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ABSTRACT 

Disability, Human Rights, and Higher Education 

A Study of Accommodations as a Tool for Accessibility and Adaptability 

 

Jackson Ford Stanley 

​  

Disability accommodations have been used for decades now in higher education spaces in order to accommodate 

students with disabilities. Universities across the United States have enacted policies and created offices dedicated to 

addressing the specific and wide-ranging needs of students with disabilities. However, these accommodations for 

disabled students are rarely seen as a human right and are seen, rather, as an additive bonus for students with 

disabilities. Therefore, this study seeks to explore the intersection of disability accommodations and the human right 

to higher education. This study uses interviews with disabled students from Columbia College and Barnard College 

of Columbia University to explore how accommodations are, or are not, used as a tool to further the right to higher 

education. The results of these interviews show that the interviewed students face unintended internal barriers 

related to requesting and using their accommodations, including negative self evaluation and image, relating oneself 

to abled peers and external barriers like disability information sharing practices and lack of “comfortability” in 

discussing accommodations. These results complicate the spirit of disability accommodations acting as a tool for 

disabled students to realize their right to education, and call for a reimagining of disability accommodations in 

higher education spaces. 
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1. Introduction 

Article 13 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 

(ICESCR) as well as Article 24 of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 

(CRPD) protect the right to education.1,2 Over the course of the past 30 years, since the signing of 

the American with Disabilities Act, great progress has been made in ensuring the right to 

education is realized for all persons in the United States. However, the extent to which the right 

to education is realized in the United States for disabled persons, specifically in higher 

educational spaces, may fall short of international standards and guidelines.  

My research explores the efficacy of accommodations in higher education spaces, and 

investigates the extent to which disability accommodations realize the right to education for 

disabled students. Research shows that the process of students requesting accommodations 

through a university’s office of disability services, and then having to request accommodations 

again with their professors, can result in unique barriers. Accommodation requests and usage by 

disabled students have been documented to result in peer discrimination3, faculty discrimination4, 

and self-stigmatization and stereotyping.5,6 These themes have been seen across numerous 

6Ditchman et al., “Stigma and Intellectual Disability: Potential Application of Mental Illness Research.” 

5Lyman et al., “What Keeps Students with Disabilities from Using Accommodations in Postsecondary Education? A 
Qualitative Review.” 

4Black, Weinberg, and Brodwin, “Universal Design for Instruction and Learning: A Pilot Study of Faculty 
Instructional Methods and Attitudes Related to Students with Disabilities in Higher Education.” 

3Marshak et al., “Exploring Barriers to College Student Use of Disability Services and Accommodations.” 
2United Nations, “Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities Optional Protocol.” 
1United Nations, “International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights.” 
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studies, which focused on disabled students in higher education institutions.7,8,9,10,11,12 While there 

has been astounding modern progress towards a greater inclusive society for all persons 

regardless of ability, these studies show that perhaps there is something missing with the 

approach to disability accommodations in higher education as accommodation requests and 

usage often results in other barriers for students with disabilities. Accommodations were created 

to address the difficulties faced by disabled students, but may fail to live up to their promises. 

My research will explore disability accommodations as a vessel for realizing the right to 

education. Therefore, my research question is: To what extent do accommodations in higher 

education spaces act as a tool for students with disabilities to realize their right to education; 

defining Accessibility and Adaptability of the four A’s of the right to education. Through 

answering this question, I hope to also understand more about human rights and the 

implementation of policies that uphold them– and how this process either helps or harms the 

human right policies are seeking to uphold. 

 

 

12Marshak et al., “Exploring Barriers to College Student Use of Disability Services and Accommodations.” 
11Toutain, “Barriers to Accommodations for Students with Disabilities in Higher Education: A Literature Review.” 

10Denhart, “Deconstructing Barriers: Perceptions of Students Labeled WIth Learning Disabilities in Higher 
Education.” 

9Perry and Franklin, “I’m Not the Gingerbread Man! Exploring the Experiences of College Students Diagnosed with 
ADHD.” 

8 Magnus and Tossebro, “Negotiating Individual Accommodation in Higher Education.” 

7West et al., “Beyond Section 504: Satisfaction and Empowerment of Students with Disabilities in Higher 
Education.” 
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2. Literature Review 

2.1 International Law and the Right to Education 

The Right to Education Initiative, or the RTE, is an independent human rights 

organization that oftentimes collaborates with the United Nations on issues and topics 

surrounding the right to education. RTE offers what they call the “4 A’s” to education, as created 

by UN Special Rapporteur Katarina Tomaševski: Availability, Accessibility, Acceptability, and 

Adaptability.13 These four principles have been adopted by the Committee on Economic, Social 

and Cultural Rights in its General Comment 13 on the right to education.14 The RTE argues that 

in order for the right to education to be meaningful, the 4 A’s are “essential features” for 

governments to uphold: 

 

Available – Education is free and there is adequate infrastructure and trained teachers 
able to support the delivery of education. 
Accessible – The education system is non-discriminatory and accessible to all, and 
positive steps are taken to include the most marginalised. 
Acceptable – The context of education is relevant, non-discriminatory and culturally 
appropriate, and of quality; schools are safe and teachers are professional. 
Adaptable – Education evolves with the changing needs of society and challenges 
inequalities, such as gender discrimination; education adapts to suit locally specific needs 
and contexts.15 
 

For the purposes of this research, particular emphasis and focus will be on the second and fourth 

A’s, Accessibility and Adaptability. 

​ More broadly, Article 13 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 

Rights (ICESCR) ensures the right to secondary education, and higher education in general: 

15The Right to Education Initiative, “RTE Website.” 
14The Right to Education Initiative, “RTE Website.” 
13The Right to Education Initiative, “RTE Website.” 
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(b) Secondary education in its different forms, including technical and vocational 
secondary education, shall be made generally available and accessible to all by every 
appropriate means, and in particular by the progressive introduction of free education; 
(c) Higher education shall be made equally accessible to all, on the basis of capacity, by 
every appropriate means, and in particular by the progressive introduction of free 
education.16 
 

This international covenant is legally binding, and exists as the basis to the right to higher 

education for disabled persons that this research seeks to explore. Particularly, it is important to 

note the specific language of Article 13. It states not only that “secondary education in its 

different forms…shall be made generally available and accessible to all” but also that “higher 

education shall be made equally accessible to all, on the basis of capacity, by every appropriate 

means.”17 

​ In addition to the right to education being outlined in the ICESCR, the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights, about twenty years older than ICESCR, also protects the right to 

education. The Declaration, in Article 26, states that “Everyone has the right to education.”18 Not 

only this, but the Declaration further states that “technical and professional education shall be 

made generally available and higher education shall be equally accessible to all on the basis of 

merit.”19 By declaring that education shall be equally accessible to all individuals on the basis of 

merit, the UDHR is advocating for the right to education for all, regardless of any social, 

economic, or cultural distinctions. While the UDHR and the ICESCR exist as fundamental 

documents for the right to education, there are more modern examples that address present-day 

challenges, intricacies, and changes regarding the right to education. 

19United Nations, “Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR).” 
18United Nations, “Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR).” 
17United Nations, “International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights.” 
16United Nations, “International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights.” 
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​ In 2019, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organizations 

(UNESCO) released the first United Nations convention on higher education, specifically with a 

global focus. The convention, titled “Global Convention on the Recognition of Qualifications 

concerning Higher Education” was adopted in 2019 by UNESCO member states, and sought to 

establish universal principles “fair, transparent and non-discriminatory recognition of the right to 

education.”20 Additionally, the first article of this Convention contains definitions for terms, 

which are the definitions this paper will use regarding: 

 
Access (to higher education): the right provided to any individual holding a 
qualification to apply and be considered for admission to a level of higher education. 
Admission (to higher-education institutions and programmes): the act of, or system 
for, allowing qualified applications to pursue higher education at a given institution 
and/or in a given programme. 
Higher education: all types of study programmes or sets of courses of study at the 
post-secondary level which are recognized by the competent authorities of a State Party, 
or a constituent unit thereof, as belonging to its higher-education system. 
Higher-education institution: an establishment providing higher education and 
recognized by a competent authority of a State Party, or a constituent unit thereof, as 
belonging to its higher-education system. 
Higher-education programme: a post-secondary programme of study, recognized by the 
competent authority of a State Party, or of a constituent unit thereof, as belonging to its 
higher-education system and the successful completion of which provides the student 
with higher-education qualification.21 
 

These definitions exist as the most up-to-date definitions regarding higher education and the 

right to it, as well as the most globally-accepted definitions for these terms. 

