it” (Wicaksana, 2009, p. 2).

For this study, policy is considered to be content that is created by an individual
or group of individuals; it does not discoverable in nature but created. As such, policy
implementation practices of an institutional ODS unit—also being policy—cannot be
understood until they are constructed as existing in reality, after which point meaning can
be derived. In order for a researcher to construct meaning from the policy analysis of the
ODS unit and its processes, a researcher must acknowledge that many different policy
practices and processes have been followed at a variety of postsecondary institutions.
However, the presence of policy practices or processes at one institution does not
necessarily mean that that specific policy situation is typical or unique. A researcher must
consider how the data from one institution is representative of that institution only. There
are opportunities for a policy implementation reality to be constructed at each institution.
While each policy implementation reality is unique to the specific institution, these
realities may share common themes or other process aspects, which can inform a broader
reality. Additionally, changes to policy implementation over time are indicative of
constructed reality and knowledge being evaluated, developed into actionable items,
revised, and reincorporated over time; thus, there is an iterative nature to constructivism,
as well.

The study is also grounded through an interpretivist theoretical framework, which
is complementary of the constructivist paradigm, as it also relies on the understanding
that reality is interpreted based on the unique views of participants studied as well as their

experiences (Schwandt, 1998). Interpretivism has roots in German intellectualism related
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to hermeneutics and sociology, phenomenology, and critiques of positivism and scientism
(Schwandt, 1998). Within the interpretivist framework, understanding the context of any
given reality becomes a focal point, as reality cannot be interpreted outside of a given
context (Thanh & Thanh, 2015). While the world must be interpreted by an individual,
“there is no, direct, one-to-one relationship between ourselves (subjects) and the world
(object)” (Gray, 2018, p. 23), meaning that there are different ways to interpret different
world aspects, either historically, socially, contextually, or otherwise, rather than through
one objective interpretation (Crotty, 1998).

Because documentation/content and individual participation of this study is
engaged from private 4-year higher education institutions in the Eastern Mid-Atlantic
region of the United States, the context can be understood in terms of Western values, as
well as an American legal context as it concerns federal disability policy, specifically
ADA. Related to interpretivism, this means that these specific factors, as experienced and
engaged, lead to a constructed reality where research occurs. Furthermore, this context
informs how the ODS unit approaches the decision-making process, as well as how
members of the ODS unit interpret their own roles as related to accommodation offerings
at the institution because of the nature of how disabilities are understood in the Western
world and in American postsecondary institutions specifically.

Understanding the context of the research setting and content helps to establish a
basis of understanding for interpretation, but likely varies at each site location, due to the
variant nature of participant experiences, thus resulting in an individual reality for each
unit. Common themes and experiences, however, point toward an existing issue with

policy practice or implementation. While prior research in the field or area of study exists
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to some extent, a researcher must regard the reality that this is insufficient for critiquing
the problem, thus leading to the design and implementation of a new research study
(Hudson & Ozanne, 1988). My insight to postsecondary disability services offices and
current accommodations processes in relation to current legislation is helpful when
contextualizing and planning the study itself, but I have no insight into the reality of the
individual participants until they explain their experiences and meaning can be
constructed.

Methodology

This study combines a variety of specific methods in order to conduct a policy
analysis. While a policy analysis itself is not necessarily qualitative or quantitative, there
are aspects of both types of research approaches that inform how policy analysis
manifests. However, this is typically based on the researcher’s goals and preferences, as
is the case with all research (Maxwell, 2013). Policy analysis, therefore, is not one
specific approach nor does it use one specific method. Rather, it is “a social and political
activity” that “draws on intuition as much as method” to be able to address a policy
problem, understand how a policy becomes problematic through implementation, and/or
provide solutions to the problem itself (Bardach & Patashnik, 2016).

The approach to conducting policy analysis depends on whether the analysis is
focusing on why a policy was implemented and how effects of the policy have
manifested versus focusing on the active processes of a policy for analyses related to
implementation. The latter, often called policy-for analysis, allows for contribution to
policy changes or an iterative approach to policy decision if possible, while the former is

purely descriptive (Gordon et al., 1997; Rizvi & Lingard, 2010). Policy changes can
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mean change to the policy verbiage itself, or changes to how it is implemented. Policy
analysis as an approach to research is often positioned as a qualitative endeavor, because
approaches to analyzing policy can be based in methods using phenomenology,
ethnography, grounded theory, and case study, and can also employ interviews and
observation as specific ways of obtaining data (Creswell, 1998; Denzin & Lincoln, 2005;
Rizvi & Lingard, 2010). However, quantitative data and methods can also be used to
inform a researcher’s approach to the analysis of policy, specifically and notably in
instances of survey use to consider outcomes, attitudes, or effectiveness of policy, or in
some instances of content or document analysis. Thus, policy analysis is flexible in the
methods that can be used to engage and conduct the research that informs it.

Because policy analysis is flexible, it is important to address what it is and also
the specifics of how it is used in this study. Policy analysis itself, according to Patton,
Sawicki, and Clark (2012), is “a set of systemic evaluative measures” used to address,
correct, or highlight policy problems or concerns. Lincoln and Guba (1986) provide the
following definition:

Policy analysis is a type of disciplined inquiry undertaken to gather and display

evidence (including contextual data) for and against alternative policy options

(intended, already implemented, experienced) in order to inform negotiations over

choices in terms of the multiple values of relevant audiences. (p. 23).
Deconstructing this definition, it is accurate to say that evidence relevant to a policy
problem at any stage can be collected and evaluated in order to determine whether a
policy itself or aspects of its implementation serve intended constituencies or would

benefit from “renegotiation.” Thus, a focus on how policy implementation efforts address
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a policy problem and policy agenda constitutes an acceptable version of policy analysis.
Another definition of policy analysis suggests it is “the process through which we
identify and evaluate alternative policies or programs that are intended to lessen or
resolve social, economic, or physical problems” (Patton et al., 1993, p. 21). In this
definition, policy action is developed, reviewed, and implemented in order to address a
variety of world issues. There is also the view that policy analysis is about *“...common
sense, breaking down public issues into a sequence of questions that allows us to think
clearly about them” (Shultz, 2003, p. 83). Policy analysis does not solely exist to develop
a policy, but also to question that policy, its implementation, and whether or how it
addresses the original problem that led to its creation. As it relates to policy analysis of
societal issues, such as ADA implementation, “The greatest difficulty is not determining
what are reasonable policies on paper but finding the means for converting these policies
into viable field operations that correspond reasonably well to original intentions”
(Williams and Elmore, 1976, p. xii). Finally, according to Yanow (2000):

Policy analysis has traditionally been undertaken in advance of legislative or other

policy-making decisions or acts, but the sphere of activity has also extended to

evaluating policies after they have been enacted, and to the evaluation of

implementation activities themselves. (p. 1)
Overall, it is clear that policy analysis can be used to create policy, review policy
development, create implementation procedures, and/or review implementation (Bardach
& Patashnik, 2016; Patton et al., 2012).

Policy analysis approaches will always differ, based on the interests of the

specific researcher conducting a study, the policy under review, and the policy context in
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connection. Patton, Sawicki, and Clark (2012) distinguish policy analysis from policy
planning, or planning more generally, in that policy analysis can be considered to be one
part of policy planning, used to ensure that thoughtful consideration of the policy
problem and iterative approaches to addressing it are used: “Analysis itself is the
breaking up of a policy problem into its component parts, understanding them, and
developing ideas about what to do.” Policy implementation can be understood as one
aspect of the policy analysis and planning process, often a highly significant one, and one
that requires dissection of the policy itself, as well as approaches to implementation and
reasons for those specific approaches.

As mentioned, policy implementation is important in policy analysis in order to
determine what barriers exist, either as originating from people responsible for
implementation or from the policy measures that were put into place before
implementation occurs. First, it must be noted that not all policy actors have positive
responses to the policy they are expected to implement (McLaughlin, 1987), which can
lead to their resistance or cynical behavior that impacts how or if a policy is
implemented. Policy makers cannot require all who are responsible for implementing
policy to care about the policy or those it impacts. Thus, policy implementation can be
seen as directly related to the will and local capacity to implement of those responsible
for doing so (McLaughlin, 1987). If someone is willing to implement and capable of
implementation, then a policy is more likely to be successful. However, this can be
situational, and also depends on the specific institutional organization and management
structure. McLaughlin (1987) notes that policy implementation or “change ultimately is a

problem of the smallest unit. At this point in the policy process, a policy is transformed as
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individuals interpret and respond to it. What actually is delivered or provided under the
aegis of a policy depends finally on the individual at the end of the line” (p. 174). Thus,
policy implementation cannot be successful if the street-level bureaucrat is either
unsupportive of the policy or lacks the tools necessary to implement successfully.

Not having the necessary tools for policy implementation can either be as
simplistic as lacking minor funds or materials, or a more sizable issue of bureaucratic
complications or political demands in a local, state, or federal context. However, policy
implementation itself should be considered iterative and fluid, because the policy
problem, actors, and context can change over time, which impact implementation. This
means that a policy analyst needs to be sure to consider the background of the policy
problem, its current status, and approaches to the policy implementation, in order to be
able to determine if successful implementation exists, if updates are needed, and/or to
solicit information related to best practices.

Methods

The specific methods used to conduct the policy analysis for this study include
content analysis, document analysis, and semi-structured interviewing. Content analysis
has become increasingly popular as a method of research due to its flexibility (Cavanagh,
1997; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). However, this flexibility has led to some confusion in
how content analysis is defined because it is used in different ways by researchers in a
variety of contexts (Tesch, 1990). Some of this confusion in defining the method stems
from the fact that content analysis can be used to conduct quantitative and qualitative
studies, albeit in different ways. Quantitative content analysis relies primarily on

counting words in a text, in order to develop data for statistical analysis; this method is
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based on positivistic underpinnings and often includes little to no focus on interpretation
of the words based on their context and use (Boettger & Palmer, 2010). Quantitative
content analysis follows a predefined process, from which it does not deviate; it also
predetermines codes or search terms to be searched for in the texts under study.

On the other hand, qualitative content analysis can be considered a more flexible
and interpretive approach to the language and its meaning in a given text, based on
contextual factors. Krippendorf (2004) defines content analysis as “a research technique
for making replicable and valid inferences from texts (or other meaningful matter) to the
contexts of their use” (p. 18). Specifically, it can be considered in terms of how it
“focuses on the characteristics of language as communication with attention to the
content or contextual meaning of the text” (Budd et al., 1967; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005, p.
1278; Lindkvist, 1981; McTavish & Pirro, 1990; Tesch, 1990). This qualitative approach
to content analysis extends beyond the prescribed review or counting of words, in order
to examine language for similar meanings based on textual similarity through interpretive
measures (Weber, 1990). Qualitative content analysis, just like quantitative content
analysis, can be used to study a variety of texts, whether print, electronic, or visual,
including books, articles, website content, interviews, observations, and many more texts.
However, Hsieh and Shannon (2005) discuss three distinct types of qualitative content
analysis, including substantive, directed, and conventional. In all three types of
qualitative content analysis, coding occurs as a data analysis technique, albeit at different
stages during the analysis process and in different ways.

Substantive content analysis is often discussed in terms of being most like

quantitative content analysis, at least in beginning parts of the process. It consists of a
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researcher determining specific key words of interest in advance, before engagement with
the data occurs (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). The researcher then reviews the presence of
the key words, noting their frequency, placement, and content, in order to derive
meaning. Additional keywords of interest can be added during the textual review, in
order to develop a comprehensive list of significance keywords that are then analyzed;
this serves a type of coding used for this specific approach (Hsieh & Shannon 2005). This
is most similar to quantitative content analysis, although quantitative analysis typically
engages a larger dataset and does not consider any derivation of meaning from the
placement or presence of the words under review. Directed content analysis differs in that
the objective is to “validate or extend conceptually a theoretical framework or theory,” by
way of using predetermined codes to analyze texts (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). Directed
content analysis is often more prescribed and contained, in that the process involves
conducting research to confirm an existing theory. Finally, conventional content analysis
is uniquely situated in the observation of data, in order to develop codes for analysis of
themes that emerge from the data itself (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005; Kondracki & Wellman,
2002). This approach is considered more inductive than the other two approaches,
because it does not make preconceived advances against the text being studied by way of
predetermined codes; rather, the researcher allows the pertinent aspects to “flow” from
the text itself (Kondracki & Wellman, 2002).

Due to the nature of this study being situated in a policy analysis framework, I
used a combination of quantitative and qualitatively substantive and conventional content
analysis approaches for the first portion of the study, which is the website documentation

review. For the quantitative/substantive approach, I looked specifically for
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“accommodations process” information, related to steps in the process, as well as
documentation requirements. I also developed key words or phrases to search for, in
order to be able to later compare the website materials among different institutions. Key
words and phrases included “disability/ies,” “Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA),”
and “accommodation(s).” Additionally, I also searched for specific information related to
medical provider requirements and specifics of the documentation based on student
disability type, as well as any additional information about ADA, if such information was
available. However, additional themes or key words that became noticeably repetitive
were observed and recorded, as a part of conventional content analysis, in which the texts
being observed ‘speak for themselves’ rather than being dictated by the predetermined
codes.

For the second half of the study, which was the interview portion, I used a more
conventional content analysis approach in order to avoid restricting the interview with
and transcript of the ODS director. This led to fresh observation and analysis, free from
my preconceived coding, any biases, or other ideas. This was the best option because
while I had knowledge of the accommodations process and organizational decision-
making, I did not have the experience of being an ODS unit director, responsible for the
unit’s implementation of ADA policy.

Document analysis was used as a component of the content analysis for the study,
specifically for the ODS unit’s materials related to the accommodations process, found
via the website. To be clear, document analysis is a useful tool for analysis of a text, as it
“is a systematic procedure for reviewing or evaluating documents—both printed and

electronic (computed-based and Internet-transmitted) material” in order to examine and

99



interpret data “in order to elicit meaning, gain understanding, and develop empirical
knowledge” (Bowen, 2009, p. 27; Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Rapley, 2007). Document
analysis can include and be used on a variety of texts, such as letters and memoranda,
program proposals, application forms, and organizational or institutional reports (Bowen,
2009). These represent some of the types of texts that may be found via institutional ODS
unit web pages about the accommodation process, which were used for the first portion
of this study. Because document analysis “yields data” (Bowen, 2009, p. 28), it is helpful
to think of it as a review of textual content that leads to the compilation of key words,
phrases, categories, themes, etc., for further analysis, which is the content analysis
portion of this study. The document analysis, therefore, leads into and is also part of the
content analysis (Bowen, 2009; Labuschagne, 2003). Document analysis has become
increasingly popular as both a standalone method (Wild et al., 2009), but also as a way to
triangulate data, especially with research involving interviews (Bowen, 2009; Hoepfl,
1994; Sogunro, 1997; Yin, 1994). Information observed or understanding gleaned from
document analysis can be used to inform other components of a study, specifically to
“suggest some questions that need to be asked as part of the research” (Bowen, 2009, p.
30). For this study, the document analysis of the ODS web page accommodation
information informed the interview protocol, as well as the larger content analysis to
consider policy implementation.
Site and Participant Selection

Purposeful sampling was used to choose site locations for this study, as well as

the individual ODS unit participants for interviews from each site. Purposeful sampling

“involves identifying and selecting individuals or groups of individuals that are especially
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knowledgeable about or experienced with a phenomenon of interest” (Palinkas et al.,
2015, p. 534). Purposeful sampling was useful for this study due to the nature of inquiry,
including interviews, which is based on the participant being able to share their
experiences related to the subject matter; participants often self-identify as being familiar
with the subject matter, which leads to their participation in the study. This study’s focus
on the experiences of ODS unit directors in relation to their unit’s policy implementation
is based on the understanding that they are knowledgeable about both the policies their
unit is responsible for implementing as well as the specific process and steps their staff
members follow to engage in policy implementation.

For this particular study, participants were solicited through direct contact; more
specifically, I emailed ODS unit directors at private 4-year higher education institutions
in the Eastern Mid-Atlantic region of the United States. I chose to focus on private
institutions for a couple of reasons. First, ADA expands previous legislation put forth by
Section 504, which only applied to institutions receiving federal funding. While most
private universities receive federal funding today, directly or indirectly, and are beholden
to comply with Section 504, they are still bound by ADA, in the event of loss or refusal
of federal funding (Vedder, 2018). Second, because private institutions do not receive
funding from the state (geographical state in which they reside) in the same way that
public institutions do, they are less frequently at-risk for state interference when it comes
to operations and funding (Bailey, 2016; Lederman, 2019). This ultimately gives private
institutions more control of their operations. Coupled with the lack of a federal standard
for ADA implementation, private universities could be viewed as having more freedom

when it comes to crafting their own ADA implementation and associated processes; this
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deserves investigation and deeper understanding. This specific geographic area was
chosen due to its proximity to Washington D.C., which is where federal policy, including
the ADA, originates. Washington D.C. is also the home of one of the first institutions of
higher education for SWD, which is now well known as Galludet University (Madaus,
2011). There are also a variety of 4-year private institutions of higher education in the
Eastern Mid-Atlantic geographical area, which allowed various opportunities for
participation solicitation.

I solicited participation by emailing the director of the ODS unit from each
university or college in order to explain the study and associated goals. In order to find
appropriate participants (ODS unit directors) to solicit, I reviewed institutional staff
directories at private 4-year higher education institutions in the Eastern Mid-Atlantic
region of the United States. I proceeded to review the ODS unit information, including
the ODS unit director’s identification and contact information. I developed an initial IRB-
approved solicitation email that was sent to ~20 directors, based on their listed
institutional email address. A total of 7 interested ODS unit directors responded and
provided consent to participate, after which point interviews were scheduled.

Regarding the sample size of participants and because this is not a purely
qualitative study, the number of participants is lower than may be typically interviewed
for a purely qualitative study. According to Dworkin (2012), the standard for data
saturation involving interviews is unclear, where “anywhere from 5 to 50 participants [is]
adequate” (p. 1319). Whereas Saldafia (2011) notes that “a minimum of ten to twenty
participants is needed to ensure more credible and trustworthy findings” (p. 34). There is

little consensus, but there is a growing number of researchers who suggest that the point
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of data and thematic saturation can be reached absent of a specific number of interviews
or data pieces, and that the content of the data is more important than the number of
participants or data pieces (Dworkin, 2012; Charmaz, 1990; Morse, 2000). However, for
this policy analysis, interviews were not the only data collected; the web documentation
was also a sizable data component obtained and analyzed. This is because policy
research, as Bardach & Patashnik (2016) note, almost always contains both documents
and people. The collection of documents as one data source informs the interview
protocol, which is the basis for the interviews as a second data sources. Yanow (2007)
suggests:
Documents can provide background information prior to designing the research
project, for example prior to conducting interviews. They may corroborate
observational and interview data, or they may refute them, in which case the
researcher is ‘armed’ with evidence that can be used to clarify, or perhaps, to
challenge what is being told, a role that the observational data may also play. (p.
411)
The number of documents to be collected as data pieces for a project cannot always be
anticipated down to the exact number. For each institution in this study, I approximated
that 1-3 pieces of documentation would be collected; this ended up being a low
estimation, as there was an averaged of 4.29 pieces of documentation per institutions. For
7 participants, this ended up resulting in roughly 30 pieces of web documentation data
used to accompany the follow-up interviews with directors, which will help to meet
saturation standards for content and thematic analysis (Ando et al., 2014).

Pseudonyms were assigned to the participants in order to protect their identities. I
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did not incentivize participation in the study via monetary means but instead appealed to
participants through discussion of how their participation would contribute to knowledge
in their field and area of practice. I also aimed to evoke feelings of worthiness and
contribution in potential participants, since “at the heart of interviewing research is an
interest in other individuals’ stories because they are of worth” (Seidman, 1998, p. 3). 1
continuously emphasized the importance of the study, as it relates to ensuring
nondiscrimination toward and inclusion of SWD in postsecondary settings, as well as
developing best practices.
Data Collection and Analysis

As was already mentioned, ODS directors at various institutions were solicited for
participation via email. They were asked to confirm participation and give consent before
they were cemented as study participants. After that, the first portion of data collection
involved reviewing the websites of the associated institutions from which the researcher
obtained ODS director participation information and consent. The directors needed to be
confirmed for their interview, which occurred later in the process, in order to avoid
starting content analysis of web documentation without assurance of participation in the
interview portion at a later time. After receiving confirmation from the ODS unit director
regarding willingness to participate in the study, I then engaged with and memorialized
the web content before later conducting the interview with director. This process started
in December 2019, with the first interview taking place in early December; the process
ended in February 2020, with the last interview being conducted mid-February.

For the web documentation data collection, I located the institution’s ODS page

on the larger university website and then proceeded to search for “accommodations
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process” information, related to how students need to submit documentation or otherwise
apply for accommodations. I hypothesized that some material would be readily available
and public, while other information may be private or protected, accessible only through
institutional credentialing. My approach to engaging with the web content was to follow a
trajectory toward finding out information regarding the accommodations process in a way
that realistically simulated what a student without prior knowledge might do in an initial
use of the website. Starting on the home page, I looked for words and phrases related to
accommodations, and followed links to pages where that type of content was indicated to
exist. I documented the trajectory I took for each ODS unit’s web content (Appendix E),
and I saved the web documentation pertaining to the accommodations process, as
available, and noted if any materials were inaccessible to me, such as if an
accommodation-related page required student ID or credentials to access. In any such
instances, I focused on what was available via the institutional webpages, but also made
note of any inaccessibility.

Analysis of the web content is unique from the analysis of the interviews.
However, similar to the interview analysis, I combined analysis techniques borrowed
from previously developed approaches, including quantitative content analysis and
qualitative content analysis, including both substantive and conventional types. First,
having previously developed a list of terms and content type to search for, I employed
this list to find the following terms on each web page I engaged with: “disability,”
“accommodation(s)” and “Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA),” as well as
information about the accommodations process and associated steps, or documentation

requirements. Additionally, I counted these terms and documented the number of times
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they were used on each page, in order to comparatively analyze their presence on the
pages. This is more indicative of quantitative content analysis, as well as substantive
qualitative analysis, though I did not engage in statistical analysis. I also comparatively
analyzed each unit’s stated accommodations process and documentation, as well as
counted the number of words on each page and the number of pages documented in total
from each unit for comparison. In addition, I observed specific information that seemed
to emerge repetitively among the websites comparatively that was not planned in the list
of predetermined terms or search for specific content, which is more indicative of
conventional qualitative content analysis, and can even be linked to other approaches to
qualitative research, including an open coding approach used in grounded theory studies
(Charmaz, 2006). I documented this material for comparative analysis and in order to
summarize data for use in the interview protocol with each director.

For the interview portion of the data collection, which followed the web
documentation collection and analysis, | used semi-structured interviews with a specific
and predetermined interview protocol. The use of semi-structured interviews rather than
completely structured interviews is imperative because it allows for flexibility in the
trajectory of the questioning process, rather than holding the participant to a rigid
structure when such action may be unnatural or forced. This approach to interviewing is
more characteristic of an interpretivist, rather than a positivistic, framework (Rubin &
Rubin, 2005). Allowing for flexibility in questions as part of the semi-structured
interview also leads to a more equal power dynamic, where the researcher is not wielding
the interview questions and structure over the participant as a power structure (Kvale &

Brinkmann, 2009). The interviews were conducted in the ODS unit office of the

106



participant, either in-person or via videoconferencing software over the Internet. In either
case, | requested permission from the participant to audio record the interview. The
interviews were approximately 45 minutes in length, depending on the trajectory of the
interview questions and discussion. The interview employed a variety of open-ended
questions, in order to elicit elaborative responses from participants rather than closed
(yes/no) responses. Questions included introductory questions, main questions, follow up
questions, and probing questions, in order to engage the participant in a meaningful way
and encourage elaboration beyond initial responses (Rubin & Rubin, 2005). As
previously mentioned, the initial content analysis of the website materials informed the
interview protocol.

Questions of varying grammatical structure (both past and present tense) were
also utilized, in order to gain both a general understanding of the participant’s actions and
motivations, but also specific examples from a participant’s experience in the role. This is
because,

...asking a question in the present tense elicits a generalized account...rather than

a concrete description of a single event...however, generalized accounts permit

respondents to minimize information about which they feel diffident, and to avoid

potentially embarrassing details, things that are more difficult to do in recounting

an actual experience. (Maxwell, 2013, p. 103-104)

While my goal was to uncover specific details that showcase ADA implementation based
on decisions made by the ODS unit leader, I also prepared myself for the reality that
participants may only want to provide general details about the actions and activities of

the office and staff members, in order to protect the anonymity of both the participant and
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other ODS staff. During the interview, I took observation notes, in which any nonverbal
expressions or bodily/physical movement were recorded in the form of jottings. After
each interview, I also reflected on each interview experience itself, in terms of what was
observed of the participant’s demeanor, mood, expressions, and other behavioral items of
significance, as well as an overall summary of the interview and what the interview
participant disclosed, in order to solidify the conversation and its essence in my mind.

