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Abstract 
Postsecondary outcomes remain difficult to attain despite their significance to learners with disabilities. This 
qualitative study investigated the impact of a hidden curriculum of time on the education of five 
undergraduate students with disabilities at a Carnegie Research One institution in the midwestern U.S. 
Participants in their quest for an education experienced a hidden curriculum of time in the form of physical 
impairments, educational costs of ill-health, and disability discrimination. The academic barriers participants 
encountered in reaching their educational goals suggest that addressing the hidden curriculum of time is 
essential for authentic inclusion and achievement of postsecondary education outcomes. 
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Introduction 
Many learners with intellectual and developmental disabilities struggle to adapt to their new environment in  
life and therefore have a low quality of life. Upon high school completion, they experience challenges 
becoming employed, going to college, participating in leisure and recreation, living independently, and 
participating in community affairs; often, this is because the hidden curriculum of their education never 
prepared them for the realities of life. Some education plans set up students with disabilities for an 
unsuccessful adulthood, especially when educators and service providers responsible for the development and 
implementation of these plans have low expectations for the students and cherish the use of labels that 
invalidate these students in society (Berg et al., 2017; Schwarz, 2006). Accordingly, in the U.S., the highest 
rate of those with a low quality of life consists of members of the community of disabled people (U.S. Bureau 
of Labor Statistics, 2020; U.S. Senate 2014), mostly because of a lack of readiness skills and opportunities 
(McFarland et al., 2018).  

Under current labor conditions, a college education is vital for individuals with disabilities, for it exposes them 
to experiences essential for getting and maintaining competitive employment. The employment rate of people 
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with disabilities is higher among those who have a bachelor’s degree (28.2%) than those with less than a high 
school diploma (15.5%) (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2020). The employment rate of individuals with 
disabilities, regardless of education level, is still less than that of nondisabled individuals with a bachelor’s 
degree or a high school diploma. The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2020) report revealed the employment 
rate of people with and without disabilities was 19.3% and 66.3%, respectively, in 2019, and the 
unemployment rates for people with and without disabilities was 7.3% and 3.5%, respectively. These 
disparities are exacerbated by the fact that a college education remains inaccessible to many children and 
youth with disabilities (hereby referred to as learners with disabilities unless differentiating groups) aspiring 
to pursue such (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2020). Although  successful postsecondary outcomes increase 
possibilities for quality of life, little is known about what constitutes successful education and transitions, pre-
kindergarten through college (P–16), for learners with disabilities. 

Many of the early interventions and accommodations in learning institutions focused on creating accessible 
physical settings (Barnard-Brak et al., 2010). Although there are studies on the varying needs of individuals 
who have visible disabilities, little of this research has focused on the climate and culture of institutions, and 
the education system remains unfavorable to individuals with disabilities. Unfortunately, few studies have 
attempted to comprehend the individual and institutional factors affecting schooling of students with 
disabilities (Ankeny & Lehmann, 2011; Banks, 2014; Coduti et al., 2017; Connor, 2013; Hetherington et al., 
2010; Knight et al., 2018). Consequently, little is known about the hidden curriculum of time and how it 
influences schooling and the transition to college of learners with disabilities. The main purposes of this paper 
are twofold: a) explore what a hidden curriculum in relation to learners with disabilities is, how it operates, 
how it constrains and hampers those students, and b) explicate the notion of time that pertains to this study. 
My aim is to identify any hidden curricula in order to identify educators’ ways of addressing them, improve 
educational outcomes for learners with disabilities, and reduce the rate of those living on the margins of 
society and improve their quality of life. It was hypothesized that learners with disabilities have conspicuous 
conditions that make them vulnerable to institutional practices and schedules. My guiding question was: 
What kind of hidden curricula of time impact schooling of students with disabilities? This article provides 
some answers.  

Hidden Curriculum of Time 
Both time and curriculum have different meanings in different environments. Time is defined differently in 
different fields (e.g., philosophy, religion, science) and means different things in different locations (based on 
context, season, event, or activity) and to different groups (e.g., African, European, Chinese) (Carroll, 2010; 
Zeigler, 2008). Generally, time is theorized as an experience, an event, and a measuring instrument. See 
Exactly What is Time? (http://www.exactlywhatistime.com/). It is a qualitative and quantitative human 
experience (Ivey & Hume, 1974; Le Poidevin, 2004) that can either be relative or relational (Núñez et al., 
2012; St. Augustine, 2012). Time is also considered a mental arrangement that helps human beings 
experience their world (Bottini et al., 2015). In education, time is linked to rules and lessons and, therefore, it 
guides relations and interactions of teachers, staff, students, and their families (Elias, 1992; Luckham & 
Schulte, 2011; Nordquist, 2020; Núñez et al., 2012; Piasecki, 2011; Russell, 1987). Different tools such as 
calendars and clocks are used to measure time, especially in a school environment (Bunnag, 2017; Kant, 
2004).  

