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ABSTRACT 
 

AMANDA GRAY 

COLLEGE STUDENTS’ PERSPECTIVES ON STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES 

AUGUST 2015 

The purpose of this study was to investigate variables that impact college 

students’ perspectives of students with disabilities.  Specifically, this study attempted to 

discern whether question presentation (positive or negative wording), personal experience 

with disability, competitiveness of program, age, ethnicity, and implicit person theory 

altered students’ perspectives of their peers with disabilities.  Six hundred ninety-eight 

students were randomly assigned to one of two surveys, either positive psychology or 

deficit model based, where only the question wording was changed.  Hierarchical 

regressions were completed investigating the impact of each of the aforementioned 

variables on overall beliefs about students with disabilities and endorsement of fairness of 

accommodations.  Additional post-hoc hierarchical regressions were conducted to gain 

additional insight into the impact of each independent variable.  Results showed 

identifying as Black, personal experience with a disability, having a coworker or peer 

with a disability, and question presentation were the most predictive across all of the 

hierarchical regressions.  These results provide information about personal variables that 

influence perspectives of students with disabilities.  Furthermore, school psychologists 

can apply these results to foster more positive perspectives at a younger age.  
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CHAPTER I 
 

INTRODUCTION 

 This study investigated what affects college students’ perceptions of students with 

disabilities.  Specifically, question presentation (positive or negative wording), personal 

experience with disability, competitiveness of program, age, ethnicity, and implicit 

person theory were examined in relationship to students’ beliefs about students with 

disabilities and perceptions of fairness in accommodations.  In order to adequately 

interpret the results of the study, it is important to first examine the history of education 

of individuals with disabilities in the United States (U. S.), especially in relation to 

postsecondary education.  This is important as it provides the foundation as well as an 

explanation for how individuals with disabilities are treated and perceived in educational 

settings today.  Subsequently, previous research relating to the variables of the study will 

be reviewed to provide a theoretical framework for the study. 

Brief History of the Education of Individuals with Disabilities  

 According to the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES; 2010), 10.8% 

of undergraduate and 7.6% of graduate students reported having a disability in the 2007-

2008 school year.  This percentage has significantly increased since the 1970s when less 

than 5% of college students reported having a disability.  The increase in students with 

disabilities enrolled in postsecondary education can be attributed to the changing legal 

regulations regarding individuals with disabilities.  
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 The first major legal regulation to impact students with disabilities was passed by 

President Lincoln in 1864 to enact a division for the “deaf and dumb” at the Columbia 

Institution (Madaus, 2011).  Subsequently, the National Deaf-Mute College, which was 

later renamed Gallaudet College, enrolled its first student in 1864 and there were 25 

students enrolled by 1866.  There were very few other institutions that accepted students 

with disabilities at the time.  The only other notable exception was Radcliffe College, 

which Helen Keller attended from 1900 to 1905.  

 Increases in the number of students with disabilities enrolled in higher education 

were noted following the return of veterans from war (Madaus, 2011).  The Vocational 

Rehabilitation Act of 1918 was enacted by the federal government and provided minimal 

assistance for veterans with disabilities.  The Serviceman’s Readjustment Act of 1944, 

also known as the GI Bill of Rights, provided veterans with $500 towards education 

every year.  As Madaus (2011) stated, “This influx of veterans resulted in a 

corresponding increase in students with disabilities enrolling in college” (p. 6).  The most 

frequently provided accommodations at this time included transportation, housing, and 

classroom facilities.  These accommodations and the programs in place to provide them 

continued to be modified due to changing circumstances after World War II and the 

Korean War (Madaus, 2011).  

 Additional disability supports were added through the civil rights movement, as 

well as the passage of civil rights and education legislation.  For example, Section 504 of 

the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, which applies to establishments that receive federal 

funding, was enacted to aid individuals with disabilities.  To provide additional support, 
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the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) of 1990 and variations of regulations that 

eventually became the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEIA; 

2004) were enacted.  All of these legal regulations prohibited discrimination and required 

appropriate accommodations to be provided to individuals with disabilities (Walker, 

2011).  The Rehabilitation Act of 1973 and ADA (1990) are civil rights regulations with 

components that directly apply to postsecondary education, while IDEIA applies to 

primary and secondary education.  The way in which the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 is 

written forces universities to interpret for themselves the accommodations they are to 

provide through disability support services (Sneed, 2006).  ADA (1990) added further 

regulations requiring postsecondary facilities to provide any accommodations necessary 

for students to partake in campus activities.  In 2008, Congress enacted the Americans 

with Disabilities Act Amendments Act to clarify the definition of disability, examples of 

disabilities, and factors for eligibility decisions (Madaus, 2011). 

 There are significant differences in the services provided through the 

Rehabilitation Act of 1973 for students with disabilities in primary and secondary 

education in comparison to postsecondary education.  According to Walker (2011), 

primary and secondary education guidelines are, in many ways, in accordance with 

IDEIA (2004).  For example, elementary and secondary schools are required to provide 

students with a free and appropriate public education (FAPE) and provide any aids or 

services required for students with disabilities to receive FAPE to the same degree as 

their non-disabled peers.  Postsecondary educational institutions, on the other hand, must 

provide accommodations to allow for equal education opportunities but do not have to 
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provide any services that would alter the fundamental basis of the establishment.  In 

addition, institutions can require documentation of a disability but there is no specific 

regulation defining what is considered to be adequate documentation.  Section 504 of the 

Rehabilitation Act of 1973 also required private institutions to at least consider 

applications submitted by students with disabilities and curtailed the trend to encourage 

students with disabilities into certain, more restrictive majors.  For the current study, the 

definition of disability in Section 504 of Rehabilitation Act of 1973 was used.  Under 

Section 504, it must be decided that a student (a) has an impairment (mental or physical) 

that limits at least one major life activity; (b) has a record of the impairment; or (c) is 

regarded as having an impairment. 

Overview of Study Variables 

 Positive psychology is considered a relatively new branch of psychology that 

emerged from previously existing divisions (Diener, 2009; Froh, 2004).  Due to the 

recent development of positive psychology as a field, there is a dearth of research in this 

area.  In fact, there has been minimal research investigating the link between positive 

psychology and perceptions of disability.  There has been a significant amount of 

research into the perceptions of disabilities and individuals with disabilities throughout 

the history of psychology.  The majority of the research has focused on self-perceptions 

of individuals with disabilities.  Importantly, it was found that the self-perceptions of 

individuals with disabilities are strongly influenced by the amount of interactions they 

have with disabilities outside themselves (Schairer, 2011), the amount of mobility they 

have (Hammel et al., 2008), and the societal perception of disabilities (Green, 2007).  
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Researchers have also focused on the impact of having a friend or family member with a 

disability.  The perceptions of family members have been shown to be influenced by the 

situation, as well as the amount of support required by the individual with a disability and 

its impact on the psychological characteristics of the family members (Gibson, 

Carnevale, & King, 2012; Ng, Kee, Amatya, & Khan, 2011).  Having a family member 

with a disability impacts the family throughout the life course of the individual (Banks, 

2003).  This impact has been shown to alter how individuals view siblings with 

disabilities (Stalker & Connors, 2004).  The research on having a friend with a disability 

appears to be immersed in being a peer without distinguishing the closeness of the 

relationship.  The research that has been completed regarding friends revolves around 

factors influencing the development of friendships and attitudes towards students with 

disabilities (Hendrickson, Shokoohi-Yekta, Hamre-Nietupski, & Gable, 1996; Laws & 

Kelly, 2005; Martin & Smith, 2002; Matheson, Olsen, & Weisner, 2007).  Coworkers and 

peers of individuals with disabilities reported their perceptions of individuals with 

disabilities were impacted by the amount of material they were able to cover with 

individuals with disabilities present in meetings or classrooms (Litvack, Ritchie, & Shore, 

2011).  Moreover, if the class or meeting did not cover what was perceived to be a 

significant amount of material, coworkers and peers felt the individuals with disabilities 

were preventing the coverage of enough material.  These coworkers and peers also 

reported their perceptions were influenced by being aware of having individuals with 

disabilities present and how much exposure they had in the past with individuals with 

disabilities (Anderson, Smith, & Thorpe, 2010).   
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 Several research studies have investigated the impact of perceptions of fairness on 

accommodations provided to students with disabilities.  Overall, perspectives of fairness 

are significantly influenced by the degree to which the accommodation impacts the 

respondent (Colella, 2001; Paetzold et al., 2008).  Studies have investigated the 

perceptions of fairness for students with and without disabilities (Houck, Asselin, 

Troutman, & Arrington, 1992; Lang et al., 2005; Sireci, Scarpati, & Li, 2005), parents of 

students with and without disabilities (Lang et al., 2005), and teachers (Berry, 2008; 

Berry, 2010).  Teachers often struggle with the need to provide accommodations and 

ensuring there is not an unfair advantage for students with disabilities (Burgstahler, 

Duclos, & Turcotte, 2000). 

 There is limited information relating age to disability perceptions.  Most research 

has focused on the effect of age on experience with a disability (Kane, 2012; Wilson, 

Bialk, Freeze, Freeze, & Lutfiyya, 2012; Yorkston, McMullan, Molton, & Jensen, 2010), 

but not how it impacts disability perceptions.  However, research by Forlin, Loreman, 

Sharma, and Earle (2009) indicated younger teachers held more positive perceptions of 

students with disabilities upon receiving training regarding how to work with individuals 

with disabilities.  Similarly, the information linking ethnicity and disability perceptions is 

also deficient.  The relationship between disabilities and ethnicities has mainly been 

researched through case studies investigating personal experiences (Smith, 2012), as well 

as legal regulations (Gudzinskiene & Jurguitiene, 2010) and research across various 

countries (Karna, 2010).  Additional research has been conducted investigating ethnicity, 

utilization of services (Dura-Villa & Hodes, 2009), stigmatization (Brown, Higgins, 
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Pierce, Hong, & Thoma, 2003; Saetermoe, Scattone, & Kim, 2001), and the importance 

of cultural competence among practitioners and researchers (Garcia, Perez, & Ortiz, 

2000; Yoshida, Li, & Odette, 1999).  O’Hara (2002) underlined the importance of 

ethnicity, defining it as “a complex concept which includes religious and cultural 

background, shared histories and common descent.  Ultimately, it is the individual’s 

psychological sense of belonging” (p. 166).  

In addition to a lack of research linking positive psychology and experience with 

disabilities, there is also a paucity of research relating positive psychology to item 

wording and disability perceptions.  According to Olson and Dweck (2008), creating a 

more positive social environment can alter how individuals with disabilities view 

themselves. Positive affective priming (Robinson & Von Hippel, 2006) and use of 

positive psychology principles has been shown to increase positive thoughts and life 

satisfaction.  Therefore, it is plausible the wording of items in a survey could affectively 

prime participants to have more positive thoughts towards individuals with disabilities. 

Implicit theories have been an area of research across multiple decades but there 

is limited research into their relationship with perceptions of disabilities.  There are two 

types of implicit theories: fixed and growth mindsets (Dweck, 1986).  Fixed mindset 

refers to the belief people do not change and their characteristics are stable whereas 

growth mindset reflects the idea that people change and characteristics develop over time 

(Dweck, 2006; Heslin & VandeWalle, 2008).  The mindset held by an individual has 

been shown to influence the degree to which an individual stereotypes group members 

(Levy, Stroessner, & Dweck, 1998) and makes judgments (McConnell, 2001). 
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Finally, there is also a paucity of research into the impact of admissions 

competitiveness on disability perceptions.  The research completed to date relates to the 

admission of individuals with disabilities to various majors such as those in the medical 

field (Boursicot & Roberts, 2009).  Studies in this area have suggested individuals with 

disabilities are often not admitted to various programs due to social perceptions, which 

will need to be altered over time to accommodate everyone.  

Purpose of the Study 

This study attempted to discern which variables influenced the way college 

students, undergraduate and graduate, perceived students with disabilities.  A variety of 

researchers have investigated societal perceptions of people with disabilities but no one 

has investigated the impact of age, ethnicity, perceptions of fairness, beliefs about 

students with disabilities, program admissions and competitiveness, implicit person 

theory, and experience with disability all together.  Determining the impact of each of the 

aforementioned variables on perceptions of students with disabilities will hopefully alter 

the approach of individuals in the fields of education and school psychology to working 

with individuals with disabilities as well as neurotypical individuals.  Moreover, given 

the interconnectedness of legal regulations for primary, secondary, and postsecondary 

institutions, it is likely the societal perceptions of individuals with disabilities are also 

interrelated.  This study sheds light on ways to positively influence the perceptions of 

students with and without disabilities on having a disability in higher education.  

Furthermore, school psychologists and teachers could alter the way in which disabilities 
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are discussed to create a more positive, accepting social world for individuals with 

disabilities. 

Research Question and Hypotheses 

 The research question underlying the study was what affects college students’ 

perceptions of students with disabilities?  The hypotheses stemming from this research 

question were: beliefs about students with disabilities and perceptions of fairness in 

accommodations will both be influenced by question presentation, personal experience 

with disability, competitiveness of program, age, ethnicity, and implicit person theory.  

These hypotheses were analyzed via hierarchical regressions followed by post hoc 

hierarchical regressions on subscales of the dependent variable. 

Definition of Terms 

Accommodation: Services provided for individuals with disabilities that can take many 

forms and accommodations are alterations to content, material, and/or the 

environment for individuals with disabilities to allow them to have the same 

opportunities as their neurotypical peers (Paetzold et al., 2008, p. 27).   

Affective Priming: Satisfaction with life and situations can be influenced by memory 

networks that favor information that is encoded with positive affect over 

information that evokes negative affect (Robinson & Von Hippel, 2006). 

Broaden and Build Theory of Positive Emotions: Positive emotions are believed broaden 

the range of thought-action behaviors and help build personal resources that will 

be utilized throughout the course of one’s life (Fredrickson, 2001). 
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College Student: An individual that self-reported being at least 18 years of age and 

currently enrolled in undergraduate or graduate school. 

Competitiveness of Program: If respondents state they must apply to their program for an 

additional admissions process, they answer three questions about competitiveness.  

The goal is to determine how competitive admissions are, their level of concern 

about meeting admissions requirements, and how accommodations for other 

students impact admission.  

Depersonalization: Identifying as a part of the group rather than as an individual within a 

group (Stets & Burke, 2000).   

Disability: For this study, the definition of disability in Section 504 of the Rehabilitation 

Act of 1973 was utilized.  This definition states it must be decided that a student 

(a) has an impairment (mental or physical) that limits at least one major life 

activity; (b) has a record of the impairment; or (c) is regarded as having an 

impairment. 

Equifinality: The idea that different developmental trajectories can result in the same end 

point (Marlin, Ketchen, & Lamont, 2007). 

Exclusive Differences: “Perspectives that address disability as arising from either society 

or nature” (Schillmeier, 2008, p. 611). 

Experience with Disability: The degree to which an individual has been exposed to 

individuals with disabilities.  In other words, either they have a disability 

themselves, have a friend or family member with a disability, or know a coworker 

or peer with a disability. 
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Explicit Mindset: Also known as a fixed mindset, meaning the belief that individuals do 

not change over time (Dweck, 2006). 

Fairness: “Popular conceptions of fairness devolve from the notion of quality of benefits 

and the assumption that unequal treatment must be justified” (Berry, 2008, p. 

1149).  

Implicit Mindset: Also known as the growth mindset, meaning the belief that people 

change over time (Dweck, 2006). 

Inclusive Differences: “Heterogeneous and question the realm of the social rather than 

take it as the sole explanatory device of disability” (Schillmeier, 2008, p. 612). 

Neurotypical: Individuals with no physical or mental disabilities. 

Positive Psychology: A branch of psychology dedicated to examining individuals through 

the lens of their strengths in light of their weaknesses (Seligman & 

Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). 

Question Presentation: The wording of the question, either positive or negative. 

Resilience: The ability to bounce back from difficult experiences, which is directed by 

experiencing positive emotions (Fredrickson, 2001). 

Social Cognitive Development: “The study of the relationship between antecedents, the 

resulting mental representations, and the ensuing child outcomes over the course 

of development” (Olson & Dweck, 2008, p. 195). 

Social Identity Theory: The social groupings an individual belongs to are utilized to 

derive one’s identity and sense of self (Stets & Burke, 2000). 
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Strengths-Based Approach: The positive psychology approach to focusing on an 

individual’s strengths, while managing his or her weaknesses (Hodges & Clifton, 

2004). 
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CHAPTER II 

 
LITERATURE REVIEW 

 
 The following review of the literature concentrates on variables (i.e., beliefs about 

students with disabilities, perceptions of fairness, question presentation, personal 

experience with disabilities, competitiveness of program, age, ethnicity, and implicit 

person theory) posited to influence individual’s perceptions of students with disabilities.  

Each of the variables of interest overlaps with the others, due to the interconnectedness of 

the topic.  Therefore, topics are divided by research completed that relates to the variables 

of interest.  