21Azoulay, “UNESCO Global Convention on the Recognition of Qualifications Concerning Higher Education.” 

20Azoulay, “UNESCO Global Convention on the Recognition of Qualifications Concerning Higher Education.” 
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2.2 Scholarship and the Human Right to Higher Education 

​ Higher education has become inaccessible to many around the world, due to a variety of 

factors. However, scholars and activists alike remain steadfast in their conviction that education, 

specifically higher education, is a fundamental human right. In order to fully understand this 

claim, it is necessary to break down both what a human right is, and why higher education access 

falls under this category. 

​ To answer the first part of this question, Philip Alston, a human rights scholar, outlines 

what he believes human rights are: 

 
At the very least, the notion of human rights connotes the equal dignity and autonomy of 
human beings in their pursuit of their conception of a good life, a life worth living. At a 
foundational level, to speak of something as a human right is to not just make a legal 
claim to resources or for protection against an abuse of power, but it is also to insist that 
without those resources or that protection, one’s equal dignity, autonomy and 
participatory parity are fundamentally impaired.22 
 

Here, Alston is stating that human rights do not only exist as legal claims, but as real, tangible 

rights that affect a person’s conception of life, and their equal opportunity to participate in 

society. Further, human rights are ideals that exist to further one’s life, and without them, one 

cannot fully enjoy their conception of a good life. 

For the second part of this question, UN Special Rapporteur Katarina Tomaševski, who 

was the first Rapporteur on the right to education of the United Nations Commission on Human 

Rights, offers clarification. In her book, The 4-A Scheme, she says that education “functions as a 

multiplier, enhancing all rights and freedoms when it is guaranteed while jeopardizing them all 

when it is violated.”23 In other words, Tomaševski is stating that education exists as a right that 

23Tomaševski, Human Rights Obligations in Education: The 4-A Scheme. 
22Gilchrist, “Higher Education Is a Human Right.” 
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amplifies Alston’s ideals of what a human right is. Through understanding education, especially 

higher education, as a human right, the global community can begin to understand the increasing 

costs associated with higher education, as well as other barriers to higher education, as violations 

of human rights.24 However, only eliminating barriers to higher education associated with the 

rising costs of it does not constitute meeting human rights standards. Scholars argue that: 

 
Ensuring access to education goes beyond eligibility to apply to university and meeting 
university costs. Human rights standards related to the needs of persons with disabilities– 
physical, intellectual and emotional– demonstrate ways that educational institutions can 
further accommodate their right to education.25 
 

These ideals are also upheld not only by scholars but by international treaties and conventions, as 

outlined previously. 

Despite this, neo-liberal belief systems have generally provided that higher education is a 

commodity, not a public good.26 Therefore, while the right to primary education is already 

recognized by states and activists across the globe as a human right, the right to higher education 

is not traditionally included in this right. The United States Supreme Court, in the landmark case 

Grutter v. Bollinger, argued that: 

 
Universities, and in particular, law schools, represent the training ground for a large 
number of our Nation’s leaders. Individuals with law degrees occupy roughly half the 
state governorships, more than half the seats in the United States Senate, and more than a 
third of the seats in the United States House of Representatives.27 
 

This points to what Alston was arguing, and what Tomaševski extrapolated– that higher 

education is the gateway to, and the multiplier of, other human rights. However, this quote from 

27Grutter v. Bollinger. 
26Kotzmann, The Human Right to Higher Education. 
25Tibbitts and Keet, Emancipatory Human Rights and the University: Promoting Social Justice in Higher Education. 
24Gilchrist, “Higher Education Is a Human Right.” 
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the Supreme Court is noy only addressing higher education insofar as it applies to college, but 

goes further to display the importance of graduate programs as well. Thus, higher education 

(including education beyond college) can be easily understood as a human right. 

​ Furthermore, the Pell Institute for the Study of Opportunity in Higher Education released 

a briefing on equity indicators in 2022 for the United States. In this briefing, the Institute outlines 

the challenges to realizing the right to higher education in the United States, and suggests 

principles to be adopted in order for higher education to be enshrined as a human right. Cahalan, 

the author of this briefing, says the six key challenges to the right to higher education in the 

United States are: 

 
1. No direct provision(s) of the right to education in the U.S. Constitution or Founding 
Documents; 
2.U.S. non-ratification of major international articulations of the right to higher 
education; 
3. The large U.S. state geographic variation; 
4. Cultural dominance of the paradigm of higher education as a consumer commodity; 
5. Normative acceptance of highly stratified higher education system based upon “merit” 
criteria for admissions and stark differences in associated educational spending; and 
6. Strong barriers to access and completion related to decline of grant aid relative to 
college cost and debt burden.28 
 

While these six challenges are localized to the United States, they are also challenges faced by 

higher education activists across the globe, especially challenges one, two, four, and five. 

​ More broadly, the Institute offers nine principles that it claims “could be applicable to the 

global context” in realizing the right to higher education for all: 

 
1. Equity of Rights and Responsibilities Respecting Diversity; 
2. Implementation must be in a manner that does not advantage one group of persons or 
type of individual over another without discrimination; 

28Cahalan, “The Right to Higher Education: Key Challenges in the U.S. Context and Suggested Principles in a 
Global Context.” 
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3. Access to High-Quality Higher Education; 
4. Debt-Free College for a High-Quality Higher Education; 
5. Intentional Equalization of Institutional Resources; 
6. Equal Access to Information Age Technology; 
7. Persistence and Completion Support; 
8. Applicability to All Residing in a Geographic Area; and 
9. Formalized Student Input Structures.29 
 

These nine principles are elaborated upon by the institute and seek to further realize higher 

education as a human right.  

​ Finally, reviews of Katarina Tomaševski’s work have revealed discrepancies amongst her 

work regarding the right to education broadly versus the right to higher education specifically. In 

an essay review of her works, authors say: 

 
While we find Katarina's analysis and arguments to be compelling and important, we also 
see some limitations…There is relatively little attention to secondary and higher 
education, and the position taken with respect to them is unclear.30 
 

These authors are careful to denote the importance of Tomaševski’s work, and how her work has 

impacted numerous fields of human rights. However, Tomaševski’s original thoughts on the right 

to education, as well as the 4 A’s of Education, are notably based on the right to primary 

education, not the right to higher education. Therefore, the consideration of the right to higher 

education as a right, and a human right, is a newer field of scholarship and human rights, one 

which has yet to be fully fleshed out. Despite this, we can still build off the work of scholars and 

activists like Tomaševski, and even apply some of their theories and ideas to the right to higher 

education.  

30Klees and Thapliyal, “The Right to Education: The Work of Katarina Tomasevski.” 

29Cahalan, “The Right to Higher Education: Key Challenges in the U.S. Context and Suggested Principles in a 
Global Context.” 
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3. Methods 

​ From December 2024 to February 2025, I conducted semi-structured interviews in 

English with students of both Barnard College and Columbia College. Interviews were 

conducted both remotely (via Zoom) and in-person in private spaces (such as study rooms or 

private dormitories and apartments). The interviews were recorded and transcribed by myself, 

and the data has been used to explore my research question: To what extent do accommodations 

in higher education spaces act as a tool for students with disabilities to realize their right to 

education? Additionally, using this data, I address the following sub questions as well: 

1.​ How do accommodations support, or hinder, students’ right to education? 

2.​ What makes accommodations work, and what are the gaps in their efficacy? 