Each interview was transcribed using an online transcription service, after which
point the transcribed material was saved via digital word application files on my personal
computer and was reviewed manually. I then engaged in data analysis that combines
aspects of qualitative content analysis and some borrowed coding approaches typically
used in grounded theory studies to review, code, and analyze the interview transcriptions
for meaningful statements that indicated aspects of commonality or shared experiences
among the interviewed ODS unit directors at differing institution sites. Statements were
then separated according to their content and were organized into a chart based on themes
or general similarity. The themes were dependent on the unique statements collected
from the participants in the interviews, and as such, direct quotations were used in the
coding metric as direct examples of the theme. As commonly used in grounded theory
studies, an initial open coding of the interview transcripts was completed, in which
content from the interview was reviewed for repeated phrases and words (Charmaz,
2006). No codebook was developed prior to interviewing as the “use of these [a priori]
codes does serve to limit the analysis...rather than opening up the codes to reflect the
views of participants” (Creswell, 2013, p. 185). Thus, open coding as an emergent

analysis technique—and, as previously stated, conventional content analysis—was
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utilized in order to allow for additional options of meanings to be extracted and
constructed from the data collected during the interviews (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). From
there, I then engaged in axial coding in order to arrive at any constructs or main
components observed across the data, based on initial coding and generating themes, and
then finally selective coding was engaged in order to identify any final concepts, points,
or themes central to the analyzed content as a whole (Charmaz, 2006; Strauss & Corbin,
1998). All material collected was deeply considered and analyzed in order to determine
any shared or universal aspects of how leaders: make decisions related to the
accommodations process in their unit; conceive of policy implementation in general; and
explain how their ODS unit is shown to have implemented ADA specifically through the
accommodations process for SWD.

Potential Limitations and Validity

In this study, the sample size can be considered a small one, which poses a
possible limitation due to a lack of generalizability. Another limitation of this study is
that the ODS unit directors interviewed may not elaborate on their decision-making
processes or other information related to their and their office’s accommodations
procedures for SWD fully, or share their thoughts on how their processes show policy
implementation of ADA.

In order to temper these limitations and ensure the validity of this work, I engaged
in reflection while the study was occurring and remained open to acknowledge that biases
may arise. Of continued importance is the ability to avoid misrepresenting the interview
content and experiences of participants. In order to avoid this, I asked participants if I

could contact them during the analysis phrase if needed, in order to ensure that their
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experiences were being represented truthfully. Saldana (2009) notes that researchers can
“consult the participants themselves during analysis (a process sometimes called
‘member checking’) as a way of validating the findings thus far” (p. 28). Further, in order
to ensure appropriate approaches, I engaged peer researchers and advisors to review and
discuss my methods, data samples, and interpretations/data analysis, in order to confirm
or challenge themes and to suggest potential suggestions for editing and revision
(Saldana, 2009).
IRB Statement

This study adhered to all guidelines set forth by the Institutional Review Board
(IRB) related to the study of human subjects at the George Washington University
(GWU), in order to maintain and uphold ethics of research. After the study proposal was
approved, I applied for permission to formally conduct the study from the GWU IRB
along with a waiver of informed consent due to exempt status, which was granted.
Following the GWU IRB approval, written invitations were sent to potential study
participants via email; this correspondence included content indicative of the waiver of
informed consent, in order to address privacy and anonymity of participant identity. Prior
to conducting interviews, some ODS unit directors asked that obtain permission from
their institutions’ IRB/research department. I contacted all such parties and obtained the
requisite permission before beginning data collection. Each participant was reminded that
they could withdraw from the study at any time for any reason. Participants were also
informed that they may request to review their own interview transcript. As previously

stated, the identities of the individuals interviewed for this study have been and continue
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to be kept confidential; pseudonyms were and continue to be used in reported data and
corresponding analysis.
Ethics and Trustworthiness

The trustworthiness of the research depends on the ethics of the researcher. In
research involving interviews, the participants that are interviewed act as the gatekeepers
of knowledge and experiences, while the researcher is the vessel for transmitting that
knowledge or experience to a broader audience and to the array of literature and research
in existence. Therefore, the researcher must be respectful of the participants when
interaction occurs; the researcher should treat the interaction as a sacred time and space,
and not merely as an access point to the information desired (Maxwell, 2013). My
approach to engaging with ODS unit directors prioritizes their experiences as their own,
rather than as a means to end for my research. My emphasis on this is reflected in my
deference to them, both as ODS unit directors but also experts in their fields and policy
actors who work to ensure the rights of individuals with disabilities, throughout the
interview process.

Additionally, research that relies on content and thematic analysis, such as policy
research, requires the utilization of specific steps to ensure that data and findings are
represented and reported accurately and appropriately. A typical approach to ensuring
that research is valid and trustworthy is to prioritize the following: credibility, which
deals with the confidence of the researcher in the veracity of the data; transferability,
which deals with how the research may apply elsewhere (also known as generalizability);
confirmability, which relies upon the neutral approach of the researcher; and

dependability, which prioritizes a logical approach to research in which the process is
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logical and choices made are supported and explained clearly, or is the study replicable
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Confirmability can be engaged through audit trails during the
research process, which helps to confirm and solidify the approach to the research and the
outcoming data and findings (Koch; 1994; Halpren, 1983; Sandelowski, 1986).

My approach to ensuring the trustworthiness of this study involves a combination
of various aforementioned items, specifically credibility, confirmability, and
dependability. I ensure these traits of the study in a variety of ways. First, I acknowledge
my own personal and professional experiences as a key part of what informed my interest
in this study, and with this interest, I knew that I had some preconceived notions that |
needed to set aside. This was done through the creation of a subjectivity statement, which
I have included in this chapter, as well as my continued review of my own research
process. When creating my data collection approach and materials, I continuously
investigated if my own voice and experience were consistently set aside, which they
were. Any feelings during or after a particular interview were noted in a personal
notebook, which provided a unique opportunity to reflect on both professional and
personal feelings, but also allowed these feelings to be documented apart from the formal
data of the study and left one form of audit trail.

Additionally, I ensured a multi-layered approach to data analysis, by engaging
with the data repeatedly through multiple reviews of the web content, manual reviews of
transcribed interviewed, and three rounds of coding, based on specific methods used.
This was helpful in increasing my comfortability with the data, but also in ensuring that
my representation of the data when writing was accurate. This also allowed another form

of audit trail, which presents a trajectory in which data analysis occurs and can be
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followed chronologically. Further, my choice to combine content and document analysis
of website materials with the interview data was done in order to build triangulation into
the study, in order to strengthen the validity of the findings by continuously cross-
referencing of institutional ODS unit data with director experience in order to extract
meaning. The study findings may be somewhat limited in generalizability due to the size
and geographic nature of the sample, but the study is replicable and can indicate
important aspects of ADA implementation and ODS unit decision-making that may
impact and inform future studies, which makes the design generalizable.
Researcher Subjectivity Statement

Initial Statement

Growing up, I had limited awareness of disabilities, mostly because most students and
peers around me were able-bodied. Disability visibility in school settings was lacking,
and I was unaware and ignorant of any laws that made opportunities accessible for people
with disabilities. I did have family members with illnesses, some chronic illnesses, but I
did not consider those to be disabilities, due to my lack of awareness and understanding.
It was not until my first job after graduating with my Master’s Degree in English that I
really started to think about students with disabilities in a postsecondary educational
context. I was working at an online for-profit college, and was the Online Faculty
Coordinator. In this role, I had to ensure that faculty members were being receptive to all
students in their online instruction. I was also responsible for reviewing course content
for all classes, to ensure ADA/accessibility compliance of technological features such as
video captioning and fonts, etc. I also acted as the Section 504 coordinator for a period of

time, which meant that [ was responsible for discussing a student’s accommodations with
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them (I did not develop these accommodations), and I was also responsible for having a
conversation with the student and the professor about what the accommodations meant
for them specifically in each class. This was often difficult for the student, due to their
being intimidated by the professor but also somewhat intimidated by me. It was also
sometimes unpleasant, due to certain professors who did not want their class content to
be made easier, “watered down,” or otherwise changed. In those instances, I had to work
to reassure professors that implemented accommodations would not have those results,
and that the accommodations were intended to act as a stepping-stone to equitable and
equal ground for students with disabilities as compared to other students without
disabilities.

After leaving that position, I began teaching English at the postsecondary level, and
have been teaching ever since. As an instructor, I have worked with many students with
disabilities who have accommodations through the institution. In most of my experience,
the accommodations have been for additional time on assignments, though some have
been provided in relation to physical attributes of class, such as seating or textbooks. In
my role as a faculty member, I have continually observed uncertainty and intimidation on
the part of students when it comes to discussing their accommodations. Some have been
more comfortable than others, but overall, most of them are not completely confident or
comfortable. Their discussion about their accommodations has often seemed like a
request rather than a statement of needs, which troubles me, because their
accommodations are not optional on the part of professors—they require acceptance and

implementation.
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In the summer of 2015, while still teaching English at the postsecondary level, I was
diagnosed with Crohn’s Disease, which is a chronic and incurable illness and is
considered a disability. When I was first diagnosed with Crohn’s, I was getting ready to
begin a second Master’s Degree program, in order to become prepared to teach English at
the secondary level and receive a Virginia teaching certification. I was terrified about my
health and how to improve my symptoms, and I also felt that no one really understood
what [ was experiencing as a Crohn’s sufferer who was attempting a second graduate
degree. My mental and physical health deteriorated rapidly. I had various eye and joint
complications related to Crohn’s that made it difficult for me to see and walk, and I
feared that I would lose those abilities completely. Skin complications made me so self-
conscious that I avoided leaving my home for a time. Before the end of the fall 2015
semester, [ decided to drop out of the master’s program to focus to my health. I also
decided that I would not pursue secondary teaching, due to the uncertainty and chronic
nature of my illness. At that point, my doctors informed me that the type of Crohn’s I
have is not limited to my intestines, and that it would likely continue to manifest in other
areas of my body, which was why focusing on treatment was so significant.

Before I dropped out, however, I experienced postsecondary education as a student
with disabilities, which allowed me to experience the accommodation process with an
ODS unit but also with discussing my accommodations with professors. It was
uncomfortable to discuss my needs, particularly given my specific need for quick and
immediate access to restroom facilities and priority seating in class. I was embarrassed
and felt awkward when emailing professors about missing class or retrieving class

documents, even though I knew I should not feel guilty. I was also confused by the

115



accommodations process, because I did not understand the role of the ODS unit and staff
in determining my accommodations. My physician requested the specific physical needs
of restroom access and seating, and also said that my illness was chronic and could
impact me in a variety of ever-changing ways. For this, I was granted extra time on all of
my assignments. It seemed as though my physician was instrumental in determining what
accommodations I received, and the ODS unit was simply a go-between. Aside from
documenting my disability at an institutional level and providing me with
accommodation paperwork to share with professors, the ODS unit was not influential in
my time during this program attempt. As a commuter graduate student, I was rarely on
campus, so it was unclear to me whether there were other initiatives being attempted
through ODS unit programming and advocacy on campus.

An interesting consideration here is that I was both a faculty member and a student at
the same institution, and experienced ODS unit accommodation processes from both of
those perspectives simultaneously. From my own student experience, things were mostly
fine, and I feel that if I had continued, I would have been appropriately accommodated
based on my disability by my professors. However, many of my students were not as
keen about the services received, suggesting that they did not feel supported by the ODS
unit either because of their specific type of disability or in general. Some did not feel that
implementing all of their assigned accommodations was necessary, and others were
unsure about what some of their accommodations meant.

Upon entering my current doctoral program at George Washington University, I once
again submitted medical documentation to the ODS unit, in which my physician

explained the chronic nature of my disease and supported my request for
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accommodations based on its uncertainty. I received accommodations, but this time, I
was confused about what my accommodations meant in relation to my degree program
and classwork, since my only stated accommodation was that [ would receive additional
time on in-class testing. This was odd to me, since my physician did not make this
request, and I knew that the program did not include testing as a typical or habitual
component as it often is in an undergraduate program. I contacted the ODS unit at GWU
and asked about the verbiage in my accommodations regarding testing, and was told that
the language was simply “a starting point” for conversations with my professors. Still
perplexed, I went along with this, sending my professors the accommodation letters
furnished by the ODS unit and discussing specific needs as they arose throughout classes.
Aside from this strange case of language, my relationship with GWU’s ODS unit has
been tenuous in a few instances, due to their hesitation to email accommodation letters
(which was eventually remedied) and lack of communication regarding my status over
time and requests for assistance.

While attending GWU for my doctoral program, I began working as the Assistant to
the Dean of Student Success at another university. In this role, I was responsible for
assisting the Dean in disseminating information about student short-term disability,
illness, and emergency issues to other staff members and faculty, among other tasks. In
this capacity, it was very clear to me that many campus community members, many of
whom were students, did not know how to approach disabilities in a higher education
setting, nor were many aware of how to get the disclosure and accommodation process
started. There was confusion about who they needed to speak with regarding academic

versus social/spatial accommodations, and if there was a different office for leave of
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absences and medical withdrawal. Much of the confusion surrounding all of this was
based on the lack of clarity of processes related to institutional policies.

This history of my own experience as a faculty member, staff member, and student,
as well as just a person with a disability, informs much of my interest in conducting this
study. It is my opinion that people with disabilities are still overlooked in society, and
that they are very often disregarded and discriminated against, even though there are laws
in place to prevent such actions. Even with an increased emphasis on inclusion and
diversity in higher education and in society generally, people with disabilities are often
forgotten, or are viewed unfavorably or as burdens. I believe that federal policies like
ADA (original and amendments) and Section 504/508 are extremely important to the
civil rights and antidiscrimination progress that people with disabilities have experience,
but I also believe that there are institutions and people who attempt to skirt these laws in
order to avoid financial burden or out of laziness, which I find despicable and
unacceptable.

When it comes to ADA policy implementation related to decisions made about
accommodations, it makes sense to me that there might be some universality to the
accommodations process in ODS units in institutions of higher education. To me, such a
universal process would make sense, since all institutions are bound by federal policy to
accommodate students. This would also mirror a fairly universal process in primary and
secondary educational settings for many. However, I am not sure if this is the case, based
on my own experiences—after all, I was given very different accommodations from two
different institutions for the same disability. Because of the sensitive nature of the topic

and the protected population it deals with, it seems like it might be difficult to find out if
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it is the case. If it is, | wonder why the process is so shrouded in mystery to everyone but
the ODS unit leadership and staff members. Perhaps this is because there is no uniform
approach to this process. Perhaps it is for other reasons that remain to be seen. Or maybe
it depends on the institution. Perhaps there should be a uniform approach so that policy
can be adhered to and more clearly implemented and understood. With this study, my
goal is to probe this whole situation, in order to get more clarity about how this process
occurs in order to help create this knowledge and understanding about how policy goes
from being static words on paper to actually being a beneficial process for people with
disabilities.
Update to Statement

An important update that I am compelled to share has to do with a change in my
professional position over the course of this study. As previously mentioned, I had been
working as the Assistant to the Dean of Student Success and teaching online coursework
during the coursework portion of my doctoral program, which included the development
of my dissertation proposal, or Chapters One through Three. Around the time I was
approved to begin data collection, my professional position and institution changed, and I
became an Assistant Director at a Disability Service Office at a university local to me.
Embarking on this study’s data collection journey at the same time I was beginning my
new position is something I can only describe as a unique experience, because I had no
previous experience doing either.

I mention this here in order to provide full transparency about my role as an ODS
unit staff member and Assistant Director at the time of collecting data and interviewing

ODS unit directors, specifically because I want to acknowledge that my subjectivity had
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to undergo a shift in order for me to remain comfortable with conducting this research. I
thought, “Does being an assistant director mean I cannot interview directors?” I thought
long and hard about this, and ultimately came to the conclusion that of course it did not
mean that. However, I needed to be sure that I kept my professional position and duties
separate from my engagement with directors, in order to remain open to hearing their
experiences and understanding how those impacted the ADA implementation in their
offices. In order to ensure this happened, first I made sure to focus my attention on the
ODS unit directors’ narratives, as well as their office web content, which guided my
analysis. Second, I continuously reminded myself that I was not a director, at least not in
the way that I was researching in my study, which helped to maintain my confidence
when conducting the interview and during the data analysis and coding phases of the
study. Third, it was important to maintain objectivity by removing my new supervisor (a
director of an ODS unit) and our institution as one of the study’s potential subjects, which
was easily done. Fourth, I made sure to avoid relying on my new position as a means to
recruit participants; I emailed all of my participants from my GWU student email
address. However, some of the participants did learn of my new position, at which point
they briefly congratulated me during or after the interview; it was not a focal point of any
conversation.

As I continued to collect and analyze my data for this study, it became clearer to
me that, as [ have already mentioned, my varied roles in higher education impacted my
initial interest in the topic, and my new role extended this interest, as I became more and
more curious about my findings and how they would compare to my reality in an ODS

unit. Since starting this dissertation, I have engaged in multiple other studies in my
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position as Assistant Director, and I can clearly see that students with disabilities are still
in need of advocates because there are still myriad barriers that they face at
postsecondary institutions. It is my hope that I can contribute to reducing and removing
those barriers, either through my research or policy practice.
Summary

In this chapter, I discussed my research questions that inform the overall study, as
well as the constructivist epistemological and interpretivist theoretical positions used to
frame the study. Next, I detailed the policy analysis methodology, and specific methods
used of content analysis, document analysis, and semi-structured interviews. Information
about how site and participant selection was also discussed, as well as information about
data collection and analysis of the study. Finally, I discussed the IRB process, and how it
relates to protecting human subjects, and I finished the chapter by discussing my
approaches to ensuring the ethical and trustworthiness of the study, which includes my

subjectivity statement.
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Chapter 4: Findings
Introduction

In this chapter, I present, summarize, and discuss the findings of the study. In
using a policy analysis approach that combined content analysis, document analysis, and
semi-structured interviews, this study frames the approach to the Americans with
Disabilities Act (ADA) implementation for ODS units in their accommodations
process(es) through the publicly facing material on the institutional departmental
websites, as well as through the experiences, guidance, and perspective of the ODS unit
director. This study aimed to uncover information about how ODS units presented
information about their accommodations process; how the ODS unit was structured and
staffed; how ODS unit staff engaged students in the accommodations process; and the
role of the director in making decisions about the office and the accommodations process
as an active component of the implementation of ADA. The findings presented in this
chapter address the research question: “How do ODS units approach ADA policy
implementation, specifically in terms of their accommodations process for students with
disabilities (SWD)?;” and the two research sub-questions: “How is this demonstrated
through the unit’s use of accommodation process documentation and verbiage available
via institutional webpages?;” and “What role does the director of the ODS unit have in
the decision-making process related to ADA policy implementation, as it pertains to
offering reasonable accommodations to SWD?”” The larger research question is paired
with each sub-section for data collection and analysis.

Related to these research questions, this chapter is organized into various sections

based on the two-part approach to data collection, including first the ODS unit
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website/content data and then the follow up semi-structured interviews of ODS unit
directors. This order of findings mirrors the order in which data was collected: first from
the institutional ODS unit websites and then through semi-structured interviews with
ODS unit directors. Within each section, there are subsections detailing the various
content that was collected, as well as the multiple categories and concepts that emerged.
Within the various sections of director interview data, there are moments when the
website content is discussed directly and other times when the website content is alluded
to or implied. This is important because it allows expansion on the content presented via
an ODS unit’s web content and ODS unit directorial decision-making contributing to that
content and other ODS unit accommodation activity.

In the first section, this study focuses on ODS unit websites with the specific
pages and language used on the website as the units of analysis. In the second section, the
study shifts to focus on the ODS unit director’s interview, specifically their discussion
and experiences, as another unit of analysis. In order to effectively conduct this study as |
intended, it was necessary to first observe what someone outside of the institutional ODS
unit would see on departmental website, in order to be able to ascertain general
information about ADA implementation through the accommodations process. Then, the
ODS unit director was able to expound on the website material and accommodations
process during the interview portion of the study. The combination of the units of
analysis were crucial to my being able to delve into decision-making aspects of the unit
that inform the specific process for accommodations, which impact how ADA is
implemented. As referenced in Chapter 3, the content review of the website materials

informed my understanding of the ODS unit itself and informed my interview protocol,
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which led to a better rapport with each director during the interviews, and also a more
detailed discussion.

After soliciting participation from specific ODS directors and receiving
confirmation of their desire to participate, this study examined ODS unit websites of
seven (7) ODS units at private 4-year higher education institutions in the Eastern Mid-
Atlantic region of the United States. Following the website review and associated data
collection for each ODS unit, I conducted interviews with each of the seven directors
from the ODS units from which website data was collected. Findings from each of those
portions of the study are presented for the remainder of this chapter.

ODS Unit Websites

The findings in this section pertain to the following research question and sub-
question: How do ODS units approach ADA policy implementation, specifically in terms
of their accommodations process for SWD? and How is this demonstrated through the
unit’s use of accommodation process documentation and verbiage available via
institutional webpages?

To engage with each ODS unit’s departmental web presence, I first searched for
the ODS unit’s homepage on the broader institutional website. Once the ODS unit’s
departmental homepage was found, I documented the page and then searched for
predetermined terms. Because of the unique nature of this content analysis, I employed a
specific search for the terms “disability,” “accommodation(s)” and “Americans with
Disabilities Act (ADA),” more indicative of the quantitative content analysis. However, I
noticed and was able to document other terms from the web content, which is more

typical of qualitative content analysis, specifically with open coding (Appendix D). I
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documented the data in two ways. First, I needed to ensure that the page was saved in a
way that could preserve the data in the exact form it was being viewed, since websites are
constantly being updated and edited, and since any such changes can be implemented
much faster virtually, unlike hard copy materials. To achieve this, I saved the ODS
homepage as a PDF onto my personal computer. I continued to save each ODS webpage
collected as a PDF onto my personal computer, and subsequently grouped them into
appropriately delineated file folders in sequence. The sequence followed was the
sequence that I used during website exploration, as if mimicking a new user to the site
and where such a user might naturally progress to find information about the ODS unit’s
accommodations process. Second, I documented this sequencing pattern in summarizing
table using list format (Appendix E). The numbered order of the sequencing indicates the
order in which each webpage was engaged with, as well as specific description of the
design of the page, including titles content sections as well as titles of published links.
This process was followed for each of the seven ODS unit webpages.
Depth and Scope of Web Presence

In collecting data from the seven ODS unit departmental websites, I immediately
observed that the websites varied in scope and depth, specifically regarding the number
of pages, subpages, and links with various information about the offerings of the ODS
unit. As mentioned in Chapter 3, the full breadth of the document analysis, as a
component of content analysis, comes into play specifically in the data collected from the
webpage materials. As noted in Table 4, the number of webpages accessed reflects the
number of webpages that were documented during sequencing and reflects the number of

webpages collected and reviewed from each ODS unit for this study. It is important to
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note that this does not represent the total number of ODS unit webpages but rather is
representative of the number website pages that are relevant to the accommodations
process and with which a student or individual might naturally engage when on the
website. Table 4 also includes the respective word counts for each webpage collected, as
well as a total word count for the ODS unit collected webpages. In order to better
contextualize the scope of difference, it is important to understand the size and type of the
private institution, which is also detailed in Table 4 below. ODS Unit #1 at the smallest
institution had one of the smallest ODS unit website presences, in terms of number of
pages, word count, and available content. ODS Unit #5 and #7, the two next smallest
institutions, varied in the scope and detail of their websites, despite being similar in
institutional population size. Specifically, ODS unit #5 had a much more detailed web
presence than ODS unit #7, both in the number of relevant pages as well as with content
measured in word count. Of note, ODS unit #5 had a sizably larger web presence than the
other participating private liberal arts colleges, both in number of webpages and in word
count. In fact, the web presence of ODS unit #5 could be considered the largest of the
entire study, as it has the largest word count despite having the same number of relevant
webpages as ODS unit #4, which was the largest institution by population size.
Comparably, ODS unit #5 belong to the second smallest institution by population size.
The institutional size and type, therefore, do not appear to be correlated to the ODS unit
web presence, at least in terms of breadth of website and associated ODS pages, despite

the small web presence of ODS units #1 and #7.