On the other hand, a curriculum is what is taught, the implicit knowledge, skills, principles, and values 
embedded in multiple subjects that students learn in school (Levine, 1981). A “curriculum is a written 
document depicting the scope and arrangement of a projected educational program for a school (Beauchamp, 
1981); or, curriculum is a plan for the education of learners” (Zais, 1976; cited in Nelms, 1991, p. 6). An official 
curriculum is tailored specifically to prepare students for the adult roles and responsibilities that are decided 
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upon by experts as important for the survival of a community. It is an “explicit curricula that focus on 
substantive knowledge and skills” (McLean & Dixit, 2018, p. 3). On the contrary, a hidden curriculum consists 
of values, norms, and practices that are conveyed without conscious intention during teaching and learning in 
school settings (Berg et al., 2017; McLean & Dixit, 2018; Semper & Blasco, 2018). Also, a hidden curriculum 
can refer to inexplicit expectations, outcomes, or messages resulting from the learning process. Oftentimes, 
the competencies of learners with disabilities (e.g., speaking, writing, or walking) are judged based on time. 
Those who move or write or think differently and quickly or slowly are speedily judged, labeled, segregated, 
and placed in special facilities (Danforth, 2014; Samuels, 2017). Then, a hidden curriculum of time is the 
period lost to learners with disabilities due to obstacles in their learning environment. Portelli (1993) outlines 
four main ways in which the term hidden curriculum is used:  

a hidden curriculum as the unofficial expectations, or implicit but expected messages; a hidden 
curriculum as unintended learning outcomes or messages; a hidden curriculum as implicit messages 
arising from the structure of schooling; and a hidden curriculum as created by the students. (p. 345)  

Berg et al.’s (2017) single bounded exploratory case study focused on the aspects of college life that are never 
explicitly taught but remain necessary to function in college settings. Their participants included students 
with intellectual and developmental disabilities and their guardians, instructors, administration, and 
transition specialist. Students were interviewed using Vineland Adaptive Behavior Scales—Second Edition 
(VINELAND–II), with self-reported answers in addition to surveys, document reviews, and classroom 
observations. Berg et al. (2017) concluded that the students were generally underprepared for postsecondary 
school and noted several gaps of importance regarding this lack of preparation that specifically related to the 
hidden curriculum of time. Informed by the findings, Berg et al. (2017) defined a hidden curriculum as “the 
often unspoken and unacknowledged content and skills that support academic and adult-level performance” 
(p. 2). Their use of hidden curriculum corresponds to Portelli’s first definition, viewing the hidden curriculum 
as “unofficial expectations” (p. 345). Berg et al. (2017) view the concept of a hidden curriculum more 
positively, as something that could even be helpful. Those authors (2017) identify three main areas of hidden 
curriculum as: “adult-based system navigation, persisting challenges with adaptive behavior skills, and 
disability awareness and disclosure” (p. 4). An example of a hidden curriculum from the first area, adult-
based system navigation, is students learning how to get around their school campuses. Also, students 
decreasing their dependency on school faculty is another form of hidden curriculum. The second area of a 
hidden curriculum consists of the persistent challenge to acquiring adaptive behavior skills, such as 
conceptual skills, social skills, and practical skills. All of these skills, or lack thereof, provided a challenge for 
students and faculty in the study. At the same time, technology was an example of a hidden curriculum that 
had a positive effect. Students with disabilities could use their “smart phones for mapping transportation 
routes and staying in contact with peers, advisers, instructors, and parents or guardians” (Berg et al., 2017, p. 
5). An example of the disability awareness and disclosure area of a hidden curriculum was students not 
understanding how disabilities present challenges and that students should look to attain support to help 
overcome those challenges. Another example in this area was the negative stigma associated with disability 
and the self-depreciation that comes with it. Students often did not want to discuss their disability because 
they felt vulnerable. As one professor with a disability said, “[It] saddens me because society taught that… 
being disabled is bad” (Berg et al., 2017, p. 6). So, the hidden curriculum in this example is a good thing 
because it advocates for disability awareness. This can help destigmatize disability and help students learn 
within the prescribed time and least restrictive spaces.  

McLean and Dixit (2018), who investigated the hidden curriculum implicit in informal adult education 
through self-help books, mention that hidden curricula “represent the diverse messages received and lessons 
learned through students’ actual engagement with the processes of schooling” (p. 3), which corresponds to 
Portelli’s third definition, as an “implicit message.” McLean and Dixit (2018) mention that “what children and 
youth learn through their participation in educational institutions… that the experience of schooling lead 
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children and youth to internalize certain norms and values not explicitly identified in formal curricula—norms 
and values such as deference to authority and conformity to peer expectations” (pp. 2–3). The non-intentional 
ideas that students learn by going to school may be good or bad. Some ideas that children encounter implicitly 
from hidden curricula can be “racist, classist, and sexist” (McLean & Dixit, 2018, p. 4). In all age groups, from 
primary to postsecondary school students, an “educational” text exists that promotes sexist and racist social 
norms. Additionally, themes of a perfect society are promoted, where the goal is to fit in, and, if something 
goes wrong, one can only blame themselves. McLean and Dixit discuss this information when they state these 
texts include “beliefs that agencies of authority and hierarchical control are working in harmony with them, 
and that when problems arise, they have their own individual fortitude to rely on” (2018, p. 5). They also 
discuss the hidden curriculum from a diverse array of self-help books that various adults have read. This 
discussion has a more benevolent effect. Here, the hidden curriculum is to have a positive outlook on life. No 
matter the topic of the self-help book that was read, 60 percent of participants said they experienced “learning 
outcomes relating to positive thinking” (McLean & Dixit, 2018, p. 8). Thus, hidden curricula may not always 
be a negative effect of education.  