Positive Psychology 

 Positive psychology is an emerging field designed to move from the deficit model 

to a psychology focused more on an individual’s strengths and virtues (Maddux, 2008; 

Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000).  It is said to have begun in 1998 when Martin 

Seligman, considered by many to be the father of this theoretical orientation, introduced 

positive psychology to the American Psychological Association (APA) in his presidential 

address (Froh, 2004).  However, there are a multitude of arguments within the field of 

psychology as to whether positive psychology started with Martin Seligman or if its roots 

are actually in more established branches (Bernard, Froh, DiGiuseppe, Joyce, & Dryden, 

2010; Froh, 2004). 
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Through examining the past, it is clear that principles now considered essential 

parts of positive psychology have existed in various forms throughout the history of 

psychology as a whole (Diener, 2009).  For example, stress, coping, strengths, creativity, 

and optimal experience have all been researched over time and are now core components 

in the field of positive psychology.  One argument is that the field of positive psychology, 

as a whole, is composed of the most constructive aspects of psychology in general 

(Diener, 2009). 

 Although the history of positive psychology as its own field is brief, the history of 

its principles is rooted in years of psychological research (Diener, 2009; Froh, 2004).  

The phrase positive psychology was employed prior to being utilized by Seligman to 

describe a new field of psychology (Peterson, 2006).  The term was used by Maslow 

(1954) to describe the roles of creativity and self-actualization (as cited in Peterson, 

2006).  Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi (2000) argued the development of the field of 

positive psychology was necessary due to the extensive focus on deficits and disorders in 

the mental health field.  The purpose of positive psychology is not to avoid the negative 

but to look at both the negative and the positive, as they are equally important (Seligman 

& Csikszentmihalyi, 2000).  

Due to the relatively recent push toward positive psychology, research in this area 

is lacking.  The majority of the research has focused on how to identify an individual’s 

strengths and the benefits of positive psychology on individuals and society (Peterson, 

2006).  And, while there has been extensive research into the effects of growing up with a 

disability, whether physical or cognitive, on the individuals with disabilities and their 
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peers (Bear, Minke, & Manning, 2002), there has been little research investigating the 

impact of positive psychology on perceptions of disability.  

A significant portion of the research in positive psychology has focused on the 

role of resilience (Masten, Cutuli, Herbers, & Reed, 2009).  The study of resilience, the 

ability to rise above adversity and achieve success in life, started in the 1960s as 

researchers believed it promoted competence and had the potential to both prevent 

problems from arising as well as mend problems that had already emerged.  Resilience 

has been found to play a critical role in development as it can determine which path a 

child travels, the skills and traits they develop, and the trajectory of life experiences 

(Masten et al., 2009).  However, resilience is more innate in some individuals while 

others must have resilience fostered for it to develop.  This is important to be aware of as 

resilience is an important factor influencing how individuals cope with disabilities and 

should be fostered whenever possible (Hall, 2010). 

One way resilience can be fostered is through exposure to factors that promote 

resiliency and protect individuals in the social environment.  The social world can 

strongly influence development and life trajectories (Crain, 2011; Needham & Crosnoe, 

2005; Olson & Dweck, 2008).  If the social environment is more positive and 

encouraging, as proposed by positive psychologists (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 

2000), the social environment itself will promote and foster resilience (Masten et al., 

2009).  Consequently, determining the variables that impact students’ perceptions of 

disabilities can allow the educational processes to adapt and formulate a social 

environment to foster resilience.   
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Not only can resilience impact development, additional positive psychology 

concepts can influence development through teaching useful tools and playing a 

preventative role in individuals’ lives (Kirschman, Johnson, Bender, & Roberts, 2009).  

The tools that have been predominantly researched in relation to positive psychology 

include hope, optimism, finding the benefit of going through a situation, and growing 

from all experiences (Carver, Scheier, Miller, & Fulford, 2009; Gallagher & Lopez, 

2009; Kirschman, Johnson, Bender, & Roberts, 2009; Rand & Cheavens, 2009).  By 

facilitating the development of these traits, positive psychology can be utilized to 

influence developmental trajectories. 

 There have been several studies investigating the best methods for fostering the 

aforementioned traits, but the most promising have involved strengths-based approaches 

across the life course, particularly from childhood development (Lerner, 2009) to the 

workplace (Hodges & Clifton, 2004).  Strengths-based approaches hinge on the 

developmental premise of equifinality, which is the idea that different developmental 

trajectories experienced by people can merge together at the same end point (Marlin, 

Ketchen, & Lamont, 2007).  In other words, different people can take various life paths 

that lead to the same final place.  Strengths-based approaches utilize this idea by arguing 

that every individual has his or her own strengths that should be emphasized so as to 

provide the best developmental outcome possible.  If every individual has his or her 

strengths supported, everyone will end up with more positive life-trajectories that merge 

together at some point (Hodges & Clifton, 2004; Lerner, 2009).  In the cases of strengths-

based approaches to development and in the workplace, the presupposition is the 
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environments surrounding the individuals involved will work to facilitate their strengths, 

resulting in happier people that are more productive, integrated, hopeful, and optimistic 

(Hodges & Clifton, 2004; Lerner, 2009). 

As mentioned previously, the social world plays a critical role throughout life and 

this role can be influenced through the use of positive psychology concepts.  Positive 

psychology also influences development through the application of the social cognitive 

development (SCD) approach, which further explains the impact of positive thoughts 

(Olson & Dweck, 2008).  The SCD approach emphasizes that there is an interaction 

between cognitive processes and the social world and this interaction shapes 

development.  This approach is applicable to this study, which hypothesizes that using an 

approach taken from positive psychology to alter the way society discusses disabilities 

can change the cognitions, general perceptions of disability, and self-perceptions of the 

individual with the disability.  In other words, creating a more positive social world can 

alter the way an individual thinks about him- or herself and disability (Olson & Dweck, 

2008).  Therefore, it is possible that utilizing positive psychology to create more positive 

surveys and methods of evaluation could aid in creating a more positive social world and 

lead to more positive thoughts.  

Robinson and Von Hippel (2006) found that positive affective priming resulted in 

higher reported levels of life satisfaction than negative affective priming.  As previously 

mentioned, positive thoughts can influence development, particularly through the SCD 

approach (Olson & Dweck, 2008).  In addition to influencing development, positive 

psychology further impacts individuals by increasing positive thoughts, which can then 
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improve self-perceptions and performance while reducing cognitive load (Lavie, 2010).  

According to the broaden-and-build theory of positive emotions, positive affect broadens 

an individual’s current thought and behavior patterns, which allows him or her to build 

physical, social, and psychological resources to improve well-being (Fredrickson, 2001).  

The increase in positive thoughts can also lead to improved social functioning, cognitive 

flexibility, and coping (Isen, 2009).  Therefore, the study may also improve self-

perceptions and disability perceptions by activating positive thoughts that increase the 

ability to cope with disabilities and ignore negativity.  

Presentation of Survey Questions 

There is a paucity of research investigating the effect of the presentation (i.e., 

wording) of questions on participant responses.  Furthermore, there is no known research 

linking positive wording to positive psychology.  There is also no research into whether 

the wording of questions can influence student perceptions of individuals with 

disabilities.  However, Schillmeier (2008) began to move in this direction by suggesting a 

change in the wording typically used to discuss disabilities.  Schillmeier (2008) described 

how considering individuals with disabilities to have exclusive differences is indicative 

of the perspective that disabilities arises from the society or nature.  This leads to 

exclusion of those with disabilities and social isolation.  The author suggested moving 

towards the viewpoint of inclusive differences whereby individuals with disabilities are 

viewed through their commonalities with neurotypical peers such as their human feelings 

and sensations.  His argument revolved around the idea that changing this language 
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would change interactions with and perspectives of individuals with disabilities 

(Schillmeier, 2008). 

Experience with Disability and Perceptions of Individuals with Disabilities 

While the U.S. has made significant strides in improving disability perceptions, it 

is evident that there is still a stigma attached to carrying the label disabled.  Throughout 

the history of the world, disabilities have been viewed as tragic illnesses impacting the 

normality of the individual, increasing a person’s dependence on caretakers, and needing 

a cure (Beauchamp-Pryor, 2011; Joly & Venturiello, 2012).  Generally, neurotypical 

individuals believe that the worst part of growing up with a disability is the disability 

itself (Green, 2007).  As their exposure to individuals with disabilities increases, this 

view shifts to encompass the notion that the most difficult part of growing up with a 

disability is the combination of the disability itself with the societal barriers and attitudes 

towards disability these individuals encounter every day (Green, 2007).  Accordingly, the 

amount of exposure an individual has to disabilities influences the individual’s perception 

of students with disabilities.   

It is important to note that two individuals may experience the same disability in 

different ways due to a variety of personal factors and situations, which in turn influences 

their perceptions of disabilities (Huber, Sillick, & Skarakis-Doyle, 2010).  In order to 

gain a clearer picture of how perceptions of students with disabilities may be influenced, 

research on the perceptions of individuals with disabilities, or who have friends, family, 

coworkers, or peers with disabilities will be reviewed.  Research in this area is limited 

and the majority of research has focused on self-perceptions and overall contact with 
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individuals with disabilities, rather than the type of relationship a person has with the 

individual with a disability.  However, Strohmer, Grand, and Purcell (1984) found the 

social context of an interaction influences perceptions of individuals with disabilities. In 

other words, the type of social relationship can influence perceptions. 

Self-Perceptions   

Previous research investigating the self-perceptions of individuals with disabilities 

has focused on a variety of ages from children to adults.  For the purposes of this study, 

these findings will be reported together.  According to the social model of disability, the 

well-being of individuals with disabilities is impacted by the way society views and 

behaves toward them (Green, 2007).  Additionally, the views held by society impact the 

way individuals view themselves.  Social identity theory argues that an individual’s 

identity in the social world is determined by his or her knowledge of belonging to a 

particular social group (Stets & Burke, 2000).  Having a disability automatically places a 

person in the out-group (Green, 2007) and, according to social identity theory, once the 

individual realizes they are part of a group, they start to experience depersonalization 

(Stets & Burke, 2000).  Depersonalization occurs when individuals come to view 

themselves as part of the group and no longer view themselves as unique.  For students 

with disabilities, depersonalization may make it difficult to discover their individual 

strengths and to realize the views held by society are not all accurate.  In fact, the 

literature on self-perceptions indicates people with disabilities have accepted societal 

views as reality (Green, 2007).  This is in accordance with the social model of disability, 
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which argues that the societal conception of disability is put onto every individual with a 

disability resulting in isolation and exclusion (Green, 2007). 

Not only have individuals with disabilities accepted social views as reality, 

sometimes they have developed even more negative views (Litvack, Ritchie, & Shore, 

2011).  For example, students with disabilities have reported more negative views about 

disabilities overall than their non-disabled peers.  This is partially due to the stigma that 

has been attached to having a disability, which has been perpetuated through the 

treatment of individuals with disabilities (Green, 2007).  The stigma increases when the 

negative experiences of an individual regarding his or her disability are numerous.  The 

more a student is exposed to negative perceptions and treatment, the greater the level of 

stigma that is internalized and the more negative the individual’s self-perception.  

The stigma attached to having a disability is also increased by the pejorative 

labels that are used to describe students with disabilities (Kelly & Norwich, 2004).  The 

most common labels reported by students with disabilities revolve around specific terms 

such as stupid, slow, retarded, handicapped, disabled, atypical, and dense.  Although 

students rarely use these labels in their self-descriptions, they may employ them 

occasionally.  Even though students with disabilities do not tend to use the labels 

verbatim, they have been utilized frequently by the people around them in the schools, 

such as peers and teachers, which could lead to internalization of inadequacy, decreased 

self-worth, and negative self-perceptions (Kelly & Norwich, 2004). 

Children with learning disabilities have reported a more negative overall self-

perception than their neurotypical peers (Bear et al., 2002).  In addition, students with 
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learning disabilities view themselves as lacking in the behavioral, social, and academic 

realms.  Bear and colleagues (2002) contend that this is due to a combination of being 

aware of deficits while also being influenced by social perceptions of disability.  The 

negative self-perceptions are moderated by an individual’s gender, grade level, and 

educational environment.  In general, both males and females with learning disabilities 

view themselves in a more negative manner when they compare themselves to their 

peers.  However, boys with any form of disability tend to view disabilities overall more 

negatively than do girls with disabilities or neurotypical students (Litvack et al., 2011).  

Regardless of disability status, self-concept tends to be worse in younger children in the 

primary grades than in older children who are further along in their education (Bear et al., 

2002; Kelly & Norwich, 2004). 

Most students with disabilities feel their peers view them differently and have 

mixed perceptions of them (Bear et al., 2002; Kelly & Norwich, 2004; Shah, 2007).  

When a person has perceived negative attitudes towards individuals with disabilities from 

their social world, self-rejection and negative self-appraisal tend to result (Needham & 

Crosnoe, 2005).  Individuals with disabilities may have their perspectives regarding 

disabilities altered by their experiences, including their interactions with neurotypical 

peers and those with disabilities.  For example, individuals with disabilities may take on a 

new perspective by forming a community with individuals that utilize similar 

accommodations (Schairer, 2011).  However, for some people, it can be hard to develop 

relationships with peers that have similar disabilities because they do not want to 

consider themselves part of a group of individuals with disabilities.  It can also be 
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difficult for people with severe physical disabilities, such as when they are bound to a 

wheelchair, to formulate a sense of interconnectedness with their peers (Bergeron, 

Vincent, & Boucher, 2012; Gibson, Carnevale, & King, 2012).  An individual with 

limited mobility may require supervision and assistance much of the time, thus further 

restricting their independence and freedom to come and go without a caretaker.  

The amount of participation the individual can engage in with the social world 

around them influences their perception of disabilities (Hammel et al., 2008).  Hammel et 

al. (2008) investigated case studies of 63 people with various disabilities across genders, 

as well as a variety of ages and ethnicities to determine their level of social engagement.  

Respondents reported five factors that influence their participation in social activities.  

One such factor is feeling safe and secure.  This refers to the sense of personal security 

during social interactions that allows them to feel comfortable to take risks and step out 

of their comfort zone.  This is influenced by the personal relationships they have.  If the 

people around them are overprotective and prevent independence, it is difficult to 

develop a sense of personal security.  However, a level of trust between the caretaker and 

the individual with disability allows for a greater level of independence and the ability to 

take risks (Hammel et al., 2008).  There must be a balance between protection and 

independence to foster personal security (Faulkner, 2012).   

A second factor is feeling they have enough control to choose when and how they 

will interact (Hammel et al., 2008).  Personal control influenced the respondents’ ability 

to engage in independent activities, advocate for themselves, and have a voice in society.  

A third factor is the amount of access and the opportunities they have to engage socially 
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and ultimately, their inclusion in society.  As stated previously, a disability may limit 

some access and reduce the opportunities available.  Therefore, they need additional 

support and resources to be able to compensate and participate.  Respondents also 

reported the level of personal and social responsibilities they felt influenced their 

participation.  In other words, the amount of responsibility they felt, for themselves and 

the people around them, to engage socially impacted their behavior.  This often led to the 

fifth factor of feeling the need to give back and contribute to society by participating in 

the social world.  Participants reported that contributions to the social world could be 

provided in a variety of ways.  One way was to be productive either in work, home, or the 

community.  They also desired to make their commitment to society clear and have a 

social impact that aligned with their values.  Finally, the feeling of connection to the 

social world was reported to be essential to their level of interaction (Hammel et al., 

2008). 

Calderwood and Degenhardt (2010) investigated the college and accommodation 

experience of a college student with a speech impairment and his instructor.  The student 

described that formulating a friendship with a professional social worker prior to 

returning to school altered his perceptions of himself and assisted him in discovering his 

strengths.  In doing so, the social worker assisted the student in determining to go back to 

school for social work.  Furthermore, although he requested disability support services 

the college had few services for students with his type of speech impairment.  

While the student in Calderwood and Degenhardt’s (2010) study sought 

accommodations, research has shown that some individuals continued to request the 
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necessary accommodations in their workplace, while others did not request them in 

school and attempted to enter employment without needed accommodations.  There have 

been times when accommodations were requested during employment but either were not 

provided or were revoked after a period of time (Hartnett, Thurman, & Cordingly, 2010).  

This has resulted in individuals feeling their disability was ignored; when their 

employment was terminated, they felt as though their disability and lack of 

accommodations may have contributed to the termination decision.  Both employers and 

employees have reported a significant amount of confusion regarding legal regulations 

governing the provision of accommodations for individuals with disabilities.  This 

confusion has altered both groups’ perceptions of disabilities (Hartnett et al., 2010). 

