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FROM THE EDITORS

This issue of Educational Planning covers significant planning topics such as
planning issues in education policies, learning and organization in higher education
and school curriculum and instructional planning in K-12 programs.

The first two articles are about planning for policy development. In the
first article, Moss and White explored publicly available data from the Mississippi
Department of Education’s Annual Assessment Achievement Gap Analysis Report and
the NAEP annual report to determine if the passage of the Mississippi Literacy-Based
Promotion Act of 2013 has had any impact on closing the Black/White literacy gap.

In the second article, Alyass provided an overview of policy statements within
the Policy on Accessible Education for Students with Disabilities (2018) in Ontario,
Canada, and an analysis of the harmful effects of policy. Analysis was made using
literature in the field of educational policy and disability studies.

The next two articles are relating to teaching and learning in higher education.
Heath and Tracy-Bronson showcased inclusive special education undergraduate
courses that utilized Universal Design for Learning (UDL) to meet the diverse needs of
teacher education candidates.

Kidane, Woldeyohanis and Alemu examined the status of teaching soft skills
in the polytechnic colleges of Ethiopia. The results revealed that the status of teaching
soft skills was at an average level with no significant gender difference.

Then, the following articles were written on the organization and accountability
practices of higher education institutions. Bogale and Hussien assessed the practice
of accountability dimensions and their mechanisms in public research universities in
Ethiopia. They found that the accountability dimensions and their mechanisms were
deficient.

In the study by Tolosa and Hussien, organizational structural change was linked
to staff job performance in Ethiopian research universities. The findings indicate that
changes in organizational structure and work engagement parameters, such as vigor,
absorption, and dedication, had a significant and positive relationship with employee
job performance.

Riffe, Daniels and Collier explored the documented governance networks of
formal university committees within and across institutions and the utility of those
networks for institutional leaders in universities of the United States. The findings of
their study demonstrate the effective utility of using social network analysis to better
understand university governance processes at the meso-level.
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In the study by Benti, Mogese and Woldegiyorgis, the focus is on Jimma
university’s effort to become international. They explored the university leadership and
governance structures in place, and internationalization practices in its core functions.

The last three articles in this issue are concerning K — 12 school curriculum and
instruction in the U.S. public education. Weinstein and Riegel investigated the factors
impacting teacher technology knowledge and implementation in K-12 classrooms
in California. Results of their study revealed that teacher practices were well below
the expectations of the field and the standard set by ISTE for appropriate technology
implementation.

Johnson, DeVillar and Chan reported on the self-perceptions of elementary
school principals in the roles they played as curriculum leaders in school. They found
that elementary school principals played a constructive role as curriculum leaders but
at the same time understood their authoritative limitations.

Lastly, in Woodcock’s study, attempts were made to bridge K-12 education,
special education, literacy education, coaching, and the mental health professions, to
better support students with dyslexia and mental health challenges such as anxiety, and
the professionals who serve them.

Educational Planning is serving as a platform for sharing successful
international educational planning experiences. At the same time, reports of failure
attempts would certainly help our colleague planners to be cautious not to commit the
same mistakes again. We, international educational planners, can help one another and
eventually win!

Starting from 2026, the Educational Planning journal will be under a new
editorship. Dr. Tak C. Chan is retiring at the end of 2025 after 13 years of service. Dr.
Selehattin Turan will assume the editorship of the journal. Dr. Turan is an outstanding
international scholar. He will lead the journal to a new stage of development.

Editor: Tak Cheung Chan
Associate Editors: Walt Polka and Holly Catalfamo
Assistant Editor: Selahattin Turan

November, 2025.
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ADVANCING EQUITY THROUGH LITERACY POLICY: ALEADERSHIP
ANALYSIS OF MISSISSIPPI’'S PROGRESS AND CHALLENGES IMPLEMENTING
THE LITERACY-BASED PROMOTION ACT

PHELTON C. MOSS
Virginia Commonwealth University, U.S.A.

ASHLEY WHITE
University of Wisconsin-Madison, U.S.A.

ABSTRACT

Since 2011, Mississippi has significantly improved its students’ literacy rates on the
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) and the Mississippi Academic Assessment
Program (MAAP). However, little attention has gone to understanding how and if, amid such
tremendous progress, Mississippi is closing the gap in literacy proficiency between Black and White
students. In this brief, I explore data from the statewide MAAP from the 2019-2020 school year
to the 2022-2023 school year, using publicly available data from the Mississippi Department of
Education’s annual Assessment Achievement Gap Analysis Report and the NAEP annual report to
determine if the passage of the Literacy-Based Promotion Act of 2013 has had any impact on closing
the Black/White literacy gap in Mississippi as they pursue their goal of getting 70% of students
reading proficiently by 2025. While this analysis found the Black/White literacy gap widen, it does
not necessarily follow that Mississippi made no progress with Black students. In fact, these findings
reveal that both groups experience gains, however, the overall gap widen. These conclusions, which
offered a between group analysis of Black/White student literacy performance, add weight to the
arugment that much work needs to be done, but that Mississippi’s modest gains could be a starting
point for other state’s literacy policy efforts. In this paper, we also provide policy and practice
recommendations.

INTRODUCTION

Most recently in the United States, state level policy has focused on improving student
literacy outcomes has taken center stage. Specifically, Mississippi has become the source for literacy
policy with the passage of the Literacy-Based Promotion Act of 2013, requiring its students to pass a
reading exam to move from 3™ to 4 grade. What is more, Mississippi’s recent National Assessment
of Educational Progress (NAEP) gains have moved its work to the center stage. Researchers and
policy actors, including major media outlets, have spent the last few years highlighting Mississippi’s
ability to improve literacy outcomes on national assessments. Ten years later, many of these
researchers and media outlets have cast the change in literacy outcomes as the “Mississippi Miracle”
to describe current events surrounding Mississippi’s gains in literacy. Next is a small recast of such
commentary:

“The so-called Mississippi miracle in education really isn’t one. The State’s surge

in student achievement results not from divine intervention but from careful
policy applied by committed human beings” (Washington Post, 2023).
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“In the last decade, Mississippi students have rapidly closed the test score gap
within the nation as a whole, particularly in fourth grade. State officials, education
wonks, and national journalists have attributed these improvements to the State’s
2013 early reading law, which included emphasizing phonics and holding back
third graders who struggle to read” (Barnum, 2023).

“Mississippi has shown that it is possible to raise standards even in a state ranked
dead last in the country in child poverty and hunger,” New York Times columnist
Nick Kristof (2023) wrote in May.

Each headline is true, but missing from the conversation is the extent to which Mississippi
has closed the Black/White literacy proficiency gap as it implemented policy efforts to get more
kids reading within the State. Moreover, as state political leaders, advocacy groups, civil rights
organizations, and parents look for policies for other states to adopt for similar progress, it is
essential to know what is truly happening in Mississippi. Understanding what impact policies have
on closing the Black/White literacy gap is paramount for achieving widespread gains in education.
For Mississippi, where almost 40% of the population is Black—the largest share for any state in
the US, understanding how policies help meet its goal of getting 70% of all its student reading
proficiently by 2025 is necessary.

PROBLEM STATEMENT

When it comes to the topic of improving literacy performance, most education policy
advocates will readily agree that, broadly, policy and practice efforts have not ensured that racially
minoritized populations achieve literacy proficiency at the same rate as their White counterparts.
This agreement usually ends, however, on the question of what pedagogical approaches and policy
pieces are necessary to achieve the expected gains. In their recent work, David Kilpatrick and
Timothy Shanhan have both offered support of the Science of Reading as an instructional approach
to teaching reading. However, unitl recently, Lucy Calkins a major critic of The Science of Reading,
has maintained that the pedagogoical approach should not be used. Although some are convinced the
science of reading is a pedagogical framework and retaining students for not meeting the expected
standards, others maintain that these are not the paths for achieving such gains. As such, policy
actors and literacy advocates must closely examine what gains have been achieved for racially
minoritized populations, namely Black students and what strategies are driving those gains. One
such place to begin that analysis is Mississippi.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

1. To what extent has the Literacy-Based Promotion Act of 2013 impacted literacy proficiency
rates for Black and White students in Mississippi between 2019 and 2023?

2. Has the implementation of the Literacy-Based Promotion Act contributed to closing or
widening the Black/White literacy proficiency gap in Mississippi?

3. What are the education planning lessons other states can learn from Mississippi’s literacy
improvement efforts in terms of both progress made and persistent racial disparities in
outcomes?
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METHODOLOGY
This analysis uses adminsirative data organized and collected by the Mississippi Department
of Education to examine Mississippi’s student literacy trends over time, comparing them to national
benchmarks and disaggregating outcomes by race. Three primary publicly available datasets were
used:

1. Mississippi Literacy-Based Promotion Act (LBPA):Data were collected on the percentage
of third-grade students meeting the LBPA promotion standard between 2014-2015 and
2022-2023. These data were extracted from state-issued reports tracking annual LBPA
performance. Special attention was paid to the years in which COVID-19 testing waivers
were applied (2019-2021), and the dataset was interpreted in the context of changes in
promotion standards over time.

2. Mississippi Academic Assessment Program (MAAP): Statewide ELA proficiency data
for Black and White students were analyzed over a five-year period (2018-2023) using
the Mississippi Assessment Achievement Gap Analysis Reports. This dataset allowed
for examination of both absolute gains in proficiency and the racial achievement gap
across years. COVID-related waivers were noted and considered when interpreting data
anomalies.