3.​ Generally, how do students with disabilities feel about: 

a.​ Using their accommodations 

b.​ The usefulness of their accommodations 

c.​ Their privacy surrounding accommodation use 

d.​ The process of requesting accommodations 

 In the interviews, I asked permission from all interviewees to record the interview as 

well as to have the interview transcribed. In order to recruit students to the study, I posted fliers 

around Columbia University's Morningside Campus and Barnard College’s campus. Students 

reached out to me via email, or heard about the study through word of mouth. Disability groups 

on campus also sent out my contact information along with some information about the study to 

recruit students. 

I began the interviews by asking participants verbal consent to record the interview. Once 

consent was obtained, I began recording the interview and read through the verbal consent script. 
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Participants were provided ample time to ask questions about the research being conducted, and 

had the opportunity to remain anonymous if they so wished.  I conducted the interviews either in 

person or via online platforms such as Zoom. Zoom calls were password encrypted and the 

recordings from Zoom were saved on my laptop which is also password encrypted. Zoom 

recordings consisted of both audio and video. For the in-person interviews, I recorded the audio 

via my phone, which is password encrypted. Only I have access to my laptop and phone, and 

they both remain in a secure location at all times. The interviews took place in a location of the 

participant's choosing. The interviews conducted online were password protected to ensure no 

one else can join or hear the conversation. 

3.1 Data Analysis 

​ While conducting interviews, I will record participants and later transcribe the data. I will 

then use the transcriptions to find similar themes between interviews, and to discover new ideas 

that have not been discussed by previous literature on the topic. I plan on using a narrative and / 

or phenomenological approach to understanding the data that may arise from the interviews.  

​ I also plan to use a transcription software, Trint, to aid me in transcribing the interviews. 

Using the transcriptions, I plan to look for themes of perceived usefulness of accommodations, 

privacy and accommodations, stigma surrounding accommodations, and knowledge surrounding 

one’s accommodations.  

3.2 Risks, Benefits, and Data / Safety Monitoring 

Breach of confidentiality is a potential risk of participation. The IRB and federal office 

have the right to access the recordings, transcripts, and other interview materials. There are many 

11 



 

 

potential benefits to this research. This research may contribute to the larger, ever-evolving field 

of disability rights and the right to higher education. Additionally, this research may contribute to 

a new way of imagining accommodations in higher education spaces. By this, I mean that this 

research may find that the process of requesting accommodations and / or using approved 

accommodations goes against international standards, and causes more barriers rather than 

removing barriers. Through this, the research may help future researchers imagine a different 

method of ensuring disabled students have equal access to higher education. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

​
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4. Findings and Discussion 

​ In order to best understand the findings of this research, two acronyms are used most 

frequently, and must be understood. First, ODS stands for Office of Disability Services and is 

affiliated with Columbia College, one of the two institutions of which interviewees belonged. 

The other, CARDS, stands for Center for Accessibility Resources and Disability Services, which 

is a separate office that exists at Barnard College, the other institution of which interviewed 

students attend. 

4.1 Findings 

The findings of the interview process will be divided into the respective sections of 

questions asked. The interview consisted of 5 main sections: Demographics, Stigma and 

Accommodations, Usefulness of Accommodations, Knowledge and Accommodations, and 

Privacy and Accommodations. Under each section, students were asked to answer questions 

relating to that section. The findings of this study are all “barriers” or “unintended barriers” 

related to disability accommodations. This means that all findings address different ways that 

accommodations, either through their use or requesting them, can introduce new barriers for 

students with disabilities in addition to breaking old barriers.   
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4.1.1 Demographics 

​ The demographics of interview participants are described in the below figure. 

Name 
(Pseudonym) 

Gender Age Racial / 
Ethnic 
Identity 

School / 
Affiliation 

Major(s) Expected Year of 
Graduation / 
Graduation Year 

Esther Female 22 Asian Columbia 
College 

Political Science Spring 2025 

Penny Female 23 White Columbia 
College 

Art History Spring 2025 

Martin Male 22 White Columbia 
College 

Classical Studies and 
Linguistics 

Spring 2026 

Tim Male 21 White / 
Native 
American 

Columbia 
College 

Political Science Spring 2025 

Lucy Female 21 Latina / 
Hispanic 

Barnard 
College 

Math and History Spring 2025 

Vivian Female 18 Latina / 
Black 

Barnard 
College 

Undecided Spring 2028 

Macy Female 22 White Barnard 
College 

Sociology and 
Human Rights 

Spring 2025 

Leslie Non-Binary, 
She/Her 
Pronouns 

40 White / 
Ashkenazi 
Jewish 

Columbia 
Journalism 
School 

M.A. Journalism May 2023 

Stephanie Female 23 White Barnard 
College 

Sociology and 
Human Rights 

May 2025 

 

4.1.2 Stigma and Accommodations Finding 1: Internal Stigma and Accommodation Use 

​ In this section, students were asked a series of questions to gauge how they perceive 

internal and external stigma in relation to requesting and using their accommodations. Student 

responses to the questions in these sections showed that while accommodations themselves allow 

students to realize their right to education, using and requesting these accommodations may add 
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different barriers to realizing the right to education for disabled students.​

​ The first question asked in this section was: Are faculty and professors willing to 

accommodate you, and are comfortable around you? To this question, most students reported that 

professors and faculty feel comfortable around them and are willing to accommodate them. 

Roughly half of the students interviewed noted that they have had some negative or 

uncomfortable experiences with professors when discussing their accommodations. This acts as 

an “unintended barrier” of accommodations: disability accommodations are meant to be helpful 

in aiding students realize their right to equal education, but in their implementation, sometimes 

result in other barriers. Penny noted that she has had numerous professors, despite being notified 

of her accommodations, still question the apparatus that is associated with her disability.  

 
I have had numerous professors, despite knowing that I have type one diabetes and me 
describing to them the process of the glucose monitor and the beeping, [be] like ‘Oh my 
God, the fire alarm is going off!’ Or just being like ‘What is that?’ It’s so distracting. 
-Penny 
 

While Penny said that she does not take professor interactions like this one to be personally 

harmful or proof that professors are not willing to accommodate her, she did say that there is just 

an element of “confusion” and “human error of not always understanding” what disability 

accommodations may mean, or manifest to mean, in the classroom. Again, while on paper 

disability accommodations may seem straightforward, in reality these accommodations may add 

a different barrier to a student’s right to education. 

​ The next question of this section was “Can you tell me of your most recent experience 

discussing your accommodation(s) with a faculty member? What was it like? What did it 

involve?” Nearly all interviewees responded that they had discussed their accommodations with 
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professors over the past school year, either during the current Spring semester or the recently 

passed Fall semester. This could be understood as an unintended barrier to higher education for 

disabled students. While the interviewed students did not seem to mind the number of times in an 

academic year they have had to discuss their accommodations with professors, the fact that they 

have to do so multiple times could be seen as a barrier to education. 

​ The last question in this section was “Do you sometimes avoid using your approved 

accommodation(s) out of fear of negative social reactions, either by peers or professors?” This 

question elicited a mixture of answers, with some students noting that the only reason they would 

not use their accommodations would be due to internalized stigma, not external. 

 
I do feel like I try avoiding them, but not necessarily due to pressure from other people. I 
would say it’s more internal pressure that I feel. I don’t like invoking them 
[accommodations] for my own sake, because I feel like I want to be able to prove that I 
can do just as much as everyone else is expected to. 
-Martin 
 

Other students noted that they simply did not care about social stigma in relation to their 

disability or use of accommodations. 

 
I don’t give a shit. I believe it’s my educational right to use my accommodations to the 
fullest possibility. 
-Esther 

 

Lastly, a few students said that it was simply not possible for them to avoid using their 

accommodations in the classroom. 