126



Table 4

Institution Type/Size and ODS Unit Web Presence Scope and Depth

ODS Institution Size and Type Number of Accessed Word Count
Unit and Collected
Webpages

1 ~500 students 2 (total ODS unit 847 (400, 447)
Private liberal arts college webpages)

2 ~4000 students 5 2678 (466; 433;
Private religious institution 770; 344; 665)

3 ~14,500 students 4 3378 (238; 1111;
Private research university 928; 1101)

4 ~26,000 students 6 2537 (350; 594;
Private research university 290; 237; 814;

252)

5 ~1400 students 6 5032 (311; 768,;

Private liberal arts college 179; 1011; 2286;
477)

6 ~2,000 students 5 1421 (232; 68;
Decentralized ODS at 650; 123; 348)
private research university

7 ~1700 students 2 (total ODS unit 1139 (1040; 99)

Private liberal arts college

webpages; one
password-protected
registration link)
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Outline of Accommodations Process

After documenting the ODS unit website scope and depth, as seen in Table 4, I
began to search for “accommodations process” information, related to how students
register and/or submit documentation for, or otherwise obtain ADA accommodations at
the specific institution. Additionally, I also searched for any information related to the
“Americans with Disabilities Act” and/or “ADA,” as well as the number of instances of
“Americans with Disabilities Act” and/or “ADA” as a searched term. Each ODS unit
detailed information about accommodations and how to begin and engage in the
registration process. Table 5 lists each unit’s information about the accommodation
process, as indicated on the website and summarized by me. Accommodations process
information is not listed verbatim as exists on each ODS unit webpage, because later in
the interview portion of the study, my goal was to summarize each unit’s process for the
director, in order to simulate outside engagement with that process. Additionally,
summarizing the information helps to maintain the confidentiality of the ODS unit (and
director), which is important in maintaining the credibility and trustworthiness of the
study. All seven ODS units discussed information about accommodations in some
capacity, but only five of the seven institutions outlined a clear accommodations process
for students to follow in order to begin the accommodations process while also providing
information on the remaining steps of the entire accommodations process. Of the five
institutions that detailed clear steps to the accommodations process, all five had at least
three steps in the process, with one ODS unit having a 4-step process and one other unit

having a 5-step process.
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In reviewing the specifics of the steps for accommodations, the trajectory of steps
varied in specific details, but overwhelmingly included the following actions. First, the
student with disability requests accommodations through registering with the ODS unit or
otherwise making contact with the ODS unit. At this point, each ODS unit required that
the student submit medical or other documentation supportive of the disability diagnosis,
impacts on daily life and academic engagement, and any recommendation for
accommodation. After this documentation was submitted, the ODS staff reviewed the
accommodation registration information and supportive documentation, and then
scheduled an intake meeting with the student to discuss what accommodations may be
available. For at least one institution, this meeting was listed as optional though
recommended, which represents a difference from the majority. At that point,
accommodations would then be finalized with the student. Following this step, the
processes diverged depending on the specific ODS unit, if any remaining steps were
addressed at all. For some ODS units, the student received a letter of accommodation to
submit to faculty individually without ODS involvement. For others, the ODS unit
generated and submitted the letter of accommodation to faculty without specific student
involvement. Overall, though, it was clear that the five units that detailed their processes
had an overwhelmingly similar process, as outlined on their websites.

Table 5

Accommodations Process as Summarized from Departmental Website

ODS Unit Accommodations Process (summarized from website content)

1 Loosely discussed process on website
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After acceptance and deposit, a student requests accommodation and
has to submit “appropriate documentation” to the director, who will
review and contact student with next steps.

1. Student “prepares to meet with staft”
a. Encouraged to gather medical documentation/materials
and send to DSS office before a meeting is scheduled
b. Complete intake registration form (PDF)
c. Email, mail, or drop off forms
2. Contact DSS staff member to schedule intake appointment
3. Meet with DSS staff member staff member for intake

1. Complete and submit the Student Accommodations Questionnaire
(requires university credentials).

2. Submit documentation supporting disability according to
guidelines. (Note that documentation may be uploaded as part of
step 1)

3. Student is assigned a disability advisor who reviews
documentation and then conducts intake appointment.

*Note that reviews of docs can take 1-2 weeks.

1. Submit ODS registration (includes submitting supporting
documentation).

2. ODS staff notifies student of status and sends accommodations by
email/mail.

3. After registration, an ODS meeting is encouraged (but not
required) to review policies and to discuss specifics of
accommodations.

4. Student must request letters to professors for each semester.

[a—y

: Complete Accommodation Request form.
: Provide supporting documentation:
Offers option of Neuropsychological
evaluation/psychoeducational evaluation from physician or
having physician complete ODS-created Documentation form.
3: ODS receives paperwork; schedules initial meeting with student
4: ODS staff member discusses accommodation
request/documentation with student
5: Decision letter is sent to student, outlining accommodations/other
information.

[\S}
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6 1. Contact the Office
2. Contact submit appropriate documentation
3. Meet with staff member for intake

7 No process is outlined; mention of documentation needed and that
accommodations are developed and implemented on case-by-case
basis.

Documentation Requirements

After memorializing the accommodations processes for each ODS unit as
indicated on their website, I also observed and recorded any information related to the
supportive documentation step in the accommodations process from each ODS unit’s
website that gave such information. Similar to the accommodation information, I
summarized the documentation requirements from the websites in order to maintain
confidentiality of the ODS units in this study, as seen in Table 6. All ODS units at least
mentioned that documentation was required, but there were significant differences in the
amount of information presented about documentation requirements, including examples
of certain disabilities or conditions, as well as requirements for the document itself
(letterhead), the physician, and/or the type of testing or historical information that should
be provided.

All ODS unit webpages indicated that students who want to register for
accommodations must submit documentation that supports the fact that they have a
disability or disabilities. However, the amount of information given about what
constitutes appropriate or supportive documentation varied. For instance, ODS unit #1
only mentioned that “appropriate documentation” is required, but no further elaboration
was given about what “appropriate” means. ODS unit #7 only indicated that supportive

documentation must be from a “certified professional;” aside from that, the only other
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information provided was that psychoeducational documentation should be no more than
3 years old. For these two institutions, the lack of specific requirements for the
documentation is comparable.

Other institutions provided more detailed information about what documentation
should either consist of or include. Both psychoeducational and neuropsychological
evaluations were discussed as appropriate types of documentation, while IEP and Section
504 plans were discussed as being helpful tools for historical information but were noted
as not being considered substantial or appropriate documentation on their own. Similarly,
ODS unit #6 mentioned that other types of historical documentation confirming past
accommodations, such accommodations received in high school or on standardized
testing, could be submitted but would not be sufficient to support an accommodation
request on its own. Multiple ODS units went on to detail a requirement regarding who
completes the documentation, stating that it must be a treating and licensed provider or
professional who is not a family member of or closely related to the student. Another
aspect of documentation that reoccurred in the webpages was that the provider should
provide recommendations for accommodation in the supportive documentation. Aside
from those requirements, ODS units diverged in how they presented additional
requirements, with some units providing more detailed information about the physician
letter and inclusions of diagnosis, history, impact, and recommendations for
accommodation (ODS unit #4). Others provided their own supportive documentation
forms for physicians to complete (ODS unit #3 and 5). When units provided their own
form for providers to complete, it was either one form for all providers (#5), or there were

multiple forms for providers based on the specific type of disability being documented
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(#3). One unit provided specific documentation requirements for providers based on the
disability but did not provide their own form to complete (#6). Units that gave these
specific requirements or forms for providers all included at least the following required
information: diagnosis, history, impact, and recommendation for accommodation, which
was similar to institutions without these differentiated lists of requirements based on
disability or ODS-generated provider forms. Some unique characteristics of
documentation requirements that were not common across ODS units included:
requirement for documentation to be printed on official letterhead (#4); statement that
documentation does not mean an automatic accommodation (#5); and indication of
documentation confidentiality (#7).

Table 6

Supportive Documentation Information as Summarized from Departmental Website

ODS Unit Information regarding Documentation Requirements

1 Mentions “appropriate documentation” but gives no examples

Additional documentation may be needed for any changes in certain
conditions “(for example, chronic health conditions,
mobility/physical/sensory conditions, or psychological/psychiatric
conditions).”

2 Psychoeducational and/or neuropsychological evaluations; medical
assessment, clinical history documentation, letters from qualified
licensed professionals, IEP, 504 Plan.

Notes that IEP, 504 Plan, Social History, Special Education Eligibility
information can be useful but do not constitute supportive
documentation on their own.

3 Documentation should be completed by an “appropriate, licensed
health care professional” and should be “comprehensive and relevant
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that explains the impact of your disability and makes a
recommendation for accommodation.”

Multiple and separate documentation guidelines and editable PDFs
linked for:
1. Severe and Chronic Medical Conditions
Sensory Conditions
Psychological Disabilities
Learning Disabilities
Allergies
Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder

AN e

Specifies documentation must include these 3 items: confirmation of
disability; impact of disability in postsecondary environment; and
discussion connecting disability and requested accommodations

States that Summary of Performance, IEP, or a 504 plan do not
constitute “adequate documentation”

Documentation by “family members or close relatives” is forbidden

“...printed on official letterhead, dated, and signed by the credentialed
professional.”

Documentation should include:

- Discussion of the diagnosis and history (according to the
DSM), indicating “duration and severity of disability”

- Discussion of disability in postsecondary setting

- Impact on "personal and academic performance”

- Medical side effects and impact on “cognitive functioning or
academic performance and daily living”

- Recommendations for accommodation

- Explanation of recommendations for accommodations

Indicates that submission of medical documentation does not
automatically mean accommodations will be given.

Notes that only two types of documentation are accepted:
- Neuropsychological or psychoeducational evaluation.
o Notes that 504 plan or IEP are helpful but do not
provide enough information.
- Institution-generated accommodation documentation form.
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o Notes that the form must be completed by a “licensed
healthcare provider” specializing in the area of
disability/condition and must be a “non-family health
care provider”

6 Specific guidelines listed for the following disabilities:
- Learning Disabilities and/or Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity
Disorder (ADHD)
- Physical Disability or Chronic Health Conditions
- Psychological/Psychiatric Conditions

Indicates that students can submit verification of previous
accommodations, either from prior educational settings or from
formal testing (SAT, ACT, etc.), but notes that these are for historical
purposes only and “are not a substitute for medical documentation”

7 “Students who are requesting support services are required to submit
documentation to verify eligibility under the ADA of 1990 and
ADAAA of 2008.”

Supportive documentation must include:

- “medical or psychological information from a certified
professional.”

- “encourages psycho-educational documentation to be no older
than 3 years.”

- Office “reserves the right to determine eligibility for services
based on the submitted documentation.”

- Documentation is kept confidential

Other Accommodations Information

While reviewing the ODS unit webpages, I further observed that some units
provided additional content about their accommodations process, either to explain the
unit’s approach to accommodations or to otherwise clarify how accommodations work at
the institution. For example, ODS unit #2 provided a section on “objectives of
accommodations,” including that accommodations are meant to “level the playing field”

among students. However, the unit stated, “services vary” among colleges and
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universities when it comes to accommodations, and if transferring between institutions,
students may not receive the same services. ODS unit #7 mentioned that the goal of
accommodations is “to assist the student in achieving the intended outcome of the
course” but noted that accommodations cannot fundamentally alter course or program
content. Similarly, ODS unit #6 noted that it is “dedicated” to providing “reasonable and
appropriate” accommodations. Four of the ODS units noted that accommodations are
“not retroactive,” leading some to urge timeliness of student registration with the office.
ADA Content on Webpages

Another important aspect of the ODS unit website review was how the ODS unit
presented information about and/or mentioned the Americans with Disabilities (ADA).
As part of the focus for this study, but also because the ADA, along with the ADA
Amendments Act and Section 504, are integral to the purpose of ODS units in providing
accommodations to students with disabilities in higher education, I focused on how many
times the ADA was mentioned on the accessed and relevant pages, as well as what
information was given about the ADA. In my continued efforts to ensure confidentiality
of the unit, I either summarized the information presented about or related to ADA, or I
ensured that any direct quotation used would not lead to easy identification of the unit. As
seen in Table 7, all seven ODS units referenced the ADA on their websites, at least in
passing or by acronym. However, the specific references to ADA and any related
elaboration varied in their scope, based on each ODS unit. Only three of the ODS units
(#2, 3, and 7) provided a definition of ADA, in terms of it being a specific law that is
used to ensure nondiscrimination related to disability status. Two of the ODS units (#6

and 7) only referred to ADA using the “ADA” acronym on their webpages, meaning they
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did not write out the full title of the law as “Americans with Disabilities Act.” Multiple
units briefly mentioned that accommodations are offered in accordance with ADA and
Section 504, though often this did not include any explanation of what that meant. Two
ODS units provided in-depth pages about ADA, what it is, and how it applies to students
in a postsecondary setting. However, only ODS Unit #5 directly linked this in-depth
information about ADA to the accommodations process, by using specific verbiage and
within the webpage proximity. The institution size and type did not seem to have any
correlation to the way in which the ODS unit presented information about ADA on its
website and webpages.

Notably, some institutions discussed a variety of definitions when mentioning
ADA, specifically including definitions of a disability, major life activity, person with a
disability, and “reasonable accommodations.” In these cases, the ODS units either lifted
quotations directly from ADA policy or linked to the definitions as presented on

government webpages.

Table 7

ADA Information as Presented on Institutional Website

ODS # times Define as Law Additional Content
Unit ADA
appears on
website
1 2x No definition of ADA as a law; “[Institution] works with
only defines what a disability is,  students seeking
according to ADA: “The reasonable

Americans with Disabilities Act ~ accommodations as
(ADA) and Section 504 of the outlined in the Americans
Rehabilitation Act of 1973, with Disabilities Act and
defines a Section 504 of the
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3x

4x

2x

person with a disability as any
person who has a physical or
mental impairment that
substantially limits

a major life activity, including,
but not limited to walking,
seeing, hearing, speaking,
thinking,

concentrating, reading, and
learning.”

Yes: “The ADA and Section 504
(and the way disabilities under
the law are defined) provide a
reasonable means to ensure
student access to the same college
environment as his or her peers.”

Yes: “Discrimination based on
disability is prohibited by
university policy and local and
federal laws, including the
Rehabilitation Act of 1973 and
the Americans with Disabilities
Act of 1990 and its Amendments
Act 0f 2008.”

Definitions of “a person with
disability”; “substantially limits”;
“qualified person with a
disability”; and “reasonable
accommodation” provided. Notes
that definitions are taken from
Section 504 and ADA

No

Rehabilitation Act
including academic
accommodations, housing
accommodations, and
policy accommodations.

Website does include two
very specific pages
detailing ADA, Section
504/508, IDEA, and how
postsecondary law differs
from other educational
disability law; however,
these were discussed
separately from the
accommodations process

Notes that
implementation of
Section 504 and
ADA/amendments is the
responsibility of the vice
president of campus life

“Our accommodations
are offered in accordance
with Section 504 of the
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20x

2x

Yes: “The Americans with

Disabilities Act of 1990, the
Americans with Disabilities Act
Amendments Act (ADA AA) of
2008, and Section 504 of the
Rehabilitation Act of 1973 (as
amended) prohibit discrimination

against individuals with
disabilities.” The unit then
discusses what types of

discrimination exist, as based on
ADA AA and Section 504 and
related to institutional receipt of

financial assistance.

Also defines individuals with

disabilities and major life
activities.

No

Rehabilitation Act of
1973 and the Americans
with Disabilities Act.”

Notes that the unit uses
the Americans with
Disabilities Act to make
decisions about
“reasonable and
appropriate
accommodations” using a
“deliberative and
collaborative process”
that is unique to each
student.

“Policies regarding
documentation and the
interactive process are
consistent with Section
504/ADA laws and

the Association on
Higher Education and
Disability (AHEAD) best
practices principles which
can be

downloaded here:” (links
to page/PDF)

Detailed information
provided on specific
Section 504/ADA page,
which. Is linked on main
page and detailed in close
proximity to
accommodations process.

Only the acronym is
used. Discussing the D.C.
office of Disability
Rights and the EEOC
provide information

139



about ADA and
amendments.

7 2x No Only acronym used:
“Students who are
requesting support
services are required to
submit documentation to
verify eligibility under
the ADA of 1990 and
ADAAA of 2008.”

Summary of Website Findings

The purpose of the first half of the study was to understand how ODS units
present information on their institutional web pages about their accommodations
processes and the Americans with Disabilities Act. I focused on this specifically because
I wanted to understand more about how ADA is implemented and how an ODS unit’s
website plays a role in ADA implementation. Based on the data collected and my
engagement with each ODS unit web presence as indicated earlier in this chapter, there
are key findings to highlight.

Finding One: Scope and depth of web presence varies. The first key finding
from this section of the study is that the scope and depth of ODS unit web presence
related to accommodations varies among institutions but does not appear to correlate to
the size of the institution by student population.

Finding Two: Accommodations process information is posted on the website.
The second finding is that each ODS website had information posted about the
accommodations process. However, the steps of the accommodations processes were not

always presented clearly or definitely outlined. There were some cases in which the
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accommodations process was vaguely discussed on the website, or the website indicated
that students seeking to register would need to contact ODS unit staff to obtain additional
information. Even though some ODS units were vaguer than others, each unit listed
multiple steps for their accommodations process, which can be distilled to three main
steps of registration or initiation, submitting documentation, and meeting with ODS unit
staff or having an intake appointment. Additionally, some ODS units presented specific
requirements for documentation, while others included forms generated by the unit for
providers to complete. Multiple but not all ODS units mentioned that accommodations
are not retroactive and that they must be “reasonable” and cannot alter fundamental
aspects of programs and courses.

Finding Three: ADA is sometimes defined. The third key finding is that all
ODS websites at least mentioned ADA, but did not always define ADA or even give the
complete title (Americans with Disabilities Act). Some websites did provide definition of
ADA as a policy or law, while other websites provided definitions of other aspects that
ADA addresses, such as defining a disability, person with a disability, or a reasonable
accommodation. Some websites did not provide any definitions of ADA or associated
aspects at all, instead referring to it in passing.

Finding Four: ADA is sometimes connected to the accommodations process.
The final finding from this section is that ADA was sometimes presented as related to or
as the basis of the accommodations process for an ODS unit, but this was not always the
case. In some cases, ODS units directly stated that information about accommodations
being provided under ADA, while others did not.

ODS Unit Director Interviews
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The findings in this section pertain to the following research question and sub-
question: How do ODS units approach ADA policy implementation, specifically in terms
of their accommodations process for SWD? and What role does the director of the ODS
unit have in the decision-making process related to ADA policy implementation, as it
pertains to offering reasonable accommodations to SWD?

After ODS unit director interviews were collected, transcribed, and coded as
described in Chapter 3, I then used comparative summary listing and charts to determine,
organize, and review “categories, themes, and concepts” from the coded data (Saldana,
2008, p. 8). I first organized the content by institutional ODS unit, based on the
transcription of the recorded interview. Each transcription was coded into four main
sections, based on the interview protocol and specific questions asked. These sections
included: background information of director; ODS unit staffing; accommodations
process and ADA; and decision-making processes of directors. Various topics emerged
within the four sub-sections, as well as broadly within each interview. After each
interview data was organized based on this structure, categories and topics that emerged
were organized into a separate list, in which specific quotations and director experiences
were organized as corroborating data supportive of thematic or conceptual outcome.
Afterward, content from all directors were combined in each subsection, in order to
create a comprehensive document with categories, topics, and thematic statements,
supported by quotations from directors. Overall, organizing the data in this way was
helpful in understanding the information and experiences communicated by each ODS
director who was interviewed, and it also allowed for a manageable process by which to

analyze data, in order to address the research questions this study asked.
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ODS Director Backgrounds

In each of the interviews with the seven ODS unit directors, I inquired about their
educational backgrounds and professional experiences that prepared them for the director
role. This information was gathered in order to better understand how the director may
conceptualize their role within the unit, as well as how their experiences may impact their
approach to accommodations implementation under ADA and decision-making related to
the accommodations process.

In asking directly what their educational experiences consisted of, there were a
wide array of responses, but all directors held master’s degrees, including in Sociology
(#1), Higher Education Administration (#3), K-12 Special Education (#6), and Counselor
Education (#7). One ODS unit director (#2) discussed their educational background as
consisting of having three master’s degrees, including one in Special Education, one in
Counseling, and one in Architectural and Environmental Design. Two directors (#4 and
#5) did not disclose specifics of their degree programs, but Director #4 did discuss the
phenomenon of educational preparation for an ODS director specifically, stating:

That’s a really interesting question, because for years I have commented that there

is no educational program. There’s no degree. There’s no credential or license that

one gets to become a director of disability services at a university. And so that has
often made for challenges as people with a variety of different backgrounds
assume these positions. It can be someone with a background in business,
somebody with nursing, with social work, with nursing. It can be anything.
Similarly, Director #3 described in detail the same issue, noting that they “wanted to

study students with disabilities in higher ed” but that they could not find a program about
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that specifically, which led to them “make [their] own” in a higher education
administration graduate program.

Professionally, experiences among directors were less varied, with five out of the
seven directors having served primarily in either disability services or other departments
in a higher education setting. Director #1 discussed prior professional experience working
at a much larger institution, specifically detailing prior work with Section 504 and ADA,
as well as compliance:

Prior to this position I was the Associate Dean of Students at [another institution].

In my role as Associate Dean over my time there, I served in all kinds of different

capacities, but one of them was as the 504 coordinator at the university. I didn’t

directly provide accommodations but I did respond both internally and externally
about the failure to accommodate students. My background in respect to ADA
accommodations is actually in a regulatory capacity. Not necessarily in a student

services capacity, although I will tell you that providing for regulatory failure is a

much more difficult than actually providing the accommodations in the first place.
Director #2 mentioned having a variety of professional experiences prior to becoming
ODS director at their current institution. First, Director #2 described having worked as an
Army training officer, essentially working with soldiers who had learning disabilities to
help prepare them for Army testing requirements. After that, Director #2 discussed their
other experiences, which were vast: “I worked in both four-year, two-year, as well as
worked with dental schools, nursing schools, physical therapy, multiple law schools. And
those, as you know, those areas have some nuances that are different—although from a

policy perspective you need to be absolutely consistent) —than undergraduate.”
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Director #5 discussed how their experience starting in undergraduate and led to direct
preparation in graduate school, “I got into this field, I guess as an undergraduate, I
worked in a similar office: the tutoring and the disability support and all of that, and then
was able to do an internship in a disability office as a Master’s student.”

Three of the directors (#3, 4, and #7) began their professional careers in a K-12
setting. Director #3 discussed having gone through a teaching fellows’ program, which
led to teaching in an elementary school before quickly transitioning to higher education.
The other two directors (#4 and 7) had experiences that consisted of working with
students with disabilities either in a teaching or support capacity in a K-12 setting.
Notably, both of these directors indicated that the shift to working in higher education
was seamless, as their experience with disability documentation in the K-12 setting, such
as with IEPs and 504 plans, strengthened their ability to review disability documentation
in a postsecondary setting. Director #4 stated:

I came to the position with a background in special education and educational

administration as well as out of a medical model. I was with [an unnamed]

university school of medicine in developmental and mental pediatrics where I was
part of a multidisciplinary assessment team, evaluating high risk children. And
then serving as the family’s advocate with regards to requesting appropriate
intervention within the public-school system.
Related to their previous application of the medical model in professional settings, Director
#4 mentioned how past use of the medical model strengthened their ability to be “more
discerning” when it comes to reviewing medical information and documentation in their

current role, particularly amidst caseloads with varied diagnoses. Director #7, who first
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worked as a second-grade teacher and then as a part-time clerical aid for the special
education department at a K-12 institution, described how their previous K-12 work was
helpful in understanding “what the students are coming from to [college] and that it’s a big
misconception sometimes for students and families alike... I was really grateful to have
had all of the IEP/504 experience so that I really knew what they were coming from.”
Directly before becoming the ODS unit director, Director #7 worked as an academic
advisor at the same institution.

As previously mentioned, Director #6 has a master’s degree in K-12 Special
Education, which included the completion of a teacher licensure program. However, while
completing the graduate program, the director “was a student with a disability, and so being
registered with the office, I had the opportunity to obviously learn about the services and
how they differed from high school. I also then had the opportunity to work in the office
as a student worker. A peer mentor.” Upon graduation, the director was offered a K-12
special education teaching position, but decided to pursue an open position in a
postsecondary ODS unit instead.

ODS Unit Staff and Structure

In the second section of the interview, I asked each director about the ODS unit
structure and staff makeup. This was necessary to discuss because the size and structure
of the unit ultimately impact who works with students, specifically when it comes to
accommodations and implementation, as well as more generally with regard to decision-
making and other assigned duties.

Overall, the structure and size of the office varied and seemed to be based on the

size of the institution, aside from one outlier. One director (#1) disclosed that they are the
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only member of their ODS unit; this director’s institution was the smallest of the
institutions involved in the study. Another director (#6) disclosed that their unit was
comprised of only the director, an assistant director, and a full-time staff member.
Director 6 stated, “This staff member, while full-time, they report half to me doing
disability services work and then they report half to our director of academic success,
who does academic coaching, but also is in charge of our wellness programming
function.” This director’s ODS unit was the only decentralized unit of the group, serving
a smaller population of the wider institution’s students with disabilities. This further
indicates that size was an impactful factor on the unit, especially considering the full-time
staff member was shared between ODS and other departments.

For other ODS units, the office structure and staffing ranged from a handful of
staff members (~5 staff members) to an office with multiple internal branches with
multiple staff members in each (20 or more staff members). The director from ODS unit
#2 discussed the staff including: director, associate director, testing coordinator, and three
graduate assistants. The director from institution #5 mentioned a similar structure,
including: director, assistant director, testing administrator, and around two to four
graduate assistants and student workers. These ODS units (#2 and 5) were comparably
staffed, in terms of roles and size of staff. The remaining ODS units were significantly
larger, in terms of the number of staff members and how staff were organized. The
director of ODS unit #7 discussed maintaining a staff of between 15 and 20 people,
including the director, associate director, accommodations specialist, multiple academic
counselors, and multiple graduate assistants and student workers. This unit was the

outlier of the group, as ODS unit #7 belongs to a much smaller private liberal arts
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institution by student population size but has one of the largest staff sizes, comparable to
the two private research universities of the study.