Rowan (2010) conducted a retrospective examination of college students with 

dyslexia and their experiences during secondary school.  Their life prior to college 

significantly impacted their perceptions of themselves and their disability.  The students 

“saw dyslexia as a part of their autobiographical self” (p. 74).  Moreover, respondents felt 

it was a part of them but also viewed it in light of the emotions it caused (e.g., 

frustration), the difficulties encountered (e.g., a larger time commitment in order to 

complete reading assignments), and revolving around their self-esteem (e.g., how hard 

they had to work).  Participants also defined their experience with dyslexia through how 

their peers viewed them.  They described whether their peers believed them, thought they 

were smart, or understood what they were going through.  The support the respondents 

received throughout their secondary education strongly influenced how they felt about 

disabilities and their ability to accept their difficulties (Rowan, 2010).   
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Huws and Jones (2008) investigated the perceptions of autism held by nine 

college students with autism.  The researchers found results similar to those reported by 

Rowan (2010) for individuals with autism who reworked their sense of identity, to be 

either more positive or negative, based on receiving the diagnosis of autism and 

disclosing the diagnosis (Huws & Jones, 2008).  These experiences “were embedded in 

the participants’ perceptions of ‘having’ autism” (p. 102).  Several participants reported 

being unaware of their diagnosis until formally informed by a parent or caregiver.  The 

disclosure led to experiencing a range of emotions from shock to disbelief.  Some 

students also felt overwhelmed by the diagnosis and felt it changed the course of their 

future (Huws & Jones, 2008). 

Additional research conducted by Kim and Williams (2012) on the experiences of 

college students with disabilities provided more insight into what influences their self-

perceptions.  Some respondents reported being unsure of when to disclose their disorder 

and attempt to obtain accommodations.  They also reported feeling as though they were 

not provided with the same career counseling services as their peers.  Each respondent 

had his or her own view of disability, “suggesting that there is no single way to define it” 

(p. 845), with some responses related to how often they dealt with their disability, 

describing the physiological components of the disability, or revolving around how others 

perceived them (Kim & Williams, 2012).    

Friend or Family Member Perceptions 

There is significantly more research on the self-perceptions of individuals with 

disabilities than there is on the perceptions of their friends and family members regarding 
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disabilities.  Most research that has been completed on families has focused on the 

mother (Cuskelly, 2009).  Many families report positive outcomes they attribute to 

raising a child with a disability.  Variations in family experiences (i.e., whether they 

perceive having a child with a disability as positive or negative) could be influenced by 

poverty, cultural, social and political differences (Cuskelly, 2009).  

The level of anxiety and depression experienced by the caretakers of individuals 

with disabilities tends to be elevated, especially when the disability is severe (Ng, Kee, 

Amatya, & Khan, 2011).  The emotional and psychological elevations are due to a variety 

of factors, depending on the situation.  For example, in cases of severe physical 

disabilities in which the individual is bound to a wheelchair, a family member or 

caretaker must be present at all times to assist the individual, thus limiting their 

interconnectedness with people outside of the home (Gibson et al., 2012).  While there 

are emotional and psychological difficulties for family members, they tend to examine 

their relative with a disability through a strengths-based lens by reporting positive aspects 

of the relative (Findling, Connor, Wigal, & Eagan, 2009).  This is in opposition to 

physicians who tend to report from a deficit-based model (Findling et al., 2009).  

Stalker and Connors (2004) investigated the impact of having a sibling with a 

disability by visiting 26 children with disabilities in their homes, which had a total of 40 

brothers and sisters.  After asking the siblings to participate in the study, 24 opted to 

partake, ranging in age from 6 to 19, and were interviewed by the researchers.  Several 

respondents informed the researchers of their sibling’s diagnosis even when they were 

not asked.  Other children explained their belief about the cause of impairment, which 
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was religious for some (e.g., God gave me my sibling for a purpose).  The life course of 

the disability varied, with some respondents understanding it was forever and others 

stating the chance for growing out of the disability (Stalker & Connors, 2004).   

A significant amount of research has been conducted investigating the impact of a 

disability over time.  This research has found that having a family member with a 

disability impacts the family throughout the duration of the individual’s life (Banks, 

2003).  All of the children interviewed by Stalker and Connors reported strong reactions 

to seeing their sibling bullied or harassed and mentioned being bullied themselves (2004).  

Perceptions of difference varied among the participants.  The majority of participants 

reported no difference between them and their sibling, others stated everyone was 

different and sometimes defined physical or personality differences between them and 

their siblings.  Others felt the impairment made them different from their sibling but this 

was not a bad thing.  Finally, some reported that their sibling having a disability made 

them different (this was the least common perception).  

Overall, it appears there is limited research into how having a family member 

with a disability influences your perspective of individuals with disabilities.  There is also 

a paucity of research investigating the impact of having a friend with a disability on 

perspectives of students with disabilities.  Matheson, Olsen, and Weisner (2007) 

researched friendships between students with disabilities.  Teens reported being satisfied 

by their friendships with students with disabilities.  The strongest friendships were 

reported in students with lower IQs and between those in less inclusive classrooms.  

Similarly, relationships between individuals with similar IQs or disabilities tended to last 
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longer than relationships between neurotypical peers and students with disabilities.  

However, friendships between neurotypical students and those with disabilities were 

shown to be important as well (Matheson et al., 2007).  

Laws and Kelly (2005) investigated the friendship intentions and attitudes 

towards students with disabilities.  Mainstream students had more negative attitudes 

towards aggressive and disruptive behaviors than physical or mental disabilities.  Girls 

held more positive attitudes than boys in regards to physical disabilities.  However, 

receiving information about a disability influenced girls’ perspectives more than boys.  

When provided a description of any type of disability, females had more positive 

attitudes than when they were shown a picture of an individual with a physical disability.  

The authors stated, “some children have negative attitudes towards working or playing 

with a child with a disability” (p. 95).  This study found that merely having positive 

intentions to be friends with someone was not always associated with intentions of 

friendship.  However, this association was stronger for individuals with physical 

disabilities when compared to those without physical disabilities (Laws & Kelly, 2005).  

The role of friendship in sports with individuals with disabilities has also been 

assessed (Martin & Smith, 2002).  Similar to the results obtained by Laws and Kelly 

(2005), Martin and Smith (2002) found higher levels of positive friendship behaviors 

reported by females than males.  The authors argue that the results of their study 

demonstrate the importance of sport in encouraging positive relationships between peers.  

Moreover, they stated “disability sport provided athletes with an opportunity to interact 
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with a best friend who provided them with a variety of important self-enhancing beliefs” 

(Laws & Kelly, 2005, p. 479).  

Most investigations involve peers of students with disabilities and do not make a 

distinction as to whether the participants are merely classmates/coworkers or friends.  For 

example, the study completed by Hendrickson, Shokoohi-Yekta, Hamre-Nietupski, and 

Gable (1996) frequently switched between referring to the respondents as friends and 

peers.  The results of this study found middle and high school students willing to enter 

into friendship with students with disabilities but were unsure if they would know what to 

say or do with the individual.  The authors argued that the environment the children are in 

should facilitate the development of such friendships to decrease these concerns 

(Hendrickson et al., 1996).  

Coworker or Peer Perceptions 

The feelings described by neurotypical students impact their interactions with 

students with disabilities and influence opinions regarding inclusion in the classroom 

(Litvack et al., 2011).  The most common concerns reported by other students, 

particularly average to high achieving students, have been that they do not get to cover as 

much material because the class must move at a slower pace, causing them to learn less 

(Litvack et al., 2011).  Students note the importance of inclusion but do not always 

appreciate it and experience frustration due to being held back by their peers with 

disabilities, resulting in their treating these students more negatively (Litvack et al., 

2011).  Overall, the beliefs held by those with and without disabilities are mixed but have 

a more negative undertone, resulting in negative feelings.  All of the aforementioned 
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beliefs increase the perception of both neurotypical students and those with disabilities 

that having a disability decreases worth and leads to being placed in the out-group 

(Green, 2007).  

In addition to inferring what life might be like with a disability, students without 

disabilities report that they feel uncomfortable, anxious, and depressed when they are 

around students with disabilities (Green, 2007).  Anderson, Smith, and Thorpe (2010) 

investigated the experience of medical and social work students working with students 

with disabilities after learning more about disabilities.  At the end of the study, 

participants were appreciative of the students’ attitudes and those of the rest of society 

towards individuals with disabilities.  Overall perceptions of students with disabilities 

were positive.  The purported reason for this was the exposure to the lived experiences of 

people with disabilities, which allowed them to see the purpose of their education and 

providing care in the future.  Furthermore, it allowed them to develop connections 

between theory and practice based on their experience with individuals with disabilities 

(Anderson et al., 2010).   

O’Driscoll, Heary, Hennessy, and McKeague (2012) found the perceptions of 

individuals with disabilities occasionally depend upon the type of disability, gender, and 

age of the individual.  Specifically, boys have been found to be more positive towards 

peers with Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) than girls, but it was still 

significantly stigmatized.  ADHD was perceived as more stigmatizing than depression 

among younger children.  Adolescents were less accepting towards both depression and 
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ADHD.  This is most likely due to age increasing the ability to determine the impact of 

interacting with various peers across social situations (O’Driscoll et al., 2012). 

As stated previously, Calderwood and Degenhardt (2010) investigated the college 

and accommodation experience of a college student with a speech impairment and his 

instructor.  The instructor reported having her perspectives changed in terms of students 

with disabilities and accommodating them upon working with this student, as well as 

other students with disabilities.  She stated she provided as many accommodations as 

possible, including some for the whole class such as reading verbatim from the 

PowerPoint so they did not have to read the material.  Some of her students reported 

frustration due to the verbatim repetition but appreciated that she elaborated upon the 

completion of the slide (Calderwood & Degenhardt, 2010). 

De Boer, Pijl, and Minnaert (2012) reviewed research investigating students’ 

perceptions of people with disabilities.  The authors found results similar to those stated 

previously, with students possessing mostly favorable feelings and perspectives of 

individuals with disabilities.  However, the majority of respondents across studies had 

neutral attitudes and behavioral intentions regarding students with disabilities.  

Experience with disability caused variations in responses, with some people reporting 

positive attitudes as a result and others reporting negative attitudes.  Learning about 

disabilities was found to increase positive attitudes held by participants (De Boer et al., 

2012).  

Factors Hypothesized to Influence Perceptions of Individuals with Disabilities 

Fairness of Accommodations 
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 A variety of research has been conducted to investigate conceptions of fairness in 

relation to accommodations for individuals with disabilities.  Sireci, Scarpati, and Li 

(2005) investigated whether students with disabilities viewed accommodations as fair in 

light of how effective they felt the accommodations were.  Overall, students reported 

extended time and oral administration were helpful.  In a study completed by Houck, 

Asselin, Troutman, and Arrington (1992), students with learning disabilities reported 

believing accommodations were fair, students with learning disabilities could complete a 

degree at their university, and being concerned about how accommodations impacted 

academic competitiveness.  Both students with and without disabilities perceived 

accommodations as making the testing environment more comfortable and the exams 

themselves easier; accommodations made some students feel more intelligent and 

confident but had the opposite effect for other students (Lang et al., 2005).  Peers with 

and without disabilities were found to feel accommodations were unfair only when they 

were received by a student, regardless of whether the accommodation could help the peer 

or not (Paetzold et al., 2008).  In other words, it did not matter if the peer was required to 

work cooperatively in a group with the individual receiving the accommodation or 

separately, they immediately viewed accommodations as unfair.  Their perceptions also 

became more negative if the student performed better than the rest of the class after 

receiving an accommodation.  Students struggle with their understanding of fairness 

because they often link fairness with equality (Berry, 2008).  However, students typically 

report understanding the need for accommodations in the classroom. 
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Parents of students with and without disabilities and teachers perceived testing 

accommodations as fair, which could have been due to their personal experience with 

disability (Lang et al., 2005).  Berry (2008) found teachers frequently stated the 

importance of fairness and the belief that it is the teacher’s responsibility to ensure 

fairness.  However, “for some the issue of fairness was quite complicated” (p. 1154) and 

several teachers indicated their conception of fairness has changed over time (Berry, 

2008).  There were a variety of definitions of fairness provided by the teachers, but 

needs-based definitions of fairness, where the needs of each student with disabilities 

determined what was considered fair, were most common.  Regardless of definition, 

several teachers had difficulty dismissing the idea of accommodations creating an unfair 

advantage for some students.  Pre-service teachers have shown “themes of equal 

treatment and opportunity appear to underpin positive attitudes toward inclusion” (Berry, 

2010, p. 87). 

Furthermore, research indicates that positive attitudes about inclusion eliminate 

concerns about fairness because inclusion is fair (Berry, 2010).  Currently practicing 

teachers that have positive perspectives on fairness, accommodations, and inclusion tend 

to be more “confident and committed” (p. 88), which makes them even more supportive 

of inclusive practices.  On the other hand, middle school and high school teachers 

indicated they struggle more with accommodations and fairness because of concerns that 

they create an unfair advantage.  However, regardless of resistance, all teachers reported 

the need for at least some accommodations for students with disabilities (Berry, 2010). 
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University faculty have also reported believing accommodations were fair but 

were unsure over whether learning disabilities limited the choice of majors and the ability 

to compete academically (Houck et al., 1992).  Similar to secondary teachers, faculty 

“perceived tensions between keeping the classroom fair and equitable while providing 

reasonable accommodations.  They had a difficult time determining how to provide 

accommodations and maintain fairness” (Burgstahler, Duclos, & Turcotte, 2000, p. 8).  

The professors also reported concerns over the resentment peers occasionally feel 

towards students with disabilities when they receive accommodations, but these concerns 

have often been quelled by the positive effect students with disabilities can have on the 

classroom (Burgstahler et al., 2000).  

Colella (2001) created a model to investigate how coworkers conceptualize 

fairness of accommodations in the work environment.  To do this, Colella (2001) 

suggested fairness becomes an issue when the accommodation is “salient and relevant to 

them” (p. 104).  In order for the accommodation to be salient, the coworker must see for 

him- or herself how the individual is being accommodated.  Therefore, factors that 

influence salience and relevance of accommodations influences perspectives of fairness 

in the workplace. 

Implicit Theories 

 Perceptions of other people and situations can also be influenced by the mindset 

held by the observer.  In 1986, Carol Dweck began to explore implicit and explicit 

mindsets by defining adaptive versus maladaptive character traits and how those 

influence motivational and learning processes.  The study of implicit theories emerged 
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from the shift of motivational influences to a social-cognitive approach.  This approach 

emphasizes cognitive factors that sway how people interpret situations by focusing on 

goals, goal-oriented behavior, and individual differences in behavior caused by beliefs 

and values (Dweck, 1986; Dweck & Leggett, 1988; Miele, Finn, & Molden, 2011).  

Adaptive characteristics lead to motivational patterns that involve seeking challenging 

and personally important goals.  Individuals with maladaptive patterns are significantly 

more inflexible, which makes it difficult for them to establish attainable goals, and they 

avoid challenges (Dweck, 1986).  These motivational processes influence perceptions of 

intelligence.  People who conceptualize intelligence as fixed have an entity theory of 

intelligence, set performance related goals to reinforce this belief, and interpret outcomes 

through a negative lens (Blackwell, Trzesniewski, & Dweck, 2007; Dweck, 1986; Dweck 

& Leggett, 1988; Miele et al., 2011).  Whereas individuals that consider intelligence to be 

flexible have an incremental theory of intelligence, set learning goals to extend their 

knowledge, and have a more positive perception of results (Dweck, 1986; Heslin & 

VandeWalle, 2008). 

 Dweck, Chiu, and Hong (1995) expounded upon implicit theories by stating they 

are core assumptions within an individual.  This is consistent with previous research 

indicating people with a helpless (maladaptive) perspective are more negative in their 

evaluations of themselves, others, and the situation in comparison to those with adaptive 

characteristics (Dweck & Leggett, 1988).  These core assumptions are not viewed as 

“rigidly determining people’s behavior. Instead, we see them as creating a framework and 

then fostering judgments and reactions that are consistent with that framework” (Dweck 
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et al., 1995, p. 268).  The core maladaptive assumption is referred to as a fixed mindset 

because of the perception that personal attributes are stable and do not change over time, 

where the adaptive assumption is a growth mindset due to believing people can change 

and develop over time (Dweck, 2006; Heslin & VandeWalle, 2008).  Heslin and 

VandeWalle (2008) made the important clarification that research of implicit theories is 

not intended to suggest one mindset is the correct one, but rather to investigate the 

implications of each mindset. 

 A multitude of subsequent explorations into implicit theories have resulted from 

the article by Dweck (1986).  The majority of the research in this area has focused on 

individuals in comparison to others until Levy, Stroessner, and Dweck (1998) 

investigated the impact fixed and growth mindsets can have on the way groups are 

perceived.  The authors found individuals with fixed mindsets to be more likely to 

stereotype regardless of group (i.e., whether they were defined by ethnicity, occupation, 

etc.).  The authors suggest implications of this finding could be that the mindset an 

individual has influences how they treat groups and how information about the group is 

encoded and stored in memory structures of the brain.  Rattan and Dweck found that, not 

only does the type of mindset influence stereotyping, it also impacts whether an 

individual confronts prejudice (2010).  Individuals with growth mindsets reported more 

tendencies to confront biases and prejudice than did people with fixed mindsets.  