3. Mississippi Academic Assessment Program (MAAP):Statewide ELA proficiency data
for Black and White students were analyzed over a five-year period (2018-2023) using
the Mississippi Assessment Achievement Gap Analysis Reports. This dataset allowed
for examination of both absolute gains in proficiency and the racial achievement gap
across years. COVID-related waivers were noted and considered when interpreting data
anomalies. Of note, these reports did not exist prior to 2018.

Each dataset was tabulated and visualized in table form to assess trends and draw
comparisons across time, grade level, race, and jurisdiction (state vs. national). Percent changes were
calculated to quantify shifts in student proficiency, and the racial proficiency gap was computed as
the difference in proficiency rates between Black and White students for each year of available data.
However, in no way am [ aiming to simply juxtapose Black student performance to White student
performance for the sake of measuring achievement, rather, the aim of this analysis is to consider
the impact of particular sets of policies on Black student literacy. Findings were interpreted through
a historical and policy lens, acknowledging shifts in state policy, decisions, a lack of resources, and
error in assessment standards that may influence outcomes.

Limitations include the lack of available racial disaggregated data prior to 2018 for MAAP,
and potential interruptions or distortions in longitudinal trends due to the COVID-19 pandemic.
Despite these limitations, the triangulation of NAEP, LBPA, and MAAP data provides a robust
picture of Mississippi’s literacy outcomes and equity challenges. Further, I acknowledge long-
standing history of utilizing data to weaponize Black student performance, as such in this analysis
we aim to historize particular policy decisions and the ways in which the have imnpacted Black
student performance. Though, the biggest limitation of this analysis t is that we did not talk to Black
students themselves. Futher analysis should be conducted to understand the nuances of these student
outcomes.
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FINDINGS
This section presents a descriptive analysis of Mississippi’s literacy performance across
national and state-level assessments over the past decade, with a particular focus on trends in student
proficiency, equity, and policy implications. Drawing from the National Assessment of Educational
Progress (NAEP), the Mississippi Literacy-Based Promotion Act (LBPA), and the Mississippi
Academic Assessment Program (MAAP), the data illustrate both the progress and persistent
challenges in the state’s efforts to improve literacy outcomes.

The results are organized across three key areas:

1. Mississippi’s performance relative to national trends on the NAEP 4th and 8th grade
English Language Arts assessments over a ten-year span (2011-2022);

2. Third-grade promotion rates under the LBPA, highlighting student readiness for
advancement based on foundational reading skills; and

3. Race-based gaps in ELA proficiency between Black and White students based on the state’s
annual MAAP reports.

TABLE 1. Mississippi to National 10-Year ELA NAEP Trend for Percentage of Students
Proficient in 4™ and 8" Grades

Year/Grade % Nation Change % Mississippi Change
2011 /4 32 22

2022/ 4®h 32 0 31 +9
2011/ 8" 32 21

2022 /8" 29 -3 22 +1

*Source: National Assessment of Education Progress Publicly Available Reports

1. From 2011 to 2022, Mississippi has seen a 9% increase for 4th graders in English Language
Arts. However, for 8th graders, since 2011, Mississippi has experienced only a 1% increase
in students earning the proficiency bar on the NAEP. When examining previous years of
NAEP data, dating back to the beginning of the NAEP, Mississippi has never experienced
comparable gains in a 10-year span.

2. Although good for Mississippi, the national data are troubling. From 2011 to 2022,
nationally, the number of students meeting the proficiency bar has remained the same.
Data are even more startling for 8th graders within the same years as nationally, with a 3%
decline in the number of students meeting the proficiency bar.
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TABLE 2. Mississippi Statewide 5-Year Trend for Percentage of 3rd-Grade Students Initially
Meeting Promotion Requirements for the Literacy-Based Promotion Act

Year % of students meeting promotion
requirement

2014-2015 85.2

2015-2016 87.0

2016-2017 92.1

2017-2018 932

2018-2019 74.5

2019-2020 COVID testing waiver
2020-2021 COVID testing waiver
2021-2022 73.9

2022-2023 76.3

1. Inaddition to positive NAEP Assessment trends, Mississippi has seen tremendous progress
in student success on its 3rd-grade assessment, which determines if students can move on
to 4th grade.

2. Although a decline was noted during the 2018-2019 school year, after hitting 93% of
students passing the 3rd-grade promotion requirement, the state increased the requirement
because the indicator from promotion was not proficiency. In fact, after the 2018-2019, the
requirement is still not proficient.

3. Though the state has moved its marker for promotion and there are declines in the data, it
is clear the state is making progress in getting students to proficiency. After raising the bar,
the state appears to be on track to get students to proficiency. Based on data trends, one
could argue that had it not been for the COVID-19 global pandemic, the state may have
reached its 2014-2015 passage levels with a higher standard.
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TABLE 3. Mississippi Statewide 5-Year Trend of Percentage of Black and White Students’
Proficiency in English Language Arts on the Mississippi Academic Assessment Program

Year % of Black students % of White students % Gap
proficient proficient

2018-2019 27.1 57.2 -30.1

2019-2020 COVID Waiver COVID Waiver COVID Waiver

2020-2021 20.4 50 -29.6

2021-2022 28.2 57.2 -29

2022-2023 332 61.1 -333

*Source: Mississippi Assessment Achievement Gap Analysis Reports

1. These data show over the last five years, Mississippi has increased proficiency for Black and
White students while the gap between White and Black student performance has widened.

2. Although Mississippi has been making gains with its 3rd graders, including students
taking English Language Arts Assessments in 3rd—8th grade and 10th grade, Mississippi’s
progress appears short sighted. Much of this could be attributed to Mississippi’s early grade
reforms not having time to play out. It also signals that a greater emphasis is warranted for
the secondary grades, as the early grades policy work is proving to have an impact.

3. Of greater note, more data were not available at the time of this brief, as Mississippi did not
produce a “Mississippi Achievement Gap Analysis Report” before 2018. This report came
about after the U.S. Department of Education approved the state’s Every Student Succeeds
Act plan. However, the assumption might hold that before 2018, the gap was wider, and far
fewer Black students were reaching proficiency.

Education reform advocates have long assumed that many of the policy proposals stewarded
by Mississippi—such as retaining students and investing in research-based approaches to teaching
are the silver bullet for closing student literacy gaps. While these findings reveal some success
following these policy proposals, it does not necessarily follow that these efforts alone are enough
to close the literacy gap. The results of this analysis point to the need for further research—including
to, but not limited to, understanding implementation efforts, training and support for teachers, and
family and community engagement.

Education reform advocates frequently highlight Mississippi’s strategies—such as
mandatory retention policies and research-based literacy instruction—as potential blueprints for
addressing student literacy gaps nationwide. While evidence from Mississippi indicates incremental
success, these approaches alone cannot be presumed to fully resolve persistent inequities in literacy
achievement.
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Implications for Educational Planning

This analysis underscores the need to move beyond a reliance on single-dimensional
strategies and instead, explore the broader ecosystem influencing student literacy outcomes.
Specifically, there is a critical need for further research and action in the following areas:

1. Implementation Fidelity: Evaluating how literacy reforms are being carried out across
diverse educational settings, ensuring consistency and scalability without compromising
quality.

2. Teacher Development: Investing in comprehensive, sustained professional learning
opportunities that equip educators with the skills and confidence to implement research-
based practices effectively.

3. Family and Community Engagement: Recognizing the role of families and communities as
partners in literacy development and fostering collaborative approaches to build a culture
of literacy beyond the classroom.

4. Structural Barriers: Addressing systemic inequities, such as disparities in school funding,
access to high-quality early childhood education, and culturally relevant curriculum, that
exacerbate gaps in literacy achievement.

Policymakers and education leaders must resist the temptation of oversimplified solutions
and instead, commit to a holistic, equity-focused approach. Closing literacy gaps requires
not just replicating isolated successes but cultivating a robust support system that empowers
students, educators, and communities alike (Darling-Hammond et al., 2020). In recent discussions
surrounding improving literacy scores, a controversial issue has been whether policies—like
the ones in Mississippi mandating pedagogical approaches aligned to the science of reading and
retaining students for not meeting literacy proficiency standards—are the policy paths forward.
These approaches, codified in policy, deliver on a commitment to ensure historically marginalized
populations have access to strong literacy instruction. From this perspective, literacy advocates
aim to create a policy infrastructure that ensures racially minoritized populations have the same
access to high-quality literacy instruction as their white counterparts (Paris & Alim, 2017). The
Education Trust (2021) argues that that retention policies disproportionately impact Black students,
and the science of reading as a pedagogical framework for achieving equity in access to high-quality
literacy instruction does not honor the phonetic patterns of racially minoritized populations. Julie
Washington, one of this view’s main proponents, asserts the meed to, “value and respect revery
child’s home language, not surppress.” According to this view and considering the modest gains
in Mississippi, it would appear that Washington’s assertions are worth noting and consideration. In
sum, the issue of how best to improve the literacy performance of racially minoritized populations,
namely Black students, is one that literacy policy advocates must entertain to achieve their stated
goals.

FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

There is no question about the success of Mississippi’s policy efforts to ensure children
across the state can read. Mississippi increased Black student performance in reading. That progress
must be commended and seen as a guidepost for other state policy actors aiming to strengthen the
quality of reading instruction in their respective states. However, a question remains about the extent
to which Mississippi is closing the Black/White literacy gap and what policy guardrails are needed
to ensure Black children experience the same rate of change in literacy outcomes as their White
peers—and this question remains for every other state. Mississippi’s rapid success best posits them
to address this issue of closing the Black/White literacy gap.
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Mississippi’s systematic gains point to the need to refine policy proposals to move in a
race-conscious way to subvert the years of systematic disenfranchisement of Black students. As
states move forward with policy proposals, like those in Mississippi, they must continue leveraging
the science of reading. However, if states intend to improve reading outcomes for Black students
dramatically—they need to ground policy in what Muhammad (2020) defined as culturally and
historically responsive literacy practices. Muhammad contended that literacy has long been imprinted
into the fabric of Black life, with literacy societies dating back to the 19th century. Principles from
those societies can govern how Black readers and writers are supported today. Muhammad described
these actions as identity development, skill development, intellectual development, and criticality.
The question becomes, how do we embed such concepts into policy?

CONCLUSION

Indeed, policymakers should revisit existing policies and ground new policy proposals in
building reading skills and helping students make sense of themselves and others, as Muhammad
(2020) described in her framework. This change would require state policy actors to foreground
teaching and learning in texts and resources that allow Black children to see themselves. Further,
policies should account for what she described as “criticality,” in that students should learn and
develop the ability to read through texts that help them understand power, equity, and antioppression.
Thus, state actors would have to support a deep investment in high-quality curricula to affirm the
racial identity of Black children and curricula that engage with our social context in profound ways.
In short, if Black children are to be included fully in the “Mississippi Miracle” and future miracles,
state policy must center practices that support Black students fully.
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A BROKEN PROMISE: UNMASKING THE LIMITS OF ONTARIO’S POLICY
ON ACCESSIBLE EDUCATION FOR STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES
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ABSTRACT

People often fail to notice the harmful effects of policy and are often trained to focus on the
implications of a policy with a mindset that policy exists to serve citizens and ensure the rights of all
citizens are protected. When people fail to notice the harmful effects of policy and instead believe
policy has positive intentions, the result is a “broken promise. This article will provide an overview
of policy statements within the Policy on Accessible Education for Students with disabilities (2018)
and an analysis of the harmful effects of policy. Such analysis will be made using literature by
authors in the field of Educational Policy and Disability Studies. This article will begin with a
background of the issues that students with disabilities face, a review of literature to illustrate what
policy is doing instead of what it implies it is doing, finally, illustrating the negative effects of policy
using interviews from a study that took place at a university located in Toronto. Using the 2018
policy, this article will conclude that what policy implies it is doing and what it is doing are two
different things, making policy a broken promise.

BACKGROUND

Policies are illustrated as working in favor of all citizens. One example of a policy that is
illustrated as such is the Policy on Accessible Education for students with Disabilities (2018). This
policy implies it exists to advocate for the right to education for students with disabilities in Ontario
Canada. While making this claim, this policy places barriers in front of students with disabilities. It
implies it exists to advocate for the right to education for students with disabilities, and within that
claim it outlines the point of undue hardship. The parameters of undue hardship will be outlined
to illustrate how policy is a broken promise. Moreover, the policy proves to be inadequate when
it defines disability through the medical model, an instance in which derogatory words are used to
describe disability and the disabled individual. The third and most important way that the Policy
on Accessible Education for Students with Disabilities (2018) is a broken promise is it claims that
it will ensure that academic institutions provide meaningful access to education for students with
disabilities while not outlining a definition of meaningful access for institutions to abide by. When
institutions do not have a definition of meaningful access to abide by, policy becomes a broken
promise. This paper will contextualize the harmful practices brought on by policy through Dolmage
(2017), Titchkosky (2022) and Titchkosky (2011) as key authors who talk about disability and
education policy. Moreover, this paper will contextualize the harmful practices elicited from policy
by drawing on the lived experiences of student participants from a master’s study.

LITERATURE REVIEW
As stated earlier, policy is portrayed as working in favor of citizens. This section will
review the literature in the fields of education policy and disability studies to illustrate how policy is
inadequate when claiming to work in favor of people with disabilities.
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According to Walker (2012), the purpose of the Canadian Human Rights Act

includes the principle that all individuals should have opportunities equal with

other individuals to make for themselves the lives that they are able and wish to

have and have their needs accommodated...without being hindered or prevented

from doing so by discriminatory practices (p. 2).
Furthermore, Slee (2018) writes, “inclusive education isn’t dead; it just smells funny.” (p. 1) This
statement is indicative of the harsh reality that what policy claims it is doing and what policy does
are two different things making policy inadequate.

Bureaucracy in The Provision of Disability Accommodations
Policy is inadequate given it is bureaucratic. Titchkosky (2011) defines bureaucracy as

A rationalized form of power accomplished and enforced through procedural
requirements impervious to the particularity of unique or individual desire. Thus, a
bureaucratic structure governs itself and others by using established protocols and
procedures — these are usually put into text as rules and regulations implemented
by an office in a predictable fashion ( p. 8).

Dolmage (2017) provides insights on the bureaucratic accommodation process. Though
Dolmage (2017) writes about accommodation processes from an American policy standpoint, his
work is still relevant given the similarities in the ways that students with disabilities are approached
as it pertains to accommodations in Canada and the United States. About the higher education
accommodation process as a policy guided procedure in the United States, Dolmage (2017) writes

The “reason” of the medical and legal establishment then, finally decides
upon which accommodations are made. What this means in practice is that, in
higher education, we witness a large industry of lawyers and HR managers, and
administrators paid to determine what exactly can be gotten away with under the
rubric of “undue hardship” or “undue burden” of accommodations. (p.77)

McKenzie (2015) contextualizes the discussion by Dolmage (2017) through an institutional
ethnography of lived experience navigating accommodation processes alongside analysis of
documents outlining accommodation procedures at various institutions attended by McKenzie
(2015). McKenzie (2015) cites Smith (1974) who describes ruling relations as “the total complex of
activities differentiated into many spheres, by which our society is ruled, managed, administered.”
Smith (1974) (as cited in McKenzie p. 36). The “ruling relations described by Smith (1974) cited
in McKenzie (2015) and the bureaucracy defined by Titchkosky (2011) is illustrated by Harrison, et
al, (2018) who write about a study conducted seeking the opinions of post-secondary students with
mental health and learning disabilities. Harrison, et al, (2018) argue that post-secondary institutions
rely heavily on the opinions and expertise of medical professionals to determine the accommodation
needs of students and these professionals are not equipped. Student perspectives need to be included
given students are experts on their own needs. Harrison, et al, (2018) further argue that “the
accommodations needed to level the playing field for students with mental health challenges may
be quite different from those needed by students with other non-evident disabilities already served
by DSOs, as symptoms may be transient, curable, or cyclical throughout the school year.” (p. 48)
Further concluding that given medical professionals are only equipped to diagnose and make medical
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recommendations, if an attempt is made to make recommendations for required accommodations
the students are at risk of not receiving the appropriate accommodations given the lack of training
that the medical professionals have in making recommendations for accommodations.

Similarly to Titchkosky (2011) and Dolmage (2017), Jacobs (2023) highlights that there
are indeed laws and policies in place to guarantee the rights to accommodations for post-secondary
students with disabilities, though when enacted this involves a high level of bureaucracy given that
institutions uphold power in the accommodation process creating a power imbalance and tensions as
a result of the system structure. Jacobs writes that “This tension exists because the post-secondary
education system has generally been designed according to an ethic that seeks to valorize perfection
and ability and which was not created with students with disabilities in mind” (Jacobs, 2018, p. 8).

What is policy doing?

Policy implies it exists to serve all citizens including those with disabilities, though the
opposite is evident when practices that are influenced by policy are analyzed (Kirby, 2016). Lavani
(2013), as quoted by Kirby (2016), writes “when questioned about inclusion, some teachers saw it
as a privilege for students with disabilities to be included with their peers in the general education
classroom” (Lavani, 2013, as cited in Kirby, 2016, p. 176). Policy becomes a broken promise when
Kirby’s (2016) words are viewed alongside the 2018 policy which claims that

Under the Code, education providers have a legal duty to accommodate the needs
of students with disabilities who are adversely affected by a requirement, rule or
standard. Accommodation is necessary to address barriers in education that would
otherwise prevent students with disabilities from having equal opportunities to
access and benefit (The Ontario Human Rights Commission, 2018, p. 41).

Though the removal of barriers for people with disabilities is implied, there is a hidden
agenda behind the Policy on Accessible Education for Students with disabilities (2018). This policy
becomes inadequate when while claiming that every institution has a duty to accommodate, it
outlines the point of undue hardship. According to the 2018 policy the point of undue hardship
has three parameters. “The code prescribes only three considerations when assessing whether an
accommodation would cause undue hardship. [the three considerations are] “cost, outside resources
of funding, if any, health and safety requirements if any” (The Ontario Human Rights Commission,
2018, p. 84).

The Definition of Disability
Titchkosky (2022) confronts the ableist and medicalized definition of disability outlined in
the Policy on Accessible Education for Students with Disabilities (2018) which defines disability as,

any degree of physical disability, infirmity, malformation or disfigurement that is
caused by bodily injury, birth defect, or illness and without limiting the generality
of the foregoing, includes diabetes mellitus, epilepsy, a brain injury, any degree
of paralysis, amputation, lack of physical co-ordination, blindness or visual
impediment, deafness hearing other remedial impediment, muteness or speech
impediment, physical reliance on a guide dog or other animal or on a wheelchair
or appliance or device. A condition of mental impairment or a developmental
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disability, a learning disability, or a dysfunction in one or more of the processes
involved understanding or using symbols or spoken language, mental disorder,
or an injury or disability in which benefits were claimed or received under the
insurance plan established under the Workplace Safety and Insurance Act, 1997
(the Ontario Human Rights Commission, 2018, p. 17).