Directors from the private research universities, which make up the remaining two
ODS units (#3 and 4), discussed their staff as being broken down either into specific
subunits or “arms.” One ODS unit director (#3) discussed having around 15 staff
members, in which staff was broken down into various areas, including the first area of
the director, associate director, and disability access advisors; the assistive technology
section, including an assistant director and two AT coordinators; the administrative
section, including an administrative assistant and at least two part-time graduate
assistants; and finally, an interpreter section with two interpreters on staff. Finally, ODS
unit director (#4) discussed staff as being divided into four arms of the larger office; these
included a basic administrative arm; a direct services arm; a technology arm; and a
student connections arm. Each of the arms included multiple tiered full-time staff, part-
time staff, and graduate assistants and student workers. As discussed earlier, ODS unit #4
is part of the institution with the largest student population in this study. Table 8
provides a clear breakdown of the unit size and staff.
Table 8

ODS Unit Size, Staff, and Institutional Organization

ODS Institution Size and Type Size/Staff Student or

Unit Academic Affairs

1 ~500 students 1 (director only) Neither; reports to
Private liberal arts college president

2 ~4000 students 6 Academic Affairs

Private religious institution
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3 ~14,500 students 15 (4 arms of office) Academic Affairs
Private research university

4 ~26,000 students No specific number Academic Affairs
Private research university  given (4 arms of office)

5 ~1400 students 3 Academic Affairs
Private liberal arts college

6 ~2,000 students 3 (director; assistant Student Affairs
Decentralized ODS at director; FT worker)
private research university

7 ~1700 students 15-20 Academic Affairs
Private liberal arts college

As a follow up to the originating question about the staff makeup of the office,
directors were also asked about any specific qualifications that they or the institution
require for staff to work in the ODS unit. The director from ODS unit #1 did not provide
any information about qualifications for staff, as the ODS unit was comprised of just the
director and no other staff members. This director did state, however, “My position was
created by the board for the college in the spring prior to me taking the position, so I'm
the first one who has had this position...The position description was written by people
that frankly don't understand student affairs and don’t understand what this role is.”
However, all other directors provided information about what qualifications were
desirable in candidates, including educational degrees and prior professional experience.

All remaining directors specifically stated that professional staff members of the

office should have at least a master’s degree, or that a master’s degree was preferred.
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However, similar to the directors’ backgrounds, requirements for the subject matter or
major area of the degree varied among staff. Director #3 mentioned:

Typically, they have a graduate degree. I think pretty much every single person in

my office has a graduate degree...they’re all in different things...it just really, it

really depends. It’s weird. Because there’s not very many people that go to school

to just study this; there’s no actual degree, right?
Director #4 went on to echo this idea about variety of the major or degree field, saying
that “...we were really looking for some who had a master’s degree in education or
special education, or some other relevant field—could be social work, or counseling—
that could also be a reasonable background to bring to the position.” Director #7
mentioned that professional staff should have a ““...master’s degree in counselor
education, education, Special Education, social work...some field that’s related” in order
to work in the office. Remaining directors did not mention any specific fields or majors
for the master’s degree.

Similar to the directors themselves, professional staff members’ professional
experience qualifications varied as reported by directors, and requirements for these
positions were mixed. For instance, Director #6 mentioned how important it is that
professional staff have disability-specific experience: “Experience in higher ed, exposure
to ADA, 504, Section 504; you have to be organized, respect confidentiality. And then,
you know, hopefully some exposure to documentation review, but that obviously can be
taught.” Other directors were not as specific with professional requirements, instead
saying that experience working with students or students with disabilities in general was

desirable. Director #4 provided the following points:
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We were looking for somebody who had several years’ experience working with
students at the postsecondary level. We wanted them to more fully understand
that there really is a significant difference between the high school arena of
disability support and what is thought reasonable and appropriate at the
postsecondary level, so that they could make the determination of eligibility more
easily.
Directors shared that many of their professional staff members had secondary or other K-
12 experience before coming to their ODS unit, and that this was extremely helpful to
being able to serve students with disabilities at their institution. Director #3 specified
some previous positions of staff members with having “...background as a therapist, we
have a few higher education people; we have two former teachers; our AT person, she’s a
speech pathologist.” This indicates that there are flexible requirements for professional
experiences of individuals working in an ODS unit, which is similar to the degree
requirement in that the major or field of study can vary.

Each director was also asked to discuss the organization of their ODS unit within
the larger institutional plan. Specifically, I asked each director if their unit was housed in
academic or student affairs. Five of the seven ODS unit directors stated their offices are
housed in academic affairs and/or mentioned reporting to the Provost’s office. ODS unit
#6, which is the decentralized unit, is housed under student affairs. Of note, the director
from ODS unit #1 stated not having to report to either, instead reporting directly to the
president of the institution, though they also mentioned working closely with the Dean
and Assistant Dean of the university. This director (#1) noted that their role was not only

as the director of the ODS unit, but also the director of campus wellness, counseling, and
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Title IX. This was because of the “limited student population, but also because there was
a lack of a student affairs office on campus.” When discussing the broader institutional
organization of their units with the directors, most directors did not have much to
elaborate on, though two notable remarks were made by the directors from the two
largest institutions (#3 and 4). ODS unit director #3 stated “My personal opinion: it’s
much more powerful for an office, for a disability office to be under academic affairs
than student affairs” because it holds “more clout” and because of how ODS units “need
faculty buy-in.” This director also noted that there is “more money in academics” as
opposed to student affairs. ODS unit director #4 noted that there is “Much more of an
academic focused perspective to what we do,” and that their ODS unit also has a heavy
emphasis on diversity as it reports to a Vice Provost for diversity and equity out of the
Provost’s office.
Accommodations Process and ADA

The third section of the interview focused on the accommodations process and
ADA, with emphasis on the accommodations process first. As discussed earlier in this
chapter, I first recorded each ODS unit’s accommodations process as it was presented on
the institutional website prior to the interview with the director. I documented how many
steps were involved in the accommodations process, as well as the specific steps of the
process, which formed the basis of the accommodations process section of the interview
protocol. During the interview with each director, I detailed the information published on
the website and dictated the accommodations process as I observed it, going through each
step. I then asked each director if this accommodations process, as observed from the

website and described during the interview, was accurate. All directors responded in the
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affirmative overall, suggesting that my observation and interpretation was generally
correct.

Overall, each ODS unit director indicated having at least three steps including
first having some sort of registration process or form; next having a documentation
submission requirement; and then a meeting with the student for intake and/or to assign
accommodations. However, a few directors presented clarifying information about how
their processes were either general or more nuanced. When asked about their process,
Director #6 addressed the idea of a 3-step process directly, stating, “I mean, the three-step
process is kind of a simplified version. Obviously, you don’t have to start with step one.”
Director #7 discussed that part of their accommodations process includes an additional
step in documentation review, where the entire ODS staff meet to discuss the upcoming
academic year’s caseload and any questions about specific students or accommodations:
“We will meet together as a whole group during the summer, prior to the time that they
actually arrive on campus, because we want to be prepared and have them all set up, and
really talk about what we’ve learned from their documentation.” Additionally, multiple
topics emerged in this particular section related to the accommodations process in
general, as well as specific steps of the process.

When asked about their accommodations process, two directors discussed first-
year students specifically in connection with the process. ODS Director #1 mentioned
how first-year students are given more guidance when it comes to the accommodations
process: “So it’s effectively as you outlined it. It was a process that we are a little bit
more directive for incoming first year students. There is a first-year student packet that is

posted with their admissions material.” ODS Director #1 then discussed that apart from
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this, the accommodations process, as I outlined, is accurate, but that there is an interactive
component as well, in order to address “any questions or if there is anything that is just
not going to be possible to accommodate.” This director also went on to discuss how the
accommodations process is going to be “largely administrative” for students who may
have received accommodations in high school, suggesting that the accommodations
processes and certain steps are similar between high school and college or university
study. This was also reflected in conversation had with ODS Director #7, who stated a
similar process but who went on to mention:

Typically, for first-year students as they’re coming in, they often like to include

their parents, which is absolutely fine... Knowing that they may change and that

they may or may not be the same as what they had in high school. Some

accommodations aren’t applicable at the college level. Some accommodations

aren’t available at the high school level but are very available here.
The director did not specify how parents would be included, specifically if they would be
involved with the entire process or with one step of the process, though. ODS Director #3
also mentioned that ODS unit staff engaged with students and parents throughout the
accommodations process as needed, though did not specify first-year students when
discussing the accommodations process.

Another topic about the accommodations process addressed by several directors
was that it was a unique process for each student, often described as interactive,
collaborative, and/or individualized. Specifically, ODS Director #3 stated, “We really, I

think, follow the individualized, interactive process, and that doesn’t begin when the
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student gets accommodations; it begins as soon as they talk to us. So, it is really
individualized and collaborative.” Similarly, Director #4 noted that:

...none of this is thought etched in stone. They can inquire ‘why did you only say

this when I asked for that?’ So, there is a continuing conversation back and forth,

but initially we’re looking at that documentation and the student’s request and

trying to come up with a plan that’s reasonable.
Director #6 mentioned that the ODS unit staff focus on “the interacting and that kind of
interactive process, learning more about [student] self-support, their experiences, what
they’re looking for.” Director #7 indicated that “We do that intake meeting with every
student that registers with us,” but also noted that “if there’s ever a change in diagnosis or
an additional diagnosis, then we do an updated intake meeting to repeat the process, and
then we develop the accommodations together.”

Similar to Director #7, other directors also indicated the flexibility of the process,
indicating that steps could be done in a different order or steps could potentially be
revisited if there was a need. Director #5 stated that the process

“...doesn’t always happen in that order. I mean, ideally it would. It would be the

accommodation request and the documentation, the meeting with of us, typically

the disability access specialist, but sometimes they come meet with us first to hear
about what might be available or how to do it or what might be helpful.”
In such situations, the director noted that students would still be required to submit
documentation supportive of the presence of the disability and associated needs, in order
to move forward with the process. Director #6 made comments that reflected this position

as well, in terms of the order not being completely rigid but more helpful as “...framing,
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but essentially, it’s reaching out, sharing you have a disability, requesting
accommodations, submitting that supporting documentation.” Director #2 noted that “So
what we do, I guess the addition to that in terms of process, is that we tell students, which
I'm sure you do as well, is that nothing is set in stone. It can be changed that anytime.”
The director went on to give specific examples of how student diagnoses can change or
symptoms become more severe, which may necessitate reviewing and updating any
accommodations already assigned. For instance, Director #2 noted, “Oftentimes things
that are requested need additional documentation if it's an invisible disability. If someone
has an issue that comes up as a result of, for instance, health concern or whatever else, let
us know.” The director indicated that this interactivity could allow for changes to
accommodations, based on student needs.

Another topic that emerged during the interviews was the online or remote nature
of some aspect or step of the accommodations process. While each institution had content
about the accommodations process on their website, four ODS units (#3, 4, 5, and 7)
required an online registration and other virtual communication to initiate the
accommodations process. Specifically, this meant that any student who wanted to request
accommodations with the ODS unit would need to complete the registration form online;
university credentials were required to log in to the portal for registration. ODS Director
#5 discussed a specific online system that the ODS unit used: “We use Accommodate by
Simplicity to manage our accommodations. We’ve been using that for about 4 years.
Before that, we used a company called Formfact to do the disability request form, so the
information used to come in different ways.” This was the only specific online system

mentioned by any director; other directors discussed the online components generally.
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ODS Director #4 mentioned that some of the process can sometimes be conducted at a
distance: “A lot of it is done remotely. So, there’s the online registration system. They
would initially receive communication following that from this office by email, but then
we do work to get the student in in-person.” This director went on to state that if students
are unable to meet in-person, then intake can be done remotely, though the preference is
to complete the intake meeting in person. Other ODS units (#1, 2, and 6) did not specify
an online or in-person modality for any aspects or steps of the accommodations process,
and directors of these units discussed the steps and process in general terms in which
either modality could be engaged.

A significant step in the accommodations process that I discussed with each ODS
unit director was the step involving finding support for the provision of accommodations,
typically done through the submission of supporting documentation by physicians on
behalf of the student. This step usually occurred as the middle portion of the process,
often coming after an initial accommodation request or registration on the part of the
student, but before an intake appointment with the student in which potential
accommodations would be discussed. Every director discussed the submission of
documentation as a necessary and crucial step of the accommodations process, but there
were differing views about how reliant an ODS unit or staff should be on the
documentation versus the student self-report, as well as what specific documentation
requirements were in place.

Some directors provided general commentary on the requirements for
documentation in order to proceed with assigning academic accommodations, while

others provided more specific information. For instance, ODS Director #1 only
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mentioned that there were “guidelines with respect to documentation” but did not
expound on what the specific guidelines were. Other directors noted that the
documentation guidelines had a variety of components, which sometimes led to
confusion on the part of medical providers when completing the documentation: “...the
documentation can be all kinds of stuff. But we do have a form that’s especially
helpful...to kind of guide providers through all of the things we’re going to need” (ODS
Director #5). ODS Director #2 even discussed how the unit had recently revised the
documentation guidelines, in order to clarify requirements for students and providers, in
order “to make it more explicit...we thought it made more sense to be more specific.”
The specificity of what the documentation needed to indicate about a student’s disability
was further discussed by other directors, particularly as related to the sometimes iterative
and ongoing nature of the accommodations process overall. Director #4 indicated that
[Documentation] gets assigned to the appropriate [staff member] based on the
student’s name. They’re going to review that documentation to first determine if
it’s sufficient. It may not be. It may be too old; it may be not descriptive enough.
It may not rise to the level of significance to merit a disability determination. So
that’s the first review, and then if it’s not sufficient, that gets communicated back
to the student with clarification as to what information is needed. So, we don’t
leave them hanging. We actually give them a lot of information about what do
they need to come up with to make this work.
Director #7 also highlighted the importance of documentation, but also indicated that the
student ability to elaborate on the documentation by providing significant historical factors

was just as significant during this part of the accommodations process. The director stated:
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The documentation can tell us so much, but I want to know what actually works
from that for them and they’ve used in the past, what hasn’t worked for them, how
they learn best, that kind of thing, so that we can develop accommodations that are
really in tune with their needs. We need to have documentation to back up things,
but certainly we also do want to hear from the student experience what is working
for them and what is not.

Overall, multiple significant aspects of the documentation were indicated; these
included the age of the documentation, detail and specificity, and legitimacy of diagnosis
as related to disability status. Furthermore, the questioning of the documentation by the
ODS Directors and their unit staff members was observed as a reoccurring theme: ‘is the
documentation sufficient’ was the question that underscored each director’s approach to
this documentation review, as part of their unit’s accommodations process.

The student self-report was also indicated as being significant to understanding
disability student needs and an important aspect of the accommodations process.
Specifically, Director #7 noted, “student report and experience is extremely valuable when
creating the accommodations and you can’t just rely on the documentation.” Director #6
also mentioned this directly, when discussing how important the self-reporting is in the
accommodations process: “Talking with the student...learning more about their self-
support, their experiences, what they’re looking for.” The student self-report often
accompanied the documentation step of the process or the intake meeting when student and
ODS unit staff would meet to discuss potential accommodations. Director #2 noted that
“what the student reports as a disability is different from what the clinician reports as a

disability and that those two things can be very different than what legally is supported in
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terms of an accommodation.” This director suggested that the student perspective can help
to contextualize the physician documentation, in terms of diagnosis and supports needed.
While not specifically discussed by all ODS unit directors in these terms, it is important to
note that all directors indicated that ongoing conversations with students about their
disabilities, needs, and accommodations were significant to their role, or the function and
role of the ODS unit.

Directors also provided further elaboration about their ODS unit’s approach to
reviewing medical or supportive documentation once received by the unit and staff. Five
out of the seven directors directly mentioned their documentation process in terms of
either being holistic or individualized rather than being prescriptive. Specifically, the
directors were asked if they used any matrices, checklists, rubrics, or other formal
guidelines to review the documentation. No one mentioned using a formal type of
comprehensive list or guide to review documentation, but directors did discuss that there
were specific requirements they looked for. Director #1 mentioned being “not necessarily
a big fan of prescriptive or rubric types of accommodation,” but rather focusing on
student needs and accommodations as they are reasonable within a degree program.
However, other directors mentioned specific characteristics they looked for; these
included the age of documentation; confirmation and details of disability; relation to
academic impact; and some historical impact. Director #2 mentioned that documentation
is reviewed for “...a condition, manner, and duration. We're also looking for the
reasonableness of the accommodation requests.” Director #4 discussed similar basic
criteria: “...we look for age, we look for comprehensiveness of information, we look for

the relevance to the student’s academic performance or maybe living arrangements to
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facilitate ongoing participation and then make the determination of eligibility based on
that.” Director #7 discussed other more concrete aspects as well: “...letterhead, it needs
to be signed, it needs to include a diagnosis, it needs to include academic impacts of
diagnosis, a little bit of history.”

Some directors also indicated that they require information about prescriptions a
student is currently taking related to diagnoses, as well as any comorbid conditions and
how they impact the student in differentiated ways. For instance, Director #6 stated

It’s more holistic...[documentation] definitely needs to be current. Obviously, in

terms of comprehensive, again, that varies disability to disability. If they do have

comorbid conditions, you know, in most instances we might need, if you have a

chronic health condition and a learning disability we will, you know, need

psychological eval and a note from, you know, the treating clinician who might

treating your chronic disease.
Directors also discussed how previously developed documentation, such as that obtained
or submitted in high school, could be included in certain cases. Director #7 mentioned,
“With the push to accepting IEPs and 504s as documentation, that really varies even
more and makes it even fuzzier for us.” At times, directors noted their frustration with the
lack of a prescriptive process on the part of the ADA or federal government, specifically
with documentation, because there is often substantial confusion about what
documentation students need to obtain and submit, especially since that may differ from
documentation required in high school or at other postsecondary institutions. One
example of this was provided by Director #3: “I mean, there are some things I would like

more guidance on. I think most of us would like more guidance on animals; like that
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would be really helpful.” Furthermore, when it comes to an area or topic in which there is
a lack of clear pathway forward, Director #7 mentioned their own process for ensuring
appropriate action:

Honestly, I call the ADA hotline number a lot or the helpline. I call it the hotline. I

do call them just to verify. If I’ve got a question or concern, I want to make sure

that I’'m answering completely right. So, I will rely on that, or I’'ll look up ADA.gov

and I’ll find the areas and make sure that I’'m reading them and hoping that I’'m

interpreting them correctly. Recently, I was researching because a student was in a

wheelchair and the parents were like we want the college to provide a person to

push her around.
The director went on to hypothesize that as times goes on, certain areas and topics will
gain clarity as provided by OCR under guidance of ADA.

Another recurring aspect of the documentation portion of the accommodations
process was the recommendation of accommodations made by the clinician or treating
physician, or the history of accommodations previously received in past educational
settings, which would be seen in an IEP or Section 504 plan. Directors indicated that this
particular aspect of documentation can sometimes be helpful, especially if a student is
financially limited and only has access to older supporting documentation. Alternatively,
this could also be problematic for directors, as some accommodations provided to
students in high school or recommended by physicians may not actually be available at
the postsecondary level. Director #1 noted that “The classroom-based accommodations
are, to be honest with you, often very different than what a student may have received in

the past and that’s honestly just really predicated on the way our program works and the
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way our program is structured.” The director mentioned that even if a student submits
documentation recommending a specific accommodation, there is no guarantee that a
director or ODS unit is able to provide that.

Additionally, some directors noted that another problem they face with
documentation is that students may receive recommendations for more accommodations
than they may really need. This could either be based on the recommendations from their
treating physicians or from ODS units at their previous institutions who had provided
prior accommodations. Director #4 gave a specific example of a student with ADHD, in
which

...the student comes in and says, ‘I want extended time. I want private space. |

want notes given to me. I want XYZ.” And I look at the student and I say, ‘“That

documentation is not sufficient.” We are not challenging that someone has made a

diagnosis of ADHD. What we are questioning is that information does not tell us

what’s the impact of the symptoms of that ADHD on you as an individual student.

Where is it compromising your academic performance specific to the

accommodations you’re requesting?

In this situation, there may be pushback relative to documentation provided, either
prompting requests for additional or clarifying documentation, or discussion between
ODS staff and the treating physician. Alternatively, some directors discussed how these
conversations with students could lead to identifying specific executive functioning, time
management, planning, or other skills that ODS unit staff could work with the student to

improve upon, rather than merely providing an accommodation.
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Another aspect of the accommodations process that directors discussed was
accommodation letter generation and submission to professors. This portion of the
process occurs after accommodations have been assigned by the ODS unit staff and
discussed with the student. In most cases, directors discussed that the final aspect of the
process is that ODS staff generate a letter that lists the various accommodations a student
is assigned. After the letter is generated, the unit either sends the letter to professors, or
the unit provides the letter to the student and the student is responsible for submitting the
letter to professors. Two separate topics that emerged in this section of the interviews
included student responsibility and self-advocacy, and ODS unit handling of the letter or
accommodation notification.

A majority of directors (five out of seven) noted that students are responsible for
giving their accommodation letters to faculty members, and at least one director
discussed how ODS staff instruct students on how to have these accommodation
discussions with faculty members. Director #1 mentioned that this portion of the process
was recently changed, in order to provide students with letters of accommodation that the
students then take to faculty members, as this had not been the case in previous years.
This director emphasized that “The student really needs to be involved in this process
because so much of what happens is going to be between them and the faculty members.
Unless I’'m providing alternate materials to somebody, I’m really out of the process once
accommodations are put in place.” Other directors discussed a similar process for
generating accommodation letters, providing the letters to students, and then students
being responsible for reaching out to faculty members to have one-on-one conversations

about their needs. However, some ODS directors mentioned that there were nuances to
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this process. Director #2 disclosed how the ODS unit provided more open-ended
accommodations:

We provide the student—which is different then since some universities—with a

single accommodations letter. Where the accommodations are sort of open ended

and designed to encourage the student to engage the instructor. And we divide the

letter into two pieces. One speaks to accommodations to which everybody is

legally bound and the other section speaks to recommended supports.
This focus on recommended supports is meant to allow for student and faculty interaction
in determining steps forward in a particular class, related to specific student needs that an
office might not be able to formally accommodate, according to the director. Another
nuance to the process that was disclosed by Director #7 was the student ability to provide
the accommodation letter as well as an ODS-developed voluntary disclosure form to
faculty if they choose. Director #7 elaborated on this form as being “...a really, really basic
form that can give the professor additional information if the student chooses to,” such as
some information about student diagnosis and/or classroom preferences.

Directors also stressed the importance of the student having a conversation with the
faculty members, as related to the specific needs of the student in the particular class. This
may result in more or fewer accommodations being needed or implemented based on class
content or professor approach to coursework. Director #4 noted that students are
encouraged “to make a decision about what, if any, accommodations they may be eligible
to request they actually want to use in a particular class or in a particular semester.” For
instance, if a class has no tests, then a professor would not need to worry about

implementing a student’s testing accommodations. Additionally, ODS Director #7 further
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elaborated on how having these conversations with professors can help to build their own
confidence when discussing their disability-related needs:

I have really mixed feelings about [automated systems], to be honest, because I

want the students to develop some self-advocacy skills. Honestly, I love having the

students intentionally take their forms to their professors so that the professor
knows who the student is. At the beginning of the year, they might have a lot of
new students with accommodations and if you don’t make that face-to-face contact,
they don’t know which one it is.
However, the director did note that the unit is looking into an automated system, as that
would help significantly in reducing the amount paperwork ODS staff have to handle
manually.

Other directors indicated the ODS unit staff has a larger role with accommodation
letters, either submitting them to faculty or discussing accommodations needs with
faculty without a letter. In these scenarios, the student is often involved on the front end
of the process, indicating which classes they would like accommodations to be
implemented in but do not engage in the process beyond that point. Director #5 discussed
the reasoning for this process in detail:

[Students] fill out the form to let us know which faculty need to be alerted about

what accommodations. We do encourage students to go talk to their faculty, but

we talked a lot about you know, can we actually monitor that? We can’t. We’re
definitely not going to enforce that. Administratively for us, and morally to

require students to do that, years ago before we had Accommodate they did a
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semester request online and we printed their letters and they had to go take them
to faculty. But with the online system, they don’t have to meet with the faculty.
Director #6 also mentioned that students were not provided letters of accommodation to
give to faculty, saying, “We don’t have accommodation letters per se. So, yes, the student
gets an accommodation letter, but it’s really just personal records...” The director went
on to discuss that letters were not provided to faculty because the director would have
direct conversations about the student and their accommodations with the faculty,
eliminating the need for the letter. While Director #6 did not indicate a particular reason
for this approach to professor notification, Director #5 noted that the lack of ability to
enforce or ensure student engagement with professors as a primary reason for their
approach. Additionally, Director #5 discussed how the data management system used by
the office is set up to automatically send letters to selected faculty members, based on
student selection. In this particular scenario, the director discussed that students still have
control over which professors’ letters will be sent to, but that the office takes on the
responsibility of actually ensuring that faculty receive the letter:
That letter is like an official ‘this is what we talked about and this what you’re
approved for’ but then each semester the student logs into our Accommodate
portal and selects the classes that they want to use accommodations for. So, they
can choose not to use their accommodations in their acting class or their studio art
class, so they’re not disclosing to people they don’t need to or want to. And I
would say most of the time, students just do all of their classes. Once they do that
semester request, then a letter goes out to each of their faculty. So, the student

doesn’t have to send it to each of their faculty.