Hidden curriculum can lead to inclusion or exclusion of learners and determine their educational outcomes. 
When hidden curriculum becomes a tool of excluding learners with disabilities, the education system has 
become a means of punishing those that it considers unworthy. Education of children with disabilities was 
optional until 1975, when the 94th U.S. Congress enacted the Education for All Handicapped Children Act-
EAHCA (Danforth, 2014). Today, over seven million children with disabilities (14% of the student population 
age 3-21) in the U.S. receive special education services (U.S. Department of Education, 2020). Whereas the 
purpose of EAHCA (currently the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act [IDEIA] of 2004) 
was to make public education accessible to learners with disabilities, in some situations, special education has 
evolved into a means of denying children with disabilities quality education. Ironically, Black children with 
disabilities are more likely to be punished than White children with disabilities (Baker, 2019) often because 
they do not fit into the education structure or meet the expectations and norms of educators, the majority of 
whom are Whites from middle-class households (Danforth, 2014). Learners are provided with education in 
order to give back to their community. Contemporary formal education involves school attendance and 
learning the official curriculum taught by trained and certified educators. An official curriculum has 
standardized learning activities (Knowles, 1980) that determine students’ competency and progress from 
grade to grade to the time they exit school. Education that adopts community resources to nurture 
appropriate behaviors, whether formal or informal, is important for an individual and the community (Dewey, 
1998). Appropriate education inculcates appropriate values that prepare learners for good citizenship. 
Whereas there has been a shift in education, moving from a teacher-centered approach, which views the 
instructor as a transmitter of information, to a student-centered approach, which recognizes the importance 
of what the student does (Michaels & Ferrara, 2009; Semper & Blasco, 2018), not much shift has occurred 
when it comes to the education of students with disabilities. And so, many still fail in school and life.  

Methods 
This qualitative study (Silverman, 2010) is a small case study drawn from a larger study that investigated 
students’ P–16 education experiences (Ressa, 2016). Early accessibility initiatives focused on modifying 
institutional physical settings in order to accommodate students with physical disabilities such that their 
schooling, transitions, and integration were assumed to be easy. Since architectural changes in learning 
institutions have been ongoing, experiences of learners with disabilities can provide information about 
institutions’ climate and culture and their preparedness to support the inclusion of learners with disabilities 
and train them to be productive adult citizens. Information about learners’ conditions, identities, and 
wellbeing can provide insight into possible experiences in different school settings.  
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To increase the credibility and validity of research findings, I triangulated educational experiences data by 
comparing the interviews, field notes of participants’ observations, and reflections of information (e.g., 
records and forms) (Cohen et al., 2007). Maximizing participant anonymity and maintaining the integrity of 
data (e.g., in-depth interviews with students with disabilities) are important exercises in qualitative research 
(Saunders et al., 2015). Accordingly, I use pseudonyms throughout this paper to protect the identities of 
participants.  

Disability Studies 

Theoretically, my study was within the interpretive tradition. The basic tenet of interpretation requires 
descriptions of social spheres constructed through first-person accounts as told by social actors engaged in 
relevant activities and experiences, which are then curated or analyzed and interpreted by a researcher 
(Balsvik, 2017). I drew on the social/constructionist theory of disability in this research (Abberley, 1987). My 
theoretical framework adhered to two useful assumptions of traditional disability studies for understanding 
some relationships between transition support, services, and successes for learners with disabilities:  

1. Disability and impairment are related constructs with distinct differences in meaning and lived 
experience. Impairment is considered a functional difference (e.g., sensory or mobility loss, traumatic 
brain injury, or cerebral palsy), and disability is considered the exclusion experienced by people with 
impairments that prevent them from full participation in society.  

2. Structural barriers are a means of social exclusion of people with disabilities that prevent them from 
full inclusion in society (i.e., structures that contribute to segregated education, unemployment, or 
housing discrimination) (Abberley, 1987; Gabel & Connor, 2014; Oliver, 1990). 

This social model of disability puts forward the idea that disability is (largely) socially constructed (Abberley, 
1987; Oliver, 1990). When approaching disability from the social model, the focus is on the ways that society 
both creates and perpetuates the disability (Gabel & Connor, 2014). The social model of disability provides a 
way for me to both frame and define the academic factors that are described in this research. The history, 
politics, and meanings of disability and impairment are deeply entangled with the societal impulse for 
perfection (Osgood, 2008).  