Furthermore, individuals with a growth mindset were less likely to separate themselves 

from individuals who have been discriminated against (Rattan & Dweck, 2010).  
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The concept that implicit theories can influence the judgments people make has 

been an area of interest for researchers.  For example, McConnell (2001) discussed the 

difference between on-line and memory-based judgments for implicit theories.  On-line 

judgments refer to formulating an impression of something immediately after processing 

and encoding the observed behaviors.  Memory-based judgments do not occur until a 

judgment is needed; instead, information is merely encoded until retrieval and 

interpretation is necessary.  Results showed an individual’s implicit theory decided the 

method by which they made judgments, with on-line judgments occurring more for those 

with fixed mindsets and memory-based judgments occurring more for people with 

growth mindsets (McConnell, 2001).   

Fixed and growth mindsets also impact judgments of employee performance 

(Heslin, Latham, & VandeWalle, 2005; Heslin & VandeWalle, 2008).  Managers with a 

fixed mindset displayed an anchoring effect such that their first impressions of an 

employee’s performance determined subsequent ratings and mangers were likely to 

underestimate alterations in employee behavior.  Additionally, the type of mindset an 

individual has also determines the information they utilize to judge someone’s behavior 

(Molden, Plaks, & Dweck, 2006).  Moreover, “when judging someone else’s actions, an 

entity or incremental theory of personality each led to more efficient consideration of 

alternate characterizations of these actions, but only when the characterizations were 

especially meaningful in light of that particular theory” (p. 749).  

Age 
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There is little information regarding the influence of age on perceptions of 

disability.  Wilson, Bialk, Freeze, Freeze, and Lutfiyya (2012) described the experiences 

of two individuals transitioning out of secondary education but did not investigate the 

impact of age on their perspectives of disabilities.  Other research has shown that self-

perceptions can alter cognitive functioning but cognitive development can also influence 

the formation of self-perceptions (Bouffard, Merkovits, Vezeau, Boisvert, & Dumas, 

1998).  Individuals that are older and more cognitively advanced are better able to utilize 

introspection and accurately assess their own competence, while children that are 

younger with less cognitive resources tend to base their self-perceptions predominantly 

on the perceptions of others (Bouffard et al., 1998).  It should be noted that there is more 

involved in this process; cognitive development does not preclude any other variables 

from influencing self-perceptions, rather, it is a piece of the puzzle. 

Most current research is concerned with the impact of age on living with a 

disability over time, rather than being directly related to the impact of age on perceptions 

of disability.  However, it is likely the effect of age on living with a disability would also 

alter the perspective of having a disability over time.  In investigating the impact of aging 

on individuals with disabilities, Yorkston, McMullan, Molton, and Jensen (2010) found 

the participants identified themselves through how long they have been diagnosed with 

their disability.  Respondents also reported their physical symptoms increased over time, 

as did their ability to psychologically cope with their disability.  Transitions throughout 

the life course impacted the participants by making the decision to retire difficult and 

caused them to struggle to adjust to a need for increased assistance.  The attitudes of the 
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people surrounding the individuals with disabilities influenced them as well.  Finally, the 

changing of health care over time and concerns about the future, particularly uncertainty, 

impacted the participants’ perceptions (Jamieson, 2012; Yorkston et al., 2010).  The 

concerns over changing health care and increased assistance were also reported by Kane 

(2012).  Kane (2012) interviewed a disability activist with quadriplegia.  The activist 

questioned why only younger individuals had the ability to control services through the 

health care and social systems while older individuals lost this ability.  Furthermore, the 

activist stated other important factors to consider include being unsure what to consider 

themselves at this point in their life, wondering whether to identify through their career, 

age, disability, or social status (Kane, 2012).  

The factors reported by Yorkston et al. (2010) were also found to influence older 

individuals with disabilities to start or return to higher education.  In fact, (re)entering 

higher education provided additional support for some students with disabilities by 

allowing them to participate with less pressure than they experienced outside of the 

educational world.  However, while some people may experience less pressure in higher 

education, Rasmussen, Haggith, and Roberts (2012) stated “Many communities today 

have not developed adult service or post-secondary education options for today’s young 

adults that are consistent with the education experiences that they have experienced 

through their K-12 education and supports experiences” (p. 30). 

The findings obtained by Grassman, Holme, Larsson, and Whitaker (2012) are 

consistent with the aforementioned studies.  Their results indicated the impact of aging 

depends on other temporal situations, such as retirement, living with a disability for an 
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extended period of time, and the social expectations of aging overall.  The authors stated, 

“The time that one has lived with functional limitations and illness: time spent in working 

life: time spent in parental caring roles, etc. are significant to the participants’ own 

interpretations of their own situations” (p. 107). 

Forlin, Loreman, Sharma, and Earle (2009) took the investigation of age and 

disability in a different direction by researching the impact of age and experience on 

teachers’ attitudes about disabilities and inclusive education.  The majority of pre-service 

teachers (over 90%) reported they had not had any training regarding educating students 

with disabilities and 58% had never even taught a student with a disability.  Upon being 

trained on how to work with students with disabilities, their confidence level, amount of 

knowledge, and attitudes toward a variety of disabilities all increased.  Teachers who had 

completed undergraduate education and had taught already but were receiving additional 

training through this study had even more positive attitudes towards students with 

disabilities.  Overall attitudes were not affected by the age of the teacher but younger 

preservice teachers had significantly more comfort with students with disabilities upon 

completion of training than the older preservice teachers.   Finally, Forlin et al. found 

previous contact with a friend or family member with a disability also increased positive 

attitudes (2009).  

Ethnicity 

 There is a limited amount of information regarding ethnicity and disabilities and 

no known information linking ethnicity to disability perspectives.  However, research 

across a variety of variables in association with ethnicity and disability has been 
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conducted.  The majority of this research has led to the desire to increase cultural 

competence when working with individuals with disabilities from various ethnic groups 

in order to understand how ethnicity alters the experience of disability (Yoshida, Li, & 

Odette, 1999).  Garcia, Perez, and Ortiz (2000) investigated Mexican American mothers 

and their beliefs on disabilities, which led to the argument that perspectives alter how a 

disability is experienced by everyone impacted.  The authors stated that keeping this in 

mind is crucial when working with or analyzing data from people from different ethnic 

backgrounds.  O’Hara (2002) furthered this line of reasoning by defining ethnicity as “a 

complex concept which includes religious and cultural background, shared histories and 

common descent.  Ultimately, it is the individual’s psychological sense of belonging” (p. 

166).  The author also stated that knowledge about an individual’s ethnicity also allows 

services to be tailored to cultural practices and beliefs.  

Most of the other research has been case studies of minority individuals with 

disabilities (Smith, 2012), changes in legal regulations across various countries 

(Gudzinskiene & Jurguitiene, 2010), or how research is completed on individuals with 

disabilities in different countries (Karna, 2010).  However, research has also been 

completed investigating experiences of individuals with disabilities across ethnicities.  

For example, Brown, Higgins, Pierce, Hong, and Thoma (2003) found that Caucasian 

students reported “experiencing significantly greater feelings of meaninglessness than 

their African-American peers” (p. 235).  

Dura-Vila and Hodes (2009) investigated differences between individuals with 

intellectual disability of various ethnicities and their use of assistive services in the 
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United Kingdom.  Overall, there were significant differences between utilization of 

services.  South Asians employed fewer services than White British but Black individuals 

used more social services than White British.  Middle East people utilized the most 

services.  Similarly, Saetermoe, Scattone, and Kim (2001) investigated the stigma 

associated with disabilities across ethnicities.  This study found that degree of disability 

severity impacts perceptions of individuals with disabilities and mental illness had the 

most stigma regardless of ethnicity.  The country an individual was raised in was also 

found to influence perspectives, as evidenced by Asian Americans from the United States 

stigmatizing disabilities less than those from Asian countries.  

Program Admissions and Competitiveness 

 There is a lack of research investigating whether the college program a student is 

enrolled in or the competitiveness of admissions into the program impacts his or her 

perception of students with disabilities.  The only known research investigates admission 

of individuals with disabilities into various majors.  Bouriscot and Roberts (2009) 

researched the participation of students with disabilities in medical majors.  The authors 

stated, “Medicine has long been viewed as a traditional, elitist, white, male profession” 

(p. 32), which has limited the enrollment of individuals with disabilities.  They argue the 

reason this has persisted is due to people believing individuals with disabilities would be 

unable to provide care and allowing them to attempt to do so would lower the status of 

the medical field.  However, they state this view is predominantly held in the medical 

field, rather than by the people outside of it, and will have to change eventually 

(Bouriscot & Roberts, 2009).  
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Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to determine which variables predict college 

students’ (undergraduate and graduate) perceptions of students with disabilities.  

Specifically, the purpose was to discern how the question presentation (positive or negative 

wording), the competitiveness of the participant’s program, implicit theory, demographic 

factors, and experience with disabilities affect college student perceptions of students with 

disabilities and perceptions of fairness.  The hope was that the results of this study will 

provide insights into the current perceptions of disability and students with disabilities 

among college students, as well as an improved approach to how the education and 

psychology fields address disabilities.  Furthermore, this improved insight can be used to 

determine how school psychologists work with children in the schools as well as their 

families and teachers.  It would allow for school psychologists to alter how they work with 

students with and without disabilities.  In addition, if positively worded questions resulted 

in more positive responses, the surveys utilized to assess students could be adapted to 

reflect this and foster a more positive perspective of disabilities as well as resilience.  

Research Question and Design 

The underlying question of the study was what affects college students’ 

(undergraduate and graduate) perceptions of students with disabilities?  

Hypotheses 

1. Beliefs about students with disabilities (comprised of four subcomponents: 

fairness of accommodations, university practices, personal feelings towards 

students with disabilities, and beliefs about characteristics of students with 
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disabilities) will be significantly predicted by question presentation, personal 

experience with disability, competitiveness of program, age, ethnicity, and 

implicit person theory. 

2. Endorsement of the fairness of specific accommodations (comprised of four 

subcomponents: notes, exams, assignments, and flexibility in coursework) will be 

significantly predicted by question presentation, personal experience with 

disability, competitiveness of program, age, ethnicity, and implicit person theory. 
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CHAPTER III 
 

METHOD 
 

 The purpose of this section is to describe the methodology for this study.  Details 

of the original study, from which the present study gathered archival data, will be 

reviewed such as participant selection, survey design and structure, and the study 

procedures.  Finally, the statistical analyses for the study will be discussed. 

Participants 

Selection 

 This study was conducted through reviewing the archival data of a study 

completed by the Department of Psychology and Philosophy at Texas Woman’s 

University (TWU) in Denton, Texas from Spring 2012 through Summer 2013.  The 

participants were primarily recruited through an undergraduate research system (e.g., 

SONA) at TWU.  Students in lower level psychology courses at TWU are required to 

participate in research studies to earn course credit and are given a variety of research 

opportunities to choose from, including the study that provided data for the present study.  

To include participants from other universities, links to the study were posted on social 

networking sites.  All participants reported they were enrolled in either undergraduate or 

graduate programs and at least 18 years of age at the time they completed the survey.  

Characteristics 
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Six hundred ninety-eight students completed the study, 54.7% of which reported 

being currently enrolled in undergraduate studies and 3.2% reported being enrolled in 

graduate school.  A preponderance of the participants (53.4%) indicated they currently 

attend TWU and 4.4% indicated they attend other colleges and universities, such as the 

University of Texas at Austin, Cambridge, and the University of North Texas.  However, 

the students’ current level of education and the school they attend should be interpreted 

with caution because data on these questions were not gathered from all participants due 

to a computer malfunction.  

The students ranged in age from 18 to 63 years.  The majority identified as 

Caucasian  (39.8%), while 22.9% identified as Black, 24.5% identified as Hispanic, and 

9.2% identified as Asian or Pacific Islander.  Three percent identified as other, and.6% 

did not list their ethnicity.  The report of other ethnicity typically indicated individuals 

that were of mixed race.  The majority of participants were female (91.8%) and 7.2% 

identified as male. Five participants (.7%) identified their gender as “other,” and two did 

not respond.   

Only 11.3% of the respondents reported having a disability themselves, but 54.3% 

reported having a close friend or family member with a disability and 55.3% reported 

having a coworker or peer with a disability.  The number of students taking each survey 

was fairly evenly divided with 48.7% completing the deficit-based survey and 51.3% 

completing the positive psychology survey.  See Table 1 for descriptive statistics of the 

categorical demographic variables and characteristics and Table 2 contains the 

descriptive statistics for the continuous demographic variable.  
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Table 1 

Descriptive Statistics for Sample Demographics: Categorical Variables 

Variable   Frequency Percentage 
 Gender   
 Male 50 7.2 
 Female 641 91.8 
 Other 5 .7 
 Level of College   
 Undergraduate 382 54.7 
 Graduate 22 3.2 
 College or University Locations by Region   
 Canada 3 .3 
 England 3 .4 
 Midwest 4 .4 
 Northeastern United States 4 .4 
 Romania 1 .1 
 Southern United States 10 1.1 
 Texas Woman’s University 373 53.4 
 Western United States 6 .7 
 Experience with Disability   
 Personal Experience with a Disability 79 11.3 
 Friend or Family Member with a Disability 379 54.3 
 Coworker or Peer with a Disability 386 55.3 
 Race/Ethnicity   
 Caucasian 278 39.8 
 Black 160 22.9 
 Hispanic 171 24.5 
 Asian/Pacific Islander 64 9.2 
 Other 21 3.0 
 Survey   
 Deficit Model 340 48.7 
 Positive Psychology 358 51.3 
n =698 
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Table 2 

Descriptive Statistics for Sample Demographics: Continuous Variable 

Variable  Mean Range SD 
 Age 21.33 18 – 63 6.29 
n = 698 

Measures 

 Two surveys were created, one based in positive psychology with more positive 

wording and the other based in the deficit model with more negative wording.  Each 

survey has the same questions with the exception of the question presentation (e.g., fair 

versus unfair).  Both surveys consist of 57 questions, 49 of which were the focus of the 

current study.  The surveys were created by examining a variety of instruments used by 

other studies to investigate perceptions of disabilities such as the Attitudes toward 

Disabled Persons Scale - Form A (Morrison, 2005) and the interview questions utilized 

by Houck, Asselin, Troutman, and Arrington (1992). 

 While there are two versions of the survey, only the wording of certain items was 

changed.  The order of the Likert scale answer choices, as well as the choices themselves, 

were the same and in the same order.  There are five points on the Likert scale, ranging 

from strongly agree to strongly disagree.  The wording, order, and location of the Likert 

scale answer choices have all been shown to influence responses (Friedman & Amoo, 

1999; Wildt & Mazis, 1978). Research has found support for the primacy effect 

hypothesis that people are more likely to favor answer choices presented on the left side 
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of the scale (Chan, 1991).  This was found to be even more significant when positive 

answer choices were presented on the left side (Friedman, Friedman, & Gluck, 1988; 

Friedman, Herskovitz, & Pollack, 1994), when the items themselves were worded more 

positively (Friedman et al., 1988; Friedman et al., 1994), and when the individual 

completing the items had cognitive deficits (Krosnick & Alwin, 1987).  However, there 

has been no research directly linking these findings to positive psychology.  Based on 

these findings, it is reasonable to predict that surveys rooted in the deficit model, such as 

those currently in use, would produce different results than the positive psychology 

survey.   

 The first set of questions answered by respondents involved demographic 

information and included age, level of college (undergraduate or graduate), name of 

college or university, gender, ethnicity, major, personal disability status, whether 

disability support services are utilized or not, and experience with a disability (self, close 

friend or family member, and coworker or peer).  Subsequently, respondents answered 14 

questions about their beliefs regarding students with disabilities.  Respondents then 

completed 13 questions about fairness of accommodations, four questions about program 

admissions and competitiveness, and eight questions regarding implicit theories.  The 

complete positive psychology based survey can be found in Appendix A and the deficit 

model based survey is in Appendix B. 

Implicit Person Theory Scale 

 Imbedded within each survey is the Implicit Person Theory scale (IPT), which 

emerged to assess implicit and explicit perceptions individuals possess across the 
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domains of ability and personality (Levy & Dweck, 1997).  The IPT comprises eight 

questions out of the 49 that were utilized, with four questions for each mindset (fixed and 

growth).  An example of a fixed mindset item is: “The kind of person someone is, is 

something very basic about them, and it can’t be changed very much.”  A sample item 

measuring growth mindset is: “All people can change even their most basic qualities.”  

The IPT can be found in the complete survey from question 47 to 54 in Appendixes A 

and B.  