167



The distinction between this approach and the student-submission approach suggests that
directors may change their process based on what they consider to be priorities, such as
enhancing student self-advocacy versus office productivity and ensuring university
compliance by way of faculty engagement in implementing accommodations.

After discussing steps in the accommodations processes by the various ODS units,
I asked each director how they believed their accommodations processes both supported
students while also meeting requirements of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA).
Various topics emerged here, including how accommodations processes engage students
without enabling them, and how ODS units and staff act within the law or spirit of the
law when engaging students in the accommodations process.

Most directors discussed how important it is to support students with disabilities
as these students go through the accommodations process, but also beyond that process
with regard to coursework. This led directors to focus on what some considered a more
recent “struggle,” which is accommodating students without enabling them or otherwise
fundamentally altering course curricula. Director #2 noted that “We don't want to water
down the curriculum. So, it's really a balance between what provides access to the student
and supporting instructors to provide as best a semblance as possible to their curricular
intent.” Director #7 also indicated this issue is becoming more problematic at their
institution, as “students and parents” often expect modifications that equate to
overaccommodation and alteration of course materials, which the director said is not
appropriate and not something the ODS unit “does.” In the same vein, Director #4 noted
that their process helps students “process information that gives them the best insight into

their own unique learning profile.” In this sense, Director #4 stated, students are able to
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receive support but are also encouraged to reflect on what processing, organizational,
and/or planning strategies they can improve upon rather than solely relying on
accommodations. The director discussed how this attempt to empower and engage
students can promote their own success while also “respecting core tenets of the ADA.”

Another topic that emerged in this particular section was that of acting within the
spirit of the law or focusing on how the law guides ODS unit work. Here, the law being
referred to is the ADA and amendments, as well as Section 504 in some cases. Multiple
directors noted that they operate their ODS unit and specifically engage students in an
accommodations process in what they consider to be “the spirit of the law.” Director #3
noted that “...the law guides us in our work. We wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for that,
unfortunately. We try and think about what is the spirit of the law when we’re making
our decisions.” Director #3 also noted that while the law leaves quite a bit up to
interpretation, it is the responsibility of the office and not the student to ensure
requirements are met. Additionally, Director #5 discussed how their unit follows “the
spirit of the law,” but also that accommodations must be granted in situations where they
can be considered reasonable and in line with curricular expectations: “...if we can’t
come up with a reason that it’s not a reasonable accommodation or why this is actually
going to hurt the student’s educational experience, then it’s typically an appropriate
accommodation and that’s how we approach it.”

One director, though, provided another consideration regarding legal implications
of ADA as applied to accommodations when students may not be lucid. Director #2

stated
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As a side note, one of the challenges to your earlier questions with the law of
ADA or disabilities law, particularly the amendments act is the amendments act
present proposes that the interactive process is rational. What if somebody by
virtue of having a psychiatric issue is irrational? Right. Then the whole premise
behind the whole dialogue —or the person's dishonest—falls apart.
While not a position mentioned by other directors, this position is perhaps implied more
broadly in accommodations processes that consider student self-reporting, but require and
rely more on clinically supportive documentation in order to grant accommodations to a
student.
Decision-Making
The final section of the interview focused on decision-making on the part of the
director as well as within the ODS unit. I asked each director how they approached
decision-making and how their approach reflected their role as director. I also inquired
about any external forces that could impact decision-making or other unit functions.
Most directors mentioned that their specific approach to decision-making was
dependent on the situation at hand or type of decision that needed to be made, making
this the first identifiable topic in this section. For instance, Director #2 stated that “the
question is sort of the category of issues that are being resolved—that determines the
collaboration.” For any decisions that could be construed in a political way either for the
ODS unit, department, or university, Director #2 would discuss with their supervisor, in
order to provide notice of the issue but also to receive any guidance from senior
administration on how to move forward. Similarly, Director #7 noted

It all depends on the decision, I’1l put it that way. If it’s a policy kind of change, I
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will usually discuss it with my associate director and maybe another staff member

or two, and then certainly I’ll review it with my supervisor, who is the dean of

faculty, and my provost because those are things that I feel like I need—support

from all ends and I want to make sure. If it’s a very small procedural change,

sometimes that’ll just be like ‘okay, this is how we’re doing it.
Director #7 went on to mention, “Rarely, but on occasion, I have handed some things over
to my supervisor and said, ‘Okay, this is what we’ve done so far. We’ve done everything
that we can. We’ve mediated the best we can.’” Being able to consider multiple aspects of
an issue was something that Director #5 mentioned as being critical to the decision-making
approach, because doing so increases the chances of supporting students when providing
accommodations. Director #3 noted that staff are responsible for decisions on a day-to-day
basis, but that if staff cannot reach a decision or are unsure of what to do, then they will
seek out director support. Director #3 echoed Director #5°s discussion of focusing on a
complete review of the situation and being able to consider a student situation from a
variety of angles. Director #3 stated, “When it gets to my level, when I make decisions, I
look at everything that’s been done before, all the conversations, what the student has had
previously. Typically, I'll meet with the student if there’s a discrepancy. Gather
information.” The director also mentioned the importance of gathering information as
related to making decisions, generally.

Regardless of the type or level of decision being made, multiple directors
mentioned the importance of being able to defend a decision after making it. Director #1
stated that “T do think you have to be able to document what you’ve done, and you have

to be able to defend your actions.” Director #1 went on to discuss how this could apply to
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assigning certain accommodations to students, as well as making decisions about how
these accommodations can be implemented in the classroom by faculty. Director #5 also
highlighted the defense of ODS units’ decisions as a major cornerstone of the director
role:
First thing that comes to mind is my role as a defender of the decisions my staff
makes. Because I trust them to make the right decisions for our students and as an
office, our role is to provide access to education for all of our students...
personally my role is to defend the decisions that either my staff make or that we
make as a team. And to inform and educate people.
Directors mentioned this action of defending ODS staff actions when there are
complaints by students and parents. Director #2 elaborated, specifically focusing on how
decision making has to be “completely consistent because sometimes students or parents
will try to play you against one another.” However, directors also indicated necessary
intervention in cases of faculty pushback. Director #4 stated, “...it may be that when my
staff has made a decision, there’s pushback on the part of a faculty member and that may
necessitate my intervening and dealing with the faculty.” Additionally, Director #4 went
on to state that situations in which grievances are severe or could result in legal action are
important to review and address immediately at the director level or above:
I would say anything that looks like it has the potential to escalate, maybe involve
lawyers, my staff will always put it on my desk. It always comes to my attention
very quickly. I mean and sometimes it can be the student themselves who is filing
a pretty significant grievance or appeal of some sort and they know that it’s the

person in the director’s seat that’s going to potentially be involved. I usually
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handle the bulk of those first-year complaints. Whether it’s about disability
discrimination, whether it’s about failure to accommodate. It could be a difference
of opinion with regard to what an accommodation required. Those get addressed
here at my level.
Directors stressed the importance of having open communication with their own
supervisors as well, especially in situations that could impact the university more broadly.
There was also discussion about how grievances related to possible discrimination or
disability rights’ violations are not typically handled by the ODS units, but are handled
by other offices at the institution instead.

Another topic that emerged throughout the interviews was the teamwork,
collaboration, and staff empowerment within the ODS unit. Director #2 put it directly by
stating, “I don’t try to make decisions in isolation,” and that the opinion and judgment of
the assistant director and other ODS unit staff is crucial to office functionality, specifically
when ensuring that students are provided accurate and appropriate accommodations.
Similarly, Director #6 indicated the ability to collaborate with others as particularly
significant: “I am all about collaboration. I think, you know, I view my role and my position
as a bridge builder.” Director #4 focused on their ability to ensure that staff not only assist
in decision-making but are made of aware of various issues that the ODS unit is dealing
with, even if they do not have a role in making a particular decision related to that issue.
Director #4 stated, “I think any good leader recognizes that their staff needs to be on board
in sort of understanding the importance or the value of certain decisions being made. And
that many times requires you involve them in that decision-making process.” Other

directors reiterated this point of providing information to staff, but also added that part of
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their role as director was to embolden and encourage ODS unit staff members to make their
own decisions. Director #5 said,

...as a leader, I try and leave the decisions up to my staff. My philosophy as a

manager, as a leader, is to empower them. Because they’re going to be more helpful

to the team if they feel like they can make their decisions.

Director #3 presented a similar idea, stating that because of how the director and associate
director collaborate and lead the office, “the advisors will, they have the power to make a
decision themselves.” According to directors, this represents an investment in their staff’s
decision-making, which will, in turn, result in the staff being more invested in their roles
and responsibilities in the office. Director #7 noted, “I always think it’s really useful to
have some input on certain decisions because you’ve got to have the buy-in of the team.”
Essentially, by entrusting the staff with more decision-making abilities, directors suggested
that they were ensuring that their staff would produce a higher quality of work. Director
#1, as an office of one person, did not discuss this aspect of decision-making as it pertains
to other ODS unit staff members, but the director did mention the importance of being open
to collaboration with other staff and faculty members at the institution as a best practice
when accommodating students.

Directors were then asked if there were any external factors that impact decision-
making, either by the unit in general or by the director specifically. While responses to
this question varied, two distinct topics emerged: funding and pushback from faculty, the
institution, and/or other offices.

Two directors indicated that funding was a common issue that had the ability to

impact decision-making in the office, as well as their and staff’s responsibilities
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sometimes on a daily basis. For instance, Director #2 said that funding was a primary
issue, and that the ODS unit does not currently have the staff to provide a variety of
accommodations that they would if there was more institutional funding available, such
as notetakers. Director #2 gave an example: “We're struggling paying for interpreting
costs, and because of that and because the upper administration doesn't really understand
what that looks like, that requires a lot of time on our end to explain what it is that we're
doing.” Similarly, Director #7 emphasized that funding often impacted the decisions of
the ODS unit: “There are things that we would love to do but we are limited by funding.”
In discussing other external factors impacting decision-making, many directors
mentioned how staff and faculty members outside of the ODS unit often lack
understanding of access and accommodations, which can lead to pushback. Director #5
indicated that pushback was the main external impact on ODS unit decision making,
stating, ““...the only impact has been [others] coming back and questioning why.”
Similarly, Director #2 discussed how faculty member will sometimes question actions of
the ODS unit: “...the student will complain to their psych faculty and the psych faculty
say ‘Oh my God, what are you guys doing over there?” Well, they’re in a therapeutic
perspective and they're not in an access perspective.” The director mentioned how this
can lead to undue stress and additional work being placed on the ODS unit, but also
impacts decision-making because the unit has to factor in clarifying information to
accommodation decisions and correspondence with students and faculty. Director #4 also
discussed how the ODS unit’s priorities may not match the priorities of other offices or

departments, which can impact decision-making:
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We’re very conscious of the need to ensure that everything is accessible but
people in other arenas are making decisions that don’t have that same lens.
Another could be with regards to different academic policies, setting nonstandard
parameters for students across the university. That may be very confusing. (#4)
This can lead to pushback with actions related to registrations or online classes, according
to Director #4, and it has the potential to lead to student misunderstanding of
accommodation implementation as well as other university requirements. Director #7
indicated another example of pushback on the part of the administration, in which
university optics impacted the ODS unit decision-making:
...at one point, we had explored the honor society for college students who happen
to have disabilities and at the time, when I approached that with the administration,
they were like ‘no, we don’t want to be known as the college for disabilities.” Not
in those words at all, but the pushback was like that. I'm like here this could be
such a positive motivator and we have some of the best honor students registered
with us so can we celebrate that? Now our campus mentality has changed again and
evolved a little bit more and it’s been several years so it’s something that I’m ready
to broach again and say ‘hey, let’s add this. This looks really good as an institution.’
While this pushback on the part of administration differs from that of faculty and staff, it
does indicate that the ODS unit’s decisions are impacted by a variety of stakeholders at
the institution.

Just as some directors noted how external factors impacted ODS unit decision-
making, others highlighted their own ability to make decisions without any outside

pressures from the school or faculty. Director #3 stated:
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I’ve been very lucky that no one’s come in and just been like ‘just do zhis. I don’t

think it’s a good idea.” I’'m very conscious when I make decisions, especially like

these, because when I make a decision, it’s usually something weird. And it’s

something no one’s encountered before, and I’m very conscious about setting a

precedent. So, I also think a lot about that when I make a decision.
This ability to be in control of the unit and decision made was also something Director #1
discussed as an important aspect of the small ODS unit, in which going to administration
to discuss any issues or questions are well-met: “The Dean and the Assistant Dean are
really helpful because they’re both faculty members, so I’'m able to go to the Assistant
Dean and say ‘this is a need. How realistically will this play out in class?’” This, in turn,
allows the director to be well-informed before making a decision, in addition to being
more “strategic.”
Summary of Interview Findings

The purpose of the second half of the study was to further investigate how ODS units

implement ADA through their accommodations process from the perspective of the ODS
unit director. This section of the study consisted of a semi-structured interview in which I
was able to discuss a variety of topics with each ODS unit director, including their
educational and professional backgrounds, the ODS unit size and staffing, the
accommodations process and ADA, and their decision-making process as director and in
the unit generally. The interview protocol was directly informed by the website analysis
from the first part of this study. While not all questions were explicitly related to the
accommodations process and ADA, all questions asked and topics discussed relate to

how ODS units are staffed and approach their work, which indirectly relate to
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accommodations and/or ADA. A variety of topics emerged in during the interviews, and
distillation of these topics have led to the following findings, which are presented as
theme statements:

Finding One. Educational and professional backgrounds are varied rather than
uniform. Directors have graduate degrees in a variety of fields ranging from counseling
to K-12 education to higher education administration, which suggests there is no clear or
prescribed educational path to becoming an ODS director, for instance having to obtain a
graduate degree in disability studies. Similarly, while many directors had various
professional experiences in higher education, some directors had prior professional
experiences in K-12 education, military relations, family counseling, and medical offices.
This was similar for ODS unit staff members as well, as directors noted that their staff
were expected to have graduate degrees but were not expected to have graduate degrees
in any one particular field or content area. Additionally, requirements of professional
experiences were varied and nonprescriptive. Staff members were generally expected to
have experience working with students, working in education, and/or working with
documentation and administrative processes.

Finding Two. The size and staffing of an ODS unit are mostly dependent on
institutional size (by student population), though there can be outliers to this. The
ODS units engaged in this study had staff cohorts ranging in size from one person to over
20 people. The ODS unit size was mostly dependent on the size of the institution and/or
the size of the student population served. For the most part, smaller institutions had fewer
ODS unit staff members, and larger institutions had more ODS unit staff members.

However, there was one outlier to this in the study, in which one ODS unit had a larger
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staff cohort despite serving a small institutional student population. The outlier ODS unit
had a staff size comparable to two ODS units from 10 to nearly 20 times its size, which is
notable and unexpected. The three largest ODS staff cohorts came from two private
research universities and one private liberal arts college, in which the private liberal arts
college was the outlier with a small student population and large ODS unit staff
population. It is also worth noting that the two private research universities with larger
ODS units had multiple arms of the office to handle various tasks, such as administrative
tasks, testing, and assistive technology. Five out of the seven ODS units were housed
under academic affairs, and some directors specifically discussed a preference for being
in academic affairs related to the academic nature of accommodations and faculty buy-in.
The smallest unit reported to neither, instead stating their reporting to the president’s
office.

Finding Three. ODS units have similar accommodations processes that are
interactive and individualized for each student. The process is multi-step, and
requires registration, documentation, and student meeting, although perhaps not in
that order. Each ODS unit director confirmed the accuracy of the accommodations
process, as I summarized it to them based on their website, all of which indicated that the
process has multiple steps and requires initial registration or disclosure, the submission of
supporting documentation, and a meeting or discussion with the student. Overall, each
ODS unit’s accommodations process seemed to have three main steps, as mentioned,
though some units separated or combined steps for their own version of the process. For
instance, one ODS unit separated documentation submission and staff documentation

review into two steps, despite other units implying that the submission and review are
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combined in one step. Some directors discussed the submission of the ODS-generated
accommodation letter to faculty as a step in the accommodations process, while others
did not discuss it in conjunction with obtaining accommodations, but still discussed it in
general. Directors indicated varied approaches to this aspect of enacting
accommodations, whereas some units communicated with faculty directly and others
presented the student a letter to submit to faculty. Directors had opposing views on this
matter, as some prioritized enhancing student self-advocacy by requiring students to
submit their own letters to faculty, while others focused on ensuring faculty were
informed of the accommodations by the ODS unit.

Directors also discussed that while there are different steps in the accommodations
process, these steps can vary in the order in which a student completes them. For
instance, a student could submit documentation first, and then complete a registration
form. Or these steps could happen simultaneously, which would then combine two steps
into one. Directors did not discuss a situation in which a student could complete all
necessary actions in one sitting or one combined step simultaneously. Furthermore, some
units confirmed the use of remote or online tools that students engage with to complete
the accommodations process, while other units did not, suggesting there is no uniformity
in ODS units having a virtual aspect of the accommodations process.

Finding Four. ODS units had mostly similar supportive documentation
requirements and review processes, while student self-report is also useful but
cannot stand alone. Discussion of the documentation and/or other supportive material
varied among directors. One director mentioned that there are requirements for

documentation to be supportive, but did not elaborate on what that meant. Some directors
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discussed requirements for supportive documentation in terms of questioning if the
documentation is sufficient, which meant looking at aspects such as age of the
documentation, provider information, clarity and detail of disability impact, and history
of diagnosis. Directors also mentioned that there is often substantial confusion among
students and providers about what is required, which has led some units to develop more
specific requirements. With these requirements, however, some directors noted that many
students submit previous educational reports, such as an IEP or Section 504 plan, which
can be helpful in providing historical data, but are not sufficient on their own. Other
directors prioritized the student self-report or discussion of their own experiences as a
crucial element in the accommodations process but they also indicated that the student
self-report works with the documentation to help provide the sufficient support for
accommodations, not on its own.

Directors also noted that their unit approach to reviewing documentation is more
holistic and individualistic than prescribed, noting that while sometimes using a mental
checklist can be helpful, there is no formal rubric, matrix, or guideline used. Similar to
the general documentation requirements, directors and their staff review documentation
to see if it is sufficient, and if it is recent, detailed, and from a professional who is
unrelated to the student. Approaches to this vary, because there is no uniform standard for
the review of documentation, which is similar to requirements of the documentation
itself.

Finding Five. To implement ADA, directors act within the spirit of the law to
accommodate but also aim to empower students. When discussing ADA, I specifically

focused on the lack of prescriptive process and documentation requirements in relation to
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accommodations and questioned directors about their feelings toward this and how it
impacted their successful implementation of ADA. Responses were mixed, as many
directors stated that the lack of prescription is generally a good thing, as it allows for
more flexibility and autonomy on the part of the unit. However, some directors noted that
more guidance would be helpful in specific situations, and that as time goes on, they
anticipate the more information to be provided in order to clarify certain disability-related
issues and accommodations. Regarding the implementation of ADA, most directors
emphasized that they and their units act within the law or within the spirit of the law,
meaning that they work to accommodate students without over-accommodating or
altering curricula. This is where many directors mentioned the reasonability of the
accommodation in relation to the curricula, and how that impacts whether an
accommodation can be given. Some directors shared their views about what seems to be
a push from students and parents to accommodate by any means necessary and for any
reason necessary, even when there is not sufficient documentation or a precedent in
which to accommodate. Directors also noted that another aspect of their work related to
ADA is ensuring that students have the tools they need to engage, whether those are
accommodations or access to other university resources. This speaks to the non-
discrimination and equal access of the ADA as it relates to accommodations in
postsecondary environments.

Finding Six. Directors approach decision-making on a case-by-case basis and
prioritize defending their decision and their team (if they have one). In the decision-
making portion of the interview, I specifically asked directors how they approach

decision-making in their unit, both as directors and generally. Most directors noted that
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they have the autonomy to make their own decisions, and that they base their approach to
making a specific decision on a case-by-case basis. This can involve a process where the
director seeks to understand the issue, consider precedent and other similar past
decisions, and determine if they need to consult with another party before finalizing their
decision. Being fully informed and setting a precedent were notable aspects of director
decision-making, as was the ability to defend a decision after the fact if needed.
Regarding more general decision-making in the office and with staff (which applied
to all but one director), directors emphasized teamwork, empowering their staff, and
having trust in their staff’s professionalism and credentialing to inform broader decision-
making. Directors stated that they provided guidance to staff when questions arose, but
also would take over an issue if a staff member’s decision received pushback from a
student. In some cases, directors mentioned that they would seek their guidance from
their supervisors before making a decision, or that they would escalate an issue to their
supervisors or other university administration depending on the situation at hand.
Finding Seven. External factors can impact director and staff decision-making,
including funding, pushback, and politics. Directors noted that external factors can
impact decisions they make or their approach to decision-making in the unit. One factor
that impacts decision-making is funding, as it impacts ODS unit expenses and how the
director must defend and explain the need for those expenses, such as with interpreting
services or other resources the office must provide. Another factor that can impact
decision-making is pushback by faculty members, staff in other departments or offices,
and/or university administration. Faculty members may push back on decisions related to

student accommodations, which leads to directors having to defend their decisions and
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the decisions of the staff, and working with faculty to develop pathways forward in
courses. Some directors discussed pushback from other departments or offices due to
having competing priorities, where other offices may not understand the ODS perspective
and a decision related to an accessibility or accommodation perspective. Finally, directors
also discussed how political factors can impact decision-making, specifically regarding
initiatives developed by the unit that university administration may not wish to promote
or otherwise wish to control themselves. Any potentially controversial issue would likely
lead to external involvement by an ODS unit director’s supervisor and/or higher
university administration.
Summary

This chapter presented the findings of this study, which included content collected
from seven institutional ODS unit websites, as well as from semi-structured interviews
with seven ODS unit directors from those same institutions. The first section focused on
the ODS units’ institutional websites, in which I located each ODS unit’s website and
searched for key terms and information about the accommodations process and the
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA). This was done in order to identify the way in
which the accommodations process was detailed on the website, as well as to discover
how information about the ADA was presented. The website review informed the semi-
structured interview with each of the ODS unit directors, specifically regarding their
accommodations process. In the second section of the study, I interviewed each ODS unit
director. These interviews were divided into four main sections, including director
background; ODS unit staff and structure; accommodations process; and director

decision-making. Various categories, topics, and concepts emerged from the interviews
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in each of these sections. I recorded specific details from the directors verbatim and in
summation, in order to preserve and document their experiences as they shared them
during the interviews. I then distilled the data collected from each section of the study to
develop my key findings and theme statements, which were presented at the end of the
website section and interview section, respectively. Findings and theme statements in this

chapter are presented so as to allow for broader analysis and discussion in Chapter Five.
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Chapter 5: Discussion
Introduction

Federal law impacting individuals with disabilities and their rights has changed
over the last half century in the United States, which has resulted in widespread attempts
for more equitable treatment and nondiscrimination of these individuals not only in daily
life but also in educational settings. Specific to higher education, the Americans with
Disabilities Act of 1990 (ADA) harnessed the essence of The Rehabilitation Act of 1974,
specifically Section 504, and went on to expand rights for individuals with disabilities at
the postsecondary level by requiring all institutions to provide reasonable accommodation
for students and prohibiting discrimination in general. In 2008 when ADA was amended,
the law expanded the definition of disability, which allowed for even more service to
impacted individuals in postsecondary institutions and in general. Unsurprisingly, as this
federal legislation was enacted and amended, the number of students with disabilities
enrolling in postsecondary education has increased and continues to increase (Madaus,
2011). However, despite this increase in enrollment, students with disabilities still
experience specific barriers to successfully engaging in and completing their
postsecondary studies. While extensive research exists on these barriers and suggestions
for removing these barriers, there is much less research on how ADA is implemented as
related to the accommodations process that students are engaged in. Even less research
exists about offices of disability services (ODS units) and leadership from within the unit,
and how decisions that ODS leadership makes may impact the accommodations process

and how ADA is implemented.
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Accordingly, this study explored how ODS units implement the Americans with
Disabilities Act by way of their accommodations processes for students and how
decisions are made by the director and the unit in order to implement these
accommodations. A policy analysis, this study employed a two-part approach: first,
document and content analysis of ODS unit webpage content; and second, semi-
structured interviews of ODS unit directors. This approach was chosen in order to focus
on the presentation of the accommodations process in multiple ways and also to
investigate directorial decision-making as related to the accommodations process of the
unit. The website content and the director interviews served as the units of analysis and
were mined for specific information related to the steps of accommodations processes,
documentation requirements, and information on ADA. During the first part of the study,
the manner in which the accommodations process was presented on the website was
documented, reviewed, and analyzed, and also informed questions asked of the director
later during the semi-structured interview. Additionally, the website was probed for
information related to if and/or how ADA was defined and explained specifically in
conjunction with the accommodations process. The subsequent interviews with directors
were divided into four sections of questions: director education and professional
experience; ODS unit structure and staffing (along with staffing requirements);
accommodations process (including steps, documentation requirements, and ADA); and
decision-making approaches.