 
I can’t avoid it, because if I’m avoiding my blood sugar in class, I can put myself in 
pretty serious danger pretty quickly. 
-Penny 
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Internally, I feel a lot of hesitation, but I’ve never actually avoided it. Like, this 
[discussing accommodations with professors] feels terrible, and I really don’t want to do 
it, but I know I have to. At the end of the day, I would rather feel some embarrassment 
than not be able to comprehend class material 
-Macy 
 

Comments like Macy’s and Penny’s show that for some students, avoiding their accommodations 

is not possible. Macy identifies as a deaf person, but has a cochlear implant which is 

accompanied by a microphone professors can clip to their shirt collars to ensure she can hear 

class lectures and discussions. In a large lecture, she does not have a choice but to give the 

professor the microphone before class. Otherwise, she would not be able to hear the professor’s 

lecture. Any avoidance, or feeling the need to avoid, using one’s approved accommodations is a 

barrier to education, no matter the reason. If students avoid using their accommodations, they 

risk losing out on important information in class.  

4.1.3 Usefulness of Accommodations Finding 2: Disabled Student Relation to Abled Peers 

​ This section of questions sought to explore how useful disabled students feel their 

accommodations are in realizing their right to education. However, the most interesting finding 

from this section was how disabled students felt in relation to their disabled peers. While 

accommodations are meant to alleviate the disparate impacts a disabled student may experience 

during their academic career, some students interviewed noted that they felt as though they had 

to work harder than their abled peers in order to achieve the same success as them. 

The first question of this section was “Are the accommodations provided to you adequate 

and meaningful?” The majority of participants reported that their accommodations were both 

adequate and meaningful, citing they “have no complaints” when it comes to their 
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accommodations. However, one student felt very strongly that her housing accommodations 

were neither adequate nor meaningful: 

 
No, absolutely not. Period, End of story. I requested housing accommodations, and I 
requested to be placed in a space where I could have a single room and access to a 
kitchen and fridge, because I have to be able to store my insulin in the fridge. 
-Penny 
 

Despite providing the appropriate documentation from medical professionals vouching for 

Penny’s need for these accommodations, she was denied these housing requests. Housing 

accommodations, in addition to academic accommodations, are necessary to realizing the right to 

higher education for all. While most students felt as though they have adequate accommodations, 

Penny signifies that there are some students who do not think they have adequate 

accommodations. 

​ The second question in this section was “What accommodations do you have? Can you 

describe the process of requesting accommodations– what worked in the process, and what 

didn’t?” Most students who entered college with existing knowledge of their disability recount 

requesting accommodations in their freshman year, oftentimes getting medical professionals 

involved in the process in order to be granted accommodations. Other students were not 

diagnosed with a disability until after they began college. One student notes that she only found 

out she had a learning disability when she began to perform badly in her college courses. 

 
[My] accommodations started because I was really struggling to take tests, and I couldn’t 
figure out why. My dean suggested that I should look into accommodations, but I was 
like, I don’t want to do that. It just felt wrong to do that. 
-Lucy 
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Another student noted that while academic accommodations were not too difficult to request, 

requesting and receiving housing accommodations were much more difficult. 

 
For requesting academic accommodations, [it] is very straightforward and very simple. 
Requesting housing accommodations is more complicated. 
-Vivian 
 

Vivian even went as far as to state that she would not be requesting housing accommodations 

next semester because it was too much of a hassle with the Barnard Office of Disability Services 

(CARDS) to do so. 

​ The last question in this section proved to garner some interesting answers from students: 

“Do you have to work harder than your abled peers in order to achieve the same success as 

them?” It is important to note that this question was given more clarification regarding what is 

meant by “success.” It was made clear to interviewees that “success” in this question does not 

necessarily mean good grades or flawless GPAs, but seeks to measure how satisfied students feel 

with the work they have created or the quality of social interactions they have had with peers. 

While nearly all students replied yes to this question, they did so for different reasons. Esther 

noted that she feels as though she only has to work harder academically in order to achieve the 

same success as their abled peers, although she was unsure if this was due to her 

accommodations or the rigor of the institution she attends. 

 
I would say, to some extent, yes. I don’t know if that’s due to my accommodations or due 
to the fact that I think Columbia is just very challenging. 
-Esther 
 

Other students answered similarly, but that they have to work harder in relation to everyday 

activities, not academics. Penny gives an example of this. 
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Say we’re gonna go  hiking for a day, for hiking class…and everyone has to have their 
lunch, and their jacket and their water bottle. And I have to have my lunch and my jacket 
and my water bottle, and then backup supplies [like] a bunch of extra snacks and 
glucagon. There’s just different types of preparation. 
-Penny 
 

Martin, who identifies as a person with Autism, notes something similar to Penny. 

 
I find some even very menial tasks difficult. I feel like I am working hard quite often. 
And a lot of it is just difficulties in my head, right? But I do think they are greater 
difficulties than most people are going through. 
-Martin 
 

Macy notes something similar, but also adds that many people, disabled or not, encounter unique 

challenges to everyday activities. 

 
For me, it just takes a lot of brain power to listen. I do feel like I have to work harder than 
other people, but I don’t say that in order to see myself as unduly challenged. Lots of 
people encounter challenges that others don’t. 
-Macy 
 

Lastly, Vivian stated that she feels as though she has to work harder, both academically and 

socially, in order to achieve the same level of success as her abled peers. Vivian identifies as a 

person with Obsessive Compulsive Disorder and Cerebral Palsy. 

 

I definitely think in both aspects – academically and then also outside of academics– I 
really try as hard as I can. I do feel like I fall behind in the sense that... everyone else has 
already finished this assignment, and everyone else is done, but I’m not, I haven’t 
finished it. 
-Vivian 
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​ The fact that these students feel as though they have to work harder than their abled 

peers, in any setting, directly negates the potentially positive effects that accommodations and 

their use are supposed to have.  

4.1.4 Knowledge and Accommodations Finding 3: Withholding Accommodation 

Information 

​ The knowledge and accommodations section proved to yield interesting results. While 

only one student explicitly articulated this finding, other students also expressed similar 

sentiments in their interviews. Students found that prior information regarding their disability, as 

well as accommodation policies of institutions, was very important in requesting 

accommodations and using these accommodations. Students explicitly state that due to their 

socioeconomic status and life experiences, they either feel as though they know enough or do not 

know enough about their disability in order to request accommodations. This contradicts 

accommodations and their purpose– if students do not know what accommodations they can 

request, or what accommodations they need, they cannot adequately be accommodated to realize 

their right to education. 

​ This section began by asking interviewees: “Do you know enough about your disability 

in order to request adequate and meaningful accommodations?” Nearly all students replied that 

they know enough about their own disability in order to request accommodations.  

 

I think I know what I need 
-Esther 
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I would say yes, and I think that’s very much a reflection of the fact that I’m really 
privileged and I have access to great medical care 
-Penny 
 

Yes. 
-Tim and Vivian 
 

Leslie responded yes, that she knows enough about her disability in order to request 

accommodations. Not only this, but she actually has helped other disabled students get adequate 

and meaningful accommodations: 

 

I actually helped students get accommodations by explaining the ADA to them and made 
it my journalism welcome project…to help other people get accommodations and let 
people know what things they could request.  
-Leslie 
 

On the other hand, Martin noted that because his disability is neurological, he sometimes feels as 

though he is unable to know or understand his capabilities, which greatly informs the 

accommodations that he receives. 

 
It’s really difficult to say, because my disability has to do with stuff in my head. 
Sometimes I don’t know how much I’m capable of, and I don’t always know when I’m 
pushing myself too hard. Multiple times in previous semesters, I’ve had to withdraw from 
a class halfway through the semester, because it becomes clear as things go on that I have 
put too much on my plate. 
-Martin 
 

Additionally, in contrast to Penny, Lucy noted that due to her socioeconomic status and 

background, she did not know enough about her disability in order to request accommodations. 
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When I talk to my more affluent peers, and we’re discussing having ADHD, they just 
know so much more and they request so much more. Also, they’re not afraid to ask for 
stuff, which I try to get better at doing. 
-Lucy 
 

​ The next question in this section is: Do your professors or faculty in the ODS office have 

sufficient knowledge about disabilities in order to accommodate you? There was a large array of 

answers to this question, as each student has had a unique experience with professors and the 

Office of Disability Services. The first common answer was simply yes, that both faculty and 

ODS have sufficient knowledge to accommodate them. While Macy responded yes, she qualified 

her answer based on her disability. Because Macy is deaf, she argued that many people have a 

basic understanding of deafness, which helps when requesting accommodations. 