 The IPT is designed such that participants rated each item on a six point Likert 

scale anchored by strongly disagree and strongly agree.  In order to provide one score, 

which accurately represents a composite of the IPT items, it is recommended that fixed 

questions are reverse coded while growth questions remain unchanged (Levy & Dweck, 

1997; Levy, Strossner, & Dweck, 1998).  The responses were added together to discern 

which mindset each respondent reported with higher values representing a growth 

mindset and lower values representing a fixed mindset.  Levy and Dweck (1997) 

investigated the IPT and found high internal consistency (α = .93) and test-retest 

reliability from one to four weeks of .82 and .71, respectively.  Heslin, Latham, and 

VandeWalle (2005) also found high internal consistency (α = .94) upon investigating the 

IPT.  

Procedure 

The Institutional Review Board (IRB) at TWU approved the original study, from 

which the archival data for the present study was obtained.  As stated previously, 

participants were recruited via social networking posts and the SONA research system at 
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TWU.  The survey was administered online via the PsychData website.  Participants were 

first presented with a screen describing the study and risks involved in participating.  

Contact information was provided for the principal investigators.  After reading the 

screen, participants were asked to select a button indicating they wanted to either proceed 

with the survey (indicating informed consent) or to end their participation and close the 

survey.  Those participants who elected to proceed were then randomly assigned to one 

of two surveys created by the research team at TWU: positive psychology or deficit 

model based.  While the consent form delineated the risks involved in participating in the 

study, such as the possible loss of confidentiality inherent in all Internet transactions, the 

research team did not collect any identifiable information from the participants in order to 

increase participants’ privacy.  

Upon being randomized to either survey, each participant answered basic 

demographic questions (e.g., age, level of college, college name, gender, race/ethnicity, 

college major).  Following the demographic questions, participants answered the 

remaining questions, including the IPT scale.  For the current study, a subsequent IRB 

application was submitted and approved to allow the data from the original study to be 

analyzed. 

Statistical Analyses 

 Prior to running the major statistical analyses, descriptive statistics were gathered 

for the demographic variables.  A series of hierarchical regressions were then conducted 

to analyze the hypotheses.  The independent variables were the question presentation 

(how the questions were worded), personal experience with disability (self, friend or 
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family, coworker or peer), competitiveness of program, age, ethnicity, and IPT.  The 

dependent variables were beliefs about students with disabilities and endorsement of 

fairness of accommodations.  Researcher generated items were reverse coded for the 

positive psychology based survey only.  This was done to allow higher value answers on 

both surveys to represent more positive responses. 

 In order to conduct hierarchical regressions, the independent variables were 

analyzed in three steps.  The first step included entering demographic information (e.g., 

age, ethnicity, and personal experience, which were dummy coded).  The second step 

involved the researcher’s manipulation of the wording (i.e., question presentation, which 

was dummy coded).  The final step was to combine IPT and competitiveness.  As 

previously mentioned, the IPT provides an overall score for fixed or growth mindset that 

was used in this stage.  The competitiveness variable was obtained from a set of four 

questions: whether his or her program has an additional admissions process, and if so 

how competitive would the respondent rate admission, how concerned is he or she about 

meeting admissions requirements, and how the respondent feels the accommodation 

process impacts his or her admission into the program.  If the participant reported his or 

her program does not have additional admissions processes, he or she was assigned a zero 

for all four questions.  If the participant reported his or her program does have an 

additional admissions process, the remaining three questions were averaged to provide an 

overall competitiveness score.  

 The dependent variables for both hypotheses were divided into four subscales 

each.  Beliefs about students with disabilities was broken down into subscales of items 
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representing fairness of accommodations (3 questions), university practices (4 questions), 

personal feelings towards students with disabilities (2 questions), and beliefs about 

characteristics of students with disabilities (5 questions).  Endorsement of fairness of 

specific accommodations was comprised of four subscales: notes (4 questions), exams (3 

questions), assignments (3 questions), and flexibility in coursework (3 questions).  An 

overall average score was obtained for both dependent variables, as well as average 

scores for each subscale. Additional post hoc hierarchical regressions were conducted 

with each subscale as its own dependent variable to gain a greater understanding of the 

results.  Table 3 divides each question into the appropriate overall scale and subscale.  

The wording utilized for comparison was the deficit-based version; therefore, the 

questions are written in that form for Table 3. 

Hypothesis Analysis 
 
 

1. Beliefs about students with disabilities 

(comprised of four subcomponents: 

fairness of accommodations, university 

practices, personal feelings towards 

students with disabilities, and  

beliefs about characteristics of students 

with disabilities) will be significantly 

predicted by question presentation, 

experience with disability, competitiveness 

1. A hierarchical regression with beliefs 

about students with disabilities as the 

dependent variable and question 

presentation, experience with disability, 

competitiveness of program, age, ethnicity, 

and implicit person theory as the dependent 

variable. Step 1: demographic factors (age, 

ethnicity, and personal experience). Step 2: 

question presentation. Step 3: Implicit 
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of program, age, ethnicity, and implicit 

person theory.  

person theory and competitiveness. 

 

Hypothesis Analysis 

2. Endorsement of the fairness of 

accommodations (comprised of four 

subcomponents: notes, exams, 

assignments, and flexibility in coursework) 

will be significantly predicted by question 

presentation, personal experience with 

disability, competitiveness of program, age, 

ethnicity, and implicit person theory. 

2. A hierarchical regression with 

endorsement of the fairness of 

accommodations as the dependent 

variable and question presentation, 

experience with disability, 

competitiveness of program, age, 

ethnicity, and implicit person theory as 

the dependent variable. Step 1: 

demographic factors (age, ethnicity, and 

personal experience). Step 2: question 

presentation. Step 3: Implicit person 

theory and competitiveness. 
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Table 3 
Survey Items for Each Overall Scale and Subscale 
Scale Survey Item 
Overall Beliefs about Students with  Disabilities   
 Beliefs about University Practices  
  Teachers are not willing to help students with disabilities 
  Students with Disabilities cannot finish a degree program at my school 
  Students with disabilities do not make grades similar to students without disabilities at 

this school 
  Having a disability keeps students from being active in campus life (outside of class) 
 Fairness  
  Special changes to the course for students with disabilities are not fair to other 

students 
  Changes to the college’s admission requirements for applicants with disabilities are 

unfair 
  Changes to the way teachers grade students with disabilities are unfair 
 Beliefs about Characteristics of Students with Disabilities  
  Students with disabilities have fewer choices of college majors 
  Students with disabilities are not as smart as students without disabilities 
  Students with disabilities are not likable  
  Students with disabilities are not good role models for others 
  Students with disabilities who receive help do not deserve the grades they get 
 Feelings about Students with Disabilities  
  I do not respect students with disabilities 
  I am uncomfortable around people with disabilities 
Overall Fairness of Accommodations   
 Notes  
  Note takers 
  Having access to another student’s notes 
  Having access to teacher’s lecture notes 
  Taped lectures 
 Exams  
  Oral tests 
  Extra time to take exams 
  Taking exams in another room 
 Assignments  
  Different assignments 
  Extra-credit assignments 
  Extra time on assignments 
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 Flexibility in Coursework  
  Choice of classes/teachers 
  Choice of seating 
  Not having to take certain classes 
 

 
CHAPTER IV 

 
RESULTS 

 
 The purpose of this section is to describe the results of this study.  Details of the 

hierarchical regression for the first hypothesis are reviewed followed by the analyses of 

each of the subscales involved.  Finally, the statistical analyses for the second hypothesis 

and the analyses of each of its subscales are delineated.  

Preliminary Analyses 

Descriptive Statistics 

Means, deviations, and ranges were calculated for all of the continuous variables 

measured in this study.  See Table 4 for the descriptive data for dependent variables and 

Table 5 for the descriptive data for the non-demographic independent variables.  Scores 

on the dependent variables and their subscales reflect negative to positive perspectives, 

with high scores (five being the highest) indicating more positive responses from the 

participants.  The scores for IPT reflect the degree to which the participants feel that 

people change over time, with higher scores reflecting more of a growth mindset in 

which individuals are believed to change over time.  Overall, respondents reported a 

mean of 3.71, which is a slightly elevated IPT score indicative of a growth mindset.  

Finally, the competitiveness score reflects the degree to which the participants felt their 



58 

program was competitive.  The range begins at zero because those that did not have to go 

through an additional application process for their program were assigned a zero.  Higher 

scores reflect the respondents’ belief that their program is competitive. 

Table 4 

Descriptive Data for Dependent Variables 

Variable  Mean Range SD 
 Overall Beliefs about Students with Disabilities 4.24 2.36 – 5.00 .45 
 Beliefs about University Accommodations 4.12 1.75 – 5.00 .64 
 Beliefs about Fairness 3.91 1.00 – 5.00 .81 
 Beliefs about Characteristics of Students with 

Disabilities 4.39 2.60 – 5.00 .51 
 Feelings about Students with Disabilities 4.66 1.00 – 5.00 .58 
 Fairness of Accommodations 3.81 1.62 – 5.00 .72 
 Fairness of Notes Accommodations 4.01 1.00 – 5.00 .79 
 Fairness of Testing Accommodations 4.15 1.00 – 5.00 .81 
 Fairness in Assignment Accommodations 3.31 1.00 – 5.00 1.07 
 Fairness in Accommodations of Flexibility in 

Coursework 3.69 1.00 – 5.00 .89 
 

Table 5 

Descriptive Data for Non-Demographic Independent Variables 

Variable  Mean Range SD 
 IPT 3.71 1.00 – 6.00 .85 
 Competitiveness 3.08 0.00 – 5.00 1.44 
 

Analyses of Hypothesis One 

Preliminary Analysis 

A hierarchical regression was completed to determine which variables 

significantly predicted the overall beliefs about students with disabilities held by the 

respondents.  In the first hypothesis, the researcher predicted that beliefs about students 
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with disabilities (comprised of four subcomponents: fairness of accommodations, 

university practices, personal feelings towards students with disabilities, and beliefs about 

characteristics of students with disabilities) would be significantly influenced by question 

presentation, experience with disability, competitiveness of program, age, ethnicity, and 

implicit person theory.  This hypothesis was supported: F (2, 679) = 2.87, p = .001, R2 = 

.044.  All three steps of the model were significant.  The results are summarized in Table 

6. 

Table 6 

Summary of the Hierarchical Regression of Overall Beliefs about Students with 

Disabilities 

Predictors  R2 B SE ß t-value 
 Final Step .04**     
 Age   .01 .01  .08 1.93 
 Personal Experience with Disability  -.01 .06 -.01 -.15 
 Friend or Family Member with a 

Disability 
  .04 .04  .04 .99 

 Coworker or Peer with a Disability   .09 .04  .10  2.60** 
 Black   .10 .05  .10 2.24* 
 Hispanic   .03 .05  .03 .71 
 Asian  -.01 .06 -.01 -.04 
 Other Ethnicity   .14 .10  .05 1.40 
 Survey  -.02 .03 -.02 -.46 
 IPT   .05 .02  .09   2.41* 
 Competitiveness   .02 .01  .06 1.58 
** p < .01, * p < .05 

The results of the final step of this hierarchical regression demonstrated that 

individuals that self-identified as Black, obtained higher scores on the IPT reflecting 

more of a growth mindset, and had experience with a coworker or peer with a disability 

responded more positively to questions regarding overall beliefs about individuals with 
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disabilities.  There was also a trend (p = .054) for older individuals but it did not reach 

statistical significance.   

Post Hoc Analyses 

Subsequent hierarchical regressions were conducted for each subscale (fairness of 

accommodations, university practices, personal feelings towards students with 

disabilities, and beliefs about characteristics of students with disabilities) of the 

dependent variable (overall beliefs about students with disabilities) to determine the 

degree to which each independent variable predicted the beliefs represented by each 

subscale.  Beliefs about university practices were significantly predicted by the 

independent variables: F (2, 679) = 2.46, p = .005, R2 = .038.  All three steps of the 

model were significant.  Specifically, within the final step, individuals that self-reported 

not having a disability and identified as mixed race had more positive responses 

regarding beliefs about university practices.  There was a trend for self-identifying as 

Black (p = .061) and increased feelings of competitiveness in your program (p = .067) but 

these did not reach statistical significance.  These results are summarized in Table 7. 
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Table 7 

Summary of the Hierarchical Regression on Beliefs about University Practices 

Predictors  R2 B SE ß t-value 
 Final Step .04**     
 Age   .01 .01  .05 1.24 
 Personal Experience with Disability  -.19 .08 -.10  -2.40* 
 Friend or Family Member with a 

Disability 
 

.06 .05 .05 1.20 
 Coworker or Peer with a Disability   .02 .05  .01   .34 
 Black   .12 .07  .08 1.88 
 Hispanic  -.03 .07 -.02 -.46 
 Asian  .20 .09  .01   .20 
 Other Ethnicity   .29 .15  .08   2.00* 
 Survey   .07 .05  .06 1.47 
 IPT   .03 .03  .05 1.17 
 Competitiveness   .03 .02  .07 1.84 
** p < .01, * p < .05 

Beliefs about fairness of accommodations were significantly predicted by some of 

the independent variables: F (2, 679) = 2.70, p = .002, R2 = .042.  All three steps of the 

model were significant.  Specifically, in the final step, having a coworker or peer with a 

disability and self-identifying as Black explained more variance for the third model and 

resulted in more positive responses.  There were no trends towards significance among 

the other variables.  Results for this regression can be found in Table 8. 
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Table 8 

Summary of the Hierarchical Regression on Beliefs about Fairness 

Predictors  R2 B SE ß t-value 
 Final Step .04**     
 Age    .01 .01   .02 .52 
 Personal Experience with Disability    .08 .10   .03 .79 
 Friend or Family Member with a 

Disability 
 

-.02 .07 -.01 -.37 
 Coworker or Peer with a Disability    .21 .06   .13  3.32** 
 Black    .24 .08   .12  2.89** 
 Hispanic    .09 .08   .05    1.05 
 Asian  -.09 .12 -.03    -.81 
 Other Ethnicity    .04 .18   .01 .19 
 Survey  -.10 .06 -.06  -1.54 
 IPT    .06 .04   .06    1.61 
 Competitiveness    .02 .02   .04 .91 
** p < .01, * p < .05 

 Beliefs about characteristics of students with disabilities were significantly 

predicted by some of the independent variables: F (2, 679) = 2.45, p = .005, R2 = .038.  

All three steps of the model were significant but the final step was utilized for 

interpretation.  The negative wording of the survey and higher responses on the IPT 

indicate a growth mindset explained more variance in the third step of this model and 

resulted in increased positive beliefs reported by respondents.  There was a trend for age 

(p = .051), with older individuals displaying more positive beliefs than younger 

individuals, but it did not reach significance.  Results for this regression can be seen in 

Table 9. 
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Table 9 

Beliefs about Characteristics of Students with Disabilities Hierarchical Regression 

Summary 

Predictors  R2 B SE ß t-value 
 Final Step .04**     
 Age  .01 .01 .08 1.96 
 Personal Experience with Disability  .10 .06 .06 1.51 
 Friend or Family Member with a 

Disability 
 

.03 .04 .03 .75 
 Coworker or Peer with a Disability  .06 .04 .06 1.47 
 Black  .05 .05 .04  .95 
 Hispanic  .04 .05 .04  .81 
 Asian  .03 07 .02  .46 
 Other Ethnicity  .10 .12 .03  .85 
 Survey     -.11 .04    -.11   -2.80** 
 IPT  .05 .02 .09  2.33* 
 Competitiveness  .01 .01 .02  .59 
** p < .01, * p < .05 

Feelings toward students with disabilities were significantly predicted by some of 

the independent variables: F (2, 674) = 4.27, p = .001, R2 = .065.  All three steps of the 

model were significant.  Specifically, within the final step, the older the respondent, 

having a close friend or family member with a disability, having a coworker or peer with 

a disability, and the positive wording of the survey explained more variance for the final 

step of the model and resulted in more positive beliefs reported by participants.  There 

was a trend for higher responses on the IPT (p = .079), which reflected a growth mindset, 

but it did not reach significance.  Results of this regression are summarized in Table 10. 