Participants and Setting 

For this paper, I chose to present data from five undergraduate students (two females and three males) 
because their perspectives spoke directly about their academic challenges when navigating institutional 
structures. Participants’ impairments preexisted high school graduation, they were all schooled in the U.S., all 
had access to the general education curriculum, and all were entitled to special education services during their 
P–12 schooling period. Participants had an array of disabilities, many of which were conspicuous. At the time 
of this study, Ann, who had been diagnosed with cerebral palsy upon birth, was 21 years old. She was a second 
year majoring in biology and chemistry with the goal of joining a medical school. Ivy was diagnosed with 
Stickler syndrome before age five; she was 21 years old and majoring in psychology. Edd, who was diagnosed 
with spina bifida at birth, was 18 years old, in his first year of college majoring in linguistics, and interested in 
physics. Eli was legally blind and partially deaf in the left ear. He was 21 years old and in his third year 
pursuing a degree in computer and information science. Rob was a 19-year-old male who was diagnosed with 
Fragile X-associated tremor/ataxia syndrome (FXTAS), a neuro-muscular disease, and hydrotropic 
cardiomyopathy before age 10. He was in his second year pursuing a degree in management and industry 
exploration.  
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Data Collection and Analysis  

I used applied thematic analysis to identify, analyze, and interpret transcribed interview data to make 
meaning of participants’ schooling experiences. I inputted data into NVivo software, version 11 (a qualitative 
data analysis computer software made by QSR International Pty Ltd., Victoria, Australia). During coding 
processes, I repeatedly read the transcripts (Ericsson & Simon, 1993) and then tagged and labeled 
relationships and consequences to make meanings of participants’ specific education and transition 
experiences (Gray, 2004). I used both inductive and deductive approaches to uncover elements I would 
categorize and delineate into themes (Guest et al., 2012). Guided by the disability studies framework, I 
interpreted data by contextually matching interviews with field notes from my reflective journal (Thomas, 
1993). This allowed me to explain specific phenomena based on the language (i.e., words, phrases, or 
sentences) related to disability and education to rationalize the lived experiences of my participants. In the 
process, I was able to identify how participants positioned themselves in the learning environments and 
different aspects of the hidden curriculum of time that influenced understanding of their education and world 
(Stergiopoulos et al., 2018). 

Moments of Hidden Curricula of Time 
This study aimed to understand the factors that affect schooling of learners with disabilities. The themes that 
emerged from the data are physical impairments, educational costs of ill-health, and disability discrimination. 
I discuss each theme below. 

Physical Impairment  

Participants reported numerous physical and physiological difficulties. Impairments, fitful illnesses, 
distressing physical experiences, side effects of prescription drugs, frequent injuries, and hospitalizations led 
to erratic school attendance and missed classes and exams, which limited the participants’ academic 
interactions. These contributed to low academic performance and stressful experiences. For example, Rob’s 
condition, FXTAS syndrome and hypertrophic cardiomyopathy, manifested in elementary school. It affected 
his stamina, coordination, balance, and speech, which made it difficult for him to perform certain activities of 
daily living, such as bathing, toileting, laundry, or independently manipulating learning materials (e.g., 
gripping pens to write, holding tools, handling equipment like beakers and spatulas, and mixing chemicals). 
Rob reported that “bad eye–hand coordination [made it difficult to] pour things in science classes.” Life was 
already hard because his muscle degeneration made him prone to fractures and fatigue and forced him to use 
a wheelchair. However, the wheelchair could only function in accessible settings, for example buildings with 
elevators or paved paths. These experiences limited his involvement in strenuous activities and transformed 
him from an autonomous individual to a dependent person. Rob also reported, “I needed… everyday help 
[starting in] sixth grade.”  

While difficulties caused by physical impairments hindered participants’ involvement in certain learning 
activities, physical barriers aggravated the situation. Ann and Edd, both wheelchair users because of cerebral 
palsy and spina bifida, respectively, experienced difficulties navigating inaccessible environments. High 
school settings with no ramps or with broken accessible door openers made schooling challenging. Both could 
use specific wheelchair-accessible routes outside and inside the school buildings. Broken accessible doorknobs 
or elevators at the end of the hallway and lack of accommodations, in general, increased the time of 
transitions from one class to another. It was not only time-consuming but also exhausting for Ann and Edd to 
maneuver through crowded bathrooms and hallways and to wait for the elevator operator. Edd reported being 
“late to class because hallways were crowded, or the elevator was busy, or I had to take some time for self-
care.” Also, Ann’s high school classrooms had a door at the back, and because it was difficult to pass in a 
wheelchair, she always sat at the back of the classroom, which again made learning challenging. Ann reported 
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that although she could not “see the board, nobody in my class would even give me the notes from the board.” 
Also, Ann said it was challenging doing biology and chemistry experiments on high laboratory tables while 
seated in the wheelchair. 

Similarly, Ivy, who has Stickler syndrome and visual impairment, reported attending a high school where 
students switched seating positions every month. Every so often, she found herself seated at the back of the 
classroom, and without accommodations, she struggled to see the board. She also reported that she strained 
to read books and had to deal with stigma and teasing, which compromised her concentration and added to 
her educational problems. She said: 

In elementary school, my eyes used to be worse than they are right now. Reading was difficult. And 
math [tests] are always timed. Though I understood it [the material], I couldn’t finish it. In 
elementary school, we were reading books, and I literally held the book close to my face and kids 
would make fun of me.  

The hidden curriculum of time was linked to settings and activities that do not consider participants’ physical 
impairment. It takes a lot of effort for participants to invest in their education and transition to college. Unlike 
peers without disabilities who find the school infrastructure tailored to their needs, participants experienced 
functional challenges caused by the mismatch of personal health conditions and school structures. The 
challenges demanded much of their input in addressing this negative impact, more than what peers without 
disabilities would invest in their education.  