 

CARDS staff yes– CARDS staff broadly speaking yes, especially with my one-on-one 
case worker…They [professors and CARDS staff] have sufficient knowledge of 
deafness.” 
-Macy 
 

Other students felt as if they were unsure if they had enough knowledge, due to the varying 

interactions they have had with both ODS and professors. 

 

I don’t know. Every time I’ve gone to ODS, I talk to different people. I feel like everyone 
at ODS seems to have a very different level of prior knowledge about different kinds of 
disabilities 
-Penny 
 

I’m not sure how much specific knowledge they have. From my experience, it seems like 
once you bring up ODS, professors will just go along with whatever, almost. 
-Martin 
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Tim and Lucy qualified their answers, stating that while ODS has sufficient knowledge to 

accommodate them, professors certainly do not. 

 

The ODS people, yeah, because I think that’s their job. But the faculty, no. 
-Tim 
 

I think they [ODS] do. Not the professors. 
-Lucy 
 

Vivan thought that while ODS may know slightly more than professors, neither are 

knowledgeable enough to accommodate her. By her response, she likely feels this way due to the 

medical nature of her disability. 

 

My professors, no. At CARDS, honestly, people who work with CARDS are not medical 
professionals. 
-Vivian 
 

While Stephanie was the only student to explicitly discuss this under this question, many 

students felt as though ODS  and CARDS, while sufficient in knowledge, do not share that 

knowledge with students. Stephanie notes her first time requesting accommodations: 

 

I just had no idea what was possible. And I think that made it really challenging at first, 
because I didn’t know what to ask for. Also, CARDS wasn’t necessarily volunteering that 
information. 
-Stephanie 
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Later in the interview, Stephanie noted that she wishes ODS / CARDS had a “menu” of 

accommodations, as she was unsure as to what she could even ask for in the way of 

accommodations. 

​ The last question in this section was: How does professor and faculty knowledge around 

disabilities here at Columbia and Barnard compare to the faculty and teachers from your high 

school? Students had mixed answers to this question as well, as some students did not identify as 

a person with a disability while in high school (Penny, Tim, Lucy, and Stephanie). While Vivian 

noted that knowledge around disabilities in high school and college are about the same, Esther 

said that because she went to a smaller high school, teachers knew more about her personally and 

therefore she felt as though her high school teachers knew more about her disability. 

 

Well, the high school I went to was very small…the teachers were very attentive to us, 
and they gave personalized education. So my teachers knew that I would get extra time 
and I could take breaks as needed. I think that Columbia professors…they might not be 
very proactive, but I would doubt it if they would ever deny you [your accommodations]. 
-Esther 
 

Martin noted that while in high school, he had little interactions with teachers and staff about his 

disability. That was something that was handled by his teachers, parents, and doctors. 

 

It never came up in high school. It was purely managed by my parents and my therapist, 
so I never had any real interactions with it in any way in high school. 
-Martin 
 

Macy made a distinction between accommodations in high school and accommodations in 

college. For her, high school accommodations were far more individualized and one-on-one, 
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whereas in college the accommodations process has been far more bureaucratized and 

anonymous. 

 

In high school, people just saw me. [They said] ‘Oh, this is Macy, and Macy needs this.’ 
They didn’t place me in the context of like, people have needs and we should 
accommodate them. It was like ‘Oh, Macy is a little bit different.’ 
-Macy 
 

It is also important to note that Macy went to a small high school, with only fifteen peers in her 

class. She continued: 

 

And then at college, the experience is just very different because you have like, 
institutional credibility, where you’re like ‘This is my letter from the Center for 
Accessibility Resources and Disability Services’ with the logo of the college you go 
to…my high school just did not have that institutionality of it. 
-Macy 
 

When asked which system she would prefer, the “personalized” high school system or the 

“anonymous” college system, Macy said that she could not choose. Instead, she chose to 

elaborate on why she would choose one or the other. 

 

The reason I would choose personalized [like that of her high school] would be that, I 
think it’s more compatible with the Disability Justice version of the world, which is that 
you should just take people and their needs seriously, [and] you shouldn’t rely on 
someone else’s say so….My more practical wish is just like, yes, I would rather it 
[requesting accommodations] to be a bit more anonymous and bureaucratized, because I 
don’t want to have to sit and have a conversation with every professor. And I want the 
option to not be, I don’t know, perceived by them. 
-Macy 
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It seems as though Macy would prefer, then, a mixture of, or a choice between, the two systems 

of accommodations she has experienced. While she likes the personalized accommodations her 

high school offered, she also likes the anonymity and bureaucratized system of accommodations 

that college has offered. 

4.1.5 Privacy and Accommodations Finding 4: Student Comfortability Discussing their 

Accommodations 

​ The most glaring theme from this section of questions revolved around how comfortable 

students felt when discussing their accommodations with professors. Most students noted that 

they did not feel comfortable at all when discussing their accommodations, which completely 

defeats the purpose of accommodations in the first place. How can students use their 

accommodations as a tool to help realize their right to education, when they do not feel 

comfortable discussing their accommodations in the first place? Students differed in their 

reasoning as to why they did not feel comfortable discussing their accommodations, but most 

agreed that they did not feel comfortable discussing accommodations specifically with 

professors. 

​ The first question under “Privacy and Accommodations” was: Is your privacy respected 

in the process of requesting accommodations? Most students stated that they simply did not care 

who knew about their accommodations and / or disability status, or stated that they had simply 

never thought of privacy surrounding accommodations and disability status before. 

 

I think yes, it is. I simply don’t care who knows, it’s not that sensitive for me. 
-Esther 
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I never felt that my privacy was not respected. 
-Penny 
 

I think so. It’s not something that I’ve ever had concerns about. 
-Martin 
 

I mean, I would have no idea if it were not respected. 
-Leslie 
 

Macy noted that she has never really thought about her privacy relating to accommodations or 

her disability, because her accommodations / disability is not something that she can readily keep 

private. 

 

I’ve never really thought about my privacy. I won’t have privacy because I would have to 
give this microphone to the professor [at the start of] every class. 
-Macy 
 

Tim notes some specifics about his experience in requesting and using his accommodations 

which further explains why he feels comfortable with his privacy and accommodations. 

 

You have the choice whether to disclose how much of your accommodations you want. 
Sometimes I can just request note taking and they [peers and professors] won’t know it’s 
me. 
-Tim 
 

On the other hand, Vivian said that while she does not know how private her information is kept, 

she does care about it. 

 

I have no idea. Honestly, for me, I don’t want to say that I don’t care…Same thing [with] 
me doing this interview, it’s nice to know that there is going to be anonymity behind it 
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[but], even if there wasn’t, I’d still do it. Because I have my condition, there’s no need for 
me to hide that. 
-Vivian 
 

Similarly, Stephanie and Penny said that while their privacy may be technically protected, they 

feel as though realistically, it is not. 

 

I think it [my privacy] technically is [protected]. I think that socially, it isn’t though…If I 
don’t tell a professor what’s going on, I think that they are left to either theorize 
themselves or, like, make up some decision on who I am as a student, and generally, the 
more professors know, the more accommodating they are. 
-Stephanie 
 

When we don’t understand something and we see it happening in front of us, our human 
reaction is to say ‘I want to understand what’s going on, and I want to understand why 
that’s happening.’ And so I end up having to answer more questions in that situation, and 
so I feel like I have less privacy. Which is okay. Again, like I’m never against answering 
questions about diabetes. 
-Penny 
 

Both Stephanie and Penny feel as though their privacy may be respected on an institutional level, 

their ability to keep their disability status and / or accommodation use private is very limited. 