 

 

 



64 

Table 10 

Feelings toward Students with Disabilities Hierarchical Regression Summary 

Predictors  R2 B SE ß t-value 
 Final Step .07**     
 Age   .01 .01  .09  2.24* 
 Personal Experience with Disability  -.04 .07 -.02 -.58 
 Friend or Family Member with a 

Disability 
 

.10 .05 .08 2.08* 
 Coworker or Peer with a Disability   .14 .05  .12    2.97** 
 Black  -.02 .06 -.02 -.41 
 Hispanic   .06 .06  .04 1.00 
 Asian   .01 08  .01  .05 
 Other Ethnicity   .09 .13  .03  .66 
 Survey   .15 .04  .13    3.53** 
 IPT   .05 .03  .07 1.76 
 Competitiveness   .02 .02  .05 1.30 
** p < .01, * p < .05 

Analyses of Hypothesis Two 

Preliminary Analyses 

A hierarchical regression was completed to determine which variables 

significantly predicted the overall perspective of fairness of accommodations held by the 

respondents.  In the second hypothesis, the researcher predicted that endorsement of the 

fairness of accommodations (comprised of four subcomponents: notes, exams, 

assignments, and flexibility in coursework) would be significantly influenced by question 

presentation, experience with disability, competitiveness of program, age, ethnicity, and 

implicit person theory.  This hypothesis was supported: F (2, 679) = 3.50, p = .001, R2 = 

.054.  All three steps of the model were significant.  The results are summarized in Table 

11. 
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Table 11 

Overall Endorsement of Fairness of Accommodations Hierarchical Regression Summary 

Predictors  R2 B SE ß t-value 
 Final Step .05**     
 Age   .01 .01  .08 1.87 
 Personal Experience with Disability   .24 .09  .11    2.69** 
 Friend or Family Member with a 

Disability 
 

.04 .06 .03 .74 
 Coworker or Peer with a Disability  -.02 .06 -.01 -.27 
 Black   .31 .07  .18    4.26** 
 Hispanic   .06 .07  .04  .81 
 Asian   .01 .10  .01  .11 
 Other Ethnicity   .26 .16  .06 1.60 
 Survey   .05 .05  .03  .90 
 IPT   .06 .03  .07 1.73 
 Competitiveness   .01 .02  .01  .18 
** p < .01, * p < .05 

The results of the final step of this hierarchical regression demonstrated that 

individuals with a disability themselves and identified as Black responded more 

positively to questions regarding overall endorsement of fairness of accommodations.  

There was a trend for older individuals (p = .062) but it did not reach statistical 

significance.   

Post Hoc Analyses 

 Subsequent hierarchical regressions were conducted for each subscale (notes, 

exams, assignments, and flexibility in coursework) of the dependent variable (overall 

endorsement of fairness of accommodations) to determine the degree to which each 

independent variable predicted the perspectives represented by each subscale.  

Endorsement of fairness of notes accommodations was significantly predicted by the 

independent variables: F (2, 679) = 4.85, p = .001, R2 = .073.  All three steps of the 
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model were significant.  Specifically, in the final step, being older, having personal 

experience with a disability, identifying as Black, and positive wording explained more 

variance in the third step of the model and resulted in more positive perspectives.  These 

results are summarized in Table 12. 

Table 12 

Summary of the Hierarchical Regression on Fairness of Notes Accommodations 

Predictors  R2 B SE ß t-value 
 Final Step .07**     
 Age   .02 .01  .12  2.94** 
 Personal Experience with Disability   .28 .10  .11  2.94** 
 Friend or Family Member with a 

Disability 
 

.07 .06 .04 1.11 
 Coworker or Peer with a Disability  -.04 .06 -.02 -.59 
 Black   .34 .08  .18  4.28** 
 Hispanic   .05 .08  .03  .62 
 Asian   .01 .11  .01  .01 
 Other Ethnicity   .21 .18  .05 1.22 
 Survey   .17 .06  .11  2.97** 
 IPT   .02 .04  .02  .55 
 Competitiveness   .02 .02  .04  .95 
** p < .01, * p < .05 

Endorsement of fairness of testing accommodations was significantly predicted 

by one of the independent variables: F (2, 679) = 2.00, p = .037, R2 = .026.  Personally 

experiencing a disability was the only variable that predicted more positive responses 

from respondents.  This was the only regression in which the first two steps were 

significant but the third one was not.  These results are summarized in Table 13. 
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Table 13 

Summary of the Hierarchical Regression on Fairness of Testing Accommodations 

Predictors  R2 B SE ß t-value 
 Step Two .03*     
 Age   .01 .01  .04    .99 
 Personal Experience with Disability   .20 .10  .08    2.03* 
 Friend or Family Member with a 

Disability 
 

.09 .07 .05 1.34 
 Coworker or Peer with a Disability  -.00 .06 -.00   -.03 
 Black   .12 .08  .06  1.42 
 Hispanic  -.09 .08 -.05 -1.13 
 Asian  -.15 .12 -.05 -1.26 
 Other Ethnicity  -.05 .18 -.11   -.27 
 Survey   .01 .06  .01    .04 
** p < .01, * p < .05 

 Positive endorsement of fairness in assignment accommodations was significantly 

predicted by some of the independent variables: F (2, 679) = 2.45, p = .005, R2 = .038.  

All three steps of the model were significant.  In the final step, identifying as Black and 

having higher IPT scores, indicating a growth mindset, resulted in significantly more 

positive perspectives reported by the participants.  These results are summarized in Table 

14. 
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Table 14 

Fairness in Assignment Accommodations Hierarchical Regression Summary 

Predictors  R2 B SE ß t-value 
 Final Step .04**     
 Age   .01 .01  .03   .81 
 Personal Experience with Disability   .22 .13  .07 1.65 
 Friend or Family Member with a 

Disability 
 

.02 .09 .01 .27 
 Coworker or Peer with a Disability   .01 .09  .01  .14 
 Black   .43 .11  .17  3.89** 
 Hispanic   .13 .11  .05 1.18 
 Asian  -.01 .15 -.00  -.09 
 Other Ethnicity   .37 .24  .06 1.52 
 Survey   .03 .08  .02  .41 
 IPT   .10 .05  .08  2.05* 
 Competitiveness  -.01 .03 -.01  -.22 
** p < .01, * p < .05 

Positive endorsement of fairness of accommodations in flexibility of coursework 

was significantly predicted by some of the independent variables: F (2, 679) = 2.72, p = 

.002, R2 = .042.  All three steps of the model were significant.  Specifically, within the 

final step, personal experience with a disability and identifying as Black or other ethnicity 

resulted in increased positive perspectives.  There was a trend for individuals that 

identified as Hispanic (p = .071) and higher IPT scores (p = .056) reflecting a growth 

mindset, but these did not reach significance.  The results of this regression are 

summarized in Table 15. 
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Table 15 

Fairness of Accommodations in Flexibility of Coursework Hierarchical Regression 

Summary 

Predictors  R2 B SE ß t-value 
 Final Step .04**     
 Age   .01 .01  .06 1.39 
 Personal Experience with Disability   .24 .11  .09   2.15* 
 Friend or Family Member with a 

Disability 
 

-.10 .07 -.01 -.15 
 Coworker or Peer with a Disability  -.03 .07 -.02 -.43 
 Black   .35 .09  .17  3.89** 
 Hispanic   .16 .09  .08 1.81 
 Asian   .22 .13  .07 1.72 
 Other Ethnicity   .54 .20  .10  2.69** 
 Survey  -.06 .07 -.03 -.84 
 IPT   .08 .04  .07 1.92 
 Competitiveness  -.00 .02 -.00 -.10 
** p < .01, * p < .05 
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CHAPTER V 

 
DISCUSSION 

 
 Within this section, there is a summary of the findings of this study, which are 

integrated with the current literature.  Implications of these findings for research and 

practice are noted, followed by the delineation of the strengths and limitations of the 

study.  Based on all of these, a final set of conclusions is provided at the end of this 

chapter.   

Summary of the Findings 

Age 

 There was a trend for age, with responses being more positive for older 

individuals, for overall beliefs, beliefs about characteristics of students with disabilities, 

and overall endorsement of fairness of accommodations but it did not reach statistical 

significance.  Age was statistically significant for positive feelings about students with 

disabilities and endorsement of fairness of notes accommodations.  As stated previously, 

there is a lack of research linking participants’ age to their perspectives of individuals 

with disabilities.  However, self-perceptions have been shown to improve as individuals 

age due to the ability to engage in introspection and determine one’s competence 

(Bouffard, Merkovits, Vezeau, Boisvert, & Dumas, 1998).  Based on this, in conjunction 

with the results of this study, it appears that perspectives of individuals with disabilities 
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improve as people age.  This could be due to increased exposure to, knowledge about, 

and understanding of disabilities obtained with age. 

Impact of Personal Experience with a Disability 

 Personal experience was significant for positive beliefs about university practices 

and overall fairness of accommodations, as well as fairness of notes, testing, and 

flexibility in coursework accommodations.  Each of these dependent variables related to 

accommodations and the ability of students with disabilities to be successful in their 

university.  Interestingly, not having personal experience with a disability resulted in 

significantly more positive responses for university practices (e.g., the ability to graduate 

and participate in campus life).  This could be due to a lack of understanding of life with 

a disability at university and/or the desire or belief for individuals with disabilities to 

complete college successfully.  If individuals without disabilities respond positively to 

university practices, it is possible that individuals with disabilities are aware of this 

acceptance, which could increase feelings of support from their peers.  In other words, 

positive responses to university practices by those without disabilities may increase 

feelings of acceptance and support held by students with disabilities.  As past research 

has shown, the belief that one has control over their social interactions, the ability to 

access opportunities for inclusion, and feeling that one is able to disclose a disability 

without being rejected improves perceptions of disabilities (Hammel et al., 2008; Huws 

& Jones, 2008).  In addition, feeling a sense of interconnectedness with their peers and 

the ability to connect with the social world around them improves perceptions of 

disabilities and accommodations held by people with disabilities (Hammel et al., 2008).  
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Therefore, it is logical that positive perspectives of university practices held by 

individuals without disabilities occurred in conjunction with individuals with disabilities 

having positive perspectives of accommodations overall, as well as for notes, exams, and 

flexibility in coursework because engagement in the university and the ability to be 

successful has made accommodations more acceptable.  

 Interestingly, individuals did not have positive responses towards 

accommodations that altered the assignments in a course.  This could be due to 

accommodations for notes, exams, and flexibility in coursework being more common 

than altering the assignments, because students are more reluctant to request such 

accommodations (Calderwood & Degenhardt, 2010), or because these accommodations 

are viewed as more useful than assignment modifications (Sireci, Scarpati, & Li, 2005).  

Moreover, notes, exams and flexibility in coursework accommodations occur away from 

other students (e.g., notes are received before or after class, exams are taken in a different 

room, and coursework decisions are made outside of the classroom) whereas assignment 

accommodations may not.  If these accommodations occurred around other students, this 

could lead to feeling that peers will think of them differently (Kelly & Norwich, 2004), 

therefore, they may not view such accommodations positively.  Regardless, perceptions 

of accommodations overall remained positive most likely due to their personal 

experience with accommodations (Hammel et al., 2008).  

 Personal experience was not predictive of any other dependent variables: overall 

beliefs, beliefs about fairness, beliefs about characteristics of individuals with disabilities, 

or feelings toward individuals with disabilities.  There are several possible explanations 
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for this.  First, it could be due to the researcher asking too few questions and/or not 

adequately measuring what was intended.  For example, there were only two questions 

comprising the feelings subscale.  In addition, these results may have occurred due to the 

social model of disability, which is the concept that negative social connotations of 

disability are put onto individuals with disability, which leads to feelings of separateness 

(Green, 2007).  In other words, this feeling of isolation may have caused individuals to 

respond more negatively.  

 Similarly, the results may not have been significant for all dependent variables 

because the researcher did not ask about personal experience with disability but rather 

asked about perspectives of disabilities and individuals with them overall.  Previous 

research has shown that the experiences of the individual strongly influences how he or 

she perceives disabilities (Calderwood & Degenhardt, 2010).  Specifically, how they feel 

people view them (Bear et al., 2002; Kelly & Norwich, 2004; Needham & Crosnoe, 

2005; Shah, 2007), their experiences prior to college (Rowan, 2010), their ability to be 

mobile (Bergeron, Vincent, & Boucher, 2012; Gibson, Carnevale, & King, 2012), and 

their ability to participate (Hammel et al., 2008) impacts their perceptions.  Additionally, 

the researcher did not ask how long the individuals had been diagnosed with their 

disorder.  When first diagnosed with a disorder, people have reported feeling 

overwhelmed, experienced a wide range of other emotions, and felt as though their future 

had changed completely (Huws & Jones, 2008).  Therefore, the researcher might have 

found more significant results if these areas had also been assessed.  

Impact of Having a Friend or Family Member with a Disability 
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 Having a friend or family member with a disability was not significant for any of 

the hierarchical regressions.  Moreover, there was not even a trend towards significance 

for any of the regressions.  Most research has been about mothers and caretakers (Banks, 

2003; Cuskelly, 2009; Ng, Kee, Amatya, & Khan, 2011), which specifically investigated 

family outcomes, variations in family experiences (Cuskelly, 2009), the impact on the 

family (Banks, 2003), the psychological toll on the caretaker (Ng et al., 2011), and 

perspectives of the individual with the disability (Findling, Connor, Wigal, & Eagan, 

2009).  There were no known projects investigating the family member’s perspectives of 

disabilities and individuals with disabilities overall.  There is a limited amount of 

research investigating siblings, but most of it investigated the understanding of their 

sibling’s disability (Stalker & Connors, 2004) rather than perspectives of individuals with 

disabilities.   

 There is also a paucity of research into having a friend with a disability, but the 

research that has been completed indicates perspectives are more positive when they are 

between two individuals with disabilities.  However, perspectives are still increasingly 

positive when a neurotypical individual is friends with someone with a disability 

(Matheson, Olsen, & Weisner, 2007).  Perhaps the researcher should have asked each 

participant to identify their relationship to the person(s) they know in order to look at 

each area specifically.  Additionally, based on the lack of research investigating the 

perspectives of individuals with disabilities held by friends and family members, the 

researcher had to assume that merely asking a question about whether the respondent had 

a close friend or family member would adequately measure the impact of this 
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relationship.  In other words, looking at having a friend or family member with a 

disability may have been too broad to investigate exactly what was intended.   

Impact of Having a Coworker or Peer with a Disability 

 Experience with a coworker or peer with a disability was statistically significant 

for positive overall beliefs, beliefs about fairness, and feelings about individuals with 

disabilities.  This indicates that a degree of experience with disabilities results in overall 

positive perspectives of students with disabilities.  Additionally, respondents held 

positive feelings about students with disabilities (respect for and comfort level around 

them) and fairness (general fairness of accommodations provided).   

 Regardless of acceptance of general fairness of accommodations, experience with 

a coworker or peer with a disability was not significant for overall fairness of more 

specific accommodations or the subscales that comprise it.  This could be due to the fact 

that peers have been found to be more supportive of accommodations in general and less 

supportive in terms of the accommodations actually being received (Lang et al., 2005), 

which is what the overall accommodations scale and its subscales were designed to 

measure.  In addition, research has shown that people are more accepting of inclusion and 

less accepting of accommodations due to fear of it not being fair for everyone (Berry, 

2010).  Experience with a coworker or peer was also not significant for beliefs about 

university practices or for beliefs about characteristics of students with disabilities.  This 

means that merely being around individuals with disabilities did not provide significant 

insight for university practices and characteristics of students to sway perspectives.  The 

lack of insight into the ability to graduate (university practice) was previously reported by 
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teachers who worked with students with disabilities (Houck, Asselin, Troutman, & 

Arrington, 1992).  

Ethnicity 

 Ethnicity was significant across a variety of dependent variables.  Identifying as 

Black was significant for positive overall beliefs, beliefs about fairness, feelings toward 

students with disabilities, and overall endorsement of accommodations, as well as 

fairness of accommodations for notes, assignments, and flexibility in coursework.  There 

was a trend for more positive beliefs about university practices but it did not reach 

statistical significance.  Identifying as Black was not significant for beliefs about 

characteristics of students with disabilities or fairness of testing accommodations.   

 There was only a trend towards more positive endorsement of fairness of 

accommodations in flexibility in coursework for individuals that identified as Hispanic, 

but it did not reach statistical significance.  Identifying as Asian was not significant for 

any of the dependent variables.  The only other ethnic category that significantly 

predicted more variance was identifying as other ethnicity, which mostly represented 

individuals of mixed race.  Identifying as other ethnicity was significant for more positive 

beliefs about university practices and endorsement of accommodations in the flexibility 

of coursework.   

 The researcher was unable to find any previous research that attempted to 

investigate perspectives of individuals with disabilities across ethnicities, much less any 

research that found significant results.  Previous research covered more of the desire to 

increase cultural competence (Yoshida, Li, & Odette, 1999), the importance of 
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understanding the impact of ethnicity on functioning (O’Hara, 2002), case studies of 

having a disability in various countries (Smith, 2012), changes in legal regulations across 

various countries (Gudzinskiene & Jurguitiene, 2010), utilization of services across 

ethnicities (Dura-Villa & Hodes, 2009), and how research is completed on individuals 

with disabilities in different countries (Karna, 2010).  The only other related research 

completed prior to this study indicated that perspectives of disability in Mexican-

American families impact the experience of disability (Garcia, Perez, & Ortiz, 2000).  

The significance noted across ethnicities, and particularly for individuals that identify as 

Black, could be due to an understanding of the minority experience.  In other words, it is 

possible the experiences of ethnic minorities may have made individuals of ethnic 

minorities more accepting of other minorities, such as individuals with disabilities, and 

the accommodations they may need.  The lack of significance across the other ethnicities 

and dependent variables could be due to an underrepresentation, especially in terms of 

Asian participants, in the sample.  It could also be due to the researcher not asking 

specific enough questions regarding how perspectives impact experiences.  Regardless, 

this is the first study to find a significant link between ethnicity and disability 

perspectives. 