Educational Costs of Ill-health  

There are material and nonmaterial costs for schooling, including tuition, health insurance, fees for books, 
supplies, and facilities, such as laboratories and libraries. Students with disabilities also often incur other fees 
involving medication and assistive technologies and loss of resources, including loss of time. Both financial 
and nonfinancial costs of impairment, illnesses, and injuries can burden students and their families. 
Participants’ early onset of ill-health caused loss of learning opportunities. Illnesses, injuries, and 
hospitalizations in many ways disrupt participants’ schooling and learning; some are forced to drop class 
positions because of missed classes and tests. Meanwhile, this makes teachers and peers expect less from 
them. For instance, Ann reported missing “seven consecutive months of senior year, and teachers and parents 
were even not sure if [she] was going to graduate.” To catch up academically, participants described working 
extra hard, which involves using free time and holidays to do schoolwork. This struggle to improve academic 
performance contributes to frustrations and fears, as Ann reflected: 

coming out my sophomore year of high school, I was in a three-way tie for number one. It was 
frustrating to lose that one. I was almost number one. If I had not been sick at all, my performance 
was always way above par. So, for me, falling from one to twelfth was frustrating. 

Participants reported that every academic plan they made was informed by the limitations imposed by the 
curriculum that did not match their impairments and the disabling impact of a lack of necessary 
accommodations. They described difficulties in making plans for education due to illness remissions and 
relapses for unpredictable periods; this roller coaster also made moving to postsecondary life costly, 
financially and timewise. Some participants were forced to forgo certain four-year universities or to postpone 
moving to college due to health complications. For example, Ann developed dystonia (i.e., involuntary 
contraction or movement of muscles) after exiting high school and had to postpone attending a 4-year college 
for 2 years. Then she was hospitalized for weeks after developing health complications during the first 
semester of college, and she was forced to drop a class.  
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Similarly, the struggle to balance medical needs and academics cost Ivy many educational opportunities. 
Immediately after graduating high school, Ivy decided to address the stigmatizing medical issues that almost 
derailed her academic achievements and progress in high school. She reported: “[My] surgery was scheduled 
for the end of June, and then it was moved back like three weeks. [And] the timeline would not allow me to go 
[to a 4-year university] when I [was] discharged.” As a result, she was afraid to move away from home. 
Instead, she attended a nearby community college “because that was the easy option … [it was] … 10 minutes 
away from my house; I just commuted.” Like the rest of the participants, Ivy experienced the hidden 
curriculum of time associated with the educational costs of ill-health.  

Fear of Disability Discrimination  

Schools must be accessible structurally for learners with disabilities to belong to and learn; however, just as 
important are real and perceived disability prejudices that can hamper academic progress. In many cases, 
participants’ learning was jeopardized more by inaccessible school and classroom environments than their 
impairments, but they often felt worried and guilty about their situation. Participants reported that 
inaccessible settings inculcated a fear of discrimination. Ann worried that peers and teachers might 
misinterpret her disabilities, emotions, and behaviors and limit her prospects for going to college and 
pursuing a career in medicine. She procrastinated in making decisions about her academic trajectory out of 
fear of disability biases. For instance, she deferred declaring her major after she got into college, and she 
feared her medical records could be used against her. She said: 

There are some things in my medical records that could end up coming back to bite me. Like if they 
ask me about psychological records. I do have them because they are required by some of my doctors. 
But that doesn’t mean that I have psychological issues. It bothers me as I prepare my application [to 
medical school]. Yes, like if you are disclosing your disability that you want to be assisted, then you 
must show your confidence to meet the gold standard on what is measured. So different med schools 
could ask me for different things with no standards on it. 

Fear causes misunderstandings of students’ impairments and erodes trust, particularly when students suspect 
that their disability is the basis of bias. It creates barriers that cost students’ friendships and academic 
opportunities. Participants were stressed by knowing that their health conditions negatively affected their 
academic progress. For instance, Ann and Rob reported feeling stressed by the thought that their impairments 
might deteriorate and limit their academic opportunities and independent living if they did not go to college. 
They were concerned that their impairments might impede their college attendance and create academic and 
social gaps, and they worried that their nondisabled classmates would go on to college and leave them behind 
while they resolved their medical issues. Once in college, participants worried their ill-health conditions may 
be used to deny them opportunities to pursue their dreams in high-demanding professional fields such as 
medicine.  

Impairments, hospitalizations, and disabilities hinder participants’ continuous school attendance, mobility, 
and explorations of the world, which limit their academic interactions and development of social relations. 
The challenges of high school life elevated participants’ insecurity and anxiety, which affected their attention 
and participation in learning activities and contributed to low academic performance. College life was much 
better than life at the P–12 school level. However, participants still worried that their disability could derail 
their college education. In comparison to the era before disability laws (e.g., Section 504 of the Rehabilitation 
Act 1973, American with Disabilities Act [ADA] 1990, or IDEIA 2004), many learning institutions now have 
accessible infrastructures. Still, many others remain inaccessible to students due to structural and personal 
barriers. Thus, the hidden curriculum of time manifested itself in participants’ fear of disability 
discrimination. 
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Reflecting on Hidden Curricula and Impact on Education of Learners with Disabilities 

Purposefully this paper explores what a hidden curriculum in relation to learners with disabilities is, how it 
operates, how it constrains and hampers them, and the notion of time that pertains to their schooling. 
Findings reveal that participants experienced academic barriers during their P–16 schooling. Barriers are 
conditions that make it difficult for students to make progress toward or achieve their educational goals, while 
academic barriers are problems that make it difficult for students to participate in education. Academic 
barriers reveal the hidden curriculum of time that learners with disabilities face in their quest for 
postsecondary outcomes. The barriers faced and their endeavors to overcome them to achieve postsecondary 
outcomes shed light on several factors that affect successful educational experiences of learners with 
disabilities. 