Seven private 4-year higher education institutions in the Eastern Mid-Atlantic
region of the United States were engaged for this study, which allowed me to collect data

from seven ODS unit websites and then semi-structured interviews from each
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institution’s ODS unit director. The websites and interviews indicated that while there
may be a variety of approaches to implementing ADA, there are many similarities and
some minor differences among ODS units in their accommodations processes.
Additionally, there are unique constraints that ODS directors face when staffing and
structuring their units, as well as nuanced approaches to decision-making dependent on
students, faculty, and university factors.

This chapter begins with a discussion of implications derived from findings in
Chapter 4. Then, the chapter considers the application of the conceptual framework as
well as its revision for future use. Next, the chapter discusses specific limitations of the
study. Finally, I end the chapter with a discussion of future policy and practice
implications, as well as recommendations for future research.

Discussion of Implications
Website Findings and Discussion

As indicated in the previous chapter, ODS unit web content, specifically web
pages that included each ODS unit homepage and subsequent pages related to the unit’s
accommodation process, varied in depth and scope as well as specific content presented,
based on the institution. Unsurprisingly, this suggests institutional ODS unit autonomy in
the presentation of accommodation process information via web content and autonomy in
development of web content in general. This can be seen as related to the lack of
prescribed process and/or requirements of engaging students with the accommodations
process in a postsecondary setting generally (Guzman & Balcazar, 2010).

Institutional Size and Comprehensiveness of Website Information
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For most ODS units engaged in this study, the depth and scope of the ODS unit
web content was related to the size of the institution, based on student population, with
larger institutions having larger ODS unit web presences and smaller institutions having
reduced ODS unit web presences related to accommodations. However, this may not
always be the case, as one ODS unit acted as an outlier in this study and was shown to
have a small institutional population with a much larger ODS unit web presence than
other ODS units of the same institutional size. Because of the small sample size of this
study, it is difficult to say if there is a connection between the size of the institution based
on student population and the size of the ODS unit web presence more generally, though
it is possible.

To that end, the size of an institution may be related to size of the ODS unit and
the unit’s web content, as larger institutions typically hire more employees to keep up
with servicing a larger student population, which could impact who is responsible for
developing ODS unit content and publishing that online. Additionally, with a larger
student population at the institution, an ODS unit could encounter more students with
different disabilities and needs than a smaller institution, which could impact what
content is presented on the unit webpages. For instance, a larger institution may have
more students with audiovisual disabilities and needs, which might necessitate their
inclusion of related accommodation information, such as specific documentation
requirements, on their webpages. A smaller institution with a smaller student population
may still encounter students with audiovisual disabilities, but may have much fewer
SWD overall and with those specific needs, and may not feel that including related

accommodation material on the website is necessary. This was seen in comparing smaller
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and larger ODS units and their web content in this study, which suggests that institutional
size and comprehensiveness of publicly available ODS information may be related. This
is an important consideration, particularly for smaller institutions who may be unaware of
this relationship between institutional size and website content who may wish to provide
more comprehensive website information.
Accommodation-Specific Information

Each ODS unit web presence reviewed for this study contained at least some
general information about the accommodations process that a student would need to
complete to received accommodations at the institution. In most cases, this consisted of a
specific webpage or area dedicated to describing the accommodations process and steps it
entailed. When detailed, the accommodations process typically involved steps of
registration or initiating contact with the ODS unit or staff; submitting supportive
documentation; and then meeting with the ODS staff or having an intake appointment.
However, there were ODS units that presented information in a less structured manner,
simply indicating that accommodations could be granted based on documentation
submission, as well as interaction with the ODS unit staff. While much less clear than the
units that presented an outlined process, the inclusion of general information about
accommodations and how to receive them at all is significant to this study, as it can be
considered an important aspect of ADA policy implementation, though perhaps not a
very strong or clear one.

Again, it is perhaps unsurprising that ODS units were varied in the information
they included about their accommodations process on their webpages, since there is no

prescribed approach to how an ODS unit details its accommodations process to students.
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However, listing detailed steps of an accommodations process is a way for ODS units to
mitigate incoming student confusion as they engage with the process for the first time,
either as first-year students or as returning university students who are new to the ODS
unit and processes. While some students may be used to the accommodations processes
used in secondary education environments, processes in postsecondary settings are
distinct (Barnar-Brak, Davis, et al., 2009; Cory, 2011). If the accommodations process for
the postsecondary ODS unit is not clearly presented, then students may face additional
barriers to their initial engagement with the unit, which could lead to a student
experiencing a delay in starting the accommodations process and/or with another step in
the process, such as with documentation retrieval from providers.
Documentation-Specific Website Information

All ODS unit webpages mentioned that submitting documentation was required to
some extent, but the amount of detail given about documentation requirements varied.
Some institutions provided very little information about what students should submit as
supportive documentation. For instance, one ODS unit mentioned that “appropriate
documentation” was required but no additional elaboration was provided. While it is
helpful to indicate that documentation is required, not providing details about what that
documentation should consist of may confuse students, especially when making the
transition from high school to college and experiencing the general barriers of beginning
college as a student with a disability (Ju et al., 2017; Quinlan et al., 2012). Other units
provided examples of what they deemed acceptable types documentation, including
psychoeducational test results, neuropsychological testing, letters from treating

physicians or providers, and/or ODS-unit fillable clinician forms, some based on
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disability and others more general. For letters from treating physicians, some
requirements included: indication of diagnosis, history of diagnosis, life impacts, and/or
recommendation for accommodations, if appropriate. Some ODS units mentioned that
IEPs and Section 504 reports from high school are acceptable to submit in order to
provide history of diagnosis and prior receipt of accommodations, but that these types of
documents are not sufficient to support postsecondary accommodations on their own.

These findings support the available literature regarding potential documentation
requirements of postsecondary institutions (U.S. Department of Education, 2011), as well
as the fact that individual ODS units have autonomy in making documentation decisions
(Guzman & Balcazar, 2010). ODS units with specific documentation requirements
outlined on their webpage appear to be acting in efforts of transparency and accessibility,
in order to clarify their expectations to SWD so that students can engage with the
accommodations process easily and quickly. Being able to see these requirements
outlined in proximity to the accommodations process would allow a student to see what is
required right away, rather than having to wait to speak with an ODS staff member about
what information is required, which could cause undue stress for the student and create
an unnecessary time delay in obtaining initial or additional documentation. However, the
disparity between ODS unit documentation requirements available via the unit’s web
content is based on the individual unit decision-making, and it is unclear why some units
would want to provide little to no guidance on this aspect of the accommodations
process.

ADA-Specific Website Information
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Because this study focused on understanding how the ADA is implemented in
ODS units, it was important to investigate any discussion or mention of ADA on the ODS
unit departmental webpages. As indicated in earlier findings, ADA was at least
referenced on all ODS unit webpages, though sometimes in passing. The inclusion of
ADA on ODS unit sites ranged from listing the acronym “ADA” without any additional
explanation to providing in-depth explanation of ADA as a law and associated definitions
and rights of the student. As with other web content and steps in the accommodations
process, ODS units are able to make their own decisions about what information they
provide about ADA. The sole use of the acronym may lead to confusion, particularly for
anyone coming to the webpage who does not know what “ADA” stands for in a
postsecondary educational context or even in general. This may pose an additional
though unintentional barrier for SWD, especially considering disability legislation and
associated responsibilities change drastically when going from secondary to
postsecondary setting (Shaw et al., 2010). While the federal government has stated that it
is the student’s responsibility “for knowing these procedures and following them” related
to ADA and Section 504 (Monroe, 2007, p. 3-4), secondary and beginning postsecondary
students may not be provided an opportunity to discover this information on their own,
especially if secondary institutions do not provide educational transition planning or
guidance, and if postsecondary institutions do not include this information in admissions
and advising meetings with new or transfer students. As such, this variance in the
presentation and explanation of ADA to postsecondary SWD on institutional ODS unit
webpages should be further investigated and addressed.

Interview Findings and Discussion
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During the second part of the study, ODS unit directors disclosed a variety of
experiences and perspectives related to their professional backgrounds, ODS unit
structure and function, accommodations processes, and decision-making approaches.
Educational and Professional Backgrounds of Directors and ODS Unit Staff

Based on my interviews with directors, I found that the educational backgrounds and
professional experiences of both ODS unit directors and their staff members were varied
in some ways and uniform in others. For educational background, all ODS unit directors
confirmed having master’s degrees, and for all directors with an office staff, the general
requirement for an ODS unit staff member was that of at least a master’s degree as well,
based on director statements. Thus, having a master’s degree was indicated as a uniform
requirement of working in an ODS unit, whether as a director or subordinate staff
member. However, having a master’s degree was the extent of the uniformity in
educational backgrounds, as ODS unit directors and their staff had master’s degrees in
various fields and subject areas; these areas included: higher education administration,
counseling, K-12 special education preparation, and speech pathology, among others.
This supports existing literature, which indicates that most ODS unit provider have
educational backgrounds consisting of at least a master’s degree, and that the subject
areas of the degrees are varied rather than uniform (de Vries & Schmitt, 2012).

Regarding professional experiences, ODS unit directors mostly had backgrounds in
higher education or K-12 education, while their staff members had professional
experiences that were only slightly more varied, but could be interpreted as mainly
concentrated in either education or in work with disability populations. This supports

ODS unit directors’ statements, which indicated that a consideration when hiring ODS
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unit staff is their experience working with students, working in education, and/or working
with documentation review. While there is minimal literature on the specific professional
backgrounds of ODS unit staff (Scott & Marchetti, in press), this finding suggests that
there is some general overlap—if not loose uniformity—in professional experiences that
both ODS unit directors and staff have before coming to work in or lead ODS units.
However, because these educational and professional experiences do vary, the knowledge
and experience among directors and staff varies as well. While this can allow for
autonomy of the ODS unit in its operation, it has the ability to impact SWD who may
transfer between postsecondary institutions, as ODS services may be inconsistent due to
variable knowledge and approaches of the directors and staff to ODS unit work done on a
daily basis. This may change moving forward, though, as graduate programs have
recently emerged that are geared toward studying higher education and disability studies,
as well as providing preparation for work in disability services (Master of Arts in
Disability Studies, 2020).
ODS Unit Size, Staffing, and Institutional Organizational

ODS unit directors shared information about the size and staffing of their units, as
well as the placement of the unit in the larger university organization. Regarding the size
and staffing of the unit, the testimony of directors indicated this varies and is usually
based on institutional size (by student population), though there can be outliers. Most
directors at smaller institutions indicated having smaller staff cohorts than the directors
from larger institutions, which is perhaps unsurprising. However, one notable outlier of
this study existed, in which one ODS unit at a much smaller institution had a larger staff

cohort that was comparable with much larger institutions. Previous literature on this
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aspect of ODS units is limited (Scott, 2019), but findings from the current study actually
suggest that units have more staff members than the previous literature suggests, both
generally and with the outlier. This could indicate the prioritization of ODS unit efforts
by institutional leadership, in order to ensure that they are properly and abundantly
staffed in order to accommodate and otherwise support SWD during their postsecondary
programs. Additionally, this study found that most ODS units were housed in academic
affairs rather than student affairs. This conflicts with previous literature, which showed
ODS units being housed in student affairs more often in general and that ODS units at
private institutions were roughly split between student and academic affairs (Harbour,
2009; Scott, 2019). This could represent a shift in institutional priorities as well, which
supports director opinions that were shared about how being housed in academic affairs
emphasizes the focus on academic accommodations for SWD, and has the ability to
improve faculty engagement and buy-in.
Accommodation-Specific Information

Regarding academic accommodations, findings from the director interviews indicated
that all ODS units had accommodations processes with multiple steps. All directors
discussed the following actions as being part of their process: the initial student
engagement or registration with the unit to indicate interest in receiving accommodations;
submission of supporting documentation; and then a meeting, discussion, or similarly
interactive step between the student and ODS unit staff to formalize accommodations to
be enacted. Thus, each director indicated use of at least these actions that they either
directly mentioned as three distinct steps, or that could be interpreted as three distinct

aspects of the process. However, some directors discussed how certain actions could be
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combined into one step, such as with combining the initial registration and the
documentation submission, and there was also indication that these steps could happen in
a different order, such as with documentation submission occurring first. Additionally,
some directors considered letter generation and faculty submission part of the process,
while others did not.

These findings support the idea that there is no federally mandated standard for an
accommodations process (Guzman & Balcazar, 2010); however, findings also support the
idea that ODS units approach the accommodations process in a similar though not
identical way, at least in terms of requiring specific actions a student must follow to
obtain accommodations (Hsiao et al., 2018). ODS unit staff are likely to engage students
in a multi-step process following this trajectory, because, as directors in this study
intimated, these actions cannot occur simultaneously. ODS staff need to have time to
review the initial information they receive from a student, as well as the supporting
documentation as it relates to the student diagnosis and request. ODS staff must also take
time to consider how the student needs and requested accommodations are either
reasonable or not, which is a federal requirement (Monroe, 2007). If a student’s needs
and requested accommodations have the ability to alter fundamental academic criteria,
then ODS staff must determine what next steps to take, either to inform the student and/or
to alter accommodations so that they may be reasonable and enacted without fundamental
alteration. These findings generally support the past but limited federal guidance, which
mentions that ODS units may require a multi-step and/or iterative approach to
accommodations processes in postsecondary institutions (U.S. Department of Education,

2011), with the caveat that ODS unit have autonomy to decide how and when to adjust
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this process as needed at their specific institution and with SWD at their institution.
General uniformity in accommodations process actions and steps being widespread
amongst ODS units in postsecondary institutions has the potential to increase familiarity
with a general process and reduce confusion among SWD populations but also staff,
faculty, and other postsecondary stakeholders, such as parents and governing entities.
Accommodation Documentation Information

Findings also showed all ODS units required a supporting documentation
submission step, which suggests uniformity in this aspect of the process. This also
supports the previous guidance and literature on this aspect of the accommodations
process (Shaw et al., 2010; U.S. Department of Education, 2011). However, directors
noted varied documentation requirements and approaches to reviewing documentation,
some of which were detailed while others were vague. Some specific aspects of
documentation requirements included: age of documentation (with the implication that
documentation should be recent); provision of documentation by a licensed provider or
physician; official letterhead; and details confirming diagnosis, history of diagnosis, life
and/or academic impacts, and/or and recommendation for accommodations. Some of
these aspects support what previous literature addresses, in terms of provider identity and
age of documentation (Shaw et al., 201). There was also director elaboration regarding
ODS unit-generated forms that providers can complete, in order to streamline the process
for the providers so they can focus on the specific information the ODS unit requires. As
cross-referenced with the website portion of this study, director testimony focused more
on holistic aspects of the documentation review, such as if it sufficient to support the

connection between the diagnosis and provision of accommodations. However, both
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sections of findings clearly indicate that the documentation requirements may be more or
less rigid at certain institutions than others, despite similarity among some required
characteristics of documentation.

Additionally, some directors touched on the topic of IEP and Section 504 plan
documentation submission, which they stated was helpful in providing historical details
of a diagnosis but could not stand alone at the postsecondary level. Director statements
regarding IEP and Section 504 plan documentation supported the same content that was
displayed on some ODS unit websites, while some ODS units and directors did not
address this at all, either on their websites or in the interviews. These findings support
previous literature on the use of IEP and Section 504 documentation in this way (Monroe,
2007), but directors noted that this particular aspect of documentation requirements can
cause confusion among students and parents. Because students and parents are used to
these documents being the cornerstone of accommodation receipt in primary and
secondary education settings, a shift to postsecondary setting in which this information is
no longer “sufficient” can complicate the pathway to accommodation receipt. For
instance, ODS units may necessitate additional student interaction with medical providers
and/or testing facilities, in order to procure sufficient and more recent documentation, per
ODS unit documentation requirements. However, because these requirements vary from
among postsecondary institutions, these additional appointments and testing may be
necessary for some ODS units and not others. This has the ability to create disparity
among institutions and their SWD populations, where some students are required to
submit more and/or different documentation than others. This calls into question both

efficacy of process and equity of these and other documentation requirements.
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In reviewing documentation, directors noted more of a holistic than prescriptive
approach. They discussed having a review approach in which either they or staff looks
for certain characteristics, but that there is no matrix, checklist, or other formal guide that
is used. This aligns with the literature and guidance related to documentation, since there
is prescribed or mandated requirement for documentation, but instead only potential
characteristics that some ODS unit staff may look for during review (U.S. Department of
Education, 2011). However, multiple directors indicated that a SWD’s self-report, or self-
narrative, is an important aspect of the accommodations process that is taken into
consideration, typically with the supportive documentation since the self-report usually
cannot stand alone. Some directors indicated that they and their staff can gain useful
insight to the nature and severity of disability and its impact by hearing the student’s
experiences and history of disability in the student’s own words. The self-report provides
contextual information that can supplement the supportive documentation generally or
that may clarify more clinical aspects of the documentation in simpler terms as the
students has experienced them. While self-report is considered useful for these reasons,
directors indicated that it cannot standalone or replace documentation. One director also
noted how sometimes the opportunity for the student self-report does not present itself
during the accommodations process, particularly if the process is conducted virtually or
at a distance.

This finding is notable in relation to literature on the matter. On one hand, some
literature suggests that supportive documentation is necessary, and that students should
expect to obtain and submit it during the postsecondary accommodations process (Shaw

et al., 2010; U.S. Department of Education, 2011). On the other hand, AHEAD (2012)
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continues to publish guidance suggesting student self-report can stand alone because
documentation is not required under federal law. This guidance notes, though, that
supportive documentation can be used to confirm details of the student self-report
(AHEAD, 2012). This stands in opposition to what directors in this study disclosed,
which is that documentation is required and that the student self-report is viewed as
secondary to and used in support of the supportive documentation. This suggests that the
AHEAD guidance may not be widely followed. When compared to the existing literature
and current AHEAD stance, findings from this study highlight these contrasting views
and approaches surrounding documentation requirements. A lack of uniformity is not
surprising, given ODS unit and staff autonomy, but as previously mentioned, it could
create an inequitable experience among SWDs across postsecondary institutions,
specifically with the support piece (documentation and/or self-report) of the
accommodations process.
ADA Interpretation and Implementation

Findings indicated that ODS unit directors had mixed feelings about ADA’s lack
of prescribed process and/or approach to accommodations, but these directors
overwhelmingly aimed to act within the spirit of the law when providing
accommodations to students. Some directors indicated that ADA’s lack of prescription
toward the accommodations process actually allows them more flexibility in providing
service to students than they might not have otherwise, such as if ADA provided rigid
guidelines regarding how, who, what, when, and why to accommodate. The lack of
prescribed process by the ADA directly allows the autonomy that ODS units have when it

comes to their accommodations process and approaches, at least from a federal policy

201



perspective. This supports existing literature and federal guidance, in which no prescribed
or mandated process to accommodation is disclosed but where there are details about
what SWD might expect when engaging with an ODS unit (Guzman & Balcazar, 2010;
U.S. Department of Education, 2011). On the other hand, some directors noted that this
lack of prescription often makes their work and the work of the ODS unit more difficult,
because there are no clear answers or pathways to accommodation in certain
circumstances or for SWD who are requesting specific accommodations. Related to this,
some directors mentioned referencing previous precedent set in order to make a decision
that they could defend or defend on behalf of their staff, which could involve reviewing
past accommodation decisions by the unit, AHEAD guidance, and/or OCR investigations
and outcomes. One director mentioned contacting federal agencies directly to ask specific
questions about accommodations for SWD under ADA. While sometimes necessary,
these additional steps that directors take could create a lag in service and response time
during the accommodation process, which could amount to an additional barrier for
SWD. Additionally, the focus on the compliance aspect of accommodations seems to
show substantial emphasis on prioritizing the protection the ODS unit and staff from
litigation with less emphasis on prioritizing access and equity for SWD served by the unit
from an advocacy perspective, though that is also considered an important role of the unit
and staff.

Findings from this study also showed that directors were concerned with
accommodating students in a reasonable manner under ADA. They emphasized the need
to accommodate without overaccommodating and to give students access to an attempt to

succeed in their academic programs. The provision of reasonable accommodations is a
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key aspect of ADA (Weis et al., 2015), but ODS unit staff and directors must make
determinations about what is reasonable for the student at the specific institution, which
can be challenging in the absence of clear-cut federal guidance. Additionally, while some
directors indicated the helpfulness of student self-report and submission of historical
documentation, such as IEPs and Section 504 plans, they also emphasized the importance
of SWD recognizing postsecondary accommodations and services as unique from those
secondary education. This could apply to initial disclosure with the office; active
participation in the accommodations process; engaging faculty and self-advocating in
class; and seeking out staff support and other campus resources, all of which are
responsibilities shouldered by the student alone rather than by the student along with
family and staff or school personnel, as in secondary settings.

These findings support existing literature that emphasizes how difficult the
transition to from secondary to postsecondary institutions can be for SWD and their
families, particularly due to differences in disability policy goals and associated policy
actions between ADA and IDEA (Shaw et al., 2010). Further, these findings also suggest
that the amendments to ADA have influenced ODS unit approaches to accommodation as
intended, since directors discussed focusing on accommodating students in a reasonable
manner, rather than reviewing documentation for sufficient diagnostic information
(Lindstrom, 2007). Interestingly, despite the varied opinions on the ADA’s lack of
prescribed process and the similarity in testimony regarding provision of reasonable
accommodations, all ODS unit directors discussed their accommodations process in
similar terms, including with a multi-step process that requires documentation from

SWD, as previously mentioned. This suggests that ODS director opinions regarding ADA
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may be less important than their urge to ensure its successful implementation, in which
they utilize a somewhat standardized approach to the accommodations process.
Directorial Decision-Making

Findings from this study indicated that ODS unit directors approach making
decisions in different ways based on the decision that needed to be made. Directors noted
their own autonomy, indicating that they are able to implement decisions and processes
they see fit in manners that they choose. Approaches to decision-making consisted mostly
of directors considering the situation in a thorough manner, thinking through any
precedent or similar past decisions, and engaging other parties as needed to move
forward, including students, other staff, faculty, and/or administration and supervisors.
Directors also discussed the importance of granting their staff (if they had staff) the
autonomy to make decisions as well, both in general and when working with SWD
during the accommodations process. This appeared to be a critical aspect of ODS unit
culture, in terms of showing how directors trust their staff’s credentialing and also in
order to enhance a team mindset among staff in the unit. It was clear that decisions were
never made under a one-size-fits-model, either by the director and/or staff, but rather a
unique, case-by-case model. However, there were instances in which factors outside of
the ODS unit had the ability to impact decisions of the director and unit; these included
funding, pushback from staff, faculty, and students and parents, and political institutional
optics.

This supports literature and federal guidance discussing what SWD can expect
when working with ODS units (U.S. Department of Education, 2011) generally, but

presents unique and specific information about how decisions are made. The ability of the
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ODS unit director and staff to have the autonomy to make informed decisions as they see
fit is partly based on the lack of prescribed process (Guzman & Balcazar, 2010), but also
due to the variance in disabilities among SWD, in which SWD are impacted differently
and therefore have different accommodation needs (Department of Justice, 2010; Perez &
Ali, 2010). The flexibility of ODS unit directors and staff is therefore a strong indicator
of their ADA implementation, as the ADA requires individuals being accommodated
based on their own unique needs through an ongoing process. However, the presence of
external pressures on ODS units supports literature indicating that institutional factors
can impact departments, staff, and students generally (Tierney, 2011), but also more
specifically in terms of institutional goals related to accessibility and equity of SWD
(Bryan & Meyers, 2006; Shallish, 2015; Rothstein, 2018).
Conceptual Framework Discussion

In this policy analysis study, I used a conceptual framework that connected
federal policy to decision-making and implementation approaches at the institutional
level, in order to determine how ODS units provide accommodations in service of
implementing ADA. As indicated in Figure 1 in Chapter 2, ADA itself, as the federal
policy, informs implementation and decision-making approaches within a specific
institutional and national context. Because the ADA is a federal law, ODS units at
postsecondary institutions in the United States must make accommodations
determinations in order uphold the tenets and essence of the law, which is to provide
equal treatment to students with disabilities through nondiscrimination and reasonable
accommodation. However, because there is a lack of federally mandated standard when it

comes to implementation of ADA by way of a unit’s accommodations process, the ODS
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unit becomes responsible for making decisions regarding how to implement the law; this
makes up the policy approach and creates policy actors out of ODS unit staff members.
Decision-making, therefore, directly impacts how implementation occurs at the ODS unit
level, both on the micro-level of individual student accommodations but also more
broadly as it relates to the implementation of ADA by the unit and institution. Because
accommodations must be unique to each student, approaches to implementation can vary,
depending on the situation, which is why the framework positions these two actions on
the same plane. Further, an aspect of the framework emphasizes the types of approaches
to decisions that directors make can also vary, in regard to who is involved in making the
decision and/or how the decision is made. This is important to understanding how
different ODS units function in service of the federal policy they are bound to implement,
specifically in providing insight to the mindset of decision-makers and the factors that
impact decision-making.