Question Presentation 

 Question presentation was significant for beliefs about characteristics of students 

with disabilities with more positive responses for the deficit-based survey.  This means 

that the participants responded more positively when asked the degree to which they 

agree that students with disabilities cannot be successful, are not as smart as their peers, 
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and are not likeable.  In other words, negatively wording the questions regarding 

characteristics of students with disabilities led to respondents being significantly more 

positive in their responses.  This indicated they do not agree that students with disabilities 

are not as good as everyone else, but are equally as good, likeable, and capable as their 

peers.  Question presentation was also significant for feelings about students with 

disabilities and notes accommodations with more positive responses for the positive 

psychology based survey.  In other words, individuals responded more positively to items 

on these subscales when they were worded positively than they did when they were 

worded negatively.  These results could be due to wanting to appear accepting of 

individuals with disabilities and the accommodations they need, but only when the 

questions specifically addressed these areas.  

 This is the first study to show a link between the wording of a question and the 

responses.  Schillmeier (2008) conducted the only known research investigating whether 

asking people about factors that exclude individuals with disabilities versus including 

them changed perspectives of disabilities.  Schillmeier (2008) argued that individuals 

with disabilities should be viewed through the aspects that make them like everyone else 

rather than by the aspects that exclude them because it led to more positive perspectives.  

Due to this study and the study by Schillmeier (2008) being the only two to find 

connections with wording and perspectives, additional research will need to be conducted 

to further understand this connection.  

Implicit Person Theory 
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 The IPT scale was significant for overall beliefs, beliefs about characteristics of 

individuals with disabilities, and assignment accommodations with higher responses 

indicating more of a growth mindset and more positive perspectives.  There was a trend 

for feelings about students with disabilities and accommodations in flexibility in 

coursework but it did not reach statistical significance.  These results show that 

individuals have increased positive perspectives when they have a growth mindset and 

believe that people can change over time (Dweck, 1986).  Based on this, it is logical to 

presume that individuals with growth mindsets are more accepting of people with 

disabilities and view them as more than their disability and having the ability to achieve 

their goals even if accommodations are necessary. 

 This is the first study known to the researcher that found a link between disability 

perspectives and IPT.  Previous research has been done linking IPT to the perception of 

groups (Levy, Strossner, & Dweck, 1998), stereotyping (Rattan & Dweck, 2010), and 

judgments of other people (Heslin, Latham, & VandeWalle, 2005; Heslin & VandeWalle, 

2008; McConnell, 2001).  The previous judgment research is the closest approximation to 

what this study attempted to do but it did not investigate judgments of individuals with 

disabilities.  Therefore, this is a new area of research that needs more exploration to gain 

further understanding of the impact of an individual’s mindset on their perceptions of 

disability.  

Program Admissions and Competitiveness 

 Unexpectedly, competitiveness was not significant for any of the dependent 

variables.  There was a trend for beliefs about university practices but it did not reach 
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statistical significance.  While the only research into competitiveness investigated the 

acceptance of individuals with disabilities into medical school (Bouriscot & Roberts, 

2009), the researcher assumed that having to apply for admission to their program and 

feeling that the program was competitive would lead to decreased acceptance of 

individuals with disabilities and especially the accommodations they receive.  The lack of 

significance in the current study may be due to not asking questions that adequately 

tapped feelings of competitiveness.  Had more specific and direct questions been asked, 

significance may have been found.  

Implications for Research 

While the preceding section mentioned a variety of aspects that could have been 

altered to possibly improve the results, the novelty of the research in conjunction with 

multiple significant and insignificant findings pave the way for future research.  As 

mentioned previously, there was no previous research investigating how the question 

presentation (positive or negative wording), the competitiveness of the participant’s 

program, implicit person theory, demographic factors, and experience with disabilities 

affect college student perceptions of students with disabilities and perceptions of fairness.  

In addition to the findings of this research, the areas that were not assessed in this study 

provide additional future directions for research. 

As previously mentioned, this study failed to find a link between program 

competitiveness or experience with a friend or family member with a disability and 

perceptions of college students.  This was surprising as the researcher expected to find a 

link between each of these areas and acceptance of individuals with disabilities and the 
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accommodations they receive.  Additional research is necessary to attempt to determine 

any connection between these variables.  This research could ask more specific questions 

than the ones utilized in this study or create alternative methods to assess competitiveness 

and friend or family member experience that more accurately assess the feelings held by 

the respondents.  

In the present study, there were several areas that were not assessed that could be 

investigated through future research.  While this study found a significant connection for 

older individuals responding more positively, it did not assess individuals under the age of 

18.  Therefore, subsequent research could be dedicated to investigating a younger 

population to discern a possible connection between age and perspectives for younger 

individuals.  Similarly, research could be conducted investigating older, non-student 

individuals to examine additional implications for age on perspectives.  

While the present study attempted to identify a connection between experience with 

a disability and perspectives of individuals with disabilities, the researcher did not assess 

experience with specific disabilities and the impact of each of those disabilities on 

perspectives.  Previous research into self-perceptions involved investigating individuals 

with specific disorders, such as learning disabilities (Bear, Minke, & Manning, 2002), and 

how those individuals viewed themselves and their disorders.  Therefore, future research 

could assess the interaction between the experience with various disabilities and 

perspectives of individuals with disabilities.  This may lead to more significant findings 

across disability experience (personal experience, friend or family member, or coworker or 

peer).  Perhaps assessing experience with specific disabilities will result in more significant 
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results for having a friend or family member with a disability specifically, since that 

connection was not found in this study. 

There were multiple novel findings that could benefit from subsequent research.  

For example, this was the first study to find any link between ethnicity and perspectives of 

students with disabilities.  Such findings pose the question as to whether there are other 

perceptions that change in association with various ethnicities (e.g., self-perceptions).  

Future research could also further assess the aspects investigated by the present study.  By 

gathering a more diverse sample, researchers may be able to find connections between 

identifying as Asian and Hispanic in addition to the significant findings for identifying as 

Black in the present study.  

This was also the first study to examine and find a relationship between IPT and 

perspectives of individuals with disabilities.  Moreover, the current study found that 

individuals with a growth mindset tend to hold more positive perspectives of students with 

disabilities than those with a fixed mindset.  However, this result was only found for three 

dependent variables and there was a trend toward significance for two other dependent 

variables.  Additional research into the connection between IPT and perspectives of 

individuals with disabilities would allow a clearer picture of this connection to be 

formulated.  

Additionally, there was no previous research that attempted to discern the 

connection between the wording of questions and positive psychology.  Subsequent 

research in this area is necessary to understand this relationship and how it influences 

responses, especially since wording was only significant for three dependent variables.  The 
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findings that negative wording was associated with more positive responses regarding 

beliefs about characteristics of students with disabilities and positive wording was 

associated with more positive responses for feelings about students with disabilities and 

notes accommodations have significant implications for future assessment instruments.  For 

example, the results of this study could influence responses for assessment instruments.  

The way psychological assessments present questions may lead to certain responses from 

individuals and may alter the way they view themselves and their difficulties.  This is 

important to consider when developing an assessment so as to ensure individuals are not 

being primed to respond in ways unintended by the creators of the instrument.  Additional 

implications for assessment may be discovered through subsequent research in this area. 

Implications for Practice 

 The link between positive psychology and wording on assessments has 

implications not only for research but also for practice.  Moreover, this study 

demonstrated that the way questions are worded could alter perceptions of individuals 

with disabilities.  This is important for school psychologists as the assessment 

instruments utilized and the questions presented by the school psychologist or other 

personnel may influence how the student responds.  School psychologists may be able to 

encourage and foster more positive beliefs through the presentation of materials for 

individuals with and without disabilities.  One application of this technique could be to 

develop more positive attitudes of individuals with disabilities and curtail bullying in the 

schools.   
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In addition, the researcher for this study found that older individuals responded 

more positively than younger individuals.  Older individuals are more likely to have 

experience with and knowledge about individuals with disabilities.  This increase in 

understanding may have led to more positive feelings.  Therefore, educating younger 

students throughout primary and secondary education about disabilities could increase 

experience, knowledge, and understanding and lead to acceptance of individuals with 

disabilities at a younger age.  Similarly, as shown by this study, merely having a 

coworker or peer with a disability increased positive perspectives.  This indicates the 

possibility that opening up the discussion and inclusion of individuals with disabilities 

through primary and secondary education may lead to more positive perspectives at a 

younger age. 

 The present study also demonstrates the importance of understanding how 

experience with a disability, ethnicity, and IPT impact the perspectives held by students.  

Understanding this connection will allow school psychologists to gain a clearer picture of 

why an individual responds to, behaves toward, and feels the way they do about students 

with disabilities.  It will help school psychologists to understand that the influences on 

perspectives are multifactorial and must be considered when providing appropriate 

interventions.  If the school psychologist did not account for these variables, counseling 

would be less successful because they would be lacking insight into the foundation of the 

beliefs held by the student.  

Strengths of the Study 
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 One of the biggest strengths of this study is its uniqueness.  The researcher was 

unable to find another study that attempted to determine the connection between question 

presentation (positive or negative wording), personal experience with disability, 

competitiveness of program, age, ethnicity, and implicit person theory in relation to 

students’ beliefs about students with disabilities and perceptions of fairness in 

accommodations.  This was the first known study to link positive psychology to the 

wording of questions and to find it significantly predictive of perspectives of fairness in 

notes accommodations, beliefs about characteristics of students with disabilities, and 

feelings about students with disabilities.  In addition, the researcher was unaware of 

another study that investigated the perspectives of disability held by individuals across 

ethnicities.  Finally, this study successfully attempted to formulate a connection between 

IPT and disability perspectives, which had not been done before.  

 The sample itself had several strengths as well.  For example, there was a wide 

range of ages represented by the respondents (from 18 to 63).  This wide age range could 

be due to the large enrollment of non-traditional students at Texas Woman’s University 

(TWU) and the diversity allowed by gathering participants through social networking 

posts.  The large sample size was another strength of the study that raised the power of 

the statistical analyses.  The experimental design was a strength as it allowed for the true 

randomization of the participants to the surveys and the ability to conduct reliable 

statistical analyses.  All of the aforementioned strengths increase the generalizability of 

the findings.   

Limitations of the Study  
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 While the study had several areas of strength, there were still limitations.  There 

were several limitations that arose from the previously mentioned computer malfunction 

that resulted in the level of college and university name not being collected from all of 

the participants.  The responses that were gathered appear to reflect a sample 

predominantly gathered from TWU but this is unable to be verified making the 

representativeness of the sample across levels and locations of college unknown.  

Therefore, while the findings were significant and generalizable, they would be more 

generalizable if there was a greater understanding of these demographic variables.  There 

was also an underrepresentation of men and individuals that identify as Asian in the 

sample.  The results would have been more generalizable if there was a greater 

representation of these groups.   

 Another limitation was an error in the order of the answer choices on the IPT 

scale.  The answers should have been in the following order from left to right: strongly 

disagree, mostly disagree, disagree, agree, mostly agree, and strongly agree.  

Unfortunately, the strongly agree and mostly agree response choices were wrongly placed 

in the fifth and sixth places, respectively.  This could have led to values around five 

representing stronger growth mindset responses rather than values around six.  However, 

the results regarding IPT were still significant with a growth mindset reflecting more 

positive responses across several analyses, even with this mistake.  This means that 

participants may not have realized the mistake and merely responded expecting the 

highest answer to reflect the most acceptance of the item.  
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 While this was the first known study to attempt to link positive psychology 

through the presentation of questions to the variables in this study, this link was not seen 

in association with all variables.  In other words, positive psychology only influenced 

responses for a few of the variables.  This could be due to simple rewording of a word or 

two throughout each item of the survey.  Perhaps more significant alterations were 

necessary to find more significant findings.  Similarly, the lack of significance of 

competitiveness throughout the study was unexpected.  It is possible that the questions 

asked to assess competitiveness did not adequately assess the feelings associated.  This 

could also be due to the participants from TWU being predominantly from freshman 

level psychology courses, meaning they have not yet undergone the admissions process 

to their program of choice.  A study of first-year graduate students might have provided a 

truer picture of the effect of competition on feelings about students with disabilities. 

 Because all of the surveys, except the IPT scale, were researcher generated, there 

was a lack of validation and reliability in the measures.  In addition, surveys have been 

shown to increase social desirability in responses.  Social desirability is defined as the 

tendency of study participants to respond to questions in a way that endorses socially 

desirable answers and denies undesirable answers (Phillips & Clancy, 1972).  This can 

cause problems when it comes to interpreting data collected during a study because the 

researcher must attempt to discern whether the statistical differences are true results or 

variations caused by biased responding.  This could have been more of an issue on items 

regarding individuals with disabilities as people, such as “Students with disabilities are 

not likable”, as it was noted that respondents responded more positively than they did on 
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other items.  This could reduce the generalizability of the findings.  Fortunately, the 

results of a study by Kiesler and Sproull (1986) indicated most respondents answered in a 

socially desirable manner but this tendency was decreased for those that completed the 

survey electronically rather than via paper and pencil, which could be due to respondents 

feeling the survey was more anonymous in this format.  Therefore, the socially desirable 

responding should have been decreased due to the survey in this study being presented 

electronically.  

Conclusion 

 The current study investigated what affects college students’ perceptions of 

students with disabilities.  Specifically, how question presentation (positive or negative 

wording), experience with a disability, competitiveness of program, age, ethnicity, and 

implicit person theory predicts college students’ beliefs about students with disabilities 

and fairness of accommodations.  The researcher found that older individuals, as well as 

individuals that identified as Black, had personal experience with disability, had a friend 

or family member with a disability, and had a growth mindset tended to hold more 

positive perspectives.  Question presentation also predicted perspectives.  However, these 

findings were not present for all dependent variables; it depended on what was being 

measured.   

 Continuing to research the connection between each of these variables will have 

significant implications for both research and practice as a school psychologist.  The 

results of this study have implications for the development of future psychological 

assessments.  In addition, the results demonstrate the importance of accounting for the 
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multifactorial influences on perspectives held by students when working in the schools as 

a school psychologist.  As additional information is gathered, methods of psychological 

assessment, intervention, and counseling will continue to need to be altered to incorporate 

the findings. 
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POSITIVE PSYCHOLOGY BASED SURVEY 

1. Age: __ 

2. Which level of college are you currently enrolled in? 

o Undergraduate 

o Graduate 

3. What is the name of the college/university you currently attend? 

____________________ 

4. Gender: 

o Male 

o Female 

o Other (please specify): ___________________ 

5. Race/Ethnicity: 

o Caucasian 

o Black 

o Hispanic 

o Asian/Pacific Islander 

o Other (please specify): ___________________ 

6. What is your college major? 

o Psychology 

o Education/Special Education 

o Health-Related 

o Undecided 

o Other (please specify): ___________________ 
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7. Do you have a disability (ADHD, learning difference, physical disability, etc.)? 

o Yes 

o No 

8. If so, do you receive disability support services? 

o Yes (route to question 11) 

o No (route to question 9) 

9. Are you eligible to receive disability support services? 

o Yes (route to question 10) 

o No (route to question 11) 

10. Why don’t you receive disability support services? (free response of 28000 

characters) 

11. Do you or have you worked with people with disabilities? 

o Yes 

o No 

12. Do you have a close friend or family member with a disability? 

o Yes 

o No 



107 

Rate the degree to which you agree with the following statements: 

13. Teachers are willing to help students with disabilities (e.g., will allow note takers, 
extra time on tests, taped lectures, etc.). 