Hidden Curriculum of Time Manifests in Physical Impairment 

Physical and psychological impairments negatively impact the education and transitions of learners with 
disabilities even in the face of self-determination (Ankeny & Lehmann, 2011; Deci & Ryan, 2008). Academic 
barriers are linked to problems because of participants’ physical impairments, educational costs due to 
illnesses and injuries, and schooling under the shadow of fear of disability discrimination. Though externally 
induced, academic barriers manifest themselves in the form of learners’ impairments. Physical impairments 
for students mean having reduced quality to participate in learning, which includes interactions and 
socialization that often enrich one’s experiences necessary for (academic, personal, or social) problem-solving, 
inclusion, and belonging. A less-friendly environment aggravates physical impairments and makes it difficult 
for students to engage meaningfully in many academic activities. Illness also causes physical impairments. 
Besides, the educational costs of ill-health are rarely considered when it affects academic performance and 
successful transitioning P–16.  

Schooling is uniquely costly for learners with disabilities compared to students without disabilities. In 
addition to costs related to time, space, place, tuition, health insurance, fees for books, supplies, and facilities, 
learners with disabilities may incur other material and nonmaterial expenses (e.g., transportation costs and 
time spent in the doctors office), which may cause medical and academic imbalances and reduce the 
timeframe for many learning activities and events. The medical and academic imbalances delay students’ 
learning, graduation, and transition to the next level. Educational costs may also lead to social costs in 
situations where learners with disabilities are denied inclusion in learning activities or fail to graduate on time 
and are left behind by their classmates due to illness or lost time.  

Both physical impairments and the educational costs of ill-health predispose students to biases. Fear of 
disability discrimination can handicap learners with disabilities and lead to low academic performance and 
segregation. Real and perceived fear of disability discrimination jeopardizes schooling. When inaccessible 
environments rather than impairments hinder participants’ learning, they live in fear of the outcome and so 
suffer discrimination in silence which again add to apprehensions that inhibit learning and networking. Fear 
on the part of learners with disabilities and the part of teachers erodes trust, interferes with teaching, 
increases the student’s cognitive load, and is likely to harm the student’s academic progress, which further 
creates hurdles for successful schooling and transitioning. Fear inadvertently adds to social and academic 
pressures that negatively consume students’ time and lead to bad health. Ill-health also causes anxiety and 
fear of losing health care, especially in the U.S., where preexisting health conditions are increasingly and 
regularly debated in national politics. Awareness of the politics of health around preexisting conditions and 
fear of losing healthcare coverage can be a source of stress that again distracts learners with disabilities from 
their education. Thus, even as they pursue their education, impairment and disability can lurk in the minds of 
students causing unnecessary distraction and stress to the individual. 
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Students with disabilities experience significantly lower postschool outcomes (Coduti et al., 2017; McFarland 
et al., 2018; U.S. Department of Labor, 2020) because some special education programs and transition plans 
are not designed to support their acquisition of essential knowledge and skills that influence a smooth 
transition from grade to grade to postsecondary life (Banks, 2014; Hetherington et al., 2010). Curricula and 
classroom norms can either be a source of encouragement that leads to inclusion or punishment that leads to 
exclusion (Baker, 2019). Often, many learners with disabilities, especially learners of color, are punished at a 
disproportionate rate compared to students without disabilities for issues that educators can simply reteach or 
ignore, thus causing them to fail in achieving academic outcomes (Mendoza et al., 2019). The hidden 
curriculum of time also includes intentional or unintentional biases that learners with disabilities experience 
at the hands of educators (Blanchett, 2016), for they affect them educationally when they determine their 
inclusion or exclusion from class activities. Punishment happens when teachers’ everyday behaviors act as an 
underlying message to their students that they do not specifically present but rather intimate. For instance, 
when a student in a wheelchair is made to sit at the back of the classroom (e.g., as in the case of my 
participant, Ann) where they are less accessible to teachers stationed at the front, they may be driven to adopt 
unconventional means of getting teacher’s attention. It may be inappropriate when a student with limited 
hand functions shouts out their answer to get the teacher’s attention in a class where students without 
disabilities raise their hands. It may be even more challenging for students with functional limitations who 
may rely on use of technology (e.g., a switch and blinker) to get the teacher’s attention. Even though a student 
may have limited hand functions and an inability to raise their hand or sit at a position where they are 
accessible to the teacher and peers, the teacher may consider their lack of participation as a failure to adhere 
to classroom norms and punish them with a low participation grade. These discrete acts of the same behavior 
may be perceived as conflicting instructions to a student with disabilities, especially if they are expected to 
learn and generalize the behavior (i.e., apply it to all of this teacher’s and other teachers’ classes).  