​ The next question in this section is: Are you comfortable sharing information about your 

disability in order to be granted accommodations? Some students stated that they do not feel 

comfortable sharing information about their specific disabilities in order to be granted 

accommodations. 

 

For professors, I would say no. I wouldn’t want to show the professor why I need certain 
accommodations…For ODS, it would be a little uncomfortable if I had already submitted 
my paperwork and they said it was fine [and then proceeded to ask her for more 
information]. 
-Esther 
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I don’t generally like to bring it up in too much detail, but I’ve done it in the past. I would 
say there’s nothing that makes it, like, uncomfortable. It’s just an awkward thing to do 
inherently. 
-Martin 
 

Penny “rejected the wording” of this question, and gave an explanation as to why: 

 

It’s not true comfort, because it is a necessary predicate for survival. I have to talk about 
my diabetes, or else I will be miserable, uncomfortable, not acknowledged, denied care, 
and in an extreme situation, would die. So saying I’m comfortable about something 
means I’m okay talking about something. I am happy to talk about it in so far as to help 
inform someone else how to better assist me, But I don’t think I’m necessarily truly 
comfortable in any given situation being like ‘Yes, I’m just going to talk about my 
disability right now.’” 
-Penny 
 

Other students said that they felt comfortable discussing their disability in order to be granted 

accommodations.  

 

I think so. I mean, when I request accommodations, they [professors] don’t know what 
my disability is, they just know that I have those accommodations. 
-Lucy 
 

Yeah, for sure. 
-Vivian 
 

Additionally, Tim shares an example from the previous semester: 

 

Yes, because last semester I had to miss a final, and the professor was not budging. She 
was like ‘I can’t make the final two weeks earlier for you. You’re just gonna have to take 
it. It’s gonna affect your grade.’” 
-Tim 
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Following this situation, Tim had to get ODS involved in order to get the processor to respect his 

approved accommodations. He never noted that this situation made him uncomfortable in any 

way, but the premise of this situation is similar to what Penny noted: discussing accommodations 

is, at times, necessary for survival. Macy and Stephanie, similarly to Penny and Tim, said that 

they exist in a sort of limbo between comfortable and uncomfortable when it comes to discussing 

their accommodations and disability. 

 

Sometimes I wonder why I’m not more comfortable with this by now…it still just makes 
me feel so bad, and it takes so much energy to like, muster up the courage to [talk to 
professors about her disability and accommodations]. I guess that means I don’t feel 
comfortable with it, but like intellectually and factually, yes I’m comfortable with it 
because I always do it. 
-Macy 
 

Stephanie notes that she has developed a sense of comfort discussing her disability and 

accommodations, but that has not always been the case. 

 

It’s yes and no. I would say that I have developed a level of comfort [but that] was not my 
default…I have a rare and complex diagnosis, so it’s really freaking hard to explain my 
situation without explaining all of it. 
-Stephanie 
 

​ The last question in this section is: How private do you trust your university of school to 

keep your information? Do you trust your institution to keep your personal information as private 

as possible? Some students answered yes to both questions, stating that they do trust their 

institution to keep their information private. 
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Yeah…I feel like it’s something that’s so legally well established…you can’t disclose 
stuff that you don’t have permission to disclose, [so] I have never really worried about it. 
-Penny 
 

I would say I’m very trusting of the university and the administration…I feel rather 
positive towards the university as a whole, so I’m not worried about it at all. 
-Martin 
 

I would assume that they’re not gonna release medical documentation about me into the 
world. I care about that, like, I don’t want random people having my information. Besides 
that, if it’s sent throughout the Barnard-Columbia space, I’m okay with that. 
-Vivian 
 

Yeah, I would say so. I guess I have the insider knowledge, like confidentiality is taken 
very seriously, and there will be really severe consequences. If you were caught, you 
would just lose your job straight away. 
-Macy 
 

Macy made this comment because she worked with CARDS for about two years as part of her 

work-study with the college. On the other hand, Tim noted that he is not sure how much he trusts 

the university or the institution as a whole, given the current climate on campus. 

 

Honestly, I don’t know. It’s weird when I walk to class and I see a huge truck outside that 
says ‘Columbia is leading anti-semetics’ and it’s just a bunch of random brown kids that 
go to our school [that are pictured on the trucks]. Like, how do they get access to [that] 
information? How do they know the kids’ full names? 
-Tim 
 

Additionally, Lucy stated that she is simply not sure how much she trusts the university. 

 

I hope it’s as private as possible…with so many data leaks, I’m scared. But also what are 
you gonna do with [information that says] ‘Lucy gets extra time on her tests,’ you know? 
-Lucy 
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Leslie noted that she is very vocal and outspoken about disability rights, to the point 
where she feels as though the university has permission to talk about her in this capacity. 
I don’t see them giving all of my data out in a malicious way. I can’t imagine them doing 
that, but they might just talk about me because I’ve been open about stuff before…they 
remember the affinity graduation I put on but I don’t really think that they’re going to 
leak my data. 
-Leslie 
 

While Stephanie did not state that she does not trust her college to keep her information private, 

she did state that she felt as though CARDS asked for too much information regarding her 

disability in order to be granted accommodations: 

 

I do think that they ask for a lot more information than I have been comfortable sharing, 
or my doctors have been comfortable sharing. 
-Stephanie 
 

Stephanie also went on to share an experience where her information may have been shared 

without her knowledge or permission: 

 

There have been situations where I told CARDS something, and then the school found 
out about it. I told CARDS I [had] COVID and I was in the hospital, and then she 
[someone on CARDS staff] mentioned it or something in their CARDS weekly staff 
meeting…And then all of a sudden my dean emailed me. I think that is kind of [a] gray 
area…it was a learning moment for me and my coordinator. I think it was a little bit 
awkward, because I was still at the point where I wouldn’t have gone to my dean if I was 
thinking about [taking medical] leave. And then all of a sudden, I was getting an email 
about it. 
-Stephanie 
 

While Stephanie did not elevate this situation, she did make a point to discuss it in her interview, 

showing that she has encountered situations where her privacy was potentially violated by her 

institution.  
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4.2 Discussion  

​ The current positioning of this research is particularly important and problematic, as the 

right to education is being targeted and challenged particularly in the United States. However, it 

is still important to uphold education, and specifically higher education, as a fundamental human 

right.  Because of the increasing difficulty of realizing the right to higher education for anyone, it 

is more important than ever to ground the analysis of the data from this study in the human rights 

framework. Specifically, it is important to analyze this data as it pertains to the two A’s 

Accessibility (The education system is non-discriminatory and accessible to all, and positive 

steps are taken to include the most marginalised) and Adaptability (Education evolves with the 

changing needs of society and challenges inequalities, such as gender discrimination; education 

adapts to suit locally specific needs and contexts) as well as other research on the right to 

education and disability rights.31 

​ All of the findings listed exist as unintended external and internal barriers to 

accommodations being used as a means for disabled students to realize their right to education. 

However, the way in which accommodations themselves, or the process of requesting them, exist 

as an unintended barrier to the right to education was different depending on the question asked 

and subsequent interviewed student responses.  

The first of these barriers arose out of answers from the following question under the 

stigma and accommodations section: Do you sometimes avoid using your approved 

accommodations out of fear of negative social reactions, either by peers or professors? With the 

exception of one student, all interviewees noted that they, for one reason or another, have 

31The Right to Education Initiative, “RTE Website.” 
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avoided using their accommodations. However, this avoidance was not always due to professor 

or peer reactions in relation to accommodation requests and usage. 

​ Some students noted that internal pressure is what has caused them to avoid using 

accommodations, in order to “prove” to themselves that they are capable of performing at a 

similar level as their peers, without additional support. Other students noted that it can be 

awkward requesting accommodations with professors, but not that they are necessarily worried 

about a professor acting negatively towards them in relation to their disability status. Lastly, 

another student said that while she has never had a negative social reaction with peers or 

professors surrounding her disability or accommodations, the fear of a potential negative 

situation occurring sometimes causes her to avoid using her accommodations. 