Confronting the definition provided by the 2018 policy, Titchkosky (2022) moves beyond
the medicalized definition and defines disability as

more than merely a thing gone wrong with one’s body or mind or senses or
emotions. As a complex blend of human experiences, disability is woven into
aspects of our identity, of how we know, and of the actions we take. Disability
is infused within an entire universe of sentiments expressed experiences ranging
from difficulty to absolutely wondrous elation, from mundane tasks done
differently adventurous travels into the heart of struggles (p.1).

Titchkosky notes that disability is seen as a problem and does so in using the language of
the Policy on Accessible Education for Students with disabilities (2018). Titchkosky (2022) states
that “appearing as a calamity, loss, danger and dysfunction, the cultural appearance of disability in
everyday life is often negative” (p.1). Viewing the ableist definition provided by the 2018 policy and
both the non-ableist and ableist definitions of disability provided by Titchkosky (2022), a critical
question that needs to be asked is, how is policy staying committed to meeting the needs of people
with disabilities defining disability using words such as dysfunction.

Policies on disability accommodations

Kirby (2017) comments on the insights on inclusion provided by teachers. Though Kirby
(2017) focuses on primary education and this article focuses on post-secondary education, Kirby
(2017) illustrates not only the reality that policy is a not only inadequate but ableist. Kirby (2017)
highlights “when questioned about inclusion, some teachers saw it as a privilege for students with
disabilities to be included with their peers in the general education classroom. They saw success in
an inclusive classroom as a result of physiological traits of the students” ( p. 176).

Furthermore, Prince (2004) makes a comment that is relevant to the Policy on Accessible
Education for Students with Disabilities (2018) in saying “thus policy analysis from this perspective
involves examining and assessing the impact of all programs on the aspiration and capacities of
people with disabilities, their families and related networks. This can be described as “disability
perspective” (Prince, 2004, p. 62).

There has been an attempt made by policy makers to create change and approach disability
in a non-deficit fashion and guide institutions in doing the same in delivering their services. Harrison,
et al, (2018) discuss the extensive documentation that post-secondary students with disabilities must
provide to receive the accommodations they need. According to Harrison, et al. (2018) “Instead,
documentation describing objective, evidence-based procedures, the report recommended that
students provide only information regarding the functional limitations experienced as a result of
their mental health issues in order to obtain academic accommodations in college or university
(p. 186). Taking a closer look at the statement above, it is evident that while there is an attempt to
change policy, but change has yet to be made given the framing of policy is still medicalized making
disability a functional limitation.
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Similarly to Harrison, et al. (2018), Marquis, et, al (2016) outline disability policy
development. According to Marquis, et al (2016) “Ontario’s government recognized the importance
of creating an inclusive and accessible environment through the creation of Accessibility for
Ontarians with Disability Act (AODA, 2005). The AODA intends to create universal access for
persons with disabilities removing barriers to full participation in society, including workplace and
educational opportunities” (p. 43). Marquis, et al. (2016) supports the argument made in this paper
that policy has negative impacts and not the positive intentions it implies. The authors do this in
the following “the legislation takes a relatively broad (albeit medicalized) definition of disability,
including physical, sensory mental health, developmental learning, and invisible or episodic
impairment under its mantle.” (p. 43) Though policy implies that its goal is to remove barriers that
are put forth in front of students with disabilities, there is a hidden agenda behind The Policy on
Accessible Education for Students with Disabilities (2018).

Furthermore, Titchkosky (2022) addresses the barriers that result from policy and everyday
practices by continuing to define disability as “Hidden by the readily available by the sense that
disability is simply unwarranted problem in need of some sort of solution” (p.1). To address how
policy does not become a broken promise, Prince (2004) cites the words of Fox and Willis (1989)
who talk about what disability policy is or in this case should be, and when does it become adequate.
According to Fox and Willis (1989) “disability policy making is or should be about enabling people
to function in and contribute to society and about addressing what individuals should be enabled to
do for themselves and for others” (Willis and Fox, 1989 as cited in Prince, 2004, p. 62). Furthermore,
Prince (2004) makes a comment that is relevant to the Policy on Accessible Education for Students
with disabilities (2018) when he says “thus policy analysis from this perspective involves examining
and assessing the impact of all programs on the aspiration and capacities of people with disabilities,
their families and related networks. This can be described as disability perspective.” (p. 62).

There has been an attempt made by policy makers to create change and approach disability
as not a deficit and guide institutions in doing the same in delivering their services. Harrison, et
al, 2018) discuss the extensive documentation that post-secondary students with disabilities must
provide to receive the accommodations they need. According to Harrison, et al. (2018) “a provincially
funded research survey investigating appropriate accommodations practices for students with
mental health challenges concluded, based on primarily on the opinions of the students polled by
the researchers, that students need not to disclose their mental health conditions in order to receive
academic accommodations in post-secondary settings. Instead, documentation describing objective,
evidence-based procedures, the report recommended that students provide only information
regarding the functional limitations experienced as a result of their mental health issues in order
to obtain academic accommodations in college or university (Harrison, et al. 2018, p. 186). Taking
a closer look at the definition of disability in the Policy on Accessible Education for students with
disabilities (2018) and the conclusion of the survey cited by Harris, et al. (2018) it is evident that
change has yet to be made in the ways in which disability is perceived and more importantly policy
continues to be inadequate in its promises and implications.
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METHODOLOGY
This study centered the experiences of students with disabilities which were all registered
with Disability Services and received accommodations. Using Narrative Inquiry of Clandinin and
Connelley (1990), the study prioritized student perspectives to fill in the research gap that was
witnessed during the literature review stage of the study.

Research Design

The master’s study entitled Including University Student Perspectives on Meaningful
Access and Reasonable Accommodations was conducted in 2021, during the COVID-19 global
pandemic that restricted in person gatherings leading many initiatives such as interviews for
this research study to take place online using video conferencing platforms. Table 1 displays the
questions asked during the video conferences.

Research Criteria

Student participants were accommodation recipients registered with the Accessibility
Services Office. The only requirement for participation in this study was students must have one
year or more experience receiving accommodations. This allows students to provide in-depth
responses to the interview questions. This study was framed on the belief that to advocate for policy
change involving accommodations for students with disabilities, student voices and opinions must
be the center of this process. The guiding principle in this argument is a statement that has been used
as a slogan in several movements throughout history. Charlton (1993) declared, “Nothing about us
without us.” (p.3)

Table 1: Interview Questions

How long have you been receiving accommodations? And do you think the accommodations you
have meet your needs?

Tell me about an experience in which you felt that the accommodations given to you in your
university or college experience met your needs?

What do you think was done to make that happen?

Can you tell me about an experience where accommodations that were given to you were not
helpful?

What do you think could be done to improve this experience if you were to go through it again?
What does meaningful access mean to you as a student?

What do you consider to be a reasonable accommodation as a student?
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Data Collection and Analysis

Applying Narrative Inquiry of Clandinin and Connelley (1990), this research centred
the experiences of post-secondary students with disabilities who “lead storied lives” (p. 2). Bynes
(2017) writes, one quality that sets Narrative Inquiry apart from other methodologies is that it relies
on “meaning making.” ( p. 49) This allows the researcher to make meaning and draw conclusions
from ordinary conversations. These conversations can be scattered and unorganized, but Narrative
Inquiry allows for organizing the discussions, making them whole. This approach was applied in
this study, where individual questions were asked during the interviews, which were then used
to write complete narratives. This methodology enables the researcher to analyze the data as it is
told and make it into a story. This methodology included restorying (Thomas, 2016) as a method
of analysis. The data collected during interviews were analyzed using Thomas’s (2016) restorying
to highlight participants’ experiences within academia and discuss student experiences accessing
accommodations. Parts of the highlighted narratives were policy-related, supporting the writing of a
policy narrative. Moreover, using restorying (Thomas, 2016) in data analysis supported in retelling
the overall education experience of participants and selecting parts of their responses that could
influence policy,

Recruitment

Eight participants were recruited for semi structured interviews through on-campus
advocacy groups. Examples include The Center for Global Disability Studies, Student Barrier-
Free Access, and several student groups within academic departments. The study sought to recruit
nine students, three students per participating campus (see Table 2 for the participating university
campuses). Eight students responded to the study call. Students were various, providing a wide
range of experiences based on time spent in post-secondary education (see Table 3). Students were
asked seven interview questions about their experience with accommodations (see Table 1). Some
participants preferred to provide consent through written means, using a digital form while others
preferred verbal consent.

Table 2: Institutions in this Study

Rogers University: is a university located in the heart of Toronto. A few of the participants
in this study attended Rogers University before pursuing their studies at the University of
Timothy’s.

The University of Timothy’s is a university that is known to have the largest institute in
education in the world. This was an institution that a few of the students that participated
in this study attended prior to pursuing studies at the University of Timothy’s which was
the main participating institution in this study.

Shaw College: is an institution located in a small city outside of Toronto. It is known
for offering a wide range of programs. This is one of the institutions that one of the
participants in this study attended.
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Table 3: Participant profiles

Christine: is a third-year Political science major at the University of Timothy’s. Alongside her
studies, she is also the president of an on-campus advocacy group for disability.