• Strongly 
Agree 

• Somewhat 
Agree 

• Neutral • Somewhat 
Disagree 

• Strongly 
Disagree 

 
14. Special changes to the course for students with disabilities are fair to other 

students. 
• Strongly 

Agree 
• Somewhat 

Agree 
• Neutral • Somewhat 

Disagree 
• Strongly 

Disagree 
 

15. Students with disabilities can finish a degree program at my school. 
• Strongly 

Agree 
• Somewhat 

Agree 
• Neutral • Somewhat 

Disagree 
• Strongly 

Disagree 
 

16. Students with disabilities can be successful in any college major. 
• Strongly 

Agree 
• Somewhat 

Agree 
• Neutral • Somewhat 

Disagree 
• Strongly 

Disagree 
 

17. Students with disabilities make grades similar to students without disabilities at 
this school. 

• Strongly 
Agree 

• Somewhat 
Agree 

• Neutral • Somewhat 
Disagree 

• Strongly 
Disagree 

 
18. Changes to the college’s admission requirements for applicants with disabilities 

are fair. 
• Strongly 

Agree 
• Somewhat 

Agree 
• Neutral • Somewhat 

Disagree 
• Strongly 

Disagree 
 

19. Having a disability does not keep students from being active in campus life 
(outside of class). 

• Strongly 
Agree 

• Somewhat 
Agree 

• Neutral • Somewhat 
Disagree 

• Strongly 
Disagree 

 
20. Students with disabilities are as smart as students without disabilities.  

• Strongly 
Agree 

• Somewhat 
Agree 

• Neutral • Somewhat 
Disagree 

• Strongly 
Disagree 

 
21. Students with disabilities are likeable. 

• Strongly 
Agree 

• Somewhat 
Agree 

• Neutral • Somewhat 
Disagree 

• Strongly 
Disagree 

•  
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22. I respect students with disabilities. 
• Strongly 

Agree 
• Somewhat 

Agree 
• Neutral • Somewhat 

Disagree 
• Strongly 

Disagree 
 

23. I am comfortable around people with disabilities. 
• Strongly 

Agree 
• Somewhat 

Agree 
• Neutral • Somewhat 

Disagree 
• Strongly 

Disagree 
 

24. Students with disabilities are good role models for others. 
• Strongly 

Agree 
• Somewhat 

Agree 
• Neutral • Somewhat 

Disagree 
• Strongly 

Disagree 
 

25. Students with disabilities who receive help deserve the grades they get. 
• Strongly 

Agree 
• Somewhat 

Agree 
• Neutral • Somewhat 

Disagree 
• Strongly 

Disagree 
 

26. Changes to the way teachers grade students with disabilities are fair. 
• Strongly 

Agree 
• Somewhat 

Agree 
• Neutral • Somewhat 

Disagree 
• Strongly 

Disagree 
 
Rate the degree to which you feel the following are fair when given to students with 
disabilities: 
 

27. Note takers. 
• Always 

Fair 
• Sometimes 

Fair 
• Neutral • Sometimes 

Unfair 
• Always 

Unfair 
 

28. Having access to another student’s notes. 
• Always 

Fair 
• Sometimes 

Fair 
• Neutral • Sometimes 

Unfair 
• Always 

Unfair 
 

29. Having access to teacher’s lecture notes. 
• Always 

Fair 
• Sometimes 

Fair 
• Neutral • Sometimes 

Unfair 
• Always 

Unfair 
 

30. Taped lectures. 
• Always 

Fair 
• Sometimes 

Fair 
• Neutral • Sometimes 

Unfair 
• Always 

Unfair 
 

31. Oral tests. 
• Always 

Fair 
• Sometimes 

Fair 
• Neutral • Sometimes 

Unfair 
• Always 

Unfair 
•  
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32. Extra time to take exams. 
• Always 

Fair 
• Sometimes 

Fair 
• Neutral • Sometimes 

Unfair 
• Always 

Unfair 
 

33. Different Assignments. 
• Always 

Fair 
• Sometimes 

Fair 
• Neutral • Sometimes 

Unfair 
• Always 

Unfair 
 

34. Extra-credit assignments. 
• Always 

Fair 
• Sometimes 

Fair 
• Neutral • Sometimes 

Unfair 
• Always 

Unfair 
 

35. Taking exams in another room. 
• Always 

Fair 
• Sometimes 

Fair 
• Neutral • Sometimes 

Unfair 
• Always 

Unfair 
 

36. Choice of classes/teachers. 
• Always 

Fair 
• Sometimes 

Fair 
• Neutral • Sometimes 

Unfair 
• Always 

Unfair 
 

37. Extra time on assignments. 
• Always 

Fair 
• Sometimes 

Fair 
• Neutral • Sometimes 

Unfair 
• Always 

Unfair 
 
 

38. Choice of seating. 
• Always 

Fair 
• Sometimes 

Fair 
• Neutral • Sometimes 

Unfair 
• Always 

Unfair 
 

39. Not having to take certain classes. 
• Always 

Fair 
• Sometimes 

Fair 
• Neutral • Sometimes 

Unfair 
• Always 

Unfair 
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40. Which services do you feel schools SHOULD offer to students with disabilities? 

(check all that apply) 

o General Healthcare/Wellness 

o Dental Care 

o Occupational Therapy 

o Physical Therapy 

o Speech Therapy 

o Mental Health Services 

o Special Changes to Courses 

o Help with Academic Skills (e.g., time management, study skills) 

o Help with Skills of Daily Living (e.g., problem solving, budgeting, social 

skills) 

o Academic Tutors 

o Other (please specify): ___________________ 

41. How would you define fairness? 

o I would define fairness as everyone receiving the same treatment. No 
special treatment would be given to any individual. 
 

o I would define fairness as everyone receiving what they need to be 
successful, even if this means providing extra support to some individuals 
who have been identified as needing assistance. There should be some 
limitations on the type of support given. 

 
 

o I would define fairness as everyone receiving what they need to be 
successful, even if this means providing extra support to some individuals 
who have been identified as needing assistance. There should be no 
limitations on the type of support given.  
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42. What types of conditions do you think accommodations should be made for? 

o Anxiety 

o Asperger’s 

o Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder 

o Autism 

o Bipolar 

o Blindness 

o Conduct Disorder 

o Depression 

o Hearing Impaired 

o Intellectual Disability (Mental Retardation) 

o Personality Disorders 

o Physical Disabilities 

o Learning Disabilities 

o Schizophrenia 

o Speech and Language Impairments 

o Substance Abuse 

o Traumatic Brain Injury 

 

43. Does your educational or training program have an additional admissions process 

(e.g., nursing, occupational therapy, physical therapy, psychology, graduate 

school)? 

o Yes  

o No (route to question 47) 
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44. How competitive would you rate admission into your educational or training 

program? 

o Not at all 

o A little 

o Somewhat 

o Very 

o Extremely 

45. How concerned are you about meeting admissions requirements? 

o Not at all 

o A little 

o Somewhat 

o Very 

o Extremely 

46. Do you feel the accommodation process for other students impacts your 

admission into your educational or training program? 

o Not at all impacted 

o A little impacted 

o Somewhat impacted 

o Very much impacted 

o Extremely impacted 
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Using the scale below, please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with 
each of the following statements by selecting the answer that corresponds to your 
opinion. 
 

 Strongly 
Disagree 

Mostly 
Disagree 

Disagree Agree Strongly 
Agree 

Mostly 
Agree 

47. The kind of 
person someone 
is, is something 
very basic 
about them, and 
it can’t be 
changed very 
much. 

      

48. People can do 
things 
differently, but 
the important 
parts of who 
they are can’t 
really be 
changed. 

      

49. Everyone, no 
matter who 
they are, can 
significantly 
change their 
basic 
characteristics. 

      

50. As much as I 
hate to admit it, 
you can’t teach 
an old dog new 
tricks. People 
can’t really 
change their 
deepest 
attributes. 

      

51. People can 
always 
substantially 
change the kind 
of person they 
are. 

      

52. Everyone is a 
certain kind of 
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person, and 
there is not 
much they can 
really do to 
change that.  

53. No matter what 
kind of person 
someone is, 
they can always 
change very 
much. 

      

54. All people can 
change even 
their most basic 
qualities. 

      

55. How do you view college students with disabilities? (free response of 28000 

characters) 

56. How do you think you would view college students with disabilities if you were a 
professor? (free response of 28000 characters) 

 
57. Describe your experiences with college students with disabilities. (free response 

of 28000 characters) 
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DEFICIT MODEL BASED SURVEY 

1. Age: __ 

2. Which level of college are you currently enrolled in? 

o Undergraduate 

o Graduate 

3. What is the name of the college/university you currently attend? 

____________________ 

4. Gender: 

o Male 

o Female 

o Other (please specify): ___________________ 

5. Race/Ethnicity: 

o Caucasian 

o Black 

o Hispanic 

o Asian/Pacific Islander 

o Other (please specify): ___________________ 

6. What is your college major? 

o Psychology 

o Education/Special Education 

o Health-Related 

o Undecided 

o Other (please specify): ___________________ 
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7. Do you have a disability (ADHD, learning difference, physical disability, etc.)? 

o Yes 

o No 

8. If so, do you receive disability support services? 

o Yes (route to question 11) 

o No (route to question 9) 

9. Are you eligible to receive disability support services? 

o Yes (route to question 10) 

o No (route to question 11) 

10. Why don’t you receive disability support services? (free response of 28000 

characters) 

11. Do you or have you worked with people with disabilities? 

o Yes 

o No 

12. Do you have a close friend or family member with a disability? 

o Yes 

o No 
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Rate the degree to which you agree with the following statements: 

13. Teachers are not willing to help students with disabilities (e.g., will allow note 
takers, extra time on tests, taped lectures, etc.). 

• Strongly 
Agree 

• Somewhat 
Agree 

• Neutral • Somewhat 
Disagree 

• Strongly 
Disagree 

 
14. Special changes to the course for students with disabilities are not fair to other 

students. 
• Strongly 

Agree 
• Somewhat 

Agree 
• Neutral • Somewhat 

Disagree 
• Strongly 

Disagree 
 

15. Students with disabilities cannot finish a degree program at my school. 
• Strongly 

Agree 
• Somewhat 

Agree 
• Neutral • Somewhat 

Disagree 
• Strongly 

Disagree 
 

16. Students with disabilities have fewer choices of college majors. 
• Strongly 

Agree 
• Somewhat 

Agree 
• Neutral • Somewhat 

Disagree 
• Strongly 

Disagree 
 

17. Students with disabilities do not make grades similar to students without 
disabilities at this school. 

• Strongly 
Agree 

• Somewhat 
Agree 

• Neutral • Somewhat 
Disagree 

• Strongly 
Disagree 

 
18. Changes to the college’s admission requirements for applicants with disabilities 

are unfair. 
• Strongly 

Agree 
• Somewhat 

Agree 
• Neutral • Somewhat 

Disagree 
• Strongly 

Disagree 
 

19. Having a disability keeps students from being active in campus life (outside of 
class). 

• Strongly 
Agree 

• Somewhat 
Agree 

• Neutral • Somewhat 
Disagree 

• Strongly 
Disagree 

 
20. Students with disabilities are not as smart as students without disabilities.  

• Strongly 
Agree 

• Somewhat 
Agree 

• Neutral • Somewhat 
Disagree 

• Strongly 
Disagree 

 
21. Students with disabilities are not likeable. 

• Strongly 
Agree 

• Somewhat 
Agree 

• Neutral • Somewhat 
Disagree 

• Strongly 
Disagree 
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22. I do not respect students with disabilities. 
• Strongly 

Agree 
• Somewhat 

Agree 
• Neutral • Somewhat 

Disagree 
• Strongly 

Disagree 
 

23. I am uncomfortable around people with disabilities. 
• Strongly 

Agree 
• Somewhat 

Agree 
• Neutral • Somewhat 

Disagree 
• Strongly 

Disagree 
 

24. Students with disabilities are good not role models for others. 
• Strongly 

Agree 
• Somewhat 

Agree 
• Neutral • Somewhat 

Disagree 
• Strongly 

Disagree 
 

25. Students with disabilities who receive help do not deserve the grades they get. 
• Strongly 

Agree 
• Somewhat 

Agree 
• Neutral • Somewhat 

Disagree 
• Strongly 

Disagree 
 

26. Changes to the way teachers grade students with disabilities are unfair. 
• Strongly 

Agree 
• Somewhat 

Agree 
• Neutral • Somewhat 

Disagree 
• Strongly 

Disagree 
 
Rate the degree to which you feel the following are unfair when given to students 
with disabilities: 
 

27. Note takers. 
• Always 

Fair 
• Sometimes 

Fair 
• Neutral • Sometimes 

Unfair 
• Always 

Unfair 
 

28. Having access to another student’s notes. 
• Always 

Fair 
• Sometimes 

Fair 
• Neutral • Sometimes 

Unfair 
• Always 

Unfair 
 

29. Having access to teacher’s lecture notes. 
• Always 

Fair 
• Sometimes 

Fair 
• Neutral • Sometimes 

Unfair 
• Always 

Unfair 
 

30. Taped lectures. 
• Always 

Fair 
• Sometimes 

Fair 
• Neutral • Sometimes 

Unfair 
• Always 

Unfair 
 

31. Oral tests. 
• Always 

Fair 
• Sometimes 

Fair 
• Neutral • Sometimes 

Unfair 
• Always 

Unfair 
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32. Extra time to take exams. 
• Always 

Fair 
• Sometimes 

Fair 
• Neutral • Sometimes 

Unfair 
• Always 

Unfair 
 

33. Different Assignments. 
• Always 

Fair 
• Sometimes 

Fair 
• Neutral • Sometimes 

Unfair 
• Always 

Unfair 
 

34. Extra-credit assignments. 
• Always 

Fair 
• Sometimes 

Fair 
• Neutral • Sometimes 

Unfair 
• Always 

Unfair 
 

35. Taking exams in another room. 
• Always 

Fair 
• Sometimes 

Fair 
• Neutral • Sometimes 

Unfair 
• Always 

Unfair 
 

36. Choice of classes/teachers. 
• Always 

Fair 
• Sometimes 

Fair 
• Neutral • Sometimes 

Unfair 
• Always 

Unfair 
 

37. Extra time on assignments. 
• Always 

Fair 
• Sometimes 

Fair 
• Neutral • Sometimes 

Unfair 
• Always 

Unfair 
 
 

38. Choice of seating. 
• Always 

Fair 
• Sometimes 

Fair 
• Neutral • Sometimes 

Unfair 
• Always 

Unfair 
 

39. Not having to take certain classes. 
• Always 

Fair 
• Sometimes 

Fair 
• Neutral • Sometimes 

Unfair 
• Always 

Unfair 
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40. Which services do you feel schools SHOULD NOT offer to students with 
disabilities? (check all that apply) 
 

o General Healthcare/Wellness 

o Dental Care 

o Occupational Therapy 

o Physical Therapy 

o Speech Therapy 

o Mental Health Services 

o Special Changes to Courses 

o Help with Academic Skills (e.g., time management, study skills) 

o Help with Skills of Daily Living (e.g., problem solving, budgeting, social 

skills) 

o Academic Tutors 

o Other (please specify): ___________________ 

41. How would you define fairness? 

o I would define fairness as everyone receiving the same treatment. No 
special treatment would be given to any individual. 
 

o I would define fairness as everyone receiving what they need to be 
successful, even if this means providing extra support to some individuals 
who have been identified as needing assistance. There should be some 
limitations on the type of support given. 

 
o I would define fairness as everyone receiving what they need to be 

successful, even if this means providing extra support to some individuals 
who have been identified as needing assistance. There should be no 
limitations on the type of support given.  
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42. What types of conditions do you think accommodations should be made for? 
 

o Anxiety 

o Asperger’s 

o Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder 

o Autism 

o Bipolar 

o Blindness 

o Conduct Disorder 

o Depression 

o Hearing Impaired 

o Intellectual Disability (Mental Retardation) 

o Personality Disorders 

o Physical Disabilities 

o Learning Disabilities 

o Schizophrenia 

o Speech and Language Impairments 

o Substance Abuse 

o Traumatic Brain Injury 

43. Does your educational or training program have an additional admissions process 

(e.g., nursing, occupational therapy, physical therapy, psychology, graduate 

school)? 

 
o Yes  

o No (route to question 47) 
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44. How competitive would you rate admission into your educational or training 

program? 

o Not at all 

o A little 

o Somewhat 

o Very 

o Extremely 

45. How concerned are you about meeting admissions requirements? 

o Not at all 

o A little 

o Somewhat 

o Very 

o Extremely 

46. Do you feel the accommodation process for other students impacts your 

admission into your educational or training program? 

o Not at all impacted 

o A little impacted 

o Somewhat impacted 

o Very much impacted 

o Extremely impacted 
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Using the scale below, please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with 
each of the following statements by selecting the answer that corresponds to your 
opinion. 
 

 Strongly 
Disagree 

Mostly 
Disagree 

Disagree Agree Strongly 
Agree 

Mostly 
Agree 

47. The kind of 
person someone 
is, is something 
very basic 
about them, and 
it can’t be 
changed very 
much. 

      

48. People can do 
things 
differently, but 
the important 
parts of who 
they are can’t 
really be 
changed. 

      

49. Everyone, no 
matter who 
they are, can 
significantly 
change their 
basic 
characteristics. 

      

50. As much as I 
hate to admit it, 
you can’t teach 
an old dog new 
tricks. People 
can’t really 
change their 
deepest 
attributes. 

      

51. People can 
always 
substantially 
change the kind 
of person they 
are. 

      

52. Everyone is a 
certain kind of 
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person, and 
there is not 
much they can 
really do to 
change that.  

53. No matter what 
kind of person 
someone is, 
they can always 
change very 
much. 

      

54. All people can 
change even 
their most basic 
qualities. 

      

55. How do you view college students with disabilities? (free response of 28000 

characters) 

56. How do you think you would view college students with disabilities if you were a 
professor? (free response of 28000 characters) 

 
57. Describe your experiences with college students with disabilities. (free response 

of 28000 characters) 
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