​ Other research regarding stigmatization of students with disabilities has found that 

oftentimes, students avoid using their accommodations due to negative interactions and 

situations with professors that have actually happened. Marshak et al. note that “issues related to 

interactions with professors were the second most highly referred to group of barriers that 

students reported.”32 They state that students with disabilities faced issues with faculty would 

either “not fully believe” that a student was disabled even in the face of documentation of said 

disability, or that professors “would not believe that the student’s disability was the reason they 

missed a class.”33 Therefore, this research shows that it does not take a negative social interaction 

with a professor or peer to deter students from using their accommodations– simple fear of such 

negative situations are enough for disabled students to avoid accommodation use. 

​ The next observed barrier came out of the Usefulness of Accommodations section, under 

the question: Do you have to work harder than your abled peers in order to achieve the same 

33Marshak et al., “Exploring Barriers to College Student Use of Disability Services and Accommodations.” 
32Marshak et al., “Exploring Barriers to College Student Use of Disability Services and Accommodations.” 
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success as them? While all students noted that they felt as though they have to work harder than 

their abled peers, they responded this way for different reasons.  

​ Students generally noted that they felt as though they had to work harder than their abled 

peers in order to achieve the same success as them. While accommodations, specifically 

academic accommodations, are meant to allow students with disabilities to perform at a similar 

level as abled students, this was not the case for some interviewed students. They noted that even 

with accommodations, they still felt as though they worked harder on tests and assignments. This 

is obviously a gap in accommodation efficacy, as students still feel as though they have to work 

harder to achieve the same success, even with accommodation use. While disabled students 

would certainly have to work harder without any accommodations, this data shows that the 

current accommodations provided to students are not adequate in realizing their right to 

education. 

Moreover, while some students stated that they felt as though they had to work harder 

than their abled peers, this sentiment did not only exist in the realm of academia. Students noted 

that everyday activities, like taking care of themselves and getting around campus, often proves 

to be more difficult for them than their abled peers. While academic accommodations do not 

directly address these everyday barriers faced by disabled students, accommodations like 

leniency regarding lateness, extended time to complete assignments, and the like may help to 

alleviate these burdens on disabled students. Furthermore, students in university housing can 

request housing accommodations in order to help with non-academic needs associated with their 

disability. 

While housing accommodations exist, two students noted that they are not adequate. 

Penny stated that even after showing documentation that expressly stated her need for certain 
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housing accommodations, she was still denied these accommodations. Similarly, Vivan noted 

that she did not even plan to register for housing accommodations for the upcoming school year, 

as the hassle was not worth the negative outcome. It is important to note that Penny did receive 

some of her requested housing accommodations, but not all of the accommodations that she 

requested. 

Housing accommodations speak directly to the second A of education, accessibility, as 

outlined by The Right to Education Initiative. The second A states that “The education system is 

non-discriminatory and accessible to all, and positive steps are taken to include the most 

marginalized.34 University housing certainly qualifies as a component of an educational system, 

especially at an institution where the large majority of students reside in university housing. 

Penny and Vivian’s experiences with university housing displays that these accommodations are 

not in accordance with the REI’s second A, accessibility, and speaks to the main research 

question. Students may use accommodations, including housing accommodations, as a tool to 

realize their right to education, but the accommodations granted by the education institution may 

be limited and hinder disabled students’ ability to fully realize their right to education. 

Moreover, disabled students comparing themselves to their abled peers is not something 

new to come out of this research. Other research shows that disabled students tend to work so 

hard in higher educational spaces that they work themselves into a state of exhaustion and to the 

point where they get headaches and have physical manifestations of illness from the workload.35 

If the students from this study, as well as students from other studies, note that they have to work 

35Denhart, “Deconstructing Barriers: Perceptions of Students Labeled WIth Learning Disabilities in Higher 
Education.” 

34The Right to Education Initiative, “RTE Website.” 
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harder than their abled peers to achieve the same success, how can the current state of 

accommodations for students with disabilities across the United States be seen as adequate? 

​ This study was unique in that about half of the interviewed students noted that they had 

been diagnosed with their disability prior to college enrollment, and the other half either 

developed their disability or were diagnosed with their disability after enrolling. Because of this, 

students had varying levels of knowledge both about their own disability and about the 

accommodations they could request through their colleges. Students also noted that their 

socioeconomic status played a role in their knowledge of their disability and their 

accommodations. Therefore, another barrier to realizing the full benefits of accommodations was 

knowledge, and the “gatekeeping” of knowledge by institutions. 

​ Penny noted that she comes from an affluent background, and has had the resources and 

guidance to help her navigate her disability accommodations at university. She directly noted that 

due to her socioeconomic status, she felt as though she knew enough about her disability to 

request accommodations that are adequate and meaningful to her. On the other hand, Lucy noted 

that she does not have enough information about her disability in order to request adequate 

accommodations. She specifically said that when discussing her disability with her more affluent 

peers who share the same disability, her affluent peers know much more and are not afraid to 

request accommodations. Lucy self-described herself as someone who comes from a lower 

socioeconomic status than most of her peers, and pointed out that this may be a reason as to why 

she does not have adequate knowledge about her disability. Additionally, she said that this may 

also help explain why she was not diagnosed with her learning disability until after she started 

college. 
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​ While one would assume that a school’s Office of Disability Services would help 

students like Lucy learn more about her disability and the accommodations she could receive, 

many students pointed out that this was not the case in their experience. Specifically, Stephanie, 

who also was not diagnosed with her disability until she started college, had similar feelings to 

Lucy in that she did not know enough about her disability in order to request accommodations. 

Stephanie talked a bit about how difficult it was for her to get information about 

accommodations from CARDS. She stated that it was difficult to get CARDS to tell her what 

accommodations were available for her to request, and expressed her wishes for a sort of “menu” 

of accommodations that she could look over and request the ones that would help her the most.  

​ Insufficient knowledge, or knowledge being withheld from students regarding 

accommodations that are available to them, is also not something that only this research has 

shown to be prevalent in higher education. Insufficient knowledge, as well as lack of training in 

how to explain one’s disability, have also been themes in other research.36 Marshak et al. note 

that “when students were asked why they did not use the accommodations provided by ODS, 

some responded that they did not know specific services existed or that they did not know how to 

access the services.”37 This same research showed that some students did not have clear 

understandings of their disability, which certainly impacted both which accommodations she 

received from ODS and how effective these accommodations were in helping her.38 

​ However, students are not the only ones who feel as though they are ill-informed about 

their disabilities and / or the accommodations they can request and receive. Black et al., in their 

study centered around professor sentiments toward disabled students and accommodations, also 

38Marshak et al., “Exploring Barriers to College Student Use of Disability Services and Accommodations.” 
37Marshak et al., “Exploring Barriers to College Student Use of Disability Services and Accommodations.” 
36Marshak et al., “Exploring Barriers to College Student Use of Disability Services and Accommodations.” 
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found that professors are oftentimes left in the dark regarding disability and accommodation 

information. The study quotes multiple professors: 

 

I believe most faculty members in my discipline are not well informed in different types 
of accommodations, different instructional strategies or technology, etc. I will be very 
interested in learning about how many universities are currently training their faculty 
members.39 
 

Black et al. quote another faculty member: 

 

I don’t feel the OSD provides me with any information on what I need to do to assist 
students in my class with disabilities, and when they receive accommodations, I am not 
made aware of what those accommodations are or why they are necessary.40 
 

These professors admit that they lack adequate training and information regarding 

accommodations for disabled students. While these professors are most likely employed by a 

different institution than the interviewed students of this study attend, this information can still 

be used to show that insufficient knowledge surrounding disabilities and accommodations is 

prevalent across multiple universities and their affiliates.  