Sarah: is a graduate student in the Department of Anthropology at the University of Timothy’s.
Alongside her studies, she is also employed at the main campus of the University.

Jasmine: is a student in Drama, Theatre, and Performance Studies: Critical Studies in Equity
and Solidarity. Alongside her studies, she also takes on several leadership roles at the university.

Martin: is a student in the History program at the University of Timothy’s.

Elvis: is a second-year master’s candidate studying towards a master’s in Yiddish at the University
of Timothy’s at the St. Greg’s campus.

Ana: is a Ph.D. student in the Faculty of Information at the University of Timothy’s at the St.
Greg’s Campus. Aside from her studies at the university, she is a strong advocate within the
university and her faculty for the needs of students with disabilities and their right to accessibility.

Jackie: is in her fourth- year of the master’s in social work program at the University of Timothy’s
St. Greg’s campus. Before her master’s she also completed a Bachelor of Social Work at the
University of Timothy’s. Before her university studies, she completed a college diploma.

Adriana: is a second-year master’s candidate in the Department of Curriculum and Pedagogy at
the University of Timothy’s before her studies at the University of Timothy’s, she completed a
Bachelor of Arts degree in Disability Studies at Rogers University.

INCLUDING STUDENT PERSPECTIVES: HIGHLIGHTING HOW POLICY IS A
BROKEN PROMISE

Participant responses are highlighted in this section. This section is categorized into themes
that the responses of the eight participants elicited. This section begins with adequate accommodations
which outlines the experiences that students when provided with accommodations that were helpful
and adequately met their needs. The section that follows highlights the accommodations that students
received that they found inadequate and did not meet their needs. Finally, given that one of the major
findings is that meaningful access and reasonable accommodations are not defined by students with
disabilities, the final part of this section is a space where students were provided the opportunity to
discuss what meaningful access and reasonable accommodations mean to them.

Adequate and Inadequate Accommodations

Christine is a third-year Political Science major at the University of Timothy. When
Christine was asked if the accommodations Christine currently has are adequate, it was indicated that
accommodations provided to Christine were adequate “for the most part” until the Pandemic which
brought many changes to the world that impacted the lives of many including students like Christine
who transitioned from learning in a classroom to online learning. This transition resulted in more
barriers given Christine had to repeatedly remind professors to turn on closed captioning during
online lectures or when viewing video material. Though Christine states that accommodations given
prior to covid were all adequate, an instance where Christine’s accommodations were inadequate
prior to covid was when Christine reminded professors to turn on the F.M system for Christine to
hear during lectures. Analyzing Christine’s experience with accommodations becoming inadequate
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during a critical period of time, one must be critical before concluding that policy exists to ensure
the needs of all are protected.

Moreover, one must be critical when viewing experiences like Christine’s alongside the
“Duty to Accommodate” that is included in the 2018 policy. According to “The Duty to Accommodate™
“under the code. Education providers have a legal duty to accommodate the needs of students with
disabilities who are adversely affected by a requirement, rule or standard” (The Ontario Human Rights
Commission, 2018, p. 41). Viewing the above statement and Christine’s experience, who at several
instances during online learning did not receive the requested accommodation due to professors
“forgetting” to provide accommodations such as closed captioning, showcases policy as a written
and unfollowed statement that institutions do not abide by and are not being held accountable in
such instances instead left creating institutional guidelines. To further discuss the accommodations
Christine found adequate, the next question asked Christine to outline a concrete example of a time
when the accommodations given to Christine were sufficient. Christine mentions that having an F.M
system to hear the professor during lectures, note-takers to assist with in class notes, a laptop to
independently take notes, and extra time on tests and assignments were all helpful accommodations.
The next discussion was with Sarah, a first-year graduate student in the department of Anthropology
at the University of Timothy’s. Like Christine, Sarah’s accommodations were adequate until a certain
point. Sarah talks about feeling capable of achieving goals with the accommodations given during
undergraduate. Sarah expresses becoming more needy when transitioning into graduate studies,
when accommodations given to Sarah are inadequate due to the bureaucracy involved when Sarah
requests accommodations such as extensions on assignments. Sarah recalls feeling like “a problem
child” in high school given the way Sarah’s type of disability was viewed. This feeling becomes
relevant in graduate school as the need for more accommodations increases.

Martin talks about a time where accommodations were not helpful. Moreover, Martin also
experiences a lack of accommodations. Martin mentions struggling with anxiety which made verbally
participating in class or in-class presentations difficult. When requesting an alternative method of
participation such as writing a paper or a short reflection to demonstrate learning and comprehension
of the course material, professors rejected and gave a failing grade in the participation category.
Given that in one course participation made a large sum of the grade this significantly lowered
Martin’s overall grade leaving on records what Martin calls “a stain that will never be removed”

Ana experiences the total opposite when receiving standard accommodations given
accommodations are provided using a “one-size- fits all” approach. Ana, a PhD student mentions
that several of the accommodations provided were inadequate for the PhD level. This is given that
the standardized accommodations such as extra time on examinations, extensions on assignments,
etc. are not sufficient for students at Ana’s level of education.

Another example of a negative experience Elvis had was during the global pandemic,
when Elvis as an immune compromised student requested to have the option to take online courses.
Despite it being a pandemic and online learning was the norm. Elvis was denied that request even
after providing medical documentation. In this example one must be critical of the doing of policy
and it is students like Elvis that leads to concluding that policy is indeed a broken promise when the
“Duty to Accommodate” becomes unfulfilled. Disability disclosure is amongst the biggest challenges
students with disabilities face. This particularly becomes a challenge in post-secondary education
where students feel the need to hide disabilities given medicalized approaches that are attached to
disability disclosure to access academic accommodations that cause students to be ashamed. This
was in a way evident in Elvis’s response when Elvis must disclose every time a new professor comes
into one of the courses Elvis is in. Adriana recalls asking to record a lecture and despite it being
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a documented accommodation, was denied, stating that the privacy of students in the class would
be violated and this was done at the price of Adriana not being accommodated and not having the
equal opportunity that policy claims to give. The institution believes that it is being accommodating
to Adriana by offering alternatives to recording a lecture and instead offering a note taker or one on
one meetings with professors to review course content. Adriana explains t such alternatives were not
feasible given Adriana’s auditory learning styles.

The negative experience that Jackie mentions where accommodations were inadequate
was in university when Jackie requested to write a test in a private space as noted in Jackie’s
accommodation plan. Instead, Jackie was placed in a room with other disabled students which was
very distracting. In asking students to submit documentation to support accommodation requests,
the policy claims that educators have a duty to accommodate each student individually.

Adequate accommodations

To illustrate how Sarah’s accommodations were adequate, Sarah was asked to provide
an example of a time when an accommodation or accommodations were helpful. In this question
Sarah recalls facing great difficulty with mental health during the pandemic, a time when having
extensions on assignments was helpful and alleviated stress. Sarah explains that despite the
bureaucracy that remained, involving a request for accommodations for that accommodation to be
granted, it was not as difficult as it was prior to covid given everyone, including professors were
experiencing “dysfunction” making the approach of professors more empathetic when receiving
such requests. Similarly to Christine and Sarah, Martin found extensions on assignments and extra
time on examinations helpful. One unique accommodation given to Martin was the permission to
bring a favorite picture into tests and exams to keep calm. This accommodation is one that Martin
mentions as an example when asked to talk about adequate accommodations. According to Martin
the permission to bring a significant picture was an accommodation that was offered in first-year
undergraduate. When asked to talk about unhelpful accommodations Martin’s response was unique
to the others. Another key discussion about helpful accommodations was with Elvis. When asked
about helpful accommodations, Elvis begins by saying that simply knowing accommodations were
available was helpful. More specifically “having sound canceling headphones and an ADHD couch
was a breath of fresh air.”

Another experience that could serve as a model and influence policy change and or policy
development is Adriana’s experience in college. Adriana says, “I say jump, they ask how high.”
Those words were used to illustrate that Adriana’s accommodations were fully granted and adequate.
Similarly to Adriana, Jackie had a positive experience with accommodations provided in college
and this was particularly helpful given that the lack of accommodation earlier in Jackie’s education
resulted in Jackie dropping out of high school. Ana mentions “having permission to be late for
class” as an accommodation outlined in the accommodation form as helpful as it decreases the level
of anxiety that comes with being occasionally late for disability-related reasons. Talking about the
standardized structure of academia, Ana makes a powerful statement that “academia is more about
performing well and less about learning.” In this statement alone, the harms of policy are exposed.
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Students define meaningful access and reasonable accommodations

The (2018) policy implies the provision of reasonable accommodations and meaningful
access to education and when making such implication the policy not only does not represent
student perspectives on such terms but also does not define them. This study sought to find out how
post-secondary students with disabilities perceive these terms.

Christine’s definition of meaningful access is, “just me being able to do my work.
I do all my assignments and participate in class without worrying about whether I
will get my accommodations.”

Given that implying that the Policy on Accessible Education for Students with Disabilities
(2018) is committed to protecting the rights of post-secondary students with disabilities to
reasonable accommodations, a clear definition of reasonable accommodation is not given. Students
who participated in this study were asked what a reasonable accommodation means to them. This
discussion began with Christine who defines a reasonable accommodation as one that is decided and
given by the Accessibility Services, who asks the student, “Is this the accommodation you need?”