In the first part of this study, I focused on reviewing ODS unit webpages in order
to ascertain how they presented information about both accommodations and ADA. As
indicated elsewhere in this and the previous chapter, all ODS units had at least some
information about accommodations and at least passing reference to ADA on their
webpages. When situating this data within my framework, it became clear that the policy
relationship contained all three aspects that I suggest: the policy itself (ADA), as well as
implementation and decision-making aspects, which can be seen in the fact that the ODS
units made choices about what content to publish on their website about accommodations
and ADA, each unit’s content distinct in various ways from the other. Providing

information about the accommodations process and ADA on the ODS unit webpages can
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be considered an aspect of ADA implementation, particularly due to the reliance on
virtual content and media at the postsecondary level in contemporary times. Thus,
decisions about what content to use, how to present it, and then actually publishing the
content, combine to create a policy action, which acts in service of ADA in this case.
While aspects of these actions indicate ADA implementation broadly, this study found
that some ODS unit webpages did not provide clear information regarding what ADA is
or how it serves SWD. This is confusing and problematic, especially if the onus of
seeking out accommodation at the postsecondary level is on the student. Despite this
issue with website content, ODS unit directors discussed approaches to accommodation
that rely on accurate information, clear interpretation of information, case-by-case
review, as well as prior experience with documentation review and working with students
or SWD. These aspects of ODS unit staff engagement indicate both that ADA informs
their work, but also that decision-making and implementation go hand-in-hand when it
comes to accommodations. While it is clear that ADA informs the work of the office, it is
unclear how directors and their staff ensure that students fully understand how ADA
functions in postsecondary environments, which could create barriers to SWD success.
Regarding implementation of ADA, it was evident that ODS unit directors and
their staff (if one existed) engaged in both top-down and bottom-up approaches. The top-
down approach was clearly evident in the ODS unit function specific to accommodation
process and ADA implementation, where the actions of implementers “coincide with the
goals embodied in an authoritative decision” to implement decisions (Matland, 1995, p.
146). This is the case because the ADA was continually observed as the basis from which

the ODS units operated, where the ADA acts as the initiating pathway for
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nondiscrimination of and provision of reasonable accommodation to student with
disabilities. Specifically, this was seen in how ODS unit directors claimed to act within
the law or spirit of the law; to embody or set a precedent; to be able to defend decisions;
and/or to contact federal agencies regarding ADA-specific questions about
accommodations. Additionally, the fact that all ODS units had a multi-step process
strongly indicates the presence of a more generalized approach, rather than an
individualized approach at least to how the accommodations process is set up, which is
more indicative of the top-down approach because of the lack of federally mandated
standard. If one institution had widely varied processes and documentation requirements,
for instance, this may indicate a departure from the top-down approach. Additionally, the
provision of policy guidance and other reminders from U.S. Departments of Justice and
Education serve to emphasize that ODS units are bound by ADA (Cantu & Heumann,
2000; Monroe, 2007; Monroe, 2008; Samuels et al., 2013), which supports the notion of
top-down implementation being used as related to ADA.

However, there was also evidence that ODS units engaged in some elements of
bottom-up approaches to policy implementation. Bottom-up implementation was clearly
indicated, specifically with the direct involvement of the street-level policy actor in the
implementation of ADA through the accommodations process. Based on this studys, it is
correct to consider both ODS unit directors and their staff street-level policy actors, since
at least one director did not have a staff, and in other cases, directors indicated that they
could easily step in to make accommodation decisions with or for their staff at any time.
These accommodation choices are made on a case-by-case basis and are individualized to

each student, but also are varied based on the ODS unit, staff/director, and institution. For
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instance, if a student requests a unique accommodation, then the request and an
accommodation is considered and may be assigned, after which point the student and
ODS unit work together to review how successful the new accommodation is at meeting
the student’s needs. These choices are made at the street-level of policy action in the
ODS unit, rather than at the federal legislative level where ADA originated.

This represents a core tenet of bottom-up implementation, in which policy actors
at this level have to consider their unique circumstances and make difficult decisions in
service of the policy, or the policy implementation may fail (Matland, 1995; Weatherley
& Lipsky, 1977). Interestingly, this and similar decisions can then set a precedent for
future assignment of that specific accommodation or for students with the same or similar
disabilities, which may then become normalized for the ODS unit and students with the
same or similar disabilities. This represents how the choices of the individual street-level
policy actor have the ability to impact larger aspects of policy implementation at a higher
level (Weatherley & Lipsky, 1977). It should be noted, though, that even in these
moments of changes made from the bottom up, the ODS unit and staff are certainly still
operating within a mindset that prioritizes meeting ADA requirements. However, the
implementation of a policy does not necessarily mean that changes to the policy are
necessary for said implementation, but rather that individualized choices are made at the
ground level in service of implementing the policy. With this in mind, ODS unit directors
and their staff can be interpreted as having more direct interaction with ADA
implementation than those who created the policy itself, which solidifies aspects of the

bottom-up approach.
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Further, as previously mentioned, ODS unit staff are given autonomy to make
their own decisions in many situations, both in general and specifically related to
accommodations. However, the implication from ODS unit directors was that staff
members were trained and had sufficient expertise to make these decisions. Directors
indicated that the unit has a specific approach and certain requirements for the
accommodations process, both from a student and staff perspective. ODS unit directors
did not indicate that staff members could make their own decisions about anything they
chose or create their own approach to accommodations, but rather indicated that there are
limitations to staff autonomy. Instead, directors noted broadly that if and when staff were
unsure of how to approach a specific situation, they would immediately seek guidance
from the director about how to proceed. This speaks to the dialogic element of the
accommodations process and its policy elements, specifically here for policy actors,
which ultimately can lead to larger ADA policy questions and the need for guidance.
These policy problems then track back or loop around to federal policymakers, in which
guidance is provided or amendments to policy are enacted. However, these types of top-
down policy changes, specifically those involving federal laws, are infrequently made
due to time-consuming processes that can include legislative and judiciary involvement
on federal level. For example, the original Americans with Disabilities Act was enacted
in 1990, while critical changes resulting in amendments to the law were enacted almost
20 years later in 2008 after ongoing negotiation among lawmakers, interest groups, and
individual citizens (Feldblum et al., 2008). This represents the slow pace of federal policy
change, which impacts changes in policy implementation. In the absence of federal

guidance or lack of clarity from federal policymakers, street-level bureaucrats must make
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decisions in real-time to the best of their ability and as they see fit to meet the tenets of
the particular policy.

Another aspect to consider is that SWD may have complaints about service and/or
believe they have been discriminated against under ADA, in which case they would
submit a claim at the federal level and the institution and ODS unit would be investigated
to seek information for resolution. This can be seen to support Henig’s (2006)
implementation approach where the focus becomes the coalescence of policy, people, and
places, which shows how both the federal and street-level policy actors work together to
create and re-create policy for the sake of the population the policy serves. Overall,
though, it is important to remember that ADA and other disability policies were enacted
broadly in order to prohibit widespread discrimination against people with disabilities,
including students and children. Without legislation requiring this societal change, we
cannot know if and/or how it would have occurred organically at a macro-level. This
ultimately suggests that its basis as federal law points to a top-down approach as being
necessary to at least foster initial implementation and compliance among lower-level
policy actors, but it is also clear the policy implementation cannot occur without the
street-level bureaucrat, such as the ODS unit director and their staff, which is indicative
of bottom-up implementation. Overall, this points to a combined approach of
implementation, which can also be considered a systems approach of implementation
often seen in educational settings (Datnow, 2008).

As with approaches to implementation, approaches to decision-making within the
ODS units by directors varied. First, it was clear that the size of the ODS unit staff

impacts how decisions are made, since one ODS unit had only the director who carried
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out all duties of the office. Other units, however, had staff sizes ranging from three staff
members to over 20 staff members. Decision-making for the one director was based in an
individual model due to having no other staff, but there were times when the director
collaborated with colleagues outside of the unit and/or university administration for
guidance or to escalate an issue. The other directors indicated that decisions-making in
the office vary based on what the issue is and who is responsible for making the decision.
There were times when the directors indicated making decisions by themselves, as well
as times when they indicated coming to group consensus with other ODS unit staff about
decisions. This seems to indicate that both individual and group decision-making are
critical to the function of the office and are used to make varying decisions about policy
implementation and action. This upholds the theoretical perspective that group input may
be needed when dealing with uncommon issues, in order to garner different perspectives
and creativity (Thibaut and Kelley, 1986). This can lead to setting important unit
precedent and can lead to routinization of actions related to the accommodations process
and approaches to implementation (Bess & Dee, 2008).

However, it is also clear that directors must be keen to empower individual
decisions by their staff and make key decisions themselves when needed. As the leader of
the unit, the director provides necessary managerial oversight and guidance when
subordinate staff require it, which not only models acceptable decision-making and
associated actions but encourages staff buy-in through provision of decision-making
autonomy that is extended to them. This closely resembles the organizational approach to
decision-making that McLaughlin and McLaughlin (1989) suggest is critical to running

an organization, as the hierarchical structure of the organization impacts how decisions
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are made by focusing on who is making the decision. The strength or weakness of the
leadership leads to the same qualities transferring to a subordinate team. This approach
was observed in how some ODS unit directors disclosed how they focus on the
cultivation of a team mentality among staff, as well as increasing familiarity with
different aspects of the accommodations process among staff through periodic meetings
to check in and with frequent communication.

When it came to subordinate ODS unit staff members making decisions, directors
indicated that these individuals had autonomy but were also specifically trained to be able
to complete their tasks as related to accommodations processes, which included student
intake and documentation review. While the decision to accommodate a student based on
individual disability and needs may seem to align with a rational decision-making
approach, I argue that it actually suggests more of a status-quo bias in decision-making
approach, at least if conducted at the subordinate staff member level. This is because staff
members are not overriding precedent or crafting new accommodations for students,
which suggests the status quo approach as well as the aforementioned hierarchical
structure and approach common to organizations, including higher education
(McLaughlin & McLaughlin, 1989; Samuelson & Zeckhauser, 1988). In fact, staff are
following a specific accommodations process developed by their unit, which requires no
creative decision-making from them but prevents deviation from the norm, which must
be handled by the director. Additionally, the accommodations that they work with
students to assign and implement are based on having accommodated other students with
those same or similar accommodations previously, which is information that is presented

through training and over time by more seasoned staff or supervisory members of the
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unit, including the director. This status quo aspect of decision-making is likely used as a
protective measure by the director, perhaps even unintentionally, so that staff will be seen
to act within precedent and established action of the ODS unit with their accommodations
process.

When making their own decisions, directors showed much more nuance in their
approaches, which seemed to include rational, garbage-can, and status quo aspects as
fitting within a larger organizational decision-making context. As many directors
mentioned, they approach making decisions from a standpoint in which they seek to find
out as much information as possible about the issue in order to consider all possible
aspects of the issue as well as plan for potential outcomes. This strongly indicates the
rational approach to decision-making, as it is characterized as being “...a conscious
choice made by a central authority among simultaneously displayed alternatives” and
predicated on established values and evidence that the decision will uphold those values
(Chaffee, 1983, p. 115). Thus, the key aspect of decision-making comes in reviewing the
situation at hand and considering possible pathways forward (“alternatives”), especially if
there is no precedent or established norm for the situation or issue. However, the final
decision is made only when the pathway upholds established values.

For directors, this means that they consider how the decision they are making
aligns with unit and/or institutional values, which includes implementation of ADA. The
director can be considered a central authority as the decision-maker of the unit, but this
can also depend on the situation, particularly if the director cannot move forward with a
final decision and needs to escalate to a superior. This aspect of director testimony

reflected more of the organizational approach to decision-making, as the director
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provides the information to their superior in the hierarchical model, and that person must
then determine the pathway forward in making the decisions or directing the director on
how to proceed with the decision (McLaughlin & McLaughlin, 1989). However, there
were definite constraints that impacted director decision-making, which indicated
garbage can and status quo approaches to decision-making as well.

Directors discussed how external factors influenced how they made and could
make certain decisions; these factors included funding, pushback from faculty, staff, and
students, and issues considered political. When funding impacted directors, it was clear
that they still approached decision-making from a logical standpoint, considering various
options and pathways forward. However, because there was a disconnect between some
of the goals of the unit (with provision of services and implementation of ADA) and
having the resources to meet those goals, decision-making was more chaotic and
stemmed from the lack of funding rather than an otherwise goal or value-oriented place.
This is strongly indicative of the garbage-can approach to decision-making, in which the
disconnect or impacted functionality of the organization or unit leads to a stressed
decision that is based on necessity rather than choice (Cohen et al., 1972). Typically, the
garbage-can model can be seen in situations where resources are lacking, which was
indicated in ODS unit director interviews regarding institutional issues. Despite the
necessity-based approach of the garbage-can model, decisions can still be made that bring
about some type of resolution (Cohen et al., 1972). Directors intimated that resolution is
somehow reached, even when budget and funding constraints exist. However, they did
not discuss if or how future decisions related to these constraints would be addressed

and/or changed to allow for more rational and choice-based approaches, which is

215



suggestive of falling into more status-quo based approaches (Samuelson and Zeckhauser,
1988). This may also suggest that funding and budgetary constraints impact decision-
making at postsecondary institutions, specifically ODS units, more than we might think,
despite the significance of the office in providing accommodations based on federal
policy.

Directors also noted that pushback from various campus stakeholders and
politically-based issues have the ability to impact their approaches to decision-making.
Depending on the specific issue at hand related to these issues, directors either seemed to
be reliant on status quo approaches to decision-making or a more organizational
approach, and sometimes these approaches could be seen in combination as well. When
directors experienced pushback from different campus faculty, staff, and students/parents,
their approach to resolving the issue was most often based in upholding a precedent of
the office regarding the particular issue or decision. This is indicative of upholding the
status quo due to a “commitment stemming from...a drive for consistency” (Samuelson
and Zeckhauser, 1988). For example, if other staff and faculty members do not agree with
an accommodation provided by an ODS unit, they may push back on the
accommodations, which would then lead to the director becoming involved and making
decisions about how to address the issue and move forward. Typically, directors indicated
that they would likely address the issue with the person pushing back, offering
explanation of the accommodation and why the individual must comply with
implementation. This decision to enforce accommodations is based on upholding the
status quo of accommodations provision by the ODS unit, in service of ADA. In this

scenario, using a status-quo based approach is actually beneficial to the director and unit,
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because it allows for necessary policy implementation as a baseline. However, this
outcome does not always occur. In some instances, directors noted that they must escalate
instances of pushback and potential political issues to their supervisors, which represents
the organizational approach in action as it relies on providing accurate information using
the chain of command (McLaughlin & McLaughlin, 1989).

The involvement of university leadership and administration in cases of more
severe grievances as well as potentially political issues is expected, since decisions that
impact the institutional optics and culture are not typically made at a micro-level
(Tierney, 2011), such as by ODS unit directors. This explains why ODS unit directors
quickly engage their supervisors when it comes to escalated pushback, potential OCR and
discrimination cases, and/or other political issues. While a variety of decision-making
approaches were observed in how directors discussed their roles and tasks, the
overwhelming conclusion that can be gleaned from this study is that the organizational
culture will impact how individuals make decisions. For ODS unit directors, this means
that the size and type of the organization impacted not only their role but the size of their
unit and staff, as well as constraints they experienced. The organizational choice to being
housed in academic or student affairs (or elsewhere) also impacted how they approached
their work and how they made decisions when engaging students in the accommodations
process, as well as when making broader decisions about the process and other office
actions. This underscores Tierney’s (2011) considerations regarding decision-making in a
higher education context, in which the reality of the organization is constructed and is
never finite. This means that there is never going to be only one approach to decision-

making, since there are going to be instances when there is no status quo and/or there is
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no rational pathway forward. Because higher education institutions are situated within a
larger political and societal context and culture, ODS units in America will continue to
experience the impact of decision-making at the federal level, specific to ADA whether in
future amendments, litigation of ADA violation, and/or suggested guidance.

With this in mind, the conceptual framework for this study remains applicable, as
the federal policy (ADA) provides the basis for policy action as indicated in the model,
and then decision-making and implementation approaches are engaged together and often
simultaneously in order to enact the policy. All of this occurs within one ODS unit at one
postsecondary institution and within that context and culture, where that institution is
situated within a larger societal and political context and culture in the United States,
which makes each ODS unit beholden to federal policy requirements (ADA). A revision
to the framework, as seen in Figure 3, could include the integration of institutional
administrative leadership (termed “admin” in the framework) as potentially impacting the
decision-making and implementation approaches that ODS unit staff and/or directors

take.
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Figure 3

Revised Conceptual Framework

US Higher Education
Context

Federal Policy:
ADA
/ \
T (::> Implementation

akine

Accommodations /

The potential impact is indicated by the presence of the admin bubble without arrows to

decision-making and implementation, which indicates the potential for impact rather than
certainty of impact in all cases. Further, the revised framework also indicates the outcome
of the process, as seen in the accommodations bubble. Although a separate consideration,
additional frameworks might place more emphasis on integration the different approaches
of decision-making and implementation as they coexist or impact each other, though this
modeling would likely be more useful on an individual unit or office basis, rather than as

a broadly used framework for integration of federal policy across institutions.
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Limitations and Challenges

In Chapter Two, I noted that there are limitations to this study. These limitations
included a lack of generalizability due to the sample size and the possibility that directors
would not want to disclose innerworkings of their ODS units and approaches to decision-
making. Luckily, directors were extremely transparent and open about their work and the
work, structure, and accommodations processes of their ODS units; no one avoided
questions or removed themselves from the study. However, I found that the former does
present a limitation of this study, related to sample size for this type of study as I was
only able to engage seven participants/ODS units. Because of the two-part approach to
this policy analysis, there was a substantial amount of data collected from ODS unit
websites though. A future study may need to limit the amount data from each sample,
which could include focusing on just the specific webpage listing the accommodations
process; this could allow for a larger sample despite collecting fewer webpage data
pieces.

Additionally, a subsequent limitation of the study can be seen in the sample, as it
included private 4-year higher education institutions in the Eastern Mid-Atlantic region
of the United States, but it did not control for population size of each institution or a
specific type of private institution (religious, liberal arts, research, etc.). While I believe
that this study points to generalizability among private 4-year institutions in this specific
region, it is uncertain how other institutions outside of this geographical area operate with
regard to ADA policy implementation by way of their accommodations process, either

public or private.
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Another limitation of this study is that it does not consider the experiences of
students or faculty members when it comes to implementing ADA through the
accommodations process. While the focus of this study was on the ODS unit and director,
it is also important to consider how students experience the accommodations process,
from initial engagement with the office, through submission of documentation and self-
report, accommodation assignment, and receipt of letter to provide faculty. Students
should be engaged on an ongoing basis in policy research, in order to record their
perspectives on interactions with ODS staff throughout this process. Additionally, faculty
members are important policy actors in higher education, as they are directly responsible
for accommodating students in their classes; this can require extensive planning and work
with ODS unit staff to ensure accurate and sensical accommodation provision. Faculty
should be considered when ODS units develop accommodations processes, as well as
when the federal government and lawmakers change or add new policy that impacts
faculty work.

Some challenges were also experienced with the study design, both generally and
with specific elements of the framework, website review, and interview protocol. In
general, the design of the study worked for my purposes, but using the policy analysis,
which included combining content/document analysis and interviews, was overwhelming
at times due to the sheer amount of content that resulted from data collection. I also
experienced difficulty in trying to integrate all aspects of the framework simultaneously
at times, likely because not all aspects of the framework align with each of various data
pieces collected (such as with the website content and the decision-making approaches,

since I did not address the issue of why certain content was chosen for the website). The
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interview protocol provided an organic approach to discussing various topics, but because
the interview protocol had multiple sections, the resulting data (transcripts) were longer
than expected and resulted in some data that was more indirectly related to the purpose of
the study, though still informative.
Recommendations
There are multiple recommendations to be made in areas of policy and practice, as

well as future research, based on the findings of this study.

Recommendations for Practice and Policy
As SWD continue to enroll and attend postsecondary institutions at increasing

rates (Madaus, 2011; National Center for Education Statistics, 2019), it is important that
institutional practices and policies are continually reviewed and updated to ensure
effectiveness. This directly implicates institutional ODS units, because these units are
typically considered the frontline of ADA implementation due to ODS staff working with
students to assign accommodations (Butler et al., 2019). This means that ODS units and
all staff members within a unit need to be attuned to how their accommodations process
is developed and enacted, as well as how specific decisions related to individualized
student cases are made. Additionally, because the implementation of ADA involves many
policy actors, there are a variety of policy actions that can be taken and updated
continuously as well. As a result of this study and associated findings, the following
recommendations for practice and policy are noted:

ODS units should ensure that their accommodations process for students is clearly
presented on the institutional ODS unit website. While the lack of federal policy may be

intentionally vague in order to allow for ODS unit and institutional autonomy when
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implementing ADA, there should be clarity when it comes to presenting information
about how students can engage with the specific ODS unit in order to obtain
accommodations. Web content should include specified steps of the process, as well as
indicate supportive documentation and/or self-reporting requirements. Disparities among
units in their approaches to detailing documentation requirements has the ability to create
confusion and act as a barrier for SWD. Not including this information on the website
presents an important potential first step of ADA implementation from occurring because
postsecondary students may not be aware of their own role in the accommodations
process, due to the change in disability laws between secondary and postsecondary
educational settings (Barnar-Brak, Davis, et al., 2009; National Center for Learning
Disabilities, 2019). Additionally, because accommodations are provided in service of
ADA, ODS units should define and discuss ADA clearly in relation to accommodations
on the ODS unit website.

This would allow students, especially those transitioning from high school, improved
understanding of ODS unit and institutional obligations under ADA, which differ from
IDEA. It could also provide more insight to student responsibilities and rights under
ADA, especially if they are expected to advocate for themselves. At the postsecondary
level, SWD are considered the responsible party for initiating and engaging in the
accommodations process (Monroe, 2007), and providing students this information clearly
on the postsecondary website would allow for improved understanding of this fact. Some
may argue that this is not necessary from an implementation or compliance perspective,
suggesting that ADA can be implemented and complied with absent any information

being presented to students. While this institutionally protective view may be true, ODS
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units also exist to support and advocate for SWD in a variety of ways, which can include
aiding them in understanding and practicing self-advocacy in college and beyond as
related to their disabilities and accommodations. Students and disability advocates
suggest more postsecondary institutions adopt this perspective, which will speak more
broadly to its importance: “Colleges need to approach this not as a legal check mark but
as a diversity initiative, otherwise schools are not providing a welcoming space for all
students” (Ali, 2020). As indicated in this study, many ODS unit directors were
passionate about their role as advocates for students with disabilities, but this was not
often reflected on ODS unit web pages. Providing more—not less—information about
ADA on the ODS unit website is a starting point for promoting student self-advocacy and
can lead to stronger student engagement. This will aid in minimizing the barriers
associated with the differences in secondary and postsecondary law and associated
practices for SWD involvement in the accommodations process. Providing indication of
ODS unit director and staff perspectives and motivation for their work in the ODS unit on
the website may also contribute to additional student engagement and show students that
the unit is not only a vessel for policy compliance.

ODS unit staff should follow up with a discussion about ADA when meeting with
SWD to determine accommodations. Since students must engage with the ODS unit to
disclose their disability and obtain accommodations, it will be helpful for the ODS unit to
explain key elements of ADA that are more relevant to the institution and SWD
population at the institution, including how certain resources exist for various disability
types and the provision of those resources at no-cost. Allowing for this multi-layered

approach and interactivity regarding ADA would reiterate web material, providing
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clarification of this information to students and allowing them to ask any questions they
have. Additionally, this more developed and specific approach would be a strong
indication of enhanced implementation, which can improve organizational culture
(Tierney, 2011). Additional research should be conducted to investigate student
perspectives regarding how they experience learning about ADA when arriving at the
postsecondary education level, and whether the presence or absence of information about
ADA impacts their engagement with the accommodations process and/or their ability to
self-advocate.

During the accommodations process, specifically at the intersection of the
documentation review and student meeting or interaction, ODS unit staff should prioritize
the student self-report, or hearing about the student’s experiences in their own words. Not
only will this allow for added context and clarification of SWD disability and impacts,
but it can become an important step in developing the student self-advocacy at the
postsecondary level. This would also allow for enhanced integration of AHEAD
recommendation regarding the student self-report as a main source of support, rather than
a secondary source of support, which could encourage a shift toward prioritizing student
and disability advocacy in addition to policy compliance as the basis for decision-making
(Cory, 2011). While AHEAD recommendations for documentation requirements should
not be considered the end-all-be-all when it comes to unique development of student
accommodations, the uniformity and consistency they provide in their recommendations
is something that can be useful for practitioners, given the lack of federal specificity.

Another practical recommendation is that postsecondary institutions should work

to empower rather than limit their ODS units by removing external barriers, as a method
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of ADA implementation. University and college leaders in higher administration need to
enhance their awareness and understanding of ODS units at their institutions and how
these units operate. Not only is this necessary based on the roles and responsibilities of
these leaders in higher ed as a matter of practice (Brennan & Stern, 2017; Lundquist,
2014), students are also keenly aware of what campus leaders are seen to prioritize and
where gaps in knowledge exist among staff and faculty (Barnar-Brak, Lectenberger, et
al., 2010). This also means prioritizing funding and an understanding of how budgetary
practices related to servicing SWD can change annually with the enrollment of new SWD
or generally throughout the semester or academic year, as students are receiving formal
diagnosis on an ongoing basis and subsequently registering with DSS (Guzman &
Balcazar, 2010; Shaw et al., 2010). With fewer funding constraints, ODS directors and
staff will be less limited in their operations, particularly if there are specific resources that
SWD need, such as assistive technology.