Hidden Curriculum of Time Manifests in Educational Costs of Ill-Health  

Over 20% of children and adolescents live with ill-health (Yazdani & Zeltzer, 2013) that affects their education 
(Oppenheimer, 2018). Unfortunately, learners with disabilities often are treated as patients by educators and 
peers just because of their ailments, and their impairments are seen as costly to their education, and, 
therefore, they are regarded as incapable of succeeding in school. As a result, they are denied educational 
opportunities needed for achieving postsecondary outcomes. Oftentimes, learners with disabilities do not 
learn their P–12 system of education in a manner that allows them to generalize their experiences in 
postsecondary life because they are shielded from realities and underprepared for challenges: the P–12 system 
tells them exactly what to do; the educational experience is basically handed to them (Berg et al., 2017). In 
turn, this may affect their postsecondary outcomes (e.g., in college) because students are expected to be able 
to navigate an entirely new world with unique social norms, values, and expectations. Berg et al. (2017) found 
that students with intellectual and developmental disabilities struggled with “adult-based system navigation” 
(2017, p. 4) because, in moving from a public school system to a postsecondary education (PSE) institution, 
they had little to no understanding of the bureaucracy of postsecondary academic settings. They were 
unconfident, insecure, and unsure who to ask when they needed help and were unaccustomed to the 
independence that was expected of them in terms of meeting their basic needs. There were also “persisting 
challenges with adaptive behavior skills” (Berg et al., 2017, p. 5). Coming from special education classes, many 
students had not developed the conceptual, practical, and social skills necessary to succeed in a postsecondary 
educational system. They lacked experience with being challenged academically, taking care of themselves in 
areas such as transportation, hygiene, and money management, and had trouble navigating unfamiliar social 
scenarios. Finally, there was also the issue of “disability awareness and disclosure” (Berg et al., 2017, p. 6). 
Because they had not been involved in their own educational trajectory, many students had little awareness of 
their own disabilities and were unsure of their strengths and areas of need. Other students, aware of the 
stigma surrounding disability, struggled with disclosure. These three broad areas all relate to the “unofficial 
expectations” (Portelli, 1993, p. 345) of the hidden curriculum that posed particular issues for students with 
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intellectual and developmental disabilities. Berg et al. (2017) conclude: “A combination of low performance 
expectations, overreliance on adult support… and limited variety in classroom student population have 
fostered dependency that persisted into PSE” (Berg et al., 2017, p. 6–7). An environment of low expectations 
and dependency (as is often found in segregated special education classrooms) seems to have affected 
students in PSE by depriving them of the tools to navigate the hidden curriculum. 

Students with disabilities transitioning to postsecondary life need to have developed a range of repertoires for 
independent living and decision making. However, many grow up either neglected or sheltered and dependent 
on their families, educators, and professionals before leaving high school, making it difficult to acquire the 
necessary repertoires for independent life in postsecondary life (Berg et al., 2017). As McClean and Dixit 
(2018) found, the use of self-help books can create positive thinking and feelings for students. “Learning from 
this hidden curriculum may enable some readers to adjust themselves more happily to their circumstances, 
but it does not encourage them to find collective or structural ways to change those circumstances” (McLean & 
Dixit, 2018, p. 13). Unfortunately, learners with disabilities are seldom given choices or options to foster their 
thinking. This form of a hidden curriculum boxes them in and, finally, caps their abilities and experiences. 
Children and youth with disabilities can realize post-school outcomes when provided an education that 
nurtures experiences needed for adult life (Dewey, 1998; McLean & Dixit, 2018). These experiences can be 
realized when educators adopt pedagogical practices that go beyond teaching information that students need 
to memorize to pass a test (Biesta, 2013) and allow students to learn by doing in order to enrich their 
experiences to the extent that they can practice learned information independently (Dewey, 1998). Dewey 
believed that human beings learn through a “hands-on” approach (Dewey, 1998), and this notion is relevant 
today, particularly when it comes to the education of learners with disabilities.  

Hidden Curriculum of Time Manifests in Fear of Disability Discrimination  

In contrast to most teachers’ behavior, participants in my study consider the inaccessible environment and 
not their impairments the problem that hinders their learning and think that with proper accommodations, 
they can remain engaged. This teacher–student contradictory belief is the foundation of an argument made by 
disability studies scholars (e.g., Danforth, 2014; Gabel & Connor, 2014) that what learners with disabilities 
need most to succeed in life is inclusion and belonging. Unlike many segregated learners with disabilities, 
participants in my study are schooled in inclusive learning environments, and this can be deduced to have 
contributed to their successes. The principle of the least restrictive environment (LRE; IDEIA 2004) requires 
teaching students in the settings that maximize their potential, but it is a widely contentious and abused 
principle. Even though IDEIA embraces disability as a natural human phenomenon, some educators often 
exclude learners with disabilities out of inexperience, fear, apparent lack of resources and services, or bias 
(Agran et al., 2020; Danforth, 2014).  

Exclusion of learners with disabilities from schooling processes because of inaccessible settings should not 
happen. Still, biased cultural practices and structural, social, and physical barriers negatively control the 
participation of learners with disabilities in education (Danforth, 2014; Gabel & Connor, 2014). A Disability 
Studies framework would refer to such academic barriers as disabling (Baglieri et al., 2011; Oliver, 1990). 
Academic barriers point to systemic ableism in which some professionals are agents (Abberley, 1987; Agran et 
al., 2020). Biased cultural practices are socially constructed to create binaries of normal/abnormal, 
able/disable, and valid/invalid, and to attach value on bodies so that those who do not fit the prime human 
characteristics of “perfection” are labeled deviant and marked for dehumanization (Davis, 1995).  