Viewing Christine’s definition alongside what is stated in the policy, one must be critical and
question whether policy is keeping the “promises” made. Christine’s experience is contextualized by
Mckenzie (2015) whose study talks about student struggle in post-secondary education. Following
the implication that students will be provided with reasonable accommodations, the policy implies
this will be done “to the point of undue hardship” (The Ontario Human Rights Commission, 2018, p.
13). This policy is inadequate and irrelevant to post-secondary students with disabilities when it sets
out parameters in the statement of undue hardship. According to the 2018 policy “the Code prescribe
three considerations when assessing whether an accommodation would cause undue hardship [they
are] cost, outside sources of funding, if any, health and safety requirements, if any” (The Ontario
Human Rights Commission, 2018, p. 84).

“Students and teachers are the most impacted by policy and curriculum, but ironically,
they’re the least consulted” (Simon, 2022, 0:05-0:10). Simon’s words laid the foundation for this
study and influenced the decision to seek out student perspectives. Simon’s words were particularly
significant following the discovery that policy does imply that it intends to provide meaningful
access to education and reasonable accommodations for post-secondary students with disabilities
though student perspectives are not represented and what students consider to be a reasonable
accommodation and meaningful access to education is not included within the 2018 policy. This
led to asking students like Martin what a reasonable accommodation and meaningful access to
education means to them. According to Martin,

A reasonable accommodation is what adjustments can be made to keep the integrity
of the academic standards but allow the student to participate in the course in a way that does
not compromise their health. One of the observations made in this study was meaningful access
and reasonable accommodations are interconnected. This is evident in Martin’s definition which
states that meaningful access is being given the tools and flexibility to provide meaningful work/
participation in courses that can be adjusted to a student’s difficulties. “Meaningful access to me
means feeling welcomed and included in the classroom and when I am made to feel that I have the
same potential as everyone else.”
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According to the policy, “Under the Code, education providers have a legal duty to
accommodate the needs of students with disabilities who are adversely affected by a requirement,
rule or standard. Accommodation is necessary to address barriers in education that would otherwise
prevent students with disabilities from having equal opportunities to access and benefit” (The Ontario
Human Rights Commission, 2018, p. 41). The above statement shows that policy is inadequately
implemented. Like the other participants, Elvis defines reasonable accommodations as “Walking
into an academic institution and expressing the desire to be a student and the institution makes it
possible by providing you with what you need and removing barriers.”

Elvis’s definition of meaningful access is one that can lead to change in policy and the ways
that accommodations are viewed within post-secondary institutions. According to Elvis meaningful
access is “when the provision of accommodations is unquestionable because the institution should
already be prepared and use a universal design approach.”

Another poignant moment in this study that led to returning to Simon (2022) is when
Adriana was asked to define meaningful access and responds, “that’s such a complicated question
could we return to this question later in the interview?” This occurs given Adriana is among “the
least consulted” (Simon, 2022, 0:05-0:10). When returning to “what does meaningful access mean
to you as a student?” Adriana defines meaningful access as “When I am being given what I need.”

Adriana’s definition of reasonable accommodation should be taken into consideration
by policy makers as this could address several barriers experienced by students with disabilities.
According to Adriana, “A reasonable accommodation depends on each individual circumstance.”

This idea of individuality was also expressed in an earlier interview with Martin who is
mentioned above in this paper. Similarly to Adriana, Jackie defines a reasonable accommodation as,
“What I need, not what you have to offer me.”

In those words, Jackie is addressing an experience at Rogers University when Jackie
requested to write an exam in a private room but instead was placed in a room with other students
with disabilities. Similar to the definition of reasonable accommodation, Jackie defines meaningful
access as, “Access that works for me, not what their vision of access is.”

All the participants had rich contributions through the responses provided. As stated
earlier, Ana had an incredibly unique perspective on accommodation processes, being a PhD student
making the standardized accommodations given to other students who may be in college or pursuing
undergraduate degrees inadequate for Ana. Another powerful response provided by Ana was when
defining a reasonable accommodation. According to Ana, “A reasonable accommodation is letting
the student define their academic experience on their own. A reasonable accommodation is less
about setting up the student to perform and more about setting up the student up to learn.”
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The ending of Ana’s definition of reasonable accommodation extends on an earlier
comment made highlighting that the current education system focuses less on learning and more on
performing well. Finally, an interview with Jasmine began with the same order of questions as the
other participant mentioned in this paper. Jasmine’s experience with inadequate accommodations
illustrates the ableism embedded in policy and how that translates into institutional practices within
academia.

When expressing concerns about how far a classroom was from the main campus, Jasmine
is given permission to occasionally miss class if the distance creates barriers for Jasmine. Moreover,
Jasmine’s experience is dismissed when told, “You are probably just tired so maybe you should
consider walking slower.

When asked to define reasonable accommodations, Jasmine responded that reasonable
accommodations are, “ones that both meet the student’s needs and academic requirements.”

Jasmine’s definition of meaningful access provides a formula for change for policy makers
and institutions and speaks out against the bureaucracy embedded in the provision of accommodations
as a policy guided procedure. According to Jasmine, meaningful access is, “access that allows you to
be successful and not go through hardship to ask for an accommodation multiple time.”

As shown in this section, there are empirical examples that show how policy continues
to negatively impact students with disabilities. Moreover, using student narratives, this section has
illustrated how policy is a broken promise and more importantly how policy intentions should be
critically questioned and analyzed with caution before concluding that policy exists in favor of
people with disabilities. Therefore, policy has yet to keep a promise and there is more work to be
done before a claim can be made that policy has positive intentions.

CONCLUSION

[The purpose of the Canadian Human Rights Act] includes the principle that all individuals
should have opportunities equal with other individuals to make for themselves the lives that they are
able and wish to have and have their needs accommodated...without being hindered or prevented
from doing so by discriminatory practices (Walker, 2012 p. 2).

When questioning why policy is a broken promise to students with disabilities, a starting
point is the medicalized definition of disability mentioned in this article. In analyzing terms such
as disfigurement, malformation and many more ableist terms one must be critical before stating
that such policy seeks to protect the rights of people with disabilities. A critical lens is required
because how is a policy that has positive intentions addressing individuals it seeks to protect as
“disfigured”? Therefore, it can be seen that the Policy on Accessible Education for Students with
Disabilities (2018) is inadequate. Despite policy stating there is a duty to accommodate students
with disabilities, it states accommodations will be provided to the point of undue hardship. The point
of undue hardship illustrates how policy is a broken promise given that policy provides positive
implications that are then followed by bureaucratic measures, making policy-guided procedures such
as academic accommodations politicized. When analyzing the 2018 policy through the statement of
Undue Hardship, this policy exists in the best interest of the institution. When a closer look is taken
at what undue hardship is, the 2018 policy is not only a broken promise, but it also creates barriers
and is ableist. This policy is also irrelevant as illustrated through the experiences outlined. In terms
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of parameters such as cost, post-secondary students with disabilities endure hardship pertaining to
accommodation related costs not the institution.

Secondly, the parameter of outside funding sources shows that this policy is not only
one that puts forth barriers but is irrelevant given students are the ones that must locate funding
resources to cover the cost related to accessing academic accommodations and often resort to
paying out of pocket. This means that when policy “promises” students with disabilities reasonable
accommodations this is a false statement making policy inadequate and bureaucratic. The parameter
stating that an accommodation is reasonable if it does not involve the institution obtaining outside
sources of funding, the students are not only the ones encountering undue hardship when it comes
to the financial burden of accessing accommodations, students are being denied accommodations
that they have the right to, and institutions have a duty to accommodate and refuse for no legitimate
reason. Finally, the parameter of health and safety requirements. Placing a parameter where an
accommodation is reasonable only if required for the health and safety of a student. Two students
whose experience can be used to measure the accuracy of this parameter are Jasmine and Elvis
who requested accommodations if not provided could lead to health and safety concerns. Jasmine
requested a classroom change for a class located far from the main campus and walking long
distances can lead to Jasmine’s health and safety being at risk. Instead of the institution fulfilling
a legal duty to accommodate, Jasmine is given permission to miss class or to take breaks on the
way to class. Elvis, an immune compromised student requested to attend classes online during the
pandemic. The university denied stating this is not possible as classes are in person. Finally, one
must be critical before concluding that policy has positive impacts because the opposite is evident.
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ABSTRACT

Although higher education is becoming increasingly diverse, the widespread adoption
of Universal Design for Learning (UDL) remains limited. UDL provides a curricular framework
designed to reduce barriers, account for learner’s intersectional identities, and address variability.
Using quantitative and qualitative measures, this research showcases inclusive special education
undergraduate courses that utilize UDL design to meet the diverse needs of teacher education
candidates. This study addresses the following research question: How do undergraduate students
perceive and experience UDL within a face-to-face class throughout the learning process? Both
qualitative and quantitative research provided the basis of this study. Qualitative research methods
were used to examine the experiences through a variety of methods, including reflections, surveys,
and focus groups. Quantitative data came from the surveys and reflections. Through focus groups,
surveys, and reflections, data were obtained from 57 completed student data points. The findings
suggest the importance of the use of diverse learning opportunities, learning output, and application
to the real world as critical to learners ’success and making a classroom more accessible. Implications
for proactively meeting needs within inclusive higher education using UDL coupled with disability
studies in education orientation are discussed. This study extends the limited research on UDL in
higher education, showing that intentional UDL integration supports student inclusion by offering
diverse learning opportunities, multiple means of expression, and real-world application.