ODS unit directors also need to prioritize professionally developing and training
their own staff members in more directed ways. Directors in this study minimally
discussed the types of training that staff members go through, and those that did mention
training only mentioned that specific aspects of staff roles were covered, such as how to
review medical documentation, though additional elaboration was not provided.
However, directors did indicate that in cases where staff were not well-versed in certain
matters or did not know how to deal with an issue, the matter would be escalated to the
director. While teamwork is and should continue to be emphasized, especially for ODS
units with a large staff, it is equally important that ODS unit staff members be capable of

their own investigation and scrutinization of an issue, so as to be self-sufficient in their
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decision-making and to not overburden the director, as that can lead to other problems
within a unit. Specifically, this could mean that the ODS unit staff member is trained on
disability-related activities and steps to take in situations where a pathway forward is
unclear. This could include training staff on how and where to review OCR cases; how to
navigate AHEAD and other disability group listservs; how to engage in reviewing
disability laws; and steps for contacting institutional general counsel teams related to
questions of legality.

Staff members should also be encouraged to work together to develop resources
for broad use among the ODS unit team. However, these actions cannot occur if a staff
member has not had an in-depth initial training as part of office and institutional
integration because they would lack policy understanding, implementation approaches,
and cultural context of the institution at which they are employed (Tierney, 2011).
Providing this additional training and empowerment of the staff is not only indicative of
strong leadership on the part of the director, it also has the ability to positively impact
staff member motivation and autonomy. This can reduce accidental noncompliance by
enhancing staff capacity related to information and situations they encounter (Chayes &
Chayes, 1993). It can also help to create a shared vision and sense of responsibility
among staff in the unit (McLaughlin, 1987), which can deepen their investment in the
work they do and directly impact implementation decisions and actions. Because
literature indicates that most ODS unit staff receive some of their most important training
(specifically regarding documentation review) at professional conferences, rather than in
their offices and/or degree programs (Shaw et al., 2010), it is important for ODS directors

to prioritize this and other types of training for staff in each of their own offices as a

227



primary means of preparing staff for documentation review and other work with
accommodations processes, while still leaving room for learning experiences at
professional conferences and other meetings when it comes to updated practices.

Institutions must enhance training of staff and faculty at a broader level. The ODS
unit director and staff are knowledgeable about their office function, federal and other
policies, and accessibility standards, but other faculty and staff on postsecondary
campuses are usually not as well-versed. As indicated in this study, ODS unit staff
receive frequent pushback from faculty and staff, and much of that pushback may stem
from uncertainty of accommodation implementation or how to work with SWD broadly.
More training for these university members would help them to become more familiar
with accessibility, accommodations, and other disability-related information on campus,
which would then transfer to improved engagement with SWD and serve as a stronger
lever to implement ADA from an organizational perspective. This training needs to be
prioritized from the top-down at the institution: increased engagement from institutional
leaders will strengthen their own understanding of their university’s operations, including
those related to ADA and accommodations, which will aid in their advocacy and
enforcement of broader institutional change and planning.

Finally, because this study focuses on the implementation of ADA, it is important
for federal organizations and lawmakers to be open to recommendations. Any future
amendments to ADA (ADAAA) and/or additional guidance from the federal government
and associated agencies should continue to provide support for postsecondary institutions
as they engage students in accommodations processes. As technology advancements

occur and SWD with varying disabilities are increasingly recognized, there will be
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questions about how to accommodate them, which federal policy actors need to address.
Additionally, if more research shows universality of the accommodations process among
postsecondary institutions, federal policy actors should consider providing more finite
guidance on how ODS units should structure their process.

Again, while the current vagueness of the ADA may be intentional to allow for
flexibility in the accommodations process in service of ODS unit and institutional
autonomy, this can lead to disparity in processes and actions among institutions, which
can negatively impact students and act as a barrier to obtaining accommodations.
Additionally, federal guidance must include more clarity on documentation requirements,
in order to address the ever-present differences between secondary and postsecondary
requirements, as well as among various postsecondary disability providers (Shaw et al.,
2010). Because federal agencies have provided guidance about what the process might
look like, formalization of a required process does not seem out of the question,
particularly as SWD populations continue to increase at postsecondary institutions and
disability providers continue to seek guidance in order to ensure their own compliance
with federal policy. A federally mandated accommodations policy, at least in terms of
specific steps, would allow clarity on a specific approach to use for the accommodations
process while still allowing institutional ODS unit autonomy and flexibility in day-to-day
activities and other aspects of accommodations. These specified steps could include
registration with office or disclosure of disability and need; submission of documentation
and self-report; and intake meeting or dialogue between student and ODS unit staff to
negotiate accommodations needed and formalize them for recommendation of use in

classes.
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Recommendations for Future Research

There are various ways future research can build on the findings of this study and
related topics in postsecondary disability services. Additional studies should engage
institutions from both a larger and more geographically diversified sample, in order to
investigate how ODS units at those institutions provide accommodations. In addition to a
broader and more diverse sample, future researchers should also seek to uncover how the
accommodations processes may differ based on institutional size and type. This would
help to determine the level of universality, if any, among accommodations processes in
American postsecondary education settings broadly, which could inform future policy
actions at the federal level.

Future research should also focus specifically on content analysis of ODS unit
webpages on a much larger scale. First, this would allow for in-depth statistical
information about relationships between institution size and web presence size. Second, it
would provide more information about how ODS units present their accommodations
processes and definition or discussion of ADA, if any, which would help to build on this
study as related to ADA implementation or in general. Doing so would provide an
opportunity for ODS unit reflection on their approaches to the dissemination of key
information that SWD need to begin accommodations processes at postsecondary
institutions. While not focused on in this study, future studies could focus on using a
multi-modal approach to analyze ODS unit webpages, regarding content organization,
characteristics, and accessibility, as these aspects may impede SWD from clear
engagement with necessary information. This type of analysis also considers approaches

and best practices when presenting accommodation information content to the public and
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to potential and registered SWD and their families. Further, future analysis should utilize
a critical discourse approach when reviewing ODS unit web content, in order to observe
how language is used and how it may have a larger sociopolitical impact on various
policy actors.

Future research may also consider how SWD registered with an ODS unit at a
particular institution impact the content the ODS unit provides on their webpages. For
instance, if an institution serves more students with a certain disability, the website may
have more information relative to those disability-specific requirements and/or resources.
Unfortunately, though, due to the confidential and protected nature of this information, a
future study about the specific website content related to the specific SWD population an
ODS serves may be difficult to conduct, as directors and/or university administration may
be reluctant to share specifics of student diagnoses.

Other future research should continue to focus on the staff and structure of ODS
units, as there is limited literature about this topic in comparison to other disability topics.
There should be more information gathered about staff educational backgrounds and
professional experiences, especially as increasing amounts of programs directed toward
disability provider preparation continue to emerge. Additionally, there needs to be further
investigation about how staff members are trained, as well as how staff are engaged in
professional development in order to develop skills necessary to accommodation work. It
may also be fruitful to study the interest and motivation of ODS unit staff as it relates to
working with SWD, and to see if certain factors increased staff satisfaction and
performance in the unit over others. Additionally, longitudinal studies may prove useful

in determining staff, office, and process changes at ODS units over time, and how these
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changes are seen to support or relate to federal policies. Finally, future research should
continue to scrutinize how ODS units provide accommodations to students and if/when
accommodations processes change, either due to political, organizational, or other
reasons.
Conclusion

Students with disabilities are continuing to enroll in U.S. postsecondary education
at an increasing rate, and while this indicates societal progress toward inclusion and
access due to federal policy implementation, nothing is perfect. However, in reviewing
and assessing how these students are served by their institutions, we can work toward
minimizing the barriers they face as they work toward pursuing educational progress,
career goals, and personal fulfillment. In order to do this, offices of disability services
and their staff members need to ensure that student-facing information and processes are
clear and well-developed, specifically when it comes to the accommodations process and
involved steps. Students with disabilities should also be informed of how the office is
working to ensure their rights and accommodations under ADA, and be provided with
information about their responsibilities as students. These offices will thrive with strong
institutional support, as well as clear federal guidance and standards; with limited
resources and guidance, disability staff members may experience more difficulty in
establishing and maintaining their office functionality. Even worse, these issues have the
ability to impact decisions related to student accommodations and service, which can
create additional barriers and act as an impediment to ADA and other disability
legislation. However, disability service offices and postsecondary institutions are not the

only responsible parties in this matter; the federal government also makes policy
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decisions that trickle down to impact colleges and universities, as well as their
stakeholders. Because of this, all involved policy actors—disability directors and staff;
university administrators; federal agencies and representatives—need to keep their focus
on students as they enact and implement policy, in order to best ensure that access and
equity are continually prioritized for students with disabilities in service of broader and

continued societal progress in America.
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Appendix A

Participant Recruiting Email

Dear [Director Name],

I hope you are doing well today! My name is Sarah Young, and [ am completing my
doctoral dissertation under the direction of Dr. Elizabeth Tuckwiller at The George
Washington University. The working title of my dissertation is Offices of Disability
Services and ADA Implementation in Postsecondary Education: A Policy Analysis. The
purpose of my study is to examine how offices of disability services develop and
implement accommodation processes, based on ADA guidelines, and to learn more about
the role of the office director in this policy implementation. I am specifically interested in
studying this topic among private 4-year colleges and universities in the Eastern region of
the United States.

I invite you to participate in this study, as your expertise and knowledge in your current
role would be extremely helpful to me in conducting this research. I would like to
schedule a time to conduct an interview with you about your experiences. The interview
should last no longer than 60 minutes. I am available for an in-person interview at your
office, a videoconferencing interview to take place remotely, or a telephone interview. If
you are able to participate, please let me know your preference. Information you share
during the interview will be kept anonymous, and your consent to participate can be
withdrawn at any time.

Upon the completion of my study, I will provide you a copy of your responses and a
synopsis of all data collected for my study. This data should prove useful as a reflective
tool for individual disability offices, and also a helpful starting point for conversations
regarding best practices for disability service providers related to ADA implementation
and processes.

Please respond to indicate your willingness to participate in this study by December 20th,
2019. If you are interested, I will send you the Consent Form to sign and return before we
schedule the interview time.

If you have any questions before agreeing to participate, please feel free to contact me at
sryoung@gwu.edu or Dr. Elizabeth Tuckwiller at btuckwiller@gwu.edu .

Thank you for your consideration—I look forward to hearing from you!

Best,
Sarah Young
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Appendix B

Study Interview Protocol

Interview Protocol Project: Offices of Disability Services and ADA Implementation in
Postsecondary Education: A Policy Analysis

Date:
Time:
Place:

Interviewer: Sarah Young
Research Participant Number:

Pre-Interview
Before the interview starts, share a variety of reminders and notes with the participant:

1.
2.

Thank you for participating in this study.

The purpose of my study is to examine how offices of disability services develop
and implement accommodation processes, based on ADA guidelines, and the role
of the office director in this policy implementation.

If at any point, you decide that you would rather not participate, please let me
know, and we can stop.

Your responses will be kept confidential and anonymous. Please let me know if
there is a pseudonym you prefer I use when referring to you.

There are no right or wrong answers; this study is exploratory in nature. I am
aiming to learn about you and your processes.

I would like to record this conversation. Please let me know if you give your
consent for me to do so. If not, I would like to take notes related to our
conversation. Again, please note that this will be kept anonymous and your
identity will never be shared with anyone.

(Obtain written consent for recording)

Interview Questions:

Opening/Background of Director

1.

Please describe your role as director at XX University and how long you have
been

in this role specifically.

2.

a. What led you to this role? Did you work in another role at this institution
before taking this role?
b. How long have you worked in the ODS unit?
Can you share about your professional experiences and educational background,
related to preparing you for work in this position?
a. Degree background
b. Training/work experiences
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c. Knowledge of disability population and policy
i. Can you share your understanding of ADA and Section 504?
ODS Unit:

1. Please describe the structure of the disability services office:
a. How many staff members are there?
b. What are their titles and role functions?
c. Are any of them student employees?
2. 1Is your office housed within student affairs/academic affairs? Who do you report
to?
3. Has the structure/organization of the office changed since you started working
there? (Please elaborate)
4. Are there specific requirements for working in the office? (Degree, experience,
etc.)
5. Can you describe any training the office staff go through, related to learning about
federal legislation, such as ADA and Section 504?

Accommodations Process

1. Twas able to review some content on your website, and noticed that...
a. Based on that, can you elaborate on the accommodations process that the
office follows?
i. Is the process collaborative among staff members in the office?
ii. Is there a specific order of operation/process? Matrix, checklist,
rubric? Etc.
iii. Are there designated staff assigned to different steps in the
process?
b. How do you believe this process supports students?
c. How do you believe this process successfully implements ADA?
i. Can you elaborate on your understanding of ADA and what it
states about accommodations?
ii. As we know, federal policy/ADA does not provide a standard or
specific guide or rubric for developing accommodations. How does
this impact the accommodations process, in your opinion?

Decision-Making

1. Can you explain the approach to decision-making in the office?

a. For instance, when decisions about an issue or situation need to be made,
how does the office address that? Collaborative/group? Individual?
Something else?

b. Can you describe any instances when the decisions you/the office make
are impacted by other departments or senior administration?

c. How does the office staff deal with any complaints about the
accommodations process or issues when it comes to adhering to the
process?
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i.  Are most of these issues sent to you? Or is there another
designated person who assists with this?

ii. When you receive complaints about the office and/or processes
(specifically related to accommodations), does this lead to
reviewing your processes for revision or potential changes?

1. If so, how often does this occur?
2. How do you interpret and define your role, as it relates to the office and decisions
being made?

Thank you very much for sharing your experiences and this information with me. Do you

have any questions for me?

That concludes our interview. As previously mentioned, I will provide you a copy of this
transcript for review. Upon completion of my project, I will also provide a synopsis of all
collected responses, in order to share common practices related to this topic.

Thank you again.
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Appendix C

Informed Consent

THE GEORGE

WASHINGTON

UNIVERSITY

WASHINGTON, DC

Study Assigned Consent Version #/Date: GW OHR Document Revision Date: 04Jan2019
Page 1 of 5

Informed Consent for Participation in a Research Study

Title of Research Study: Offices of Disability Services and ADA Implementation in
Postsecondary Education: A Policy Analysis

Investigator: Elizabeth Tuckwiller, Ph.D., Graduate School of Education and Human
Development

Key Information:

You are being asked to take part in a research study about your experiences as a director of
a disability services offices (ODS unit) in a 4-year private postsecondary institution,
specifically related to how you make decisions in your office and about the accommodations
process used by your ODS unit as relates to the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA).

This page will give you key information to help you decide whether or not you want to
participate in this study. More detailed information can be found on the next pages. Ask the
research team questions during the consent process, and use the contact information on this
form to ask questions later.

WHAT IS THE PURPOSE, PROCEDURES, AND DURATION OF THIS STUDY?

By doing this study, we hope to learn how offices of disability services develop and
implement accommodation processes, based on ADA guidelines, and to learn more about
the role of the office director in this policy implementation. Your participation in this research
will include a one-time interview of no more than 60-90 minutes. Following the interview, you
will be only be contacted if you consent to be contacted, in order to review/obtain a copy of
your interview transcript and to review/obtain a synopsis of all data collected in the study.

WHAT ARE THE REASONS YOU MIGHT CHOOSE TO VOLUNTEER FOR THIS STUDY?

You might choose to volunteer for this study in order to share your experiences as a Director
of an office of disability services (ODS), as well as how you interact with your staff and how
the office/you handle different student accommodation needs. You might wish to do this, in
order to contribute to a better understanding of what ODS directors encounter in their
positions, as well as how they implement ADA, all of which may inform best practices for
future offices and staff/faculty.

WHAT ARE THE REASONS YOU MIGHT NOT CHOOSE TO VOLUNTEER FOR THIS
STUDY?

You might choose to not volunteer for this study if you are not comfortable sharing your
experiences as a Director of an office of disability services, or if you have only recently begun
in the Director position and do not have former experience in such a role.
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Study Assigned Consent Version #/Date: GW OHR Document Revision Date: 04Jan2019

Informed Consent for Participation in a Research Study Page 2 of 5

DO YOU HAVE TO TAKE PART IN THIS STUDY?

You do not have to take part in this research. It is your choice whether or not you want to
take part. You can agree to take part and later change your mind. If you choose not to take
part or choose to stop taking part at any time, there will be no penalty to you or loss of
benefits to which you are otherwise entitled.

WHAT IF YOU HAVE QUESTIONS OR CONCERNS?

The person in charge of this study is Elizabeth Tuckwiller, Ph.D. If you have questions,
suggestions, or concerns regarding this study or you want to withdraw from the study her
contact information is:

btuckwiller@gwu.edu

202-994-9860

This research is being overseen by an Institutional Review Board (“IRB”). You may talk to
them at 202-994-2715 or via email at ohrirb@gwu.edu if:
¢ You have questions, concerns, or complaints that are not being answered by the
research team or if you wish to talk to someone independent of the research team.
e You have questions about your rights as a research subject.

Detailed Consent Form:

Why am | being invited to take part in a research study?

We invite you to take part in a research study because you are a current director of an office
of disability services at a private 4-year postsecondary institution.

Who can | talk to if | have questions?

If you have questions, concerns, or complaints, or think the research has hurt you, talk to the
research team at:

Primary Investigator Dr. Elizabeth Tuckwiller at etuckwiller@gwu.edu

Or the Primary Research Contact Sarah Young at sryoung@gwu.edu

This research is being overseen by an Institutional Review Board (“IRB”). You may talk to
them at 202-994-2715 or via email at ohrirb@gwu.edu if:

e You have questions, concerns, or complaints that are not being answered by the
research team or if you wish to talk to someone independent of the research team.
e You have questions about your rights as a research subject.
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Study Assigned Consent Version #/Date: GW OHR Document Revision Date: 04Jan2019

Informed Consent for Participation in a Research Study Page 3 of 5
Why is this research being done?

The purpose of this study is to examine how offices of disability services develop and
implement accommodation processes, based on ADA guidelines, and to learn more about
the role of the office director in this policy implementation.

How long will | be in the study?

We expect that you will be in this research study for a direct timeframe of no more than 60-90
minutes for the one-time interview. Following the interview, you will be only be contacted if
you consent to be contacted, in order to review/obtain a copy of your interview transcript and
to review/obtain a synopsis of all data collected in the study. This additional contact time will
should take no longer than 30-60 minutes, for a total time period of contact of no more than
150 minutes, or approximately 2.5 hours.

How many people will take part in this research study?
We expect about 6-10 people will take part in the entire study.

What happens if | agree to be in this research?

e The researcher will schedule a date and time to interview you about your director
and ODS unit experiences.

e The interview may take place in your office, unless you have a place you would
rather meet (may include phone call or videoconference instead of in-person
meeting).

¢ The researcher will record the interview with you so that it may be transcribed.

e Your consent will be asked for audio recording.

e You may refuse to answer any questions you are reluctant to answer and still
remain in the study.

¢ You and the Researcher will be the only ones in the room during the interview.

e Within a few weeks after the interview, the Researcher will send a transcript of your
interview so that you can review and clarify anything, if you consent.

e Sentences that you ask the investigator to leave out will not be used and they will
be removed from all relevant documents.

What other choices do | have besides taking part in the research?

Instead of being in this research study, your choices may include: choosing to not participate
in the study.

What happens if | agree to be in research, but later change my mind?

You may refuse to participate or you may discontinue your participation at any time without
penalty or loss of benefits to which you would otherwise be entitled.

If you decide to leave the research, please contact the research team so that they can scrub
all contact and interview data from collected materials.
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Study Assigned Consent Version #/Date: GW OHR Document Revision Date: 04Jan2019

Informed Consent for Participation in a Research Study Page 4 of 5
Is there any way being in this study could be bad for me?

The risks and discomforts associated with participation in this study are not expected to be

greater than those ordinarily encountered in daily life or during the performance or routine
physical or psychological examinations or tests.

There are minimal risks associated with this study. Participants will be interviewed. It is
possible that participants may feel some degree of discomfort during the interview, depending
on their reactions to topics addressed and questions asked. However, these feelings will
likely not be any more substantial than feelings participants deal with in the day-to-day
activities associated with their positions. The researcher will inform participants that they may
discontinue participation and withdraw from the study at any time without penalization.

While the strictest confidentiality will be attempted, there is always a possibility that such
confidentiality is impacted. Participants will be answering questions related to their role as
Disability Services Director, including questions about their office, staff, decision making
processes, and understanding of federal policy as it informs their office processes. If there
were a loss of confidentiality, participants may experience discomfort related to disclosure of
their opinions related to these matters. All available and appropriate precautions will be taken
to minimize risk and maintain confidentiality. The researcher will inform participants of
minimal but possible risk. The researcher will inform participants that if the interview
questions asked lead to feelings of discomfort or awkwardness, then they can choose to
refrain from answering the question and the interview will progress to the next section of
protocol questions. Confidentiality will be maintained for each participant, and interview data
collected will be stored in a secure medium until it is destroyed.

What happens if | believe | am injured because | took part in this study?

You should promptly notify the research team in the event of any injury as a result of being in
the study.

Will being in this study help me in any way?

We cannot promise any benefits to you or others from your taking part in this research.
However, possible benefits include being able to contribute your expertise and experiences
as data, in order to inform best practices for ADA implementation, accommodation
processes, and director decision-making approaches.

Can | be removed from the research without my permission?
The person in charge of the research study can remove you from the research study without

your approval. Possible reasons for removal include: if you consent to be interviewed, but
then leave your position as director of disability services before the interview has occurred.

What happens to my information collected for the research?

Atfter the interview, the researcher will transcribe the recorded interview. Then the researcher
will provide you a copy of this transcript for review if you consent. Upon completion of the
entire research project, the researcher will also provide you a synopsis of all collected
responses, in order to share common practices related to this topic.

To the extent allowed by law, we limit your personal information to people who have to review
it. We cannot promise complete secrecy. The IRB and other representatives of this
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Study Assigned Consent Version #/Date: GW OHR Document Revision Date: 04Jan2019

Informed Consent for Participation in a Research Study Page 5 of 5
organization may inspect and copy your information. Others include the researcher and
primary investigator.

Research participants in this study will be assigned pseudonyms associated with a number
that is also assigned to their institution; this is done to ensure confidentiality. The researcher
and PI are the only two individuals with access to all data collected during this study. If results
of this study are reported in journals or scientific meetings, the people who participated in the
study will not be named or identified.

The researcher will keep the data and information obtained for no longer than 3 years, as
related to secure storage procedures and in relation to potential additional research projects.
The researcher will ask the participant during the interview if they consent or withhold
consent for data collected to be used in future research. The researcher will ask the
participant during the interview if they consent or withhold consent to be contacted for future
research projects. During the 3 years following this study, the researcher will store consented
data on a personal password protected computer and will be the only person with access to
the data. At the culmination of the 3-year mark, all study data will be removed/deleted.

Are there any costs for participating in this research?
There is no cost associated with participation in this research.

Will | be paid for my participation in this research?
There is no payment for participation in this research.

WILL WE CONTACT YOU WITH INFORMATION ABOUT PARTICIPATING IN FUTURE
STUDIES?

The research staff would like to obtain consent to contact you with information about
participating in future studies. If so, it will be limited to 7-2 times per year.

Do you give your permission for the investigator or staff to contact you regarding your
willingness to participate in future research studies? 1 Yes 1 No
Initials

What else do | need to know?

The alternative to participating in this study is to not participate.
The researcher and primary investigator have no financial interest in this study.
You may remove yourself from participation in this study at any time.
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Appendix D

Additional Website Content

ODS |ODS |[ODS |ODS |ODS |ODS |0ODS

#1 #2 #3 #4 #5 #6 il
Disability/ies 11 49 81 43 104 |6l 9
Accommodation 29 37 75 39 74 36 8
Americans with Disabilities | 3 3 4 2 20 2 2
Act (ADA)
Interactive Process 1 1 0 0 3 0 0
Individual 0 2 5 2 41 2 6
Case/case-by-case 1 0 1 1 2 0 2
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Appendix E

Webpage Content and Order of Access

ODS Unit

Web Content Accessed

#1

Homepage
Requesting Accommodations Webpage (also downloadable PDF)

#2

AR S il I e

Homepage

What is a disability? What are accommodations? Webpage
Disability Services in High School & College

Getting Started Webpage

Unit Forms Webpage

#3

b

Homepage

Registering for Accommodations Webpage
Accommodation & Access Webpage
Policies and Procedures Webpage

#4

S

Disability Services Homepage

Register with Disability Services webpage
DSS Registration Portal Webpage
Registration Webpage

Documentation Webpage
Accommodations Webpage

#5

M.

Homepage

Accommodation Request Form/Webpage
Accommodation Documentation Form/Webpage
Best Practices Documentation Webpage

Section 504/ADA webpage

#6

M

Homepage

Students Webpage

Registering with Disability Services Webpage
Accommodations Webpage

Resources Webpage

#7

N

Homepage
Registration Link/Webpage
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