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Abstract 

Colleges and universities typically  assist students with learning disabilities. In Canada, 

such programs are legally mandated to ensure equal access to educational opportunities. 

However, there is little in the current research literature on the experiences Canadian 

students with learning disabilities have with using assistive services provided by their 

postsecondary school, especially for students who have successfully completed 

postsecondary education. This generic qualitative study used the framework in disability 

studies in education as a foundation. The information for this study was gathered through 

online interviews with individuals with learning disabilities who were  enrolled or  had 

successfully completed their postsecondary education. A thematic data analysis provided 

clear insights into the lived experiences postsecondary students with learning disabilities 

have in using assistive services from their school. In general, the findings revealed that 

regardless of the negative experiences students with disabilities had in grade school being 

accommodated and recognized, they had much better experiences being accommodated 

in college and university. This study may contribute to positive social change by offering 

insights to colleges and universities to increase or improve the assistance provided to 

students with learning challenges. It may also motivate students with learning disabilities 

who may be afraid to enroll in postsecondary education, out of the fear of not being 

“good” enough.   
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study 

Throughout grade school, students with learning disabilities are placed on 

individual education plans (IEPs), which allow the schools in which they are enrolled the 

opportunity to accommodate or modify the curriculum so that learning experiences are 

adapted to the way they learn (Gokool-Baurhoo & Asghar, 2019). However, there are 

also many students who have learning or other disabilities who are undiagnosed (Kasler 

et al., 2020). While a postsecondary education is recommended as the next step after high 

school, these academic difficulties make attainment of a postsecondary education 

difficult or impossible (Waterfield & Whelan, 2017). This is reflected in the low numbers 

of students with learning disabilities applying to college and university as compared to 

students applying without learning disabilities, as well as completing their degree once 

enrolled (Lightfoot et al., 2018). The same may apply to students with undiagnosed 

learning disabilities. However, it is difficult to track their progress through postsecondary 

education since their disabilities are not documented.  

The purpose of this qualitative study was to learn about the experiences of 

successful Canadian postsecondary students with learning disabilities. In this study, a 

successful student is defined as one who is passing academic courses and is either on 

track to graduate or has graduated from a postsecondary school. Learning how students 

with learning disabilities navigate through the academic system to successfully complete 

their courses and graduate regardless of the learning disability they have may help 

administrators and faculty develop or improve assistance programs. In addition, such 

information may aid in increasing the number of enrollments of students with learning 
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disabilities into college and university, which would contribute to positive social change 

by preparing these individuals to live more independent lives. 

This chapter will explore the background information and research surrounding 

this topic, along with the theoretical framework that will guide this study. There will also 

be a description of the problem driving this research, the purpose, research questions, 

nature of this study, assumptions, limitations, and definitions that are pertinent to the 

clarity of the study. The chapter ends with a discussion of its potential significance and a 

summary. 

Background 

Education is a key part of human growth and development. It occurs informally in 

the home before primary school and continues throughout life. Though children are 

required to be enrolled in school between the ages of 6 and 18 years old (Kutsyuruba et 

al., 2014), furthering one’s education at a higher level is a choice made by the individual 

for personal or professional growth (Apps & Christie, 2018). However, the number of 

students with learning disabilities enrolling at postsecondary institutions are very low 

(Parekh & Brown, 2019). The Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms states that all 

individuals are equal under the law (Campbell, 2021), and therefore students with 

disabilities are not to be discriminated against (Policy on Accessible Education for 

Students with Disabilities | Ontario Human Rights Commission, n.d.) As such, many 

schools are able to accept students with IEPs into their college or university, but cannot 

modify the curriculum of each course. But they are able to modify the expectations for 

these students (Waterfield & Whelan, 2017), for example, modifying exam times and 
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locations. Since colleges and universities are required to make provisions for students 

who need them, such as extended test times and assistive technology (Policy on 

Accessible Education for Students with Disabilities | Ontario Human Rights Commission, 

n.d.), it is necessary to examine why enrolment numbers of these students are still low.  

For the purpose of this study, it is important to articulate a clear definition of a 

learning disability. A learning disability is a neurodevelopmental disorder significantly 

affecting one’s academic ability and skill, specifically in the areas of reading, writing, 

expressions and mathematics (D’Intino, 2017). In most cases, such disorders are 

identified before students arrive to their postsecondary institution. Though these students 

are aware of their learning challenges, they are not always aware of the programs that can 

support them once their diagnosis is shared with their learning institution. If students do 

not share this information with the school, many times they are left at a disadvantage due 

to ignorance of what is available to help them. These disadvantages are known as a lack 

of accommodation. Academic accommodations are defined as the removal of learning 

barriers to ensure equal access to coursework and course programming (Souma et al., 

2010.). This situation results in students with learning disabilities lacking an accurate 

expectation of their college or university program (Hernández Encuentra & Barberà 

Gregori, 2021). They are not informed of their academic rights as students with learning 

disabilities and what they need to seek from the school in-terms of accommodations, 

modifications, or exemptions based on their individual needs (Hernández Encuentra & 

Barberà Gregori, 2021). Without academic assistance, postsecondary learning has the 

potential to be difficult for students with learning disabilities.  
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Literature on this topic reveals that many students with learning disabilities 

develop very poor attitudes toward school (Jachova et al., 2018). They become 

demotivated, tend to disregard help they could receive from their school (DuPaul et al., 

2017), since they believe their coursework would be too difficult even with help. 

However, even in cases where the schools were notified upon enrolment that students had 

learning disabilities, studies have shown that students with learning disabilities are not 

effectively equipped to manage their programs, as the schools do not provide sufficient 

support (Edwards et al., 2022). Students with learning disabilities experience anxiety that 

their peers may have animosity toward them for getting accommodations or that 

instructors/professors may be displeased having to find ways to accommodate them 

(Osborne, 2019). Further, course facilitators do not have much, if any, knowledge of the 

learning disabilities their students with learning disabilities have, and therefore do not 

know how to accommodate them appropriately (Osborne, 2019). This lack of knowledge 

causes professors/instructors not to take the extra steps to learn about these students’ 

needs (Osborne, 2019). As a result, students with disabilities needs may not be met or are 

completely disregarded. 

This not to say that all faculty members in all postsecondary institutions are 

unwilling to accommodate students with learning disabilities. Some instructors, if 

provided the necessary guidance to effectively accommodate learning differences, are 

happy to adjust, especially when the accommodations do not require extra planning time 

such as providing lecture notes or a voice recorder (Khouri et al., 2022). Open 

communication makes it easy for students with learning disabilities to submit their 
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assignments and feel more comfortable and confident knowing they had support from 

their faculty (Khouri et al., 2022). This confidence can be linked to a higher self-

perception, which is an added determinant in students with learning disabilities 

performing well and staying in their academic programs to completion (Hernández 

Encuentra & Barberà Gregori, 2021). For this reason, as part of assuring appropriate 

support for students with learning disabilities in college and university, it is crucial to 

notice their feelings, which may affect how they utilize the assistance they receive and 

what their attitudes are toward the assistance. Further, schools have ensured the needs of 

their students with learning disabilities are being met (Khouri et al., 2022) in order to 

increase rates of success for them by having them work with graduate students from their 

schools (Dell’Anna et al., 2022). This method has been shown to help students turn 

around their academic performance while also changing their approach to their education 

to help them succeed academically (Dell’Anna et al., 2022). Another successful method 

to assist students with learning disabilities is providing degree programs on a part-time 

basis to reduce the amount work required at any one time (Wilson et al., 2012). This 

method has been utilized with students with learning disabilities, providing them with a 

realistic path to a degree (Sarid et al., 2020).  

Even with various methods being employed to support these students, however, 

success rates of students with learning disabilities completing postsecondary education 

are quite low. The few students of this population who do finish do so by attending 

reading and writing workshops and tutoring sessions (Connor, 2019). However, this is 

not consistent across all schools, as many schools do not provide the opportunity for 
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students with learning disabilities to receive personalized accommodations or 

modifications (Connor, 2019). This hinders their success or pushes them through self-

determination to reach and complete their goals (Adebayo & Kolawole, 2016).   

Research does not address how different methods of assisting students with 

learning disabilities are perceived by them. Though the Charter of Rights and Freedoms 

mandates educational rights and specifies academic expectations for students with 

learning disabilities, institutions have varying attitudes and methods of ensuring these 

academic rights (Gokool-Baurhoo & Asghar, 2019). These expectations may include 

extra time for examinations, modified assignments, and alternative methods to complete 

assignments (Heiman et al., 2017). These variations in expectations may result in many 

students not having equal opportunities to success. This, coupled with the lack of 

accurate numbers of students in need of assistance and how they are receiving help, if at 

all, is not well documented. There is also a lack of knowledge on how students with 

disabilities attain a college degree and the hurdles they must face to complete their 

schooling. Without the perspective of successful learning-disabled students, it is difficult 

for schools to assist their students with learning disabilities. The exploration of this topic 

may promote positive social change by highlighting better practices for learning-disabled 

students in the standard learning setting and promoting an environment of greater success 

through course and program completion. 

Problem Statement 

Data about students with confirmed learning disabilities in colleges and 

universities in Canada does not include their experiences from enrollment to graduation. 
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Some studies describe failure and drop-out rates (Apps & Christie, 2018; Bailey et al., 

2015; Weis & Beauchemin, 2020), but there is no information on how they are 

proceeding through their courses or what the postsecondary experience is for these 

students are as compared to their counterparts without learning disabilities. There is no 

current research on whether these students are able to complete their college and 

university degrees, if they find the course load too difficult to manage with their learning 

difficulty, or even if they are provided with academic support to aid in their attainment of 

postsecondary credentials. There is also little to no information explaining how helpful 

the services are, how consistently the services are offered, and the day-to-day experiences 

of the assistive service process for these students.  

As the historically low enrollment numbers for students with learning disabilities 

applying to college and university grows (Bailey et al., 2015), an investigation into the 

experiences of students with learning disabilities in the postsecondary education system 

is needed. With an increasing number of students with learning differences seeking a 

postsecondary education, it is important to learn what students with learning disabilities 

need to accurately accommodate their varying learning needs. Though it is mandated that 

all educational institutions in Canada provide accommodations to their students with 

disabilities (Policy on Accessible Education for Students with Disabilities | Ontario 

Human Rights Commission, n.d.) there is little discussion of what that means for the 

students who use them, specifically their experiences being provided and using assistive 

services. There are few, if any studies, that include the perspectives of students with 

learning disabilities who have successfully graduated. A deeper understanding of their 
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experiences in the academic process from beginning to end, with the use of assistive 

services and accommodations, as well as any influence, positive or negative, from staff 

and peer interactions, is needed (Newman et al., 2019). Their insights could help schools 

identify services available to students with learning disabilities that appear to be effective 

and could inform policies and practices that would increase enrollment of students with 

learning disabilities (Hernández Encuentra & Barberà Gregori, 2021). Without such 

knowledge colleges and universities will not know what elements in their current 

offerings of assistive services should be enhanced.  

Purpose of Study 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to learn about the experiences of 

successful Canadian postsecondary students with learning disabilities. The study focused 

on these students and their use of assistive services and accommodations provided by 

their postsecondary institution. I explored the educational journey of these students to 

increase the understanding of their personal experiences of obtaining a postsecondary 

education with their learning difference, along with their personal experiences in utilizing 

the assistive services provided to them by their educational institution. I also explored 

their perceptions of services that led to their success. Exploring the experiences of 

students with disabilities as they navigate through their courses using assistive services 

can provide more information on what it is like to attend postsecondary school with a 

learning disability. Such information can inform college administrators, teachers, and 

counselors in their efforts to fulfill the intent of the Canadian government’s mandate and 

to support the success of all students. 
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Research Question 

Research Question (RQ) 1: How do Canadian postsecondary students with 

learning disabilities describe their experience of successfully completing their courses.  

Research Question (RQ) 2: How do Canadian postsecondary students with 

learning disabilities describe their experience of using assistive services in their college 

or university to successfully complete their courses? 

Theoretical Foundation 

This research study is grounded in Connor’s (2013) theory of disability studies in 

education. Connor’s theory was adapted from the theory disability education, which 

works to deconstruct special education. For 30 years before disability studies in education 

even existed, special education was the only concept utilized to categorize any form of 

learning disability (Connor, 2013). With the emergence of disability studies in education, 

the theory has sought to deconstruct the idea that learning disabilities are solely a medical 

phenomenon, proposing rather that it has social components (Connor, 2013). Further, the 

theory works to provide an understanding of learning disabilities from all perspectives, 

allowing for the promotion of equitable and inclusive education (Connor, 2013). In other 

words, the theory focuses on what students with learning disabilities need to succeed.  

The disabilities studies in education theory helped inform the research design for 

this study as it explains the importance of individualizing academic accommodations for 

student with learning disabilities, while ensuring accommodations are contributing to 

positive academic experiences for these students. The research design is embedded in this 

theory as it will allow for individualized perspectives of how learning disabilities fit into 
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the postsecondary realm, facilitating the development of a better understanding of the 

processes to assist and allow for success for students with learning disabilities. The 

theory was also important in shaping the research questions to directly probe the personal 

experiences of students with learning disabilities who have progressed through 

college/university to achieve their academic goals. These perspectives allowed for an in-

depth analysis of how students with learning disabilities experience attaining a 

postsecondary education despite their difficulties, along with what assistance they are 

allotted and the success they achieve with such assistances. Further detail about the 

disability studies in education theory is presented in Chapter 2. 