INTRODUCTION

As students become increasingly diverse in institutions of higher education, it is the
responsibility of professors involved in the teaching and learning process to determine how
to make students’ learning accessible. Universal Design for Learning (UDL) is an educational
framework designed to support learner variability in classrooms by offering options in learning
and output modalities. Azam et al. (2021) defines UDL as a “...curriculum design framework that
has its foundations in neuroscience, the learning sciences, and cognitive psychology” (p. 2). This
framework is widely evident throughout K-12 learning environments and is making its way into
higher education (Baglieri, 2020; Fornauf & Erickson, 2020; Fovet, 2021). It is not only an initiative
based upon research, but it is mandated by educational laws such as Every Student Succeeds Act
(ESSA), Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA), and the Higher Education Opportunity Act
(HEOA) (Fornauf & Erickson, 2020). The diversity of students and their needs in higher education
are expanding, thus accessibility issues need to be addressed through the lens of UDL (Fovet, 2021).
Researchers found limited focus on UDL in a higher education context (Hromalik, Myhill, & Carr,
2020).
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The purpose of this study is to examine higher education students’ experiences and
perspectives to identify what is required to design accessible and inclusive learning environments
that address diverse learning preferences, modalities, needs, and accommodations. Using
quantitative and qualitative measures, this research explored how the researchers’ students
perceived their experiences with UDL in a face-to-face special education course. Based on their
unique needs and preferences, college learners respond to instruction differently. UDL addresses
this variability from the starting point to design effective learning opportunities, providing options
for engagement, learning experiences, and products of learning. This study addresses the following
research question: How do undergraduate students perceive and experience UDL within a face-to-
face class throughout the learning process?

LITERATURE REVIEW

Universal Design for Learning

As student populations become increasingly more diverse in higher education entities, it
is up to the professors involved in the teaching and learning process to determine how to best make
students’ learning accessible. Universal Design for Learning emerged from Universal Design (UD),
a movement that originated within the field of architecture (Kumar & Wideman, 2014). It was then
described as a valuable way to promote inclusion, so in 2002, the U.S. non-profit organization, Center
for Applied Special Technology (CAST), created principles for incorporating UD into education,
now known as Universal Design for Learning (Kumar & Wideman, 2014). UDL is an approach
to learning that involves offering options and alternatives to account for student variation (Azam
et al., 2021). UDL is a pedagogical approach to removing barriers within the instructional design
(Jarman et al., 2023). The focus rests on the principle that no two students are identical and that all
learners engage in content and learn in diverse ways (Azam et al., 2021; Salend & Whittaker, 2017).
UDL accounts for learner variability by considering individual preferences, strengths, and needs,
and by incorporating insights from both cognitive and affective learning networks as informed by
neuroscience (Fornauf & Erickson, 2020; Meyer et al., 2014).

The research surrounding UDL focuses on the ability to create and maintain an inclusive
course design which includes variation in delivery, assessment, and engagement (Hills et al., 2022).
These three areas make up the three key principles of the UDL framework. The three principles
include Multiple Means of Representation, Multiple Means of Engagement, and Multiple Means
of Action and Expression (Rose et al., 2006). In Multiple Means of Representation, the instructor
accounts for student differences in how they perceive and comprehend presented information (Rose
et al., 2006). Multiple Means of Engagement emphasizes the different ways that students connect
with the material being presented and sustain their motivation and persistence in learning (Rose et
al., 2006). Finally, Multiple Means of Action and Expression account for the different ways that
students navigate the learning environment and express what they know about the content (Rose
et al., 2006). The focus is on changing the environment and not the learner, thus creating a more
inclusive classroom environment (Bedrossian, 2018).

Universal Design for Learning in Higher Education

Although UDL is commonplace in K-12 classrooms, it is not commonly practiced in
higher education (Baglieri, 2020; Fovet, 2020, Kumar & Wideman, 2014). Kumar & Wideman
(2014) explain, “In the academic community, it stands to reason that faculty and institutional
buy-in with respect to UDL would be furthered by strong evidence of its effectiveness” (p. 127).
Along with that, much of the research conducted around UDL in the classroom comes from K-12
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practitioners (Hromalik, Myhill, & Carr, 2020). Through a review of the literature, UDL is evident
in higher education through the perspectives of faculty members, not necessarily the perspectives
and experiences of students. UDL researchers urge post-secondary instructors to shift their mindset
on UDL; see UDL not just for students with disabilities but as a curricular tool for adjusting the
teaching and learning process to account for the diversity of learners that are now seen within the
higher education context (Fovet, 2021). UDL is not just for students with disabilities but helps to
support international students, Indigenous students, culturally diverse students, and first-generation
college students (Fovet, 2021).

Absences in Higher Education

UDL literature related to higher education focuses mainly on the implementation process
and the perspectives of faculty members. The literature suggests that it is important for higher
education classes to implement UDL to reach a diverse student population (Hills et al., 2022;
Kirsch, Bryan, & Hoferer, 2024). This literature provides insight on the implementation of the
design and the implications for teaching (Hills et al., 2022; Kirsch, Bryan, & Hoferer, 2024). In
higher education, UDL tends to be implemented by individual instructors or led by departments,
not campus wide (at the university level) (Fovet, 2021). Colleges and universities tend to function
at the school or department level, thus heightening the silo mentality with professors coming from
diverse backgrounds and theoretical stances (Fovet, 2021). Higher education tends to see UDL
used more with Teacher Education faculty because that department prepares teacher candidates
for instructing a diverse group of students and promoting inclusion (Azam et al., 2021). Multiple
studies focus on the faculty perspective of UDL implementation (Hills et al., 2022; Kirsch, Bryan,
& Hoferer, 2024; Smith, 2012). One study in particular, Smith (2012), looked at the actions taken
by the professor in response to the student perspectives. In the study, the instructor’s reflections
and perceptions were evident through the influence of student responses. The literature on faculty
perspectives of UDL implementation also supports the idea that implementation is nestled into the
university culture, including support for UDL development, training, funding, and other resources
(Hills et al., 2022; Kirsch, Bryan, & Hoferer, 2024). There is a need for instructors to look beyond
their content area and specializations and learn more about pedagogical content knowledge relating
to student diversity and inclusion, at the higher education level (Azam, et al., 2021; Fornauf &
Erickson, 2020). In higher education, UDL needs to be nested into the culture with more access to
UDL development and training (Hills et al., 2022).

Need for UDL in Higher Education

Researchers concluded that there is a need for more research involving UDL in the higher
education classroom (Fornauf & Erickson, 2020; Hromalik, Myhill, & Carr, 2020). Researchers
stated, “There is limited evidence from articles in this review that UDL in higher education is being
conceptualized as an avenue for inclusive pedagogy that considers educating students with diverse
abilities as a justifiable end, student variability at the outset of course design, and disability as an
asset” (Fornauf & Erickson, 2020, p. 192). After the COVID-19 pandemic, we saw an amplification
of disparities between learners in higher education, therefore needing more inclusive practices
(Hills et al., 2022). Learner variability in higher education is now the norm (Basham, 2022); higher
education consists of a diverse student population including multilingual learners, nontraditional
students, students in the military, first generation college students, and students with disabilities
(Monne de la Pena et al., 2021). Thus, professors need to find ways to teach the variety of learning
needs, so that we do not hinder students’ learning and the instructional effectiveness (Boothe et al.,
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2018; Salend & Whittaker, 2017). Fovet (2021) found that “the issue is not the exceptionality of the
learner; it is the design of the learning experience” (p. 28). Implementing UDL in higher education
requires altering and adjusting the learning environment, providing options for understanding, and
offering varied ways to demonstrate knowledge so that students from diverse linguistic, cultural,
socioeconomic, and ability backgrounds can access, thrive in, and progress through learning.

Not only is implementation of UDL imperative in higher education, but it is also mandated
by various Federal laws (Basham, 2022; Fornauf & Erickson, 2020). The Americans with
Disabilities Act and Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act call for institutes of higher education to
make universities accessible to all individuals (Boothe et al., 2018). Every Student Succeeds Act
and the National Technology Plan further expand to include personalization intermixed with UDL
in higher education (Basham et al., 2016). UDL ensures programmatic and learning access, as well
as allowing for flexible, learner-centered systems that meet the needs of all students (Basham, 2022;
Bedrossian, 2018; Fovet, 2021; Martinez & Porter, 2020). Basham (2022) found that not only does
UDL enhance the teacher role, but it also enhances the students’ role in their educational journey.
“UDL helps each learner understand how they learn, when they need more, and how to evaluate
the effectiveness of their learning” (Basham, 2022, p. 34). As a result, UDL is more attractive to
higher education instructors because of the practicality compared to differentiation and to students
developing metacognition of learning strengths and needs, thus creating a learner framework
applicable from early education on to graduate education (Fovet, 2020).