​ Arguably, the lack of transparency and the dependency on prior knowledge of disability 

accommodations violates both A’s of education that this study is assessing, Accessible and 

Adaptable. According to the second A, Accessible, education is supposed to be accessible to all 

and non-discriminatory. This study shows that in order for this to become reality, disability 

services at colleges and universities should be as transparent and open as possible when it comes 

40Black, Weinberg, and Brodwin, “Universal Design for Instruction and Learning: A Pilot Study of Faculty 
Instructional Methods and Attitudes Related to Students with Disabilities in Higher Education.” 

39Black, Weinberg, and Brodwin, “Universal Design for Instruction and Learning: A Pilot Study of Faculty 
Instructional Methods and Attitudes Related to Students with Disabilities in Higher Education.” 
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to their knowledge about certain disabilities, as well as what accommodations are available to 

students. This would help to mitigate the uneven playing field that students may encounter based 

on their socioeconomic background. 

​ Additionally, the fourth A of education, Adaptable, is debatably defied by these findings 

regarding transparency of available accommodations by universities. Adaptable education means 

that the education provided evolves with the changing needs of society and challenges 

inequalities that may be present.41 Varying income levels and cultural backgrounds should not 

determine whether or not a student receives adequate accommodations, or has the knowledge to 

request these accommodations. As stated by Tomaševski in her book The 4-A Scheme, education 

exists as the gateway to, and multiplier of, the realization of other human rights.42 Therefore, it is 

imperative that higher education institutions ensure that all students, regardless of their personal 

backgrounds, are able to understand and obtain adequate and meaningful accommodations.  

​ Lastly, most of the interviewed students noted that they did not feel comfortable, for one 

reason or another, discussing their accommodations with professors. Penny’s and Macy’s 

interviews offer a better understanding of what is meant by “comfortable”: 

 

It’s not true comfort, because it is a necessary predicate for survival. I have to talk about 
my diabetes, or else I will be miserable, uncomfortable, not acknowledged, denied care, 
and in an extreme situation, would die. So saying I’m comfortable about something 
means I’m okay talking about something. I am happy to talk about it in so far as to help 
inform someone else how to better assist me, But I don’t think I’m necessarily truly 
comfortable in any given situation being like ‘Yes, I’m just going to talk about my 
disability right now.’” 
-Penny 
 

Macy also explains: 

42Tomaševski, Human Rights Obligations in Education: The 4-A Scheme. 
41The Right to Education Initiative, “RTE Website.” 
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Sometimes I wonder why I’m not more comfortable with this by now…it still just makes 
me feel so bad, and it takes so much energy to like, muster up the courage to [talk to 
professors about her disability and accommodations]. I guess that means I don’t feel 
comfortable with it, but like intellectually and factually, yes I’m comfortable with it 
because I always do it. 
-Macy 
 

Of course, this exists as another barrier to accommodations being used to realize one’s right to 

education. Unfortunately Penny, Macy, and Stephanie noted that they are unable to avoid 

discussing their accommodations with professors because lack of discussion of their 

accommodations would result in very negative consequences for them personally. The real 

question here, though, is why do students feel this way? Why do students with disabilities wish 

to avoid discussing their approved accommodations with professors? 

​ Some students noted, either in this section of the interview or in another, that they have 

personally had negative experiences with professors when it comes to discussing and / or using 

their accommodations. However, even students who never mentioned having negative 

experiences with professors still reported that they usually do not feel comfortable discussing 

their accommodations with professors. Therefore, it is not plausible to conclude that a student 

must have previously experienced a negative interaction with a professor regarding their 

accommodations in order to feel uncomfortable discussing them; something else must be causing 

this phenomenon. 

​ Previous research regarding disabled students’ accommodation use has shown that many 

students who have experienced negative reactions from professors when using or discussing 
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accommodations have led to these students not using their accommodations.43,44,45,46 Lyman et al. 

note that “while many participants [disabled students] mentioned that most of their experiences 

with professors were positive, almost all of them could recount, often with great detail and 

passion, a negative experience.”47 While it is important to elevate these students’ stories, it is also 

imperative to recognize that these experiences from the listed studies, along with this study, do 

not represent the majority of disabled student interactions with professors in regards to their 

accommodations. Toutain carefully notes that “the value of considering these studies together is 

not to generalize the campus experience for all, or even most students with disabilities. Many of 

the negative experiences gathered in these studies were not expressed by a majority of 

students.”48 To explore professor attitudes further, Black et al. conducted research centered 

around professor sentiments towards students with disabilities, and provided direct quotes from 

professors interviewed: 

 

Most of the disabled students I have are, in my opinion, trying to ‘work the system.’ I 
know that two are ex-convicts and professional liars. They claim they need extra time, 
etc., but I see no evidence of any real problems. Of course, I have no choice but to go 
along with their charade.49 
 

This professor’s uninformed and abilist comments towards disabled students is precisely the 

behavior that causes disabled students to avoid using their accommodations.  

49Black, Weinberg, and Brodwin, “Universal Design for Instruction and Learning: A Pilot Study of Faculty 
Instructional Methods and Attitudes Related to Students with Disabilities in Higher Education.” 

48Toutain, “Barriers to Accommodations for Students with Disabilities in Higher Education: A Literature Review.” 

47Lyman et al., “What Keeps Students with Disabilities from Using Accommodations in Postsecondary Education? 
A Qualitative Review.” 

46Toutain, “Barriers to Accommodations for Students with Disabilities in Higher Education: A Literature Review.” 

45Perry and Franklin, “I’m Not the Gingerbread Man! Exploring the Experiences of College Students Diagnosed 
with ADHD.” 

44Lyman et al., “What Keeps Students with Disabilities from Using Accommodations in Postsecondary Education? 
A Qualitative Review.” 

43Marshak et al., “Exploring Barriers to College Student Use of Disability Services and Accommodations.” 
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​ While other studies largely cite previous negative encounters with professors as the 

reason why students with disabilities may choose not to use their accommodations, this study 

complicates this idea. Again, while some students who mentioned previous negative experiences 

with professors also stated that they did not feel comfortable discussing their accommodations 

with professors, other students never noted having negative experiences with professors and still 

said that they do not feel comfortable discussing their accommodations with professors. Perhaps 

simply the fear of having a negative interaction with a professor when discussing 

accommodations is enough to cause disabled students to feel uncomfortable when discussing 

accommodations with professors. However, no matter what is causing disabled students to feel 

uncomfortable, this finding serves to answer all research questions of this study, and directly 

addresses the two A’s of education that this study focuses on. 

​ First, because the data of this study shows that disabled students do not tend to feel 

comfortable discussing their accommodations with professors, the main research question of this 

study is complicated. While yes, accommodations and their use do act as a tool for disabled 

students to realize their right to education, accommodations are not always used due to lack of 

comfort surrounding their discussion, which limits the extent to which a disabled student’s right 

to education can be realized. Second, this finding shows that accommodations can exist both as a 

support and a hindrance to disabled students’ right to education. This is a clear gap in 

accommodation efficacy: while students have accommodations provided to them, they may not 

actually use these accommodations to realize their right to education due to lack of 

comfortability.  
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5. Conclusion 

​ The gravity of this project arises from the direct interactions and conversations with 

students with disabilities. While I do not aim to generalize the experience of all disabled students 

in higher education nor at the institutions the interviewed students attend, I do wish to draw 

attention to the power of lived experiences. Each student interviewed offered dynamic insights 

into disability accommodations in higher education spaces, and each story deserves to be told 

and understood as important as a standalone experience. 

​ This project also shows that disability accommodations have come a long way since their 

“conception” around fifty years ago. It is obvious that, when compared to the historical quality of 

disability accommodations, these accommodations have improved over time. However, this 

project proves that, as a result of disability accommodations, disabled persons in higher 

education spaces face unintended barriers to utilizing their accommodations to the fullest extent. 

From a human rights perspective, the full utilization of these rights would manifest in the 

realization of the right to education for disabled students. Perhaps it is time to rethink how we 

approach disability accommodations in higher education, in order to ensure that all disabled 

students can use their accommodations to realize their fundamental right to education. 
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