Nature of Study 

This study is best suited for a qualitative research approach. Qualitative research 

studies present results from a real-world setting (Patton, 2001), producing findings that 

are not derived from statistical or quantification measures (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). As 

the study consisted of interviewing individuals to learn of their personal experiences of 

utilizing assistive services through their time in postsecondary education, a qualitative 

approach allowed for discussion of their “real-world” situations. Such real-world 

situations may provide insight and perspectives that would not be able to be explored or 

understood quantitatively in order to improve the student experience in postsecondary 

schools. Since quantitative research may also require hypothetical generalizations 

(Hoepfl, 1997) and analyzing casual relationships between variables (Denzin & Lincoln, 

1998), it would not be appropriate for this research study as the study focused on lived 

experiences instead of statistically proving a hypothesis.  
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Various qualitative approaches were considered for this study. For example, a 

phenomenological study, which focuses on the lived experiences of psychological 

phenomena, was considered (Hernández Encuentra & Barberà Gregori, 2021). However, 

where phenomenology focuses on internal cognitive processing, this study on college and 

university students with learning disabilities focused on their perceptions of their 

experiences. Since the study focuses on the personal responses of Canadian students, a 

generic qualitative study was appropriate as this research method reports on participants’ 

experiences through their opinions, ideas, and reflections (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Using 

a generic research approach allowed for the expression of a range of subjective opinions 

and experiences (Percy et al., 2015). This approach supported learning about the use of 

the assistive services instead of a narrow focus on one aspect of them. Participants were 

able to describe their personal feelings on their progress and the hindrances that affected 

them. They were able to speak freely, allowing for their unique stories to be analyzed 

individually, instead of through numbers and statistics. This will make the information 

more meaningful.  

As each participant will contribute different feelings, thoughts and experiences of 

their time at college or university, the information they will share cannot be categorized 

as variables, to be compared and contrasted against one another. However, the 

information the participants shared was examined to determine how effective each 

participants’ experiences were from their perspective in order to complete their courses 

while using assistive services. Braun and Clarke’s (2006) approach to a generic study was 

followed for data analysis. Their thematic data analysis process includes six steps: 



12 

 

familiarization with the data, generating codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, 

defining and naming themes and the write-up (Clarke & Braun, 2013). This approach to 

analysis helped develop an understanding of how students with learning disabilities 

perceived the role of assistive services in their academic success.  

Definitions 

Designated education institution: Though institution has many different 

definitions, in Canada, it is defined as a postsecondary school operated by local 

government or a political subdivision accredited by a recognized accrediting body (Law 

Insider, 2023). 

Individual education plan (IEP): IEPs are defined as a legal document co-created 

with school personnel and the student, to determine specific supports and services they 

will need to access general education (Jachova et al., 2018). 

Learning disability: A learning disability is defined as a neurodevelopmental 

disorder significantly affecting one’s academic ability and skill, specifically in the areas 

of reading, writing expressions, and mathematics (D’Intino, 2017). 

Assumptions 

All research traditions are based on philosophical assumptions about ontology, or 

the nature of reality; epistemology, the nature and sources of knowledge; axiology, which 

focuses on values, and the methodological assumptions of the study design. This 

qualitative research study is embedded in a social constructivist view of these concepts. 

Ontology is about the individual’s perception of reality. In psychological research, a 

subjective representation of reality for the participants and the researcher is 
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acknowledged (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The purpose of this research study was to gather 

first-hand accounts of students with learning disabilities who used assistive services in 

Canadian colleges or universities. Therefore, they shared their subjective opinions and 

feelings, or perspectives, on how the services helped or hindered their progress as they 

completed their postsecondary degrees. The information the participants shared may 

differ from what I expected as responses. For example, I assumed that the postsecondary 

institution will provide their students with learning disabilities the best aids and solutions 

to help with their needs, therefore expecting only positive accounts from their 

participants. Instead, the students may have also had negative experiences. 

Researcher and participant perspectives also reflect epistemological assumptions 

drawn from social constructivism, where it is acknowledged that participant perceptions 

are based on the way participants see the world around them (Creswell & Poth, 2018) and 

differences in their sources of information and experiences. In this research study the 

epistemological assumption is that attitudes and information participants received in 

school may have affected their own attitudes and confidence in the help they are entitled 

to. This is because if they receive assistance and are given different academic 

requirements as compared to their peers without learning disabilities, they may feel they 

are not good enough or deserving of their enrollment. 

There are also axiological assumptions related to the values of the researcher and 

the participants (Creswell & Poth, 2018). From this perspective, it is anticipated that 

students with learning disabilities hope for and expect the tools they require to pass their 

courses. As the researcher, I shared this assumption that if a college or university has 
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made the decision to accept a student knowing they have a learning disability, they are 

able to provide the student the services they require to achieve the same success as their 

peers who do not having learning disabilities. 

Assumptions related to the methodology must also be considered (Creswell & 

Poth, 2018). In a generic qualitative study, there is an exploration of individuals’ 

subjective opinions (Percy et al., 2015). The study sought information from participants 

about the assistive services they received from their postsecondary school. Interview 

questions delved into their personal opinions on how well the services served their 

academic needs. The information from the participants was also in the form of personal 

accounts and experiences and their opinions of the strengths or weaknesses of the 

assistive services they received.  

Other assumptions arise from the topic itself. For example, it could be assumed 

that the assistance provided to the students with learning disabilities leads to immediate 

success, eliminating the need for participants to try multiple types of assistance to 

determine which method works best for their individual needs. It may also be assumed 

due to the assistance colleges and universities are providing their students with learning 

disabilities that all students using the assistance are graduating in the expected time.  

It is necessary to consider these assumptions in this research study since it is 

difficult to determine how individualized the programming is that colleges and 

universities provide to their students with learning disabilities. Depending on the number 

of students with learning differences a given institution is simultaneously serving, it may 

be difficult to discover the detailed requirements of their students. Instead, they use a 
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generalized approach for all students with learning. disabilities, in hopes that all students 

will respond well to the services they receive, even though it may not be individually 

tailored.  

Scope and Delimitations 

As this study focuses on college and university students with learning disabilities, 

it is important to keep in mind the areas of difficulty surrounding this topic. The study 

includes only individuals with a diagnosed learning disability who is currently enrolled or 

has completed a postsecondary degree in Ontario, Canada or any province or territory 

where such services are provided. As the focus is on the experiences using assistive 

services of students with learning disabilities in colleges or universities, current students 

or recent graduates who do not have learning disabilities were excluded. Also, people 

who did not attend a college or university, though they have a learning disability, were 

not included as participants for this research study.  

Previous research has presented little information on the numbers of students with 

learning disabilities who enroll and are accepted into colleges and universities in Canada. 

Further, there is minimal research on the experiences of these students as they proceed 

through postsecondary school using their assistive services. With this in mind, while 

conducting this study, a limitation that may be faced is locating enough students who 

have gone through the process of applying to, is completing, or has completed their 

degrees using assistive services. This would be in accordance of research that shows that 

many students with learning disabilities are generally too discouraged to even apply for a 

postsecondary education (Cheatham & Lim-Mullins, 2018). 



16 

 

With the focus of this study on the experiences of students and former students 

with learning disabilities in the college and university system who have completed their 

degree, this study has the potential to support analysis of the assistance provided, student 

progress, and graduation rates in other postsecondary institutions. It would also be 

interesting to evaluate and compare the application and enrollment numbers of students 

with learning disabilities in vocational programs compared to college and university 

programs.  

Limitations 

In regard to research design, a limitation to consider is ensuring that the interview 

questions are detailed and specific enough to elicit quality responses that allowed for a 

reasonable conclusion and response to the research questions. Considering transferability 

for future research, these research questions and research purposes may be difficult to 

transfer in other postsecondary institutions, specifically vocational studies. As vocational 

education is that which requires “hands-on” learning through physically touching and 

working on what is being learned, compared to college and university education which is 

generally theoretical education. For this reason, requiring tutoring or modified 

programming for vocational education program comes with different requirements. As 

such, students in vocational school would not make good participants since the structure 

of their programming is completely different than those in college or university. 

For students who have completed the college or university degree program, there 

may also be biases in their responses that need to be considered as limitations to this 

research study. Since these students were accepted, provided accommodations and 
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successfully completed, or were close to completion of their degree grace of the schools’ 

willingness to assist them, the participants may only provide positive responses to the 

questions. Even if there were negative aspects of the assistance they were provided while 

enrolled, they may feel too guilty to have anything negative documented about the 

school, and therefore may not be completely truthful in their responses.  

Significance 

This research study may provide information about the experiences of Canadian 

postsecondary students with learning disabilities using assistive services. The information 

may provide an understanding to postsecondary schools accommodating enrolled 

students with learning disabilities about which assistive services produced the best and 

most consistent positive outcome for their students. This study may offer colleges and 

universities insight into the personal feelings and opinions of former students on how 

well the assistive services they provided were received by the students who utilized them. 

The school administration may, through receiving feedback from students, be able to 

determine if the assistive programming they are providing students with learning 

disabilities is as effective as they presume. This study’s results may also allow them to 

determine if changes need to be made to the services they provide, along with how the 

assistance is administered.  

With the assurance that students are being educated in a manner appropriate to 

their learning needs, education psychology is embedded in this topic as it seeks to 

understand how students with learning disabilities learn, and the best ways to teach them. 

As psychology takes an interest in the ways in which the brain receives and processes the 



18 

 

information provided by the postsecondary institution, this study may provide more 

information to educational psychologists working within the postsecondary setting on 

how assistive services help their students and how best to support students with learning 

disabilities.  

This study may also be a source of guidance for potential employers of students 

with learning disabilities who graduated from a postsecondary program. This is because it 

can possibly show the employer the best ways to teach their potential employees in such 

a way that is easy for the employee to grasp, requiring less repetitive training, and to 

make the teaching process easy for those responsible for training the graduate. This could 

also allow for more career opportunities in more fields for students with learning 

disabilities, as employers will feel more comfortable hiring them.  

This study may promote positive social change as it can encourage the higher 

education of more students with learning disabilities allowing them for greater range of 

career opportunities and pursuing post-graduate education degrees. It may also allow for 

more diversity within the job force as greater numbers of individual with learning 

disabilities who hold a postsecondary education can be represented across more 

workplaces and career types. This greater representation can allow young adults with 

learning disabilities considering a postsecondary education to see others like themselves 

in various levels of work leadership and financial gain, giving them reason to strive for 

more than society may expect of them based on their differences. Another implication for 

social change may be that the results for this study add to the changes made with modern 

practices for providing accommodations to students with learning disabilities across all 
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colleges and universities in Canada.  

Finally, learning about these experiences could also help future students with 

disabilities who desire a postsecondary education to gather a sense of the experiences 

they may be afforded when they attend college or university. For more long-term 

implications, and from an equity standpoint, this research study may encourage 

postsecondary schools to reduce tuition fees for students with learning disabilities as 

these students may require extended time to complete their degrees, therefore requiring 

them to pay extra fees.  

Summary 

Learning is a crucial and important part of everyone’s development. The learning 

disabilities some individuals face should not exempt them from attaining an education. 

Therefore accommodations, modifications, and assistance should be provided to them to 

allow for equal opportunity to be educated and learn (Policy on Accessible Education for 

Students with Disabilities | Ontario Human Rights Commission, n.d.). Past research has 

demonstrated low representation of students with learning disabilities enrolled in 

Canadian colleges and universities. This phenomenon is curious since educational plans 

are put in place for these students to ensure they can achieve academic success in their 

postsecondary education. This research study explored these questions using a generic 

qualitative approach supported by Connors’s (2013) disability studies in education 

theory. It may also provide insights from students with learning disabilities in college or 

university on how assistive services contributed to their success of being able to complete 

courses and progress towards degree completion and certification. In Chapter 2 a deeper 
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look into the past experiences of students and related research surrounding this topic will 

be presented. In addition, the literature search strategy will be detailed, and the theoretical 

framework discussed in more depth. 

Chapter 2: Literature Review 

In order to get a deeper understanding of the college or university experience of 

students with learning disabilities, an in-depth investigation of the current research and 

literature was explored. The results of a search on the current literature demonstrated that 

though qualitative and quantitative information could be found on Canadian students with 

learning disabilities who were enrolled in or graduated from a college or university, there 

was little information on the experiences they had in college and university as students 

with learning difficulties. This included a lack of information on the accommodations or 

modifications to their degree programs, if any, treatment from their peers and faculty as a 

result of their learning differences, and most importantly to this study, there was little 

information on the experiences students with learning disabilities had throughout their 

degree program using the assistive programs their school provided. Exploring this topic 

further and contributing to the research was important as it provides insights about the 

experiences, positive or negative, of students with learning disabilities who received 

assistive services provided by their postsecondary institution and succeeded in their 

pursuit of a postsecondary school degree. In this chapter the literature search strategy is 

described and the theory of disability education as the framework is discussed with 

examples of how this theory has been applied in similar research studies. Then a review 

of the current literature will explore the data on student enrollment in colleges and 
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universities of students with learning disabilities.  

Literature Search Strategy 

The keywords and databases searched for literature on this topic included 

Education Source, Academic Source Complete, PsycArticles and ProQuest. The initial 

keywords used to attain articles on this topic were college students, learning disabilities 

and academic performance. As the topic was later narrowed to focus on Canadian 

schools, Canada, Canadian colleges, and Canadian universities were then added as 

keywords. As the topic was being further aligned, the keywords college completions, 

university completion, university course pass rates, college course pass rates, services for 

disabilities in college, services for disabilities in university and experiences, were added 

as keywords. A challenge in the literature search was that more current literature on this 

topic had not been identified even with the assistance of library consultations. 

Since there was difficulty in locating current literature, especially for documented 

research in Canada, the search has had to be broadened. In order to retrieve a greater 

number of studies to support the research topic and the need for more research in this 

particular area, supportive literature from countries outside of Canada that have 

documented similar commitments to postsecondary students with learning disabilities 

have been sought. Though the difficulty continued in finding many articles, and more 

current research, this addition to the search has helped in providing more evidence to 

support aspects of the problem students with learning disabilities, who seek a 

postsecondary education, are facing. 
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Theoretical Foundation 

The theory of disability education formed the basis of this research study. This 

theory had been used for 30 years to categorize any student with learning disabilities 

(Connor, 2013). As time and more research developed, the theory later evolved into one 

that no longer considered learning disabilities a medical condition (Connor, 2013), but 

instead sought to understand learning disabilities from a social perspective. The revised 

theory is called disability studies in education (Connor, 2013). This modernized theory is 

student centered, seeking what students with learning disabilities require in order to be 

successful.  

As the theory of disability studies in education emerged, the focus on the 

experiences of the students with learning disabilities, and what needed to be implemented 

for them to succeed was at the forefront (Connor, 2013). The theory broke down major 

difficulties students with learning disabilities faced or silently suffered with upon the 

transition from high school into university. It also looked at the troubles they continued to 

face while enrolled in university and analyzed their experiences using the six core values 

of disability studies in education. The theory highlights six values:  

1. centering disabled people in theorizing about disability; 

2. recognizing and privileging the knowledge derived from the lived experience 

of people with disabilities; 

3. adherence to an emancipatory stance, namely, working with people with 

disabilities as informed participants or co-researchers, not “subjects”; 

4. challenging research methodologies that objectify, marginalize, and oppress 
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people with disabilities; 

5. primarily recognizing disability and valuing it as a natural part of human 

diversity, and not as a dysfunction; and 

6. supporting disabled students in the development of a positive disability 

identity. (Connor et al., 2008) 

These six values ensure students with learning disabilities and their academic experiences 

was placed at the forefront of the research.  

This theory was initially applied with two college students of different ages, 

cultural backgrounds and socioeconomic statuses (Connor, 2013). The theory was used to 

analyze their individual experiences as they navigated through college. Aspects of their 

enrollment such as having previous assessments and diagnoses, self-management, 

personal strategies, and accommodations made by the college were considered in 

evaluating their academic success.  

Disability studies in education was used for this study as it bore many similar 

traits to the research. In using the disability studies in education theory, researchers 

sought to uncover the experiences of college students with learning disabilities on how 

they were able to successfully complete their courses and attain their college degree 

despite their learning. difficulties. This was similar to the current research study as I also 

sought to discover the experiences of college and university students. This research 

however focused on the experiences of students with learning disabilities who utilized 

assistive services provided by their postsecondary school. The theoretical perspective 

influenced the design of the study with its purpose of seeking a deeper understanding of 
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the student experience through the perspective of students with learning disabilities. 

Disability studies in education theory allowed for the research to explore a different level 

and aspect of disability studies in education through the interviews with students with 

learning disabilities. It also shaped the data analysis by keeping the focus on the 

participants’ experiences.  

Literature Review Related to Key Concepts 

A review of existing literature provided information regarding students with 

learning disabilities in the postsecondary setting. The review explored different aspects of 

these students’ journeys in college and university, such as enrollment numbers, 

difficulties they experienced with classmates and faculty, along with the accommodations 

students with learning disabilities received to assist in the completion of their degree 

program. However, what was not apparent in the literature was the experiences of 

students with learning disabilities who utilized assistance services from their school to 

help meet their academic needs. A deeper analysis into what students with learning 

disabilities in Canadian colleges and universities experienced when they used assistive 

services from their academic institution was necessary to better understand how receiving 

the required assistance allowed for students with learning differences the opportunity to 

obtain a degree in higher education. This review of the literature investigated the 

expectations of students with learning disabilities in postsecondary education, the IEP, 

the use of technology, the negative experiences of students being accommodated, faculty 

perceptions, and accommodations for students with physical disabilities. 
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Students With Disabilities and Postsecondary Expectations 

Despite the odds, students with disabilities, both learning and physical, are 

represented in college and university systems across the world (Agrawal et al., 2019). 

They have personal goals for their futures, which may require a postsecondary education. 

Therefore, they will enroll in college and university to help fulfill them. Their 

postsecondary experience may be different from that of their peers without disabilities as 

they may encounter difficulties in retaining information or completing course 

requirements (Fullarton & Duquette, 2016), and as such have to receive accommodations 

or must accept a lower grade in assignments or overall course percentages. Though this is 

the fate for most students with learning disabilities, it is not the case for all, as different 

abilities and motivators allow some students with learning disabilities to be as successful 

as their classmates who do not have learning disabilities (Stewart, 2002). Depending on 

the nature of their disability, students with learning disabilities may require extra supports 

that must be provided by the academic institution.  

Postsecondary students with learning disabilities in Canada have legal rights 

regarding their academics. The Ministry of Education implemented an Education Act that 

legislates the rights to equal education for all students regardless of ability, demographics 

and socio-economic status. For postsecondary schools, the Education Act authorizes the 

Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms to mandate the educational rights of students 

with disabilities. But research indicated that there is a lack of accurate statistics regarding 

the number of students with learning disabilities currently enrolled in a postsecondary 

institution (Policy on Accessible Education for Students with Disabilities | Ontario 
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Human Rights Commission, n.d.). There have been no surveys since 1998, where only the 

numbers of students with learning disabilities enrolled in college and university were 

reported. However, information on how these students managed their academics after 

starting their program has not been detailed. Further, since there is no universality in what 

students with disabilities are entitled to at the postsecondary level, it can become unclear 

what these students should expect in their abilities to succeed and complete their courses 

and degree programs.  

Learning Disabilities and the Individual Education Plan 

A learning disability can be defined as a processing disorder that negatively 

affects skills such as reading, writing, mathematics, organizational skills, time 

management, abstract thinking, memory and attention span (Lewandowski et al., 2013). 

When confronted with the term, people generally disregard “learning” and focus on 

“disability.” Doing so creates a strong misconception that when a person has a disability, 

learning or otherwise, it is visible. However, invisible disabilities can present as a larger 

barrier for students with learning disabilities as it makes it harder for others to 

understand, and therefore to accommodate (Stage & Milne, 1996).  

Education systems have created a document that responds to learning and 

physical differences that students may be dealing with in the education system. This 

document is called an Individual Education Plan (IEP). It is a working document that 

should be updated consistently throughout one’s educational journey (Siegel, 2020) from 

kindergarten through postsecondary education in order to provide the most accurate 

points of aid for the student at that stage and cognitive development in their life. Schools, 
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regardless of the level, should do all that is possible to implement the recommendations 

suggested by the psychoeducational evaluation to ensure the student with learning 

disabilities have all opportunities to be successful in their programming.  

The IEP is utilized and executed differently in different parts of the world. The 

following summary provides some examples. In Australia, the IEP is revised every six 

months (Alkahtani & Kheirallah, 2016). There, the IEP is a collective agreement between 

the student in need of the educational plan, their parents and the school, specifically the 

teachers who work with the student (Alkahtani & Kheirallah, 2016). The benefit of 

having the student as part of the agreement is that they are responsible for monitoring and 

voicing their concerns or areas of extra need (Queenslad Education, 2003a as stated in 

Alkahtani & Kheirallah, 2016) after the six months when the existing program is re-

evaluated. In New Zealand, acknowledgment of special educational needs came into play 

in 1996 when it first received legislative budgeting (Alkahtani & Kheirallah, 2016). New 

Zealand also included the parental perspective in the development of the program, 

however it was only when the classroom or school resources were deemed insufficient 

that the IEP was implemented (New Zealand Ministry of Education, 2003 as stated in 

Alkahtani & Kheirallah, 2016). The United Kingdom followed a more administrative 

approach. The recognition for the need of special education became a part of the United 

Kingdom’s legislation called the Special Education Needs Code of Practice in 2002 

(Alkahtani & Kheirallah, 2016). Where the Oceanic countries considered the input of the 

students for which the IEP was made, the United Kingdom left the programming to the 

teacher(s). The teacher(s) were responsible for developing the IEP, along with 
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implementing it, tracking the progress or needs for change, and the strategies the teacher 

used (Alkahtani & Kheirallah, 2016) to support academic success. The final country that 

was examined outside of Canada was the United States. In the United States, the IEP was 

first mandated in the Education of the Hanicapped Act, then later in the Individuals with 

Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), that all students with disabilities must be issued an 

IEP (Alkahtani & Kheirallah, 2016). The IEP for students in the United States ensures 

that students with disabilities are entitled to appropriate education, along with all 

necessary services to support their individual needs (Alkahtani & Kheirallah, 2016).  

In Ontario, Canada, the IEP plays two roles; it is a legal document for an 

individual with a learning disability, and it is the educational program that must be 

followd for that individual (Tremblay & Belley, 2017 as stated in Jaber & Guenot, 2022). 

Ontario continues to see an increase in the numbers of students in the educational system 

requiring IEPs throughout their academic years, across all levels of educations (Jaber & 

Guenot, 2022). During the academic years 2010-2011 to 2017-2018, data showed that 

there was an increase in the need for IEPs from 191,600 formally, and 127,600 

informally accommodated, (Ontario MOE, 2017a Jaber & Guenot, 2022) to more 

recently 171 938 formally and 183 426 informally accommodated (Bennett et al. 2019; 

Jaber & Guenot, 2022).  

Throughout the literature discussed above, it appeared that the emphasis on 

developing and utilizing the IEP was most prominent during the primary years of 

kindergarten to grade 8. Once the students with learning disabilities transitioned to high 

school, the consistent use of the IEP decreased (Talapatra et al., 2020), and there was 
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even less support during the transition from high school to postsecondary education. The 

lack of attendance of the psychologist in transition meetings was a contributing factor to 

the insufficient support into adulthood, according to (Talapatra et al., 2020). In North 

America, statistics showed that psychologists were only present for 37% of transition 

meetings (Arivett, Rust, Brissie & Dansby, 2007 as cited in Talapatra et al., 2020). In 

addition to the lack of support on the part of psychologists, other factors such as poverty, 

language barriers and cultural support (Leake & Black, 2005 as cited in (K. & Merlene, 

2022) made it difficult for students with learning disabiities to transition out of high 

school. Though the school played a role in this lack of support, the lack of parent 

advocacy must also be considered.  

In countries like Canada and America, there could be a lack of support through 

this transition or with the advocation of the IEP in general due to minimal knowledge, 

when the parents were immigrant families. In such cases, it may not be culturally 

acceptable to have a child who had something “wrong” with them, so parents do not 

acknowledge the presence of a learning disability (Freeman & Jacob Kirksey, 2023). First 

generation Canadian and American parents showed to be more accepting of learning 

disabilities, and the need for an IEP. Their understanding and support of such needs 

allowed for better transitions and measurable academic success for students transitioning 

into high school, and later on into postsecondary school (Jeynes, 2007; Newman, 2005 as 

stated in Freeman & Kirksey, 2023).  

The Use of Assistive Technologies 

Learning disabilities and IEPs have grown and developed over the years as more 
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information and understanding emerged around them. A major part of the IEP document 

itemizes the best interventions to help the individual with the learning disability to learn, 

along with suggestions for parents and teachers, to assist the student with learning 

disability in learning.  

Technology can be an aid for these individuals. As technology has changed and 

evolved, the types of technolgy available to use has also evolved for academic progress. 

Hamutoğlu et al. (2022), analyzed technology from 2002 to 2007. In their study, they 

asserted that the computer was the most accessed form of technology by both students 

with learning disabilities and their faculty. With technology providing more options for 

students with learning disabilities, it was later suggested that all postsecondary schools be 

equipped with technologies such as text-to-speech software and screen reading programs 

(Michaels et al., 2002). The use of these technologies for all students with learning 

disabilities promoted equity in the college and university classrooms (Michaels et al., 

2002).  

The Apple iPad, along with other tablet devices have become a convenienent 

technological tool in the classroom (Chambers et al., 2018) for students with learning 

disabilities. These tablet devices come equipped with software that is commonly 

understood and used, as the applications are usually similar, or identical to the ones on 

students with learning disabilities’ cellular phones (Chambers et al., 2018). Tablet 

technology is also a prefered method of intervention because tablets are small and 

portable (Chambers et al., 2018), and greatly support Universal Design for Learning 

(O’Hagan, 2011 as stated in Chambers et al., 2018). Universal Design for Learning is an 
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educational practice where all learning styles are being met, without any adaptation or 

need for specializations (Edwards et al., 2022). (Qahmash, 2018), determined that using 

tablets or other mobile technology in the classroom increased student motivation and 

learning.  

An extension of portable tablets is the screencast technology that allows students 

to interact with their instructor both in the class and at home (Eichie & Strachan, 2021). 

This is a new technology that is still being researched, therefore there is not enough to 

report on. 

Negative Experiences of Students With Learning Disabilities in Postsecondary 

School 

Though it is legally mandated for all educational institutions in Canada to accept 

and accommodate students with learning disabilities, these students are not always met 

with a great experience. Postsecondary schools have reported using a new approach to 

learning called the Universal Design for Learning, a learning method meant to create an 

academic setting to cater all learning styles, for both students with and without learning 

disabilities (Edwards et al., 2022). Though this learning design is supposed to be an 

overarching accommodation, it does not promise academic success (Edwards et al., 2022) 

for any of the students it educates. Students contended that the Universal Design for 

Learning policy of assignment extensions and special considerations was not meeting 

their needs, mainly due to a lack of effective faculty implementation (Edwards et al., 

2022). Though faculty were open to accommodating their students, many felt they did not 

have the appropriate training to effectively do so (Lombardi et al., n.d.). Faculty, and 
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their perceptions of accommodations for students with learning disabilities will be further 

discussed later in this lterature review.  

A common accommodation noted across many postsecondary schools for their 

students with learning disabilities is to allow them to test in an alternate room. Though in 

theory this seemed to be a great solution, as it allowed the students to complete their 

assessments in a quiet space without the same pressure and distractions (Weis & 

Beauchemin, 2020). Students subjected this accommodation did not feel it was as 

effective. In fact, Beauchemin (2020) found that students with Attention Deficit 

Hyperactive Disorder and other learning disabilities produced higher test results when in 

the traditional setting with their peers without disabilities. It was found that in the 

traditional setting, students with learning disabilities felt a greater sense of motivation 

and engagement in their assessments (Weis & Beauchemin, 2020) when among all their 

peers.  

Faculty Perceptions on Making Accommodations to Their Courses 

Most of what has been examined in this review was how students with learning 

disabilities managed the accommodations in their courses and programming to help them 

succeed. However, making accommodations was considered from the perspectives of the 

faculty who implemented these accommodations. Before making that transition to college 

or university, students with learning disabilities who had a current IEP were having their 

educational programming being accommodated or modified as per the document’s 

recommendations. Most pre-service teachers across the province and territories in Canada 

presented a positive attitude toward working in an inclusive classroom with students with 
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learning disabilities (Avramidis et al., 2000; Stanovich, 1999; Swain et al., 2012 as stated 

in Hutchinson et al., 2015). However, further investigation into these teachers’ 

experiences and perceptions indicated that their responses were swayed either positively 

or negatively depending on how a question was worded. For this reason, it has been 

difficult to attain definitive results on how grade school teachers felt about their readiness 

and ability to effectively implement the necessary academic accommodations for these 

students.  

At the postsecondary level, many instructors supported accommodations and were 

happy to make accommodations for the students who needed them in their courses 

(Khouri et al., 2022 as stated in Abu-Hamur, 2013; Khochen and Radfor, 2012; Leyser 

and Greenberg, 2008; Leyser et al., 2011; Rao and Gartin, 2003). However, these faculty 

members did not wish to make changes to their actual teaching methods (Khouri et al., 

2022, 2022) and lesson delivery. In short, the faculty were open to accommodations that 

did not require extra time or effort (Khouri et al., 2022). But actions that required no 

extra effort on their part, such as allowing voice recorders in their lectures, or providing 

extra exam time (Matthews et al., 1987) were not commonly practiced.  

Hong et al. (2011) analyzed the faculty perspective in a different way. Their study 

reviewed the postsecondary experience for students with learning disabilities through the 

scope of self-determination. They presented that since legal agencies for students with 

learning disabilities such as Individuals with Disabilities Act, an act put in place to ensure 

that students with disabilities have access to a free and equal education (Cheatham & 

Lim-Mullins, 2018) did not assist in the transition process for these students from high 
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school into college or university. Instead, students with learning disabilities relied on 

themselves. This article found that students with learning disabilities as well as students 

without disabilities utilizeed their college and university years to prepare themselves for 

the “real” world (Hong et al., 2011). As such, the faculty played a big role in 

orchestrating their students’ progress towards independence. The faculty in this study 

were surveyed on their level of knowledge and application on self-determination, 

specifically for their students with learning disabilities. Of those faculty members who 

had a strong understanding of self-determination and utlized it in their teaching practices, 

they found their students to be successful in their courses, able to navigate the course 

expectations and course load without many, if any accommodations.  

Other departments within the university have different perspectives towards 

making accommodations for students with learning disabilities. In faculties of education, 

more staff were open to making accommodations for their students, especially for exams 

(Skinner, 2007). Faculty in other departments, such as business and arts, did not feel the 

need to accommodate students in their courses, and demonstrated a greater reluctance to 

implement accommodations (Skinner, 2007). Further, years of instructing played a factor 

in making accommodations, as older faculty were more willing to accommodate exams 

by providing an alternative setting, than the younger faculty members (Skinner, 2007). 

Postsecondary Accommodations for Students With Physical Disabilities 

The research explored the legal and moral obligations postsecondary institutions 

have to ensure that all students with disabilities may have differences that are academic, 

where students need to be taught in different ways. The research also showed that 
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postsecondary schools must allow accommodations and modifications to the academic 

programs, to allow students with learning disabilities an equal opportunity to learn and 

complete their assignments in a manner that aligned with their learning needs. Other than 

the academic accommodations that schools made for their students who needed it, 

physical accommodations must also be considered for students to be able to have access 

around the school to get to their classes and other locations around the campus.  

The literature contained information about the physical accommodations at 

universities and colleges around the world. Studies in Jordanian universies found that 

students with physical disabilities did not feel they had adequate supports. The students 

with disabilities noted that they had difficiulty accessing important buildings, such as the 

library (Algolaylat et al., 2023) or their class on high leveled floors. Students with visual 

disabilities also shared that technologies necessary to allow them to obtain necessary 

information from their lectures were not used or provided, making it difficiult to be fully 

informed in their courses (Algolaylat et al., 2023). 

In their study, (Genç & Koçdar, 2020) discovered that even in the online 

education setting, schools were not ensuring assistance to their students. Instead, during 

times of exams, the school would text reminders to the students that they are alllowed 

assistance, rather than organzing a guaranteed accommodation. Further, the schools did 

not differentiate between the different academic needs based on disabilities. That said, 

though test reminders were issued to students who were identified as having a disability, 

this did not help the students who needed wheelchair access to builduings to meet with 

school administration or the school libraries. 
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Similarly, in Nigeria where four universities were examined, only two had 

physical accommodations (Ijadunola et al., 2019). Wheelchair access ramps were 

available for access to some buildings, while others remained inaccessible to students in 

wheelchairs (Ijadunola et al., 2019). Inaccessability was also found in the school library. 

Though there were wheelchair ramps to the building, there was a lack of assistive 

technologies such as magnifiers and braille systems for students with visual impairments 

(Ijadunola et al., 2019). However, in American univerisities in the midwest, students with 

physical disabilities who were being accommodated disclosed the struggles they still 

encountered. These students shared that some elevators were too small, ramps would be 

difficiult to use during months of ice and snow, and the physical distance from building 

to building at times left them with a decision of whther to arrive late to their classes, or 

not attend at all (Aamlid & Brownfield, 2019). 

Summary 

This study proposes to gain information on the experiences of students with 

learning disabilities in college and university. Through the literature, it has been 

discovered that though there is an extensive amount of information of students with 

learning disabilities in tertiary education, there is a lack of explanations of the journeys 

and experiences of the students who are attending postsecondary programs. The research 

shows that many students who have been granted IEPs to help them through grade 

school, do not continue to receive that individual planning, either through their lack of 

disclosing a need for it to their postsecondary school, or because they choose to attempt 

this higher level of education independently. For those who disclosed their learning 
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disabilities, who received assistance, many share that their experiences, with the services 

provided to them is not sufficient, and not always helpful. Some students reported that the 

reason for their negative experiences with assistive services was a result of school 

faculty. Many professors and instructors are not trained to make accommodations and 

modifications to academic expectations, or just do not have the time to change their 

material or lesson executions. As a result, they do not meet their students with learning 

disabilities’ needs to allow them an equal opportunity to succeed in their classes. This 

study will investigate the experiences of students with learning disabilities who received 

assistive services to learn about the experiences they had using the services. This 

information will be explored through a generic qualitative study through the lens of 

disability studies in education. 

  



38 

 

Chapter 3: Research Method  

This research was conducted to learn about and understand the experience of 

students with learning disabilities in college and university. The study explored the 

experiences of those with learning disabilities who have utilized assistive academic 

services while enrolled in postsecondary school as a means to aid them through 

graduation. This chapter will explore the processes and procedures behind the research 

study. Within this chapter, the research design and rationale of the study will be 

discussed. Also, the role of the researcher and methodology will be further detailed and 

explored.  

Research Design and Rationale 

The research questions for this study are, “How do Canadian postsecondary 

students with learning disabilities describe their experience of successfully completing 

their courses?” and “How do Canadian postsecondary students with learning disabilities 

describe their experience of using assistive services in their college and university to 

successfully complete their courses?” These questions were formulated as a result of 

analyzing research studies related to college and university students with learning 

disabilities. A recent study found that students can apply for postsecondary education and 

disclose their learning disability to their school (Edwards et al., 2022). However, once 

enrolled, there is little information exploring what the academic journey for these 

students looks like. The purpose of this study was to learn about the experiences of 

successful Canadian postsecondary students with learning disabilities.  

This was a qualitative study since the focus was on the experiences and 
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perceptions of the students. A qualitative study is a subjective reporting of one’s 

attitudes, beliefs, opinions and reflections based on outer world experiences (Percy et al., 

2015). Thus, it would not be appropriate for a quantitative study that utilizes 

questionnaires and surveys as that would not allow for an in-depth understanding of how 

students with learning disabilities manage to proceed through their college and university 

degrees with assistance from programs and services provided by their school. Instead, a 

qualitative method to allow for detailed accounts of the experiences the students with 

learning disabilities have in using assistive services in their postsecondary institution has 

been selected. Qualitative research is a research method that seeks the “real-world” 

experiences of individuals (Patton, 2001). This research study sought information on the 

experiences of students with learning disabilities, which aligned with a qualitative 

approach in seeking information on experiences.  

The specific research approach was a generic or basic study. In a generic 

qualitative study, the researcher seeks a broad range of thoughts, feelings, opinions and 

ideas from generally a small sample who are able to provide a rich representation of the 

topic (Percy et al., 2015). As this topic was explored, students shared their experience in 

their colleges and universities as students with learning disabilities utilizing the assistive 

services the school provided them to complete their courses.  

Role of the Researcher 

In order to gain information for this research study, one-on-one interviews were 

conducted with students with learning disabilities attaining a college or university degree. 

I was the researcher conducting the interviews, and as the observer I precisely reported 
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the participants’ observations and provided clarity on the experiences of others on the 

social world around them (Fish, 2006). As I asked my research questions, I observed 

participants’ responses, along with their body language, and tones of voices as they 

responded to ensure that I was paying close attention to their experiences. I also ensured 

to present an accepting and unbiased approach. 

The participants were sought out through different measures. The participants did 

not have any direct link or connection with me to ensure there was little to no room for 

any biases, or participants feelings too embarrassed to alter the relationship by sharing 

their personal information. For this reason, there were not any personal relationship 

between myself and the participants. The participants were reassured of confidentiality in 

hopes of encouraging the most honest responses possible, especially for those students 

still enrolled in school, in fear of offending their academic institution and jeopardizing 

their assistive services. As there were no personal relationships between myself and the 

participants, I also played the role of a manager. In this role, I managed the interview by 

guiding the questions, maintaining the time of each interview, also managing the length 

of responses, or if responses trailed away from the questions. The instructor role of the 

researcher also required me to guide the direction of the interviews, allowing for open 

dialogue when appropriate, or redirecting shared content if too broad, or vague (Fish, 

2006).  

All of these points ensured that ethical principles were adhered to. A study like 

this could run the risk of compromising the ethical principles of Justice and Respect for 

People’s Rights and Dignity, established by the Canadian Charter of Rights and 
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Freedoms. The principle of justice looks to ensure that there are no potential biases 

(Fisher, 2017). I avoided issues of biases in the research study by recording all responses 

from participants as shared. I also ensured that they stuck to the planned questions and 

did not add in follow-up questions that satisfied any preferred responses and outcomes. 

Respect for People’s Rights and Dignity, similarly, makes sure that all the differences of 

participants are respected at all times (Fisher 2017). This ethical principle was especially 

important to adhere to given the types of participants who took part in this study. The 

participants of this study were students with learning disabilities. By this factor, they 

came into the study with differences. For this reason, while the research was conducted 

with these students, it was crucial not to make the participants feel their differences were 

being highlighted negatively and instead celebrated by a researcher who wanted to ensure 

that their differences were being recognized and met to help them succeed.  

Methodology 

Participant Selection Logic 

This study called for college and university students with learning disabilities who 

were showing academic success or who had graduated. These students disclosed to their 

postsecondary school that they have a learning disability, and with their school, created 

an IEP. The IEP established between the student and the school guided accommodations 

and/or modifications to the students’ academic programs to better set them up to succeed. 

Also, as part of the criteria, the participants did not have personal relationships with 

myself in order to better guarantee full disclosure during the interview process. This 

allowed for a pressure-free environment for the participants to share information with 
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family or friends that they would prefer to keep private.  

The participants had referrals from people I knew, and individuals willing to 

participate in this study through social media. The criteria for individuals to apply for 

participation was that they must currently be enrolled in a postsecondary program or have 

graduated from a postsecondary school and have a learning disability for which they were 

receiving or had assistance through their school. Those being sought out through social 

media, along with those being referred to me were explicitly made aware that their 

identity was protected in this research study. Doing so was important to ensure that the 

participants were comfortable being a part of the study and to save them from the fear of 

being too honest and their school finding out later, causing difficulty for them through 

their academic journey. Along with being provided the information of a fully confidential 

research project, the participants were also made aware of and understood that they 

would not be monetarily compensated for their participation in the study. Instead, this 

was a study they were willing to participate in completely voluntarily. 

Another consideration in participant selection was the number of participants to 

be part of the study. In qualitative research, having small numbers allows for an intensive 

and purposeful study (Cleary et al., 2014). For this reason, this research study utilized a 

small number of five participants, to ensure that the information received was purposeful 

to determine the experiences of the college and university students receiving assistive 

services. It was also intensive by allowing for a strong focus on the data analyzed for its 

quality, since I was able to deeply analyze the responses from the few participants. Even 

in a study with a small number of participants, saturation can be reached. Saturation 
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means that all the possible data has been collected, and there is no longer any more 

information to be obtained from the participants in the research study (Fusch et al., 2018, 

as cited in Mwita, 2022). If saturation was not met with the identified participants, further 

outreach for participants who meet the research criteria would be required to gain more 

insights from more participants in order to reach saturation. 

Instrumentation 

The data for this research study was collected through the use of interviews. 

Interviews are commonly used for data collection in qualitative research since it allows 

for the researcher to get a better understanding and knowledge of the interviewee 

(DiCicco-Bloom & Crabtree, 2006). The research questions for this study sought to learn 

about the personal experiences of using assistive services from students with learning 

disabilities. Through the interview process, I asked clarifying questions and followed up 

with further questions as needed to prompt more details and expand on responses.  

The semi-structured interviews conducted in this study were done with the 

intention of creating an open dialogue and conversation guided by the interviewer 

(DiCiccoBloom & Crabtree, 2006) to maintain the conversation in such a way that 

answered the research questions to the satisfaction of the researcher for later data 

analysis. See the Interview Guide in Appendix A. The questions shaped by topics 

revealed in the literature review focused on what it was like going through the academic 

process with a learning disability, the positive and negative experiences students with 

learning disabilities had in postsecondary education, and the faculty perspectives on 

educating students with learning disabilities. Connor’s theory of disability studies in 
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education focused on recognizing students with learning disabilities as individuals, and 

sought their personalized requirements to be successful academically.  

Procedures for Recruitment, Participation, and Data Collection 

Participants were recruited with a digital flyer requesting the participation of 

college or university students with learning disabilities. It was posted on social media 

sites, targeted to college and university groups for Canadian students with learning 

disabilities. The flyer explicitly stated the confidentiality of the study so that participants 

felt comfortable volunteering to participate. Contact information to submit a request to 

participate was also included in the flyer so that the researcher and participant were able 

to organize a time to conduct the research that worked for both parties. Participants were 

also recruited through word of mouth to colleagues who had children with learning 

disabilities in college or university.  

It was important for the participants to know that their participation was 

voluntary. Prospective participants were made aware that there was no compensation for 

them, monetarily or otherwise. Emphasis on confidentiality in the study continued to be 

assured to the participants. Though their responses were shared, there was no link or 

mention of any of their personally identifiable details to the public and especially not to 

their postsecondary institution. Participation was also set to times that were convenient 

for the participant to ensure their comfort in participating in the study and feeling safe to 

disclose any information they were sharing. 

When time to conduct the interviews, the participants met for their interviews 

virtually. The interview time was set for 40 minutes. The interviews were recorded for 
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transcription, data analysis, and to make sure I could go back to listen and ensure that no 

details were missed. 

Data Analysis Plan 

After completing the interview process with the research participants, the data 

was analyzed to answer the research question. The interviews were transcribed from the 

recordings into a Word document using Meet Geek. An individual Word document was 

created for each participant in the study. The interview responses were individually coded 

by question response. The responses were coded using an open coding method. Not only 

were the question responses coded, but any extra information that was provided by the 

participants through conversation before, after, or in between each interview question 

were assigned an open code for analysis. Once open coding was complete, axial codes 

were implemented to determine common themes in responses to aid in determining 

research conclusions to the research questions. Open and axial codes differ in that open 

coding is the first level of coding which allows for the creation of broad themes to allow 

data to be expressed as concepts (Williams & Moser, 2019). Axial coding on the other 

hand, the second level of coding, refines the codes from open coding to create distinct 

thematic categories for later selective coding (Williams & Moser, 2019). I followed 

Braun and Clarke’s six step formula for coding qualitative data.  

Braun and Clarke’s Six Phases of Thematic Analysis  

1. Familiarization with the data; the researcher must immerse themselves by 

reading and re-reading data, and repeatedly listening to the recordings. 

2. Coding; generating labels for the data broadly related to the research 
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question(s). 

3. Scanning for themes; identifying meaningful patterns in the codes from the 

coding phase. 

4. Reviewing themes; ensuring that the themes from the codes and data set work 

together. 

5. Defining and naming themes; the researcher created a detailed analysis of 

each theme. 

6. Writing-up; breaking down all the analytical data and literature, and joining 

them together in a coherent way (Clarke & Braun, 2013). 

Issues of Trustworthiness 

Trustworthiness in a research study was crucial, as those reading the study, or 

using it as a form of research needed to know that the information and findings were 

reliable. The following outlines the crucial areas of trustworthiness for this study. 

Credibility 

For this study, in order to attain credibility, member checks and reflexivity were 

used. Checking with the participants throughout the research process, from the moment 

they agreed to participate and signed the consent form were important. This helped 

ensure they were still comfortable and willing to participate in the study. It also 

encouraged more comfort between myself and the participants, which allowed for more 

honest, in-depth responses to the research questions when it was time for the interview. 

Similarly, reflexivity was another important aspect to ensure credibility as it was 

important for me to be sure that the parameters of the research and my interaction with 
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the participants, especially during the interviews, were clear, and I ensured that 

boundaries were not crossed in the interest of gaining more information. Being aware of 

my body language and sticking to the research questions aided in ensuring reflexivity to 

help with maintaining a credible research study. 

Transferability 

Transferability was a very important aspect of establishing a trustworthy study. In 

order to determine transferability, the participant selection was crucial. Any future 

researchers hoping to conduct a similar study should be sure that they are seeking 

participants who are in postsecondary education. Beyond that, they must identify with a 

learning disability, that is also declared to their postsecondary institution. With this 

declaration, the students must be receiving assistive services to help them through their 

postsecondary education program. This criterion must be specific and followed or else 

the research questions will not be relevant, and cannot produce the answers for analysis 

as required in the study. 

Dependability 

To establish a dependable study, triangulation was a great strategy used, mostly 

throughout the interview process. Though there are focused research questions that were 

used in this research study, it was possible to ask the questions in different ways. As the 

interview was intended to be in the style of an open conversation, the research questions 

were asked in different ways, through different contexts in the conversations. This 

method of asking the question in different ways allowed for analysis of how the 

participants truly thought and felt about their experiences using the assistive services in 
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their schools. Providing the same or very close answers to the same questions, though 

posed in different words, demonstrated that what the participants were sharing, was true, 

making their responses dependable for analysis. 

Confirmability 

Confirmability in this study was confirmed after the interviews were completed. 

Confirmability in research seeks to ensure that the results can be duplicated if the 

research is done again (Connelly, 2016). In this case, after the interviews were conducted 

and the responses were being analyzed, to aid in this process, the interviews were coded. 

Once the coding was complete, and the codes from the responses were analyzed, the 

reliability of the answers was affirmed. The common themes in the responses to the 

specified research questions proved that the study has provided strong areas that can be 

confirmed, allowing for the data to be trustworthy.  

Ethical Procedures 

Before interviews with the participants who agreed to take part in the research 

project were conducted, each participant was required to sign a consent form. A consent 

form permits for participant information to be used and shared, while keeping with 

confidentiality practices.  

Each participant was treated equally with respect. As the researcher, I realize that 

I was privileged to have them willing to be part of my research, and for helping me gather 

the information I required to answer my research questions. For this reason, I was sure to 

ensure that while the participants were being treated respectfully, my appreciation for 

their time and honesty was known. The participants were also constantly reassured of the 
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confidentiality that being implemented throughout the study. It was important that the 

participants continued to be assured that their privacy was respected, so they were able to 

speak freely and be completely open throughout the interview process without any of the 

information they shared bringing any harm to them. The consent form, explained the 

commitment to confidentiality both throughout the interview process and after the 

interview was complete and documents the participants agreement to participate.  

In the recruitment process, questions of ethics were considered for the complete 

honesty of the participants. It was crucial in the interest of getting genuine answers for 

the study, that the participants were forthcoming and honest about their learning 

disability, how it was affecting their academic experience in postsecondary education, 

and most importantly, how effective the assistive services provided by their school truly 

was, as that was the direct link to the research question. It was believed that the best way 

to avoid these potential issues of ethics on the part of the participants was the consistent 

reassurance of their privacy and confidentiality both from me as the researcher, and from 

the written confidentiality statement that was signed by the participants as a contractual 

agreement. Also involving the participants along the way as the research and data was 

analyzed aided in their assurance of confidentiality so they continued to be at ease about 

the information they shared. This included sharing a one-page summary with them about 

the research findings, showing the use of an alias instead of their actual name.  

Further confidence in the protection of the participants’ privacy was assumed 

from the way the information was stored. Consent forms containing the personal 

information of the participants were stored in a password protected folder on my 
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computer. As no one else had access to my computer, nor know the password to get into 

my computer, I still added an extra step of protection by creating and storing a folder 

with a password on my device, under the participants’ aliases. A separate document 

documenting which “real” name was associated with which alias stored separately in its 

own password protected file. Scheduling was also another very important consideration 

that was made when planning out days and times for the interviews. = 

Summary 

Conducting this research study required a very open dialogue between myself and 

the participants. Research showed that it can be difficult for students with learning 

disabilities to disclose their disabilities and further participate in a research study that 

centered around it. The honest and comfortable interview environment allowed for 

participants to feel open enough to answer the interview questions, and share more details 

beyond the direct question responses. Through the recording and coding process, the 

credibility and validity of the participants’ information was analyzed, while also ensuring 

saturation was met for the study. Based on the information sought out, along with the 

sensitivity of the topic, a qualitative study was the best choice. This allowed for very in-

depth, open-ended questions that lead to insightful feelings and experiences that were not 

foreseen, and opened the possibility for more research. A deeper insight on student 

experiences will be provided from the participants in Chapter 4.  
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Chapter 4: Results 

In the education system, learning disabilities have come a long way through 

recognition and acceptance. Thus, I aimed to take a deeper look at learning disabilities in 

the postsecondary education system. Though there are legal obligations of these types of 

schools to include and allow students of all learning types, there remain questions on 

what the academic journey looks like for students with learning disabilities once they are 

accepted into the postsecondary system and moving through the courses and expectations 

to complete this level of education. I sought to learn about their experiences in this 

education system, the experiences they had from their school through the 

accommodations they were offered, and how those accommodations impacted them 

through obtaining postsecondary qualifications. To learn about these experiences, two 

research questions were explored:  

• RQ 1: How do Canadian postsecondary students with learning disabilities 

describe their experience of successfully completing their courses.?  

• RQ 2: How do Canadian postsecondary students with learning disabilities 

describe their experience of using assistive services in their college or 

university to successfully complete their courses?  

In this chapter, the setting, demographics, data collection, data analysis, evidence of 

trustworthiness and results of the study will be explored in detail to better provide 

information and answers to the research questions. 

Setting 

Conducting the interviews went according to the plans listed in the proposal, and 
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no changes needed to be made to accommodate challenges with the participants. There 

was a total of five participants for the study. All participants were interviewed virtually 

using Google Meet at an agreed-upon time that did not interrupt their schedules. Three 

participants were readily available and wanted to be interviewed almost immediately 

upon learning about the study and deciding they would like to participate. But for two of 

the participants, due to their schedules and availability, it took some time to schedule 

their interviews and be able to follow through with them.  

To conduct the virtual interviews, I conducted them from a home office in my 

house, behind closed doors. No one else was present in the room I was using to ensure 

the participants’ identities and information were being kept confidential. I entered the 

Google Meet room before the participant to try to avoid any technical difficulties, so the 

interview could start immediately in respect for the participants’ time. Also, upon 

entering the Google Meet room, I enabled the Meet Geek on the call to ensure the 

interview transcription service was available and working to transcribe the interview. As 

the Meet Geek software was a “participant” in the interview, the participants were 

notified of the meeting being recorded during the interview introduction, with the 

possibility of saying they were not comfortable with the recordings and the software 

being part of the meeting room. 

Demographics  

The criteria for participation in the study is that the prospective participants had to 

be at least 18 years old, either currently enrolled in, or have graduated from a college or 

university in Canada, and must have a diagnosed learning disability. Individuals who did 
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not have a diagnosed learning disability, who attended vocational school, or those who 

are believed to have a learning disability but not have been diagnosed, and therefore do 

not receive assistance were excluded.  

The participants who participated in the study consisted of three women and two 

men. Of those participants, three of them were still enrolled in postsecondary education, 

obtaining their degrees and two of them have already successfully graduated. Two 

participants enrolled in postsecondary education as mature students, while the remaining 

three progressed to college and university straight out of high school. Also, two 

participants attended college, while two other participants attended university. The fifth 

participant had a bit of a different journey. She first attended university, which she did for 

2 years, then she transitioned to college. 

Data Collection 

In order to seek out participants, I advertised my study’s flyer on Instagram and 

Facebook. Through that, friends on my accounts re-posted my flyer on their pages to help 

widen the search for participants. Recruitment was also done through word of mouth 

among friends and colleagues who knew I was approaching the stage in my research 

requiring participants. Through these forms of recruitment, seven individuals expressed 

interest in participating in the study; however, only five of them were able to follow 

through with the commitment. The five participants were interviewed virtually using 

Google Meet. Once in contact with me, I first emailed the participants the study’s consent 

form. These participants read the consent form on their own time and were instructed to 

reply to the email with the words “I consent” if they were satisfied with the parameters of 
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the study and were willing to proceed to participate. Once I received their consent, I then 

worked with the respective participant to set up a day and time they could complete their 

one-time, 40-minute interview. Once we were able to decide on a date and time, I then 

created a virtual meeting using Google Meet and emailed them the meeting link.  

During all five interviews, I used and followed my interview guide in its entirety. 

I was sure to read the introductory paragraph that detailed who I was and the purpose of 

my research study. It also restated that the interview was being audio-recorded, and their 

identities were being kept confidential. The participants were then provided the 

opportunity to ask for further information and clarification at the end of the introduction 

before I proceeded with interview questions. For the first interview, I meticulously asked 

the questions in order. The interviewee was very concise with his responses but 

unknowingly provided insight on questions that will become included in future 

interviews. The remaining four interviewees were much more detail-oriented and at times 

provided information for certain questions before I asked them. 

Throughout each interview, I used a software called Meet Geek which both voice-

recorded each interview and generated a transcript a few minutes after the interview 

ended. After each interview, once the transcripts were ready, I downloaded the transcript 

and combed through it while listening to the audio recording to ensure the software 

captured all words, statements and phrases accurately, deleting unnecessary words such 

as “um” and “like.” While working through the transcripts and audio recordings, and 

once completed editing them, the files were stored on a password-protected hard drive to 

maintain each participant’s privacy. 
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Data Analysis 

Once the transcripts were revised and cleaned up, I then created a chart in 

Microsoft Word, consisting of four columns—excerpt, code, category and theme—to 

help organize the information to be coded. As I prepared to read through the transcripts, I 

revised Braun and Clark’s (2006) details on thematic coding to help me better decipher 

what information from the transcripts should be extracted for coding. To begin the coding 

process, I used the open code model as I went through the transcripts line by line in fine 

detail (Williams & Moser, 2019). To do so, I highlighted information that stood out to be 

important and could answer the research questions, using different colors to represent 

similar groups of information. As I highlighted each piece of information on the 

transcript, I then copied and pasted the highlighted excerpt onto the Word document 

under the “excerpt” column. I then assigned a code name for the excerpt on the chart. 

During this first step of open coding, 10 codes emerged. The codes that were determined 

during this process were elementary school, high school, university, teacher influence, 

diagnosis, disclosure, accommodations, use of accommodations, grants, and advice.   

After all important information had been extracted and added to the coding 

document with an open code assigned to it, I transitioned to the next step in my coding 

plan, axial coding. In this stage of coding, I analyzed the open codes, searching for 

thematic data to group the open codes into categories of similar information. Once 

categories had been assigned to the common open codes, I then analyzed the codes and 

categories further searching for overarching themes. Not all excerpts required a theme as 

they may have contained other important information such as the participants’ 



56 

 

demographics. Though those unassigned excerpts could not be coded, they were still 

crucial facts that supported my research study and were not eliminated. In the analysis of 

the codes and categories across all five documents, I then determined and assigned them 

themes, to represent the data from all participants. Five themes emerged during this step: 

assessment accommodations, institutional accommodations, institutional awareness, pre-

postsecondary, positive/negative labelling and self-advocacy.  

After deciphering the transcript excerpts and the codes, categories and themes 

generated from the information, each participant’s coded documents were analyzed again. 

During this analysis, the excerpts, along with any assigned codes, themes, or documents 

were compared against the two research questions, to ensure the data provided by the 

participants were relevant to the study, and necessary to be reported on as part of this 

research study. Doing this assisted me in making sure that my interview questions and 

responses were thorough and verified that saturation had been met with my participants. 

At this point, I did come across excerpts that provided great detail but were not pertinent 

to answering my research questions and overall research. Upon these discoveries, the 

unnecessary excerpts were removed from the coding document to better refine the 

information for analysis and presentation of the findings. 

Evidence of Trustworthiness 

As previously stated in Chapter 3, trustworthiness is a crucial part of research. It 

is important for anyone reading or using the information in this study that the facts are 

true and reliable. In the following sections, I detail credibility, transferability, 

dependability, and confirmability as they pertained to this study. 
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Credibility 

This study followed through on its credibility by ensuring member checking 

throughout the entire process. Once participants were recruited and agreed to participate, 

they were presented with the consent form, which had details of the study, along with 

sample questions, so that they knew what to expect by proceeding with participation in 

the study. Once a day and time were set to conduct their interview, as part of each 

interview, I read a detailed introduction of the study, its purpose and what it seeks to find. 

At the end of the introduction, before commencing with the interview questions, I 

allowed the participants to ask questions or any clarification if needed. During the 

interviews, I maintained a friendly, open demeanor, making the setting a welcoming one. 

This was to ensure the participants were comfortable to be open and honest about their 

responses and felt it was a safe space to disclose any difficult or uncomfortable 

information. 

Transferability 

The study required specific criteria to be followed for it to be duplicated in future 

research. The criteria required by my participants were that they had a diagnosed learning 

disability, were currently enrolled, or have graduated from postsecondary education and 

received assistive services from their postsecondary school during their time of 

attendance. This criterion was met without issue. 

Dependability 

Dependability in a research study would require that the interview guide and 

research questions were asked, though not necessarily in order, based on how the 
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conversation flows in the interview of open-ended responses. The participants were very 

open about their experiences, and provided answers to questions before I asked them. The 

questions were still asked at an appropriate time to allow the participants to provide any 

extra or further information that they missed earlier in the conversation. 

Confirmability 

As confirmability refers to results that can be duplicated if the research was 

conducted again (Connelly, 2016), all steps in trustworthiness were conducted. After the 

interviews were complete, each interview transcript was coded, categorized, and themed 

based on similarities across all interviews. Since commonalities were found with all 

interviews in this study, if this research was done again, the results should produce 

similar codes, categories, and themes that reflect this study’s data analysis. 

Results 

In this study, I interviewed five participants. I posed questions to my participants 

in anticipation of being able to answer my research questions. In answering the research 

questions, the focus of the interviews was to learn about the experiences of college and 

university students with learning disabilities who use or used assistive services to help 

them through their program. To attain this information, two research questions were used 

to guide the interview process. The results of the interviews will be presented through 

themes found in my analysis of the interview responses. Table 1 presents each research 

question with their related themes and subthemes. 
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Table 1 

Research Questions and Data Themes 

Research questions Data themes 
How do Canadian postsecondary students with 
learning disabilities describe their experience of 
successfully completing their courses? 

Theme 1: Instructional Accommodations 
Theme 2: Assessment Accommodations 

 
How do Canadian postsecondary students with 
learning disabilities describe their experience of 
using assistive services in their college or 
university to successfully complete their courses? 

Theme 3: Pre-postsecondary Experiences 
Subtheme 1.1: Positive/Negative Learning 
Disability Labeling 
Theme 4: Institutional Awareness 
Theme 5: Self-Advocacy 

 
Research Question 1 

The first research question for this study was “How do Canadian postsecondary 

students with learning disabilities describe their experiences of successfully completing 

their courses?” This research question sought out descriptions and explanations of the 

experiences and processes the students with learning disabilities went through to manage 

their course loads and overall course expectations to pass and earn their credits. The 

following sections will display the themes and subthemes used to answer this research 

question. 

Theme 1: Instructional Accommodations 

This theme had a focus on the direct processes the students with learning 

disabilities went through during their courses, both individually, and with their 

professors. It details what class attendance looked like in terms of how they navigated 

through their lectures and note-taking, and how that information was then used and 

translated after the classes, leading to eventual assignments, tests and exams. One 

common instructional accommodation that was found across four interviews was note-

taking. Interviewees 1, 2, 4, and 5 all shared that their respective colleges and universities 



60 

 

offered them a note-taker. When probed further, it was explained that note-takers are 

other students in the class who are hired by the school to take down notes during the 

lectures. They then upload their notes into a portal, for students with learning disabilities 

who require them to download. Though these four participants stated that this was a 

service provided to them, they all shared that they did not use this service. Interviewees 1, 

2, and 4 shared the common idea that they did not use the note-taker option during their 

courses because they found that other people would not be able to take notes that resonate 

with them and would make sense to the way they remember the information in the 

lecture. This may confuse them when they need to use that information in an assignment 

or for any related tests or exams. In addition to feeling they were capable of taking notes 

that best worked for them, Interviewee 2 also added, 

I don’t use that accommodation that much because I feel like people don’t take 

notes the way I would take them or I’ll understand, which is why I went back and 

got the accommodation for recording and having the slides because it makes me 

listen better. If somebody else is taking notes for me [makes me think] do I really 

have to listen, and I get more distracted since I don’t have to do it. 

This is a sign of significant self-awareness, and recognizing that though an 

accommodation is available, it should not be used if it is not beneficial. Further in 

relation to the accommodation of note-taking, Interviewee 5 shared, “I was eligible for a 

note-taker, but I didn’t need it. I was the note-taker.” The awareness of his learning 

disability and his needs, he was so meticulous in taking his lecture notes that others 

would seek out his notes, and he too did not find use in the available accommodation.  
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In addition to taking notes, another topic that arose across many interviews was 

the use of devices. Interviewees 1, 3 and 5 specified how important having a device such 

as a laptop or iPad to type the lecture notes on was so crucial in their note-taking process. 

They all expressed that they were able to type faster than they could write, and also in 

having to take notes down so quickly, their notes would not be legible if they were 

required to handwrite them, instead of typing them. Interviewee 3 who used an iPad had 

an attached keyboard to help her type since the touchscreen keyboard on the iPad would 

not allow her to type quickly. Interviewee 5 also shared that in one of his courses, the 

professor had a “no laptop” policy, which he was exempt from. To his benefit of having 

the laptop, he finished that class with the highest grade.  

Voice recording was another accommodation mentioned by some of the 

interviewees. Interviewee 5 was granted the accommodation of voice-recording his 

lectures; however, he did not use it as he did not see himself going back and listening to 

the lecture later on. Interviewee 1 was also allowed the voice recorder, but he 

encountered some professors who did not like it, so he did not feel comfortable, and in 

turn never used that accommodation, even in courses where the professors were 

accepting of it. Interviewee 4 was provided a computer application that uses her laptop’s 

microphone to record the lectures. She has found using this application difficult because 

it picks up on noises around her, and many times the professor was drowned out by 

students having personal conversations. She supported this idea by saying, “They have an 

app where you can record anything, but it takes a lot of audio from everybody else 

around you.” In this realization, she has decided to position herself in more strategic 



62 

 

places in her lecture halls to minimize background noise and record all the professor’s 

lectures. Interviewee 2 shared that through conversations with her representative in the 

Accessibility Office, having a voice recorder was added to her accommodations for the 

upcoming school year. For this reason, she was unable to comment on whether or not this 

accommodation is helpful to her academic success.  

In addition to the voice recorder, a scribe pen was allowed for two participants. 

Interviewee 2 is in the process of getting a scribe pen. Her school is putting forth a 

proposal on her behalf for her to receive a scribe pen and allow it during her lectures. The 

scribe pen will not only record the lectures for her, but it will also transcribe the notes to 

help her with the note-taking process. Interviewee 3 was also provided a scribe pen with 

her iPad. Her scribe pen did not voice record the lectures, but it would read back the 

notes to her when she highlighted what she wanted read. 

The final instructional accommodation that was discovered through the interviews 

was the accommodation of the PowerPoint presentations the professors used for their 

lectures. Interviewee 2 was the only participant who made mention of the PowerPoint 

slides being an accommodation to her program. Her accommodation stated that the 

professors were to share their PowerPoints with her either before or after the lecture. She 

shared that some professors automatically uploaded their slides for the entire class either 

at the beginning of the week, or the day before the lecture, however, she had other 

professors who would “still have to send them to me” even if that professor wanted to 

hold on to their slides as intellectual property and did not want all students to have access 

to them. This participant also said, “One of my professors uploaded a version of the 
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slides the morning of the lecture, but presented a different version in class.” This method 

was done to ensure that students came to class and paid attention since the first uploaded 

version was not reflective of all the pertinent information that would be presented during 

the class. 

Theme 2: Assessment Accommodations 

The second theme looked at how the students with learning disabilities at their 

colleges and universities were accommodated for assessments, specifically assignments, 

and tests and exams. Each of these assessment types will be described as experienced by 

the participants. The first type of assessment that was analyzed was assignments. 

Extensions on assignments was an accommodation for Interviewees 1, 2 and 4, however, 

they all expressed different experiences with this accommodation. Interviewee 1 shared 

that this was an accommodation he found himself using often. Due to his difficulty with 

memory and language, he finds he needs the extra time to complete the writing in his 

assignments accurately. Interviewee 2 shared both the positive and negative side of 

having this accommodation. She said, “I have up to one week of extension. At first, it 

was helpful, but sometimes I procrastinate because I know I have the extra time and wait 

until the last minute.” Though she has this accommodation and does use it, it does not 

always work to her benefit because she is still cramming to finish the assignment at the 

last minute after all, the urgency is no longer there in having to complete it for the 

original submission date. Where Interviewee 1 and 2 found themselves constantly using 

this accommodation, Interviewee 4 is also granted this accommodation, but most of the 

time did not use it, as she said, “If I need the extension on assignments, I’ll get it. 
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Sometimes I’m scared to ask because I feel they will put up a fight.” This student has 

enough difficulty with processing the course material that she is given the opportunity to 

more time to complete her assignments, but her professors have created an unwelcoming 

environment where she does not feel they will be willing to meet her academic needs.  

Secondly, there was the assessment accommodation for tests and exams. For this 

accommodation, all five participants stated that they received extended time for their tests 

and exams, though their time allotments varied. Participant 1 shared that he is allowed an 

hour and a half extra time for his tests and exams. Interviewee 2 however is allowed 25% 

extra time on her tests and exams with a 10-25-minute break that can be either taken all at 

once or broken up during her test time. Her program also has quizzes. For quizzes, she 

does not use the extended time as her quizzes are only 30 minutes long, and 25% would 

only provide her an extra 7.5 minutes which she does not believe to be valuable. For 

Interviewee 3, during her time in college, she was allowed an extra hour to complete her 

tests and exams which she always found to be very useful. Interviewee 4 was provided 

the most generous allowance of time. For her tests and exams, she is granted double time. 

In an instance where the exam is three hours long, she would be allowed six hours to 

write it which she stated was too long. She elaborated, “I try not to rush my exams, but I 

don’t ever stay for the full six hours. The thing is, they don’t allow you breaks.” Finally, 

Interviewee 5 was permitted time and a half for his tests and exams, which he said proved 

to be beneficial to him throughout his university journey. 

Research Question 2 

The second research question for this study was: How do Canadian postsecondary 
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students with learning disabilities describe their experience using assistive services in 

their college or university to successfully complete their courses? The purpose of this 

question was to gather information and insight on how the participants felt while using 

the assistive services provided to them, and if they truly did feel it was beneficial to their 

academic success. For this question, three themes and one sub-theme will be presented to 

aid in answering this research question.  

Theme 3: Pre-Postsecondary Experiences 

Though this topic started before the participants commenced college or university, 

it is a crucial part of their journeys, as it helped to pave the way for how they received 

and navigated their accommodations once enrolled in their postsecondary programs. 

Interviewees 1, 4 and 5 were all diagnosed during elementary school. For this reason, all 

three similarly shared that since they already had confirmed learning disabilities, along 

with IEPs from their respective high schools, they were able to notify their college or 

university immediately upon application that they would require accommodations for 

their learning disabilities. Interviewee 4 was fortunate to have done an updated 

psychoeducational test at the end of high school, which allowed her a very accurate 

listing of what she required to help her at that stage of her learning journey.  

Similar to Interviewee 4, Interviewee 2 also commenced a psychoeducational test 

at the end of high school. However, in her case, she always recognized academic 

difficulty, but was not recommended for testing until she asked her high school guidance 

counsellor for it. At that point, testing was initiated which allotted her a diagnosis during 

the summer before her university career began. Since her diagnosis came so late, she was 
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unable to disclose a learning disability and the need for academic accommodations until 

after the school year began. However, once notification was given to the school, she 

reported that they acted fast on implementing her suggested accommodations. Finally, 

Interviewee 3 had a very different experience for her diagnosis. Throughout grade school 

she, along with her parents were always aware that she had academic difficulty and likely 

had a learning disability. However, at the time, psychoeducational testing was not as 

easily available, and was very expensive if done privately: 

I struggled so hard in elementary school and high school…when I was a kid, my 

parents wanted me tested but unfortunately, they couldn’t afford it. They were 

stuck and I was not able to get the extra help in high school because I was not 

diagnosed. 

Her elementary school agreed to put her on the government-subsidized list to have 

her tested, however, the list was so long that she went through all of grade school and her 

turn to be tested never arrived. Always wanting to go to college but knowing it would be 

difficult given her undiagnosed learning disability she still applied as a mature student 

and was accepted. Once her program began, she located the Disability Services office at 

her school and they advocated for her and applied for a grant to have her tested for a 

learning disability. Finally, at the age of 35-36, she was diagnosed and was granted 

academic accommodations. In her case, once the testing was completed, partly through 

her first semester, she gave the formal paperwork to the Disability Services department 

and they too implemented her accommodations immediately. Since the semester was 

already on its way, the office provided her with a letter to give to all of her professors so 
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they could make the accommodations for the rest of the semester.  

Subtheme: Positive/Negative Learning Disability Labeling 

This sub-theme is linked to the main theme of pre-postsecondary experiences as 

the labels these participants experienced prior to college and university, acted as some 

level of fear to their ability to be successful. For this section, only two of the participants 

shared feelings on this topic. Interviewee 1 was the first to provide insight on the negative 

labelling he received. During his time in grade school, he had teachers who explicitly said 

to him he was, “too stupid…wouldn’t go far in education.” These words said by 

educators who were supposed to encourage young minds kept this participant out of 

college until he was a mature student. After high school, he did not feel he was good 

enough to apply to, and be successful in college, so he decided to work for a few years 

instead. In the case of Interviewee 5, he experienced both positive and negative remarks 

about his learning disability. During his younger years of grade 3-4, before formally 

being put on an IEP, he was told he, “Would outgrow the learning disability in later 

years.” However later on in grade 6, when he had a formal diagnosis and IEP, he was 

provided work that was not challenging, which was not kept secret from the rest of the 

class. Due to this, he developed a stigma from his classmates because no matter how hard 

he tried at the regular class work, he would get a C: 

I would be pulled into this small group in the small classroom. I found that the 

work I was doing wasn’t challenging. I also felt like it carried a negative stigma 

because no matter how hard I tried in any other subject, outside of my IEP 

accommodations, like for math for example, I’d be a C+ kid. I’d work my [butt] 
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off, I’d be a C+ kid. I didn’t try, I’d still get that C+. So, I think it has very 

negative labels with it. 

These experiences also made him feel as though his inability to get high grades may 

hinder him from being successful in university, and it may not be a good decision for his 

future.  

Theme 4: Institutional Awareness 

This section will display how the educational institutions accommodated these 

participants once notified that they required additional support to attain academic success. 

In this section, the participants will share both positive and negative experiences they 

have encountered, or are currently battling.  

Having an accommodation counsellor from the Disability Services office, was a 

topic that Interviewees 1, 3 and 4 discussed. Interviewee 3 had a great experience with 

her counsellor. This person advocated for her, helped her apply for grants, and ensured 

she had all of the necessary technology during her enrollment. However, Interviewees 1 

and 4 did not have such a great experience. They shared that their counsellors were not 

very accessible. Interviewee 1 expressed: 

The person that I have, she’s hard to track down because she’s either on vacation, 

she’s on her day off, she’s away from the office, she’s sick, stuff like that. So, it’s 

kind of hard to reach my specific person. 

This lack of availability frequently left them without a solution if there was a pressing 

matter.  

All five participants discussed the Disability Centre as an option for them to write 
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their tests and exams. They all also shared in order to write their tests and exams in the 

test centre, they were required to submit a request to do so two weeks prior to the exam. 

For this accommodation, Interviewee 5 did not have anything positive or negative to 

share about this experience. This was an accommodation he used where needed. 

Interviewee 3 was grateful for the option of writing her tests and exams in a separate 

room, but she stated, “I actually didn’t end up writing my tests or exams in the Office for 

Disabilities. I didn’t find it beneficial to be stuck in a place by myself... I find it more 

distracting to be in a room by myself.” Interviewee 2 on the other hand had trouble with 

completing the steps to write her tests and exams in a testing room. She shared that the 

Disability Services required a two-week notice to write a test or exam in that space. Most 

of the time, she forgot to submit the request since it was so far in advance, and had 

difficulty getting to use this accommodation. For Interviewee 4, she presented a very 

negative view of this testing option. For her, since she is allotted double time, which can 

make her exam process last up to six hours. This proved to be difficult for her because 

during that time frame, she is not allowed to have a snack in the testing centre with her, 

and more importantly, she is not allowed bathroom breaks. Those two reasons were 

crucial in her decision to try her best to complete the exams in the regular scheduled time, 

as she has found it difficult to write an exam on an empty stomach, and even harder to 

complete if she needs to use the bathroom.  

One more institutional awareness that was brought forth through the interviews 

was the availability of services for his assignments to be edited. Interviewee 1 shared that 

he was allowed to get assistance from assigned personnel to edit his assignments before 
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submissions since language difficulty is part of his learning disability, making sure he 

does not lose marks for this difficulty, “It’s not being docked marks for not spelling 

things correctly.” 

Theme 5: Self-Advocacy 

This theme serves two purposes. First, it demonstrates a major aspect that 

participants used to ensure they received the help they were entitled to. Second, it is 

guiding words for future students with learning disabilities to use as motivation for them 

to not only enroll in postsecondary but guarantee their success throughout the process. As 

a means of self-advocacy, Interviewees 1, 2, 3 and 4 all, in their own way, suggested self-

advocation. Advocacy was important for them. It ensured they received the 

accommodations, time, space, and technology they were required to successfully navigate 

their courses in a manner that best suited their needs. This is an important message for 

future students. They must be sure to know who they should speak to, to have their 

accommodations put in place, or to seek more help if the services they are being offered 

are not proving to be helpful.  

Interviewee 5 said, “Don’t let your learning disability stop you.” He continued 

with Fred VanVleet’s quote, “Bet on yourself.” Despite hurdles and difficulties that 

students with learning disabilities have encountered during grade school, the overall 

message from all participants is that attaining a postsecondary degree is possible, and 

prospective students should not be discouraged, especially if a college or university 

degree is a goal they hope to achieve. 
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Summary 

This chapter brought forth the application of all the planned procedures from 

Chapter 3. In Chapter 4, concrete data that helped answer the research questions were 

presented. The chapter began with the setting, which detailed that all participants 

participated in their interviews virtually at a date and time that suited their schedule. Next 

was the section on demographics. This section described participate demographics and 

whether the participant was currently enrolled or have graduated college or university. 

The next part of this chapter was exploring data collection. Here, the procedures followed 

to interview participants and collect data were explained. There was a description of how 

participants were recruited, the consent process, and where and how data was secured in 

the interest of the participants’ privacy and anonymity. Then, data analysis displayed the 

steps to refine transcripts and code them for codes, categories, and themes for further 

analysis. Evidence of trustworthiness was next. This was a review of credibility, 

transferability, dependability and confirmability, as previously shared in Chapter 3. 

Finally, the most crucial part of the study was the results. This section provided a deep 

and thorough analysis of the interview findings, including an analysis of the themes and 

how they related to the two research questions.  

Through five themes and one subtheme, the findings indicated that despite any 

negative experiences and stigmas a student with learning disability had in grade school, 

they were well recognized and accommodated in postsecondary school. These students 

had a designated point of contact to speak to about any concerns and to have any needs 

met. This person worked with the students to implement the academic accommodations 
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they need from their day-to-day classes and lectures, to their assignments and then to 

their tests and exams. The students were even provided a separate space to write tests and 

exams with extra time permittance. The findings also indicated that overall, students with 

learning disabilities in the college and university system were happy with the 

accommodations they were given and felt they were helpful in allowing them academic 

success on their postsecondary school journey. All of these students also support the 

concept of advocating for their educational rights and needs in order to ensure their 

success in acquiring their postsecondary credentials. 

Chapter 5 will provide an interpretation of the study’s findings, which will discuss 

the findings in reference to the literature review and theoretical framework of Chapter 2. 

Then it will explain the limitations experienced during the study. Next will be a section 

on recommendations, which will describe any recommendations for future studies on this 

or similar topics. Following this will be implications. Suggestions on how this research 

study can contribute to social change will be presented. Finally, there will be a 

concluding message for this study. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations 

The purpose of this study was to learn about students with learning disabilities 

and their experiences using assistive services at their college or university to help them 

succeed through their courses and overall program. To gather this information, virtual 

interviews were conducted with five participants to answer the two research questions 

related to this study. Gathering this information was important as previous literature was 

minimal. A literature review revealed the success rate of students with learning 

disabilities who pursued a postsecondary degree. However, this information did not 

reflect the student experience and what it was like to navigate postsecondary education 

with learning disabilities.   

This study was conducted to gain personal perspectives on what it was like for 

students with learning disabilities to use assistive services to determine if it was 

conducive and beneficial and if it contributed to academic success. The findings in this 

study presented an overall positive outlook on the use of assistive services, though 

negative issues were shared as areas that needed improvement. Students were given many 

offerings to aid their instructional time and assessments, such as extra time, an alternate 

testing area, and technology to help them take and record lecture notes. Though there 

were options, allowing additional time to write an exam was not always helpful since 

students were not permitted a bathroom break during the extended time. Within all 

interviews, every participant provided examples of services they were offered but barely 

or never used because they found it more detrimental than helpful to their education. 

This chapter will explain the interpretation of the findings based on the themes 
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related to the research questions. It will also describe the study’s limitations and any 

recommendations made after analyzing the data collected from the interviews. Finally, 

there will be a discussion of implications that can lead to future social change. 

Interpretation of the Findings 

This section will aid in interpreting the study’s findings while comparing them to 

the literature discussed in Chapter 2. The themes in these findings were (a) institutional 

accommodations, (b) assessment accommodations, (c) pre-postsecondary experiences, (d) 

institutional awareness, and (e) self-advocacy. As there will be a comparison between the 

literature and the framework in this section, the findings will be organized by the two 

research questions: 

• RQ 1: How do Canadian postsecondary students with learning disabilities 

describe their experiences of completing their courses? 

• RQ 2: How do Canadian postsecondary students with learning disabilities 

describe their experience using assistive services in college or university to 

complete their courses? 

Interpretation of RQ 1 Findings 

The first research question sought a first-hand account of what it was like being a 

student with a learning disability enrolled in a postsecondary school. This included how 

they managed to get through their classes and how they were able to pass assessment 

tasks such as assignments, along with tests and exams. The two themes used to explore 

this research question were institutional accommodations and assessment 

accommodations.  
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In the literature, students with learning disabilities attending a college or 

university had very little positive experiences to share. These students had a few faculty 

members open to accommodating students with learning disabilities so long as it did not 

create extra work for them (Khouri et al., 2022). Self-perception was also a source that 

allowed students with learning disabilities in college or university to have positive 

experiences while at school. It was noted that when students with learning disabilities 

could communicate openly with their professors, they felt more confident in their abilities 

to succeed in that professor’s class (Hernández et al., 2021). These concepts were similar 

to the results of the study. For the most part, participants in the study described professors 

willing to implement the accommodations they needed, such as technology in the class 

and writing tests and exams in a separate setting. Concerning self-perception, participants 

in the study stated that they were entitled to a note-taker for their lectures, but none used 

this service. They expressed no need to use this accommodation because they were 

confident in their ability to take notes that were the most appropriate for their learning 

style. They also mentioned using a combination of voice recordings and notes to attain 

the information from their lectures effectively.  

There were many more instances of negative experiences in the literature than 

what was discovered from the study. The literature discussed students with learning 

disabilities who had a challenging time in their courses. Professors were not cooperative, 

other students did not understand their needs and privileges, and in many cases, the 

students had to drop out because they could not manage their course loads and the 

difficulty of the work. In the study, one participant shared a tough time. She started her 
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postsecondary journey at university; however, after 2 years of barely passing her courses, 

she transitioned to college. In both university and college, she was permitted double time 

for tests and exams, which most of the time she did not use, though she needed the extra 

time. This is because she could not use the bathroom or have something to eat during a 3 

hour exam, which allowed her 6 hours. This has made utilizing her assessment 

accommodations difficult. Similar to the literature, some participants stated that they did 

not always ask for the use of their accommodation with specific professors because those 

professors were not welcoming and made them uncomfortable asking for what they were 

entitled to. This left students at a disadvantage and could potentially negatively affect 

their overall grades in that course.  

Interpretation of RQ 2 Findings 

The focus of RQ 2 was to take a deeper look at the experiences of the suggested 

assistive services and the practice of using them throughout the academic journey of 

students with learning disabilities. The themes related to this research question were pre-

postsecondary experiences, institutional awareness, and self-advocacy.  

The literature presented information about students with learning disabilities who 

had a difficult time in school stemming from grade school. They had terrible grades, and 

their classmates and teachers were unpleasant, which made them feel incapable of doing 

well at school. Two participants expressed similar experiences while in grade school. 

These two participants shared about teachers explicitly telling them they were not smart 

and would not have any success in their futures. These sentiments gave them doubt about 

being able to be successful in college and university, which is why they were sure to 
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indicate they had a learning disability immediately upon their application to the school. 

They then furthered that by establishing accommodations for their programs as soon as 

possible to ensure they had a fair chance at doing well in their program. 

An essential part of getting assistive services as a student with learning disabilities 

is ensuring the postsecondary institution knows the need for extra help. In the literature, 

students described their college or university acknowledging their learning disability, but 

not all students had an experience where they were effectively accommodated. Some 

students were made to feel inadequate by their professors or ignored by their school. In 

contrast, others shared that their school provided them with technology, helpful faculty, 

and tutoring programs to help them through their courses (Chambers et al., 2018). In the 

interviews, the participants diagnosed with a learning disability before enrolling in 

college or university were assigned a person in the Disability Services office to help them 

set accommodations for their courses and assessments. Two participants were not 

diagnosed until after high school, but as soon as they had their diagnoses and provided it 

to their school, accommodations were implemented immediately. 

Self-advocacy was a theme in which each participant shared the same 

information. All study participants suggested that future students self-advocate to ensure 

their academic success. They all said it was essential to speak to professors or their 

assigned disability personnel if they need extra help or modifications to their 

accommodation plan, as they must succeed, and enjoy their time in college or university. 

Similarly, in the literature, students shared the importance of communication. This would 

be a combination of communicating with the professors when they needed extra help or 
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time for assignments and exams. At the same time, other students explained the 

importance of communication with their peers or peer tutors so that they were being 

helped in the way they needed (Connor, 2019). 

These research questions and themes also reflected the theoretical framework that 

informed this study. Disability studies in education is a theory that seeks to understand 

each diagnosed person’s learning disability as an entity independent of them and find 

ways to ensure that the basic need of education is both inclusive and equitable for the 

students (Connor, 2013). This theoretical ideal was reflected in student experiences. The 

participants in the study all shared that they felt their academic needs were being met, and 

they felt they could achieve their postsecondary goals because they were not ignored and 

were provided with services that allowed them an inclusive and equitable education.  

Limitations of the Study 

This study aimed to learn about postsecondary students with learning disabilities 

and their experiences using assistive services to aid them through their courses and 

overall program leading to graduation. As such, the study was not exempt from 

limitations. First, the research design was considered a limitation as there was a question 

as to whether the interview questions were explicit enough to elicit quality responses to 

answer the research question and, in turn, aid in reaching saturation by completing the 

interview process. During the interviews, the participants were thorough in their 

responses and would elaborate when prompted to. As such, saturation was achieved 

through the interviews. 

Transferability was another limitation to be considered. There was a concern that 
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this study would not be easily transferable to postsecondary students in vocational 

schools. The worry with this type of schooling was that they work on a “hands-on” 

learning model, contrary to the theoretical learning of college and university. As such, the 

accommodations for learning would be different and, therefore, not comparable. Since 

this study only focused on students who were currently attending or have graduated from 

college or university, the concern of transferability to students in vocational school 

remains. 

The last limitation discussed in Chapter 1 was biases. Any participants who were 

graduates who had completed their postsecondary education may not be entirely 

forthcoming out of loyalty and appreciation to their college or university for ensuring 

their academic success. Through the interviews, though the students were grateful for the 

accommodations and assistance they were provided, they were honest in sharing any 

areas of improvement they encountered or any accommodations they did not find useful 

or did not use. All limitations considered, the study answered the research questions 

completely and thoroughly.  

Recommendations 

This study provided information on the experiences of Canadian students with a 

learning disability who have used assistive services during their postsecondary education. 

The data gathered from this study were able to provide answers and fill in the gap in the 

literature surrounding what it is like being a student with a learning disability in a college 

or university setting and how they felt about the assistive services provided to them by 

their school. However, more research is needed to fill this gap. One area of further 
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research would be in the vocational school setting. As previously mentioned, those 

attending vocational school work on a “hands-on” framework versus a theoretical one, so 

research into the types of assistive services these schools provide their students with 

learning disabilities would be helpful. Further, it would be essential to learn about the 

experiences of the students with learning disabilities who use the assistive services in this 

type of school and if the assistance produced successful academic outcomes. Another 

recommendation for future research would be to continue to explore the assistive services 

provided for learning disabilities that were not part of this study. This would allow for 

knowledge of the possibility of even more accommodations or overall program 

modifications being provided to college and university students with a variety of learning 

disabilities.  

Broadening the scope of this research is also a recommendation for future 

research. Though this study sought the experience of Canadian students with learning 

disabilities in college and university, all the participants resided and attended schools in 

the province of Ontario. Expanding this research across the other provinces and territories 

of Canada would help consolidate the types of accommodations and completion rates for 

students with learning disabilities who use assistive services across Canada.   

Implications 

These findings could lead to positive social change as they could help to make the 

experiences of students with learning disabilities who require assistive services more 

valuable. The school administration and faculty members could use the information to 

enhance the services offered at their schools and classes. They could also update the way 
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certain assistive services are being implemented. It could also promote positive social 

change by being an example to individuals with a learning disability who desire a 

postsecondary education but feel it is not attainable due to their previous difficulty in the 

education system. Another implication for social change in this study is through 

representation across different professional fields. This study could be a source for others 

with learning disabilities to see individuals like themselves in various professional roles, 

even though they have a learning disability. 

Conclusion 

This qualitative study aimed to learn about the experiences of Canadian 

postsecondary students with learning disabilities who used assistive services to help them 

in their programs. A qualitative approach allowed for an in-depth understanding of the 

types of services offered and whether they were helpful since this information is lacking 

in the literature. Five individuals with learning disabilities who were either enrolled in or 

had graduated from college or university were interviewed to gain their perspectives on 

using assistive services to help them succeed academically. Once the interview data was 

collected and analyzed, five themes and one subtheme emerged to answer the research 

questions.  

The study’s results revealed that with the recommended accommodations such as 

extended assessment times and technology, students with learning disabilities can 

complete their college and university courses, ultimately leading to graduation. Though 

all assistive services provided were not utilized or needed to be improved, all participants 

expressed gratitude for being able to have assistive services to help them through their 
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lectures and assessments. The results of the study indicated that even if students with 

learning disabilities have negative academic experiences throughout grade school, when 

provided assistive services, they can achieve academic success in postsecondary 

education. This discovery needs to be explored further since despite assistances proving 

to be helpful, the enrollment numbers of students with learning disabilities in 

postsecondary schools should be higher. 

The insights from this study may contribute to positive social change by providing 

examples of students’ experiences that may contribute to program improvements. It may 

encourage the families of potential students with learning disabilities to realize that a 

postsecondary education may be attainable for their child. This study may also encourage 

more individuals with learning disabilities to follow their dreams in postsecondary 

education, which can lead to their dream jobs or careers.  
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Appendix: Interview Questions 

  
1. Please tell me about your education journey. What schools did you attend and 

where did you attend school if outside of Ontario? 
a. Tell me more about your journey as a college/university student. 

2. How did you discover you had a learning disability? 
a. How old were you or when you and/or your parents found out about 

your learning difference? 
b. How did finding out you have a learning disability change your 

education journey? 
3. When in your college/university application and enrollment phase did you 

disclose that you had a learning difference and need accommodations? 
a. Tell me about the process of disclosure to your school. 

4. Please tell about the types of assistance and accommodations your 
college/university offered you to meet your academic needs. 

a. What, if any criteria were you given to use the assistance resources? 
5. How is/was it using the services you are/have been provided? 

a. Tell which assistances and accommodations you used the most. 
b. Why did you use that/those assistances/accommodations the most? 

6. In what ways were the assistance services helpful? 
a. Describe which parts of the overall program they helped the most (i.e., 

note taking, exams, assignments, etc.) 
7. In what ways were the assistance services not helpful? 

a. Describe which parts of the overall program they helped the most (i.e., 
note taking, exams, assignments, etc.) 

8. What advice would you give to potential students with a learning disability 
enrolling in in college/university who require assistance and/or 
accommodations? 
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