Evmenova et al. (2024) provide observed student perspectives on the implementation of
UDL in higher education. The authors of this research echo the need for UDL in higher education
due to the ever-changing population of students and the need for inclusive and responsive
classrooms (Evmenova et al., 2024). This study provided a wealth of knowledge on the different
strategies and activities to include in an online environment or face to face environment to enhance
the UDL components but only provided observed outcomes from student perspectives. The
authors generalized student reflections without significant data presented from the data gathering
tools. Another study by Beck Wells (2022) provides data on student perspectives, in which the
students discussed the prevalence of UDL techniques and the strategies that impacted their learning
opportunities. Unfortunately, this study only focused on an online, virtual learning environment.
Our study focuses on filling these gaps in the literature. We first focus on the usage of UDL within
a traditional, face to face higher education course and then present the stories of the students from
surveys, reflections, and interviews.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

This study utilizes a disability studies in education (DSE) theoretical framework to
understand the ways in which the college classroom is universally designed to meet the needs of
learners. Disability studies focus on the barriers present within academic settings and how these
barriers can affect engagement and ableist inequities (Jarman et al., 2023). Disability studies emerged
within education as a way to offer an alternative to a flawed system of traditional special education
(Baglieri et al., 2011). DSE allows us to center the lived classroom experiences of students with
disabilities, thinking about the intersectionality of disability with race, ethnicity, culture, language,
and socioeconomic status. DSE scholars believe that disability should be viewed through a social,
cultural, and political frame, looking to disrupt imbalances (Connor et al., 2008). DSE encourages
educators to shift from deficit-based perspectives to strength-based perspectives of viewing students,
thereby advancing a movement away from models of marginalization to more inclusive models of
education (Baglieri et al., 2011). DSE scholars draw upon interdisciplinary theoretical approaches
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to identify the variability of student experiences within the educational environment (Baglieri et al.,
2011).

Through this framework, students are viewed using an intersectional lens, which supports
the intentional design of learning environments that explicitly address learner variability. This allows
us, as college instructors, to adopt and implement inclusive classroom pedagogical practices that
lead to equitable educational outcomes for students with disabilities and all students. Rather than
determining students as unfit for college, DSE enables professors to reframe and flip this perspective
by exploring changes and adjustments that make the learning environment, materials, teaching
methods, and assignments accessible for students with a range of strengths and learning needs.
Further, DSE serves as an underlying orientation to critically analyze the current college learning
system, address learner variability, construct equitable learning opportunities, and transform the
college experience for students who have been traditionally marginalized.

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY
The purpose of this study is to examine participants’ perceptions and experiences of
universally designed curriculum in face-to-face undergraduate courses. The findings can inform
how pedagogical practices and curricular enhancements are better aligned with the principles of
UDL.

RESEARCH QUESTION
The following research question is developed to address UDL in higher education: How do
undergraduate students perceive and experience UDL within a face-to-face class throughout their
learning process?

METHODOLOGY

Research Design

Both qualitative and quantitative research design provided a basis for this study. The
qualitative design focuses on the use of phenomenology. The researchers looked at the experiences
constructed through the students’ views of the world. The perception of the students was the focus
(Krathwohl, 1998). Bogdan and Biklen (2007) concur, “People act not, however, according to what
the school is supposed to be...but rather according to how they see it” (p. 37). Qualitative measures
focused on the systematic design of the instruments along with open coding of the data. The
participants included any higher education students currently enrolled in both researchers’ special
education teacher preparation courses. Participant data were collected using multiple instruments,
including end of course reflections, end of course surveys, and focus groups. See Table 1 for the
questions included in each data collection instrument.
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Table 1

End of Course Reflection

Data Collection Measures

Survey

Focus Groups

e Did you feel that this course
was inclusive to all learners
and embodied a strong,
safe, and positive classroom
community?

e What learning supports have
been helpful for you so far
this semester?

e What learning supports
could be implemented to
further assist your learning?

e Did you feel that this course
was inclusive to all learners
and embodied a strong,
safe, and positive classroom
community?

e Do you feel that this course
was accessible and met your
learning needs?

e Discuss which
accommodations were most
useful to your academic
progress and success in our
course.

e Do you feel that the course
heightened your interest
and motivation in the topics
presented?

e What are the specific
things the instructor did to
provide multiple means of
engagement?

e Do you feel that the content
was represented in a variety
of ways?

e What are the specific
things the instructor did to
provide multiple means of
representation?

e Do you feel that you
were able to show your
knowledge in a variety of
ways?

e What are the specific things
the instructor did to provide
multiple means of action
and expression?

o Talk to us about the learning
community in your class.

o Tell us about your
experience with Universal
Design for Learning in the
class sessions.

e Engagement: What made
you motivated, engaged, or
interested in class?

e Representation: What led
to your comprehension of
information in the class?

e Action and Expression:
How did you use different
tools to show your content
knowledge; what was the
output of your learning;
how did you show what you
learned?

o Tell us about what worked
well for you in this class.

o Tell us about what
other supports (more
of something) would
have helped overcome a
challenge you had during
this course.

Note. Table 1 includes data collection measures stemming from three instruments-end of course
reflection, survey, and focus groups.
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Quantitative data came directly from the surveys and reflections, which included both
closed-ended and open-ended questions. Qualitative data included the results from open-ended
questions on the reflections and surveys, as well as focus group transcripts. Data collection
commenced following Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval at both universities. Each student
enrolled in the two researcher’s classes had the option to consent to participation and thus enrolled
in the data collection measures. All students enrolled in the courses received the same instruction
and access to curriculum regardless of their consent to participate.

Participants

The setting included two universities, presented using pseudonyms, located in the
Northeast. Bonded University is a public university that has more than 160 undergraduate and
graduate programs. It has a strong interdisciplinary approach to liberal arts curriculum across
programs. With just over 9,000 full time and part time students enrolled, Bonded University caters
to a variety of student populations. It was founded in 1969 and caters to a diverse student population
with a commitment to cultural diversity. Many of the students were identified as Caucasian/White
and Female (see Figure 1 and 2 for student enrollment demographics at Bonded University), with
many of its students claiming in-state residency.

Figure 1
Bonded University: Enrollment by Gender

Enroliment by Gender

Male

Female

Note. Figure 1 depicts the enrollment data for Fall 2023 for gender at Bonded University.
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Figure 2
Bonded University: Enrollment by Race/Ethnicity

Enroliment by Race/Ethnicity (Percentage)
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Note. Figure 2 depicts the enrollment data for Fall 2023 for race/ethnicity at Bonded University.

The other university taking part in this research is Edward University. Edward University
is a Christ-centered university anchored in Liberal Arts. Edward University, founded in 1866, began
as a seminary and now houses a university for undergraduate and graduate degrees, and the original
seminary. As of 2022, there were 1,579 students enrolled, including undergraduate and graduate
students. Many students enrolled self-identified as women and are White, non-Hispanic (See Figures
3 and 4 for student demographics at Edward University).
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Figure 3
Edward University: Enrollment by Gender

Enrollment by Gender

Male

Female

Note. Figure 3 depicts the enrollment data for the 2022-2023 school year for gender for Edward
University.
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Figure 4
Edward University: Enrollment by Race/Ethnicity

Enroliment by Race/Ethnicity (Undergraduates by number)
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Note. Figure 4 depicts the enrollment data for the 2022-2023 school year for race/ethnicity for
Edward University.

The participants for this study were enrolled in the two researchers’ face-to-face
undergraduate special education courses. Researcher A is a Professor of Inclusive Special Education
at Bonded University. The course included in this study is a required education course for any
education major including tracks for early childhood education, elementary education, and secondary
education in all content areas. This course also enrolls students seeking a Disability Studies or
Childhood Studies minor as well. Researcher B is an Associate Professor for Teacher Education at
Edward University. The course included in this study is a required education course for all education
majors including majors in early childhood education, childhood education, adolescent education
in all content areas, Physical Education, Music Education, Art Education, and English to Speakers
of Other Languages.

Data Collection and Instrumentation

The original study consisted of the analysis of the data in two directions, which elicited
two different papers. The data collection methods included end-of-course reflections, end-of-course
surveys, and six focus groups. The researchers jointly created three research instruments that directly
related to the focus of the study (in order to ensure validity). The study utilized an end-of-semester
reflection, survey, and focus group protocol. The researchers devised the questions for all three
instruments as a team. The end-of-semester reflection focused on questions ranging from classroom
culture to the types of support offered to the participants. The survey allowed participants to express
their experiences regarding the accommodations provided and the opportunities to engage in the three
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UDL principles. The focus group questions were open-ended questions allowing the participants
to share what they felt helped them the most throughout the courses. The reflection and survey
administration occurred through Google Forms, therefore the researchers could ensure reliability.
The researchers conducted the focus groups together to also ensure reliability of questioning. There
were 20 participants for the reflections, 21 participants for the surveys, and 16 participants in the
focus groups. Data were obtained from 57 completed student instruments. The end-of-course
reflections elicited both quantitative and qualitative data focusing on the students’ lived experiences
in the above-mentioned courses. The survey elicited both qualitative and quantitative data due
to the open-ended and closed-ended nature of the questions. The survey focused on the learning
opportunities of the participants and how it is related to UDL and accessibility. Finally, the focus
groups allowed participants a space to discuss their experiences while taking the two courses. The
focus groups were led by both professors of record. They were video recorded and transcribed by
both researchers, with an average length of 61 minutes. The focus groups followed a semi-structured
protocol format (the focus group interview protocol can be found in Table 1).

Data Analysis

Data analysis for the research included analysis of the end of course reflections, surveys, and
focus groups. The quantitative data in the reflections and surveys came from a five-point Likert scale
(1 = Strongly disagree, 2 = Disagree, 3 = Neutral, 4 = Agree, 5 = Strongly agree). These reflections
and surveys completed in Google Forms elicited summary data across all responses and broke down
into ordinal data. The authors analyzed the data by looking at each scale, identifying how many
participants picked that number and comparing it to the total number of participants. The authors
coded the focus group transcripts and reflections together and separately, looking for pertinent ideas
and themes to elicit qualitative data. The authors proceeded through the first transcript together to
create a code book. Then, codes were added to the code book a