Inclusion is a commitment to educating all children in the general classrooms and holding them to high 
expectations (Agran et al., 2020). Inclusive education involves bringing services and support to learners with 
disabilities instead of having them segregated or pulled out from learning opportunities with their peers 
without disabilities (Baglieri et al., 2011; Danforth, 2014; Gabel & Connor, 2014). Disability studies supports 
educating labeled students in non-segregated settings from a civil rights stance (Danforth, 2014). This is 
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because inclusion empowers learners with disabilities. Nurturing inclusion is both a conviction that disability 
is a natural phenomenon and that a commitment to disability culture is needed to change biased practices 
against learners with disabilities (Agran et al., 2020; Davis, 1995; McDermott & Varenne, 1995). Successful 
inclusion of learners with disabilities depends on the principles that guide inclusive education, which is that 
all children belong, all children learn in different ways, and it is every child’s right to be included (Danforth, 
2014). It also depends on a positive climate and culture, availability and efficient use of resources, open 
communication between stakeholders in education, school–home partnerships, collaboration of teachers and 
families, and humane treatment of all students (Michaels & Ferrara, 2009; Wagner et al., 2012). Additionally, 
the success of inclusive education depends on the belief that every child is unique, that teaching and learning 
should be flexible to address students’ needs, and that the one-fits-all curriculum fails to consider individual 
differences. Whereas deficit culture causes discrimination (McDermott & Varenne, 1995) and failure of 
learners with disabilities, inclusion contributes to academic enablers (e.g., positive personal qualities—self-
determination; Ankeny & Lehmann, 2011; Deci & Ryan, 2008).  

Academic barriers in the era of disability laws are a mockery to learners with disabilities. Thus, teachers 
should adopt the strategy of nurturing reciprocal relationships with students in order to allow the 
development of respectful interactions that enable the sharing of experiences (Dewey, 1998; Semper & Blasco, 
2018). In this way, educators become the coaches, mentors, and facilitators of learning that support students 
through real-life experiences (Dewey, 1998). Often, learners with disabilities experience learning issues when 
real learning fails to happen because they do not trust their teachers due to low expectations and outright 
prejudice (Berg et al., 2017; Danforth, 2014; Gabel & Connor, 2014). Children with disabilities come to school 
with rich experiences that when tapped benefit the whole class, including educators (Moll et al., 1992). 
Unfortunately, oftentimes the culture of deficit hinders student and teachers’ positive relationships (Berg et 
al., 2017; Danforth, 2014; Gabel & Connor, 2014; McDermott & Varenne, 1995). Teachers will always be 
learning from their learners with disabilities and therefore growing professionally; therefore, it is important 
that they should also explicitly communicate implicit time-related information to their students in order to 
help them understand life (Berg et al., 2017; Semper & Blasco, 2018).  

Conclusion 
A curriculum consists of all the decided-upon content taught throughout the school year that was intended to 
be taught, while a hidden curriculum is unintentional information imparted in the process of teaching and 
learning. A hidden curriculum is harmful to learners with disabilities and educators when the content is left to 
happen without being questioned. Participants in this study were clear that their disabilities impact every 
educational decision they make about their postsecondary goals. They recount pleasure accompanied by 
suffering during schooling and transitions that evoke memories of biases and learning time lost due to 
medical interventions or illness. Alternatively, results show that these individuals use significant inner 
strength to counteract the barriers they face. Then, whenever possible, the hidden curriculum should be taken 
out of the learning process because teachers subliminally share their own personal agenda and opinions with 
their students, while the school system is unaware of this. Still, it may not be possible to completely get rid of 
all the unintended lessons that students learn because of the simple fact that people often perceive what they 
want to see, hear, smell, taste, or feel, and, even if one does not intend for someone to take what they say the 
wrong way, they may do so. Therefore, teaching learners with disabilities to critically consume information 
can help reduce the negative impacts caused by hidden curricula of time, such as low academic performance 
and high school dropout or indiscipline issues.  

The findings of the study have some implications for the educational processes of students with a physical 
disability moving to postsecondary life and outline many barriers to education and the transition despite 
IDEIA 2004 and ADA 1990 legislations that forbade discrimination toward people with disabilities in learning 
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institutions. Participants in my study managed to transition to college in the face of barriers and remained 
steadfast in their quest for education and a better adult life through self-determination. However, there 
remains a need to focus on institutional barriers in terms of cultural orientations embedded in the curriculum 
of time that prevent administrators and educators from creating enabling environments for students with 
disabilities.  

This study is limited in that it was informed by the experiences of five undergraduate learners with 
disabilities. Therefore, these findings may not be reflective of the body of students with disabilities locally and 
globally. Thus, more research is needed with a more diverse and larger population. Also, I focused on the 
interaction of disability and the academic domain, although a variety of micro- and macro-factors (e.g., 
pandemics, disasters, economic recession and booms and therefore school funding) are at play as learners 
with disabilities pursue education. In this light, there is a need for other research to focus on the interplay of 
these factors and how they impact learners with disabilities’ educational achievements. 
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