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College students with disabilities are entitled
to equal access under both the Americans with
Disabilities Act (1990) and Section 504 of the
Rehabilitation Act (1973). Typically, equal
access comes in the form of reasonable accommo-
dations, or modifications to a program, service,
or activity that address an environmental barrier
(ADA, 1990). To access accommodations, stu-
dents must disclose their disabilities to disabil-
ity resource centers (DRCs), formally request
them, and work with disability resource pro-
fessionals (DRPs) to determine if the requested
accommodations are reasonable (Lyman et al.,
2016). Although guidance is available for DRPs
on determining reasonableness (e.g., AHEAD
n.d.; Gaddy, 2012; Laird-Metke, 2016; Meeks
& Jain, 2015), it narrowly focuses on assessing
factors related only to students’ disabilities.
Although compliant, this approach may be
troublesome as disability is merely one identity
among students’ other intersectional identities
(Annamma et al., 2013; Krebs, 2019; Yull,
2015). Further, in some cases, DRDPs select
accommodations from a predetermined list,
shedding light on the complicated nature of
reasonableness and bringing into question for
whom this threshold was designed (Krebs,
2019; Kurth & Mellard, 2006). As a result,
DRPs need to acknowledge the intersectional
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identities of students with disabilities and indi-
vidualize accommodations by considering their
unique identities and experiences. Therefore,
the purpose of this paper was to explore DRPs’
perspectives on the role of student identities
in the accommodation process and how iden-
tities are incorporated into accommodation
decisions.

METHOD

The research team recruited DRPs using conve-
nience sampling methods (Merriam & Tisdell,
2016). Researchers distributed an anonymous
survey to all members of the Association on
Higher Education and Disability (AHEAD)
and the College Autism Network (CAN) and
to followers of two researchers’ Twitter accounts
who were eligible to participate in this research
(i.e., DRPs). The survey included 22 questions
regarding participants’ demographics, accom-
modation decision-making process, and percep-
tions of experiences and identities in relation
to accommodation decision-making. At the
survey’s conclusion, respondents could leave
their contact information to participate in a
follow-up interview. There were no incentives
for participants to engage in either phase of
this research.
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A total of 38 DRPs completed the survey,
and 13 agreed to participate in follow-up inter-
views. Most participants were White women.
More than half identified as having a disability
(n =7), and all participants disclosed English
as their primary language (7 = 13). Participants’
geographical locations varied: One worked in
the Midwest region of the US, four in the
Southeast, two in the Northeast, four in the
West, and two in the Southwest region. Insti-
tution types were primarily private 4-year (7 =
6) or public 4-year (7 = 6) universities.

Interviews took place over Zoom. The first
author began each interview by explaining the
study’s purpose and obtaining consent for audio
recording. Researchers followed a semi-struc-
tured interview protocol that included ques-
tions about how students’ identities related to
the accommodation process (e.g., “. . . a new
DRP has just started working in your office.
They have approached you seeking advice on
whether they should try to be mindful of other
factors of students’ identities and experiences
outside of disability . . . what would you tell
them?”). The entire protocol is available upon
request.

The first author transcribed, cleaned (e.g.,
removed filler words, shortened asides), and
de-identified interview data. The research team
then independently open-coded one transcript
to identify initial categories in the data (Mer-
riam & Tisdell, 2016). After open coding, the
research team compared codes and developed
an initial codebook. Next, researchers used this
codebook to code another transcript individu-
ally. This iterative process resulted in a third and
finalized codebook used to recode all transcripts
with qualitative analysis software (Dedoose) and
engage in thematic analysis (Merriam & Tisdell,
2016).

To ensure trustworthiness throughout the
research process, the research team: (a) main-
tained an audit trail, (b) conducted verbal
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member-checking with participants during
(e.g., “What I hear you saying is . . .) and at the
end of interviews, (c) engaged in peer debrief-
ing (e.g., reviewing researcher notes together),
(d) recorded memos, (e) triangulated data (i.e.,
multiple investigators, multiple sources of data),
and (f) interrogated the potential influence of
their positionalities on the data collection and
analysis procedures through memoing and dis-
cussions during weekly team meetings. The first
author is a White English-speaking cis woman,
a former DRP, and a second-year doctoral stu-
dent with invisible disabilities. The second
author is a former special education teacher,
first-generation high school and college grad-
uate, White English-speaking cis woman, and
special education faculty member with a medi-
cal condition requiring workplace accommoda-
tions. The third author is also a former special
education teacher, a White English-speaking
cis woman, and a special education faculty
member.

FINDINGS

In this section, we detail themes that emerged
during data analysis and provide direct quotes
that either reflected general sentiments that
cut across participants or provided examples
that enhance the presentation of findings. Par-
ticipant numbers assigned during analysis are
included with quotes to reflect their diverse
voices.

The Importance of a
Holistic Perspective

Participants unanimously agreed that DRPs
could not separate disability from other stu-
dent identities. Specifically, participants empha-
sized that DRPs must consciously acknowl-
edge and understand that students likely
hold multiple identities that intersect with
disability (e.g., students with disabilities who
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are also a[n] “. . . English language learner”
[3], “first-generation student” [8], “Person of
Color” [19]) and influence their higher educa-
tion experience. Participants also discussed the
importance of DRPs staying mindful of student
experiences and how society marginalizes other
identities: “. . . it’s disabling to be hungry . . .
racism is disabling, sexism is disabling. It’s all
disempowering, it’s all disabling” (7).

As a result, participants believed DRPs
should adopt a holistic lens while working
with students, particularly during the accom-
modation process. Participants specifically
highlighted DRPs’ responsibility to “meet stu-
dents where they are” (13), as identities and
experiences inherently shape student access to
and implementation of specific accommoda-
tions (e.g., technology-based accommodations
in relation to financial resources). Further,
participants discussed the impact of multiple
oppressed identities on students using accom-
modations. For example, one participant dis-
cussed the complexities of being a Person of
Color and disabled and how these identities
may affect a student’s comfort in implementing
accommodations: “Is a Person of Color who
uses a wheelchair going to feel comfortable
speaking out in a class? . . . Some People of
Color . . . they're like ‘look, I stand out enough
asitis’” (19). Overall, participants underscored
the importance of DRPs expanding their per-
spectives during the accommodation approach
to consider students’ collective identities and
experiences, citing this approach as respectful,
equitable, and necessary “just on a human level”

(16).
Understanding Disability as an Identity

Participants recommended that DRPs recognize
disability as a complex identity. This concept was
discussed both in isolation (i.e., an awareness of
how students understand their own disability
identity) and in tandem with its relationship to
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other identities (e.g., culture and disability). In
both instances, however, disability identity was
emphasized as unique to all students who pos-
sess it. Many participants noted, for example,
that some students have concerns with anonym-
ity and, as a result, do not identify as disabled.
Other students strongly identified with their
disability identity (e.g., a student who identified
as “Disabled with a capital D” [7] and readily
shared disability-related information during the
accommodation process).

Altogether, participants emphasized that
disability identity is fluid, complex, and unique
to each student. As such, participants noted that
DRPs should respect where students are in their
identity development and empower them to
undo any damage of stigma and oppression: “I
think it's important to help students recognize
that, ‘yeah, you have something a little bit dif-
ferent; we're all different. There’s diversity . . .
and that’s okay’” (8).

Intersectional Identities and the
Accommodation Process

Participants described numerous ways DRPs
can support students with intersecting identi-
ties, emphasizing the influential role DRPs play
in students” higher education experiences. For
example, participants discussed the importance
of taking a holistic perspective toward students’
experiences regarding access to documentation
typically required to establish accommodations.
Specifically, participants noted barriers associ-
ated with obtaining disability documentation
(i.e., disability verification from a healthcare
provider) for students who either are “from a
lower-SES background” (15) or are “undocu-
mented immigrants”(8) or DACA beneficiaries.
In these instances and others, documentation
requirements can hinder students’ ability to
access accommodations and, as noted by par-
ticipants, may need to be removed or adjusted.
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Participants also emphasized the need for
DRPs to make accommodation decisions that
are appropriate for the whole student, not just
their disability. For example, one participant
discussed a request for a single dorm room she
received from a student who was “transgender
or transitioning” (11) and had a learning dis-
ability. The DRP approved this request due to
the impact of the student’s gender identity on
their mental health more so than their disability.
Moreover, participants discussed a DRP’s ability
to connect students to other resources relevant
to identities shared (e.g., a student parent sup-
port group). Finally, participants stressed the
importance of “making sure [DRPs are] not
making assumptions” about students’ identities
and managing their biases as they learn about
students’ backgrounds and experiences.

DISCUSSION

The purpose of this paper was to explore DRPs
perspectives on the role of student identities
in the accommodation process and how DRPs
incorporate them into accommodation deci-
sions. Participants unanimously agreed that
DRPs must view students holistically, con-
sidering their intersectional identities (related
and unrelated to disability) during the accom-
modation process and the unique experiences
accompanying each identity. According to
participants, failing to work with students in
this way would not only put students at risk
of not receiving baseline equal access through
reasonable accommodations but also potentially
reinforce inequities for students with disabilities
in higher education.

IMPLICATIONS

This study highlights several implications for
higher education DRCs to support students’
intersectional identities and incorporate them
into the accommodation process. Notably,
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participants discussed the importance of view-
ing students holistically. As such, future guid-
ance from research or professional organizations
(e.g., AHEAD) may address the role of student
identities beyond disability in the accommoda-
tion process, including strategies for engaging
students in discussions about their experiences
and connecting them to appropriate resources
outside DRCs. Future guidelines may also
include strategies for DRPs to engage in reflex-
ivity (e.g., critically examining one’s biases)
when working with students to examine how
their unconscious reactions to students’ identi-
ties and experiences may influence their actions.

Further, when developing professional
guidance on this matter, relevant organizations
should consider involving students and DRPs
of diverse identities and experiences to better
understand how relevant stakeholders opera-
tionalize the nature of supports and services
students with disabilities should receive from
DRPs concerning intersectional identities.
Involving individuals with diverse identities is
imperative to any effort of this nature. Within
the present study, despite fruitful conversations
about holistic student support, discussions of
racial identities were limited, shedding light on
how our own identities (in this case, a sample of
primarily White women) shape our perceptions
and understanding.

CONCLUSION

Opverall, participants’ suggestions for practice
may serve as a starting point for DRPs to view
students holistically rather than simply as indi-
viduals with disabilities and to think critically
about the nature of reasonableness in the accom-
modation process. Further, the findings may
provide a foundation for the field to develop
guidance on how to engage in the accommo-
dation process more equitably. Doing so will
align DRPs’ practices with social justice-re-
lated efforts and facilitate more inclusive and
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equitable experiences for students within DRCs
that positively impact their higher education
experience (Kraus, 2021).

Correspondence concerning this manuscript should be
addressed to Morgan M. Strimel, George Mason Univer-
sity; mthomp26@gmu.